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  Chapter 1: I Can Hear the Saint’s Inner Thoughts (1)


“Please listen carefully. Astal, can you pretend to be my lover for just a week, only one week?”

The beginning was undoubtedly abrupt.

All of this started from a suggestion by Victoria, the saintess of the hero’s party, who was covered half in flowers.

“…Why should I do that?”

I looked at Victoria with an indifferent reaction.

Over the past year, while journeying to defeat the Demon King, we were closer to friends—no, even closer to frenemies than lovers.

“Everyone else has someone they’re dating.”

“So, why should I pretend to be your fake lover? There are plenty of other men out there.”

I couldn’t understand it.

This saintess, who usually couldn’t go a day without nagging at me, was suddenly making this kind of proposal.

I raised a cigarette to my lips out of frustration, only for Victoria to stop me with a miracle.

“Tell me right now. Are you going to do it or not?”

The cigarette, made of magical leaves, instantly turned into a flower, making it impossible to smoke.

Victoria bit her lower lip with a displeased expression.

She really hated that I drank or smoked.

“If I agree, will you tell me why?”

I responded, crossing my arms slightly.

It was rare for someone as serious as her to ask me for a favor like this.

“You’re aware that one of the Four Heavenly Kings we’re up against is the Succubus Queen, a powerful enemy, correct?”

Victoria began, moving her lips slightly.

“Right. As soon as you encountered her, you screamed and fainted…”

The Succubus Queen, a dream demon who could manipulate people’s dreams, was considered the strongest among her kind and had once targeted Victoria relentlessly because she was a saintess.

Victoria had been so deeply shaken that she couldn’t sleep for days.

“With all due respect, Astal appeared in my dreams.”

“What? Don’t lie. Didn’t you say you’d never be interested in a man like me?”

“Yes, I truly detest it. Once I realized it was fake, I wanted to throw up every part of myself.

The Succubus Queen must have taken advantage of my hatred for you.”

Victoria stuck out her tongue with a gagging motion, giving me a disgusted look, as if I were something less than a bug.

It almost hurt my feelings.

“It was truly a horrific nightmare…. Seeing you, of all men, proposing to me in such a sleazy way.”

“So, how does that relate to pretending to be lovers?”

“If I experience being in a relationship with you in reality, wouldn’t that help me escape the illusion created by the succubus?”

Victoria said she was afraid she wouldn’t wake up from the illusion, considering how many people harbored unrequited love for her.

I nodded at her words.

“After all, one way to wake from a dream is to recognize its disconnect from reality.”

Incidentally, Victoria appeared in my dreams too.

She was a beautiful woman who could make every man turn his head just by walking by.

Her appearance was said to be crafted by the gods themselves, and her figure was so enchanting that it could lead even the most devout into temptation.

‘As soon as I heard Victoria say she actually liked me, I immediately realized it was fake and woke up from the dream…?’

Victoria’s real personality was quite difficult and annoying.

Every day, she’d suggest we pray to the celestial gods, sneak over during my watch shift to ask if I needed company, and ban all my drinking and smoking for health reasons.

She even made me want to grab her by the collar and argue with her at times.

“Is this really the only way? Couldn’t this issue be solved by dating someone else? There are paladins under the Pope.”

The idea of becoming Victoria’s lover, even as a fake, was something I detested.

I tapped my foot subtly under the table, weighing the pros and cons in my head.

1. If I pretended to date Victoria, what would happen to all the memories we shared as friends?

2. Honestly, Victoria was beautiful, both objectively and subjectively.

It wasn’t a bad deal for me.

3. But her personality was unbearable—so much so that only I could probably put up with her.

—4. Could I set aside our friendship and our history and become her fake lover, even if it means accepting her quirks?

“I’d rather die than be in a relationship with you.”

My answer was a firm no.

So, I rejected Victoria’s proposal, suggesting she find someone else instead.

“That won’t work. All the paladins under the Pope are men desperate to win my favor.”

Victoria shook her head, frowning even more than before.

I had heard rumors that since she became a saintess, the number of men applying to be paladins had quadrupled.

“Well, if they knew your real personality, they’d probably bite their tongues and die.”

I mimed a throat-cutting gesture as I looked at Victoria’s face.

After all, she was the formidable one who went around smashing demons’ heads with a hammer.

“Are you aware that your personality is even worse, Astal?”

…Is there any doubt, Saintess?”

I clenched my hand subtly, struggling to keep a smile on my face.

‘If it weren’t for her attitude and way of speaking, I’d have agreed to date her right away….’

No matter how I looked at it, I didn’t want to be her fake lover.

Even now, she’s grabbing my drink, refusing to let me have a sip.

Let’s hold out a bit longer.

This stubbornness should fade eventually.

Though we missed capturing the Succubus Queen when Victoria fainted, next time I meet her, I’ll simply take her down.

“Haa, Astal…”

Just then, Victoria spun her finger on the table, making a cute, short sound that others might find endearing.

Gasping for breath, the alluring woman adjusted her ceremonial robe, wordlessly conveying how hot it was here.

“Yes, Saintess. But I’m not the one to be fooled here.”

I immediately cast a cooling spell on Victoria, countering her attempts at subtle flirtation.

“Ah! Isn’t it cold? You really are…!”

“As a humble mage, Astal couldn’t ignore the Saintess’s discomfort and used magic.”

I couldn’t let this go further.

In the past, I’d once carried a drunk Victoria to bed, only to have her endlessly tease me afterward, saying, “Astal, you really are impotent. I knew it.”

If I had actually made a move, I would have been dragged off by the Holy See on charges of being a depraved wretch attempting to defile the Saintess.

“Astal, am I… not attractive?”


Victoria, seeming slightly tipsy, unexpectedly softened her tone.

She certainly was charming—beautiful face, a prickly but not entirely bad personality.

In fact, she was someone who had once shed tears while praying for people who had lost their families in the war.

“Who told you you’re not attractive?”

She just had a sharp tongue and a twisted personality.

“You did. Even when I try to get close, you’re so cold with your words.”

Victoria was almost in tears as she spoke.

The power of a succubus’s dream magic could vary based on the user, allowing them to subject others to countless nightmarish experiences.

“Victoria, I know you’re not actually drunk.

Do you know how many times I’ve had to watch people drink because of you? Your tolerance is way better than this.”

“……”

Hic,

Just how tormented had she been by the succubus queen?

She hiccuped in surprise, showing a rare vulnerable side as she pretended to be intoxicated to persuade me.

“So, what are the exact conditions and duration? Things like this need to be clear.”

I sighed deeply, handing Victoria a magically conjured parchment and quill.

The objects floating in the air drew some curious glances.

“…What? Really? I thought you’d tell me to endure it with willpower.”

Victoria gaped at me, blinking twice as if she couldn’t believe it.

She clearly hadn’t expected this approach to work.

“Hurry up and set the conditions. If you collapse like last time, how are we supposed to rescue the injured comrades?”

I looked at her, feeling a strong urge to leave this place as soon as possible.

If not for the succubus queen, I wouldn’t be dealing with this tedious matter.

“First condition: the contract lasts exactly a week… no, that’s too short.

Let’s make it a month. A month would be easier to explain to others.”

I quickly noted down the previously calculated terms on the parchment.

A mere week wouldn’t be enough to make her distinguish between reality and dreams.

“Why is a month easier to explain?”

“Because a month is the time when most couples tend to break up.

Have you really never dated anyone?”

“You haven’t been in a relationship either, have you?”

“…Shut up.”

I was momentarily speechless at Victoria’s jab.

Before I knew it, she was close enough for our breaths to mingle.

“Second, when the contract ends, we go back to being just friends.”

“Of course, sir. Did you think I might fall for you for real?”

Victoria stammered slightly.

I’d never seen her so flustered; it seemed she was nervous about her first attempt at a contract relationship.

“Of course not. If I saw you as a woman, I’d want to burn my own eyes with magic right away.”

“……”

In truth, rather than seeing her as a woman, it felt more like dealing with a foul-mouthed younger sister from next door—a bratty, blunt kid who bickers more than anyone but isn’t someone you can bring yourself to hate.

“Third rule, no physical contact without each other’s permission. Got it, Victoria?”

“Yes, understood.”

Swallowing hard, the saintess kept her eyes glued to the parchment I was writing on.

“And lastly, our fake relationship remains a secret….”

Let’s say we ‘dated’ and later broke up and went back to being friends.

That should be the cleanest way to explain it to others.

“Alright. So, it’s settled?”

Victoria’s quick thinking kicked in, already taking the words out of my mouth. I couldn’t help but smile.

After all, we’re comrades who have shared life-and-death situations together.

We’ve developed a level of trust that lets me rely on her fully, even entrusting her with matters related to my hometown.

“Then, from now on, we….”

We wrote each other’s names on the parchment, making a duplicate of the contract to keep one each.

“We’re dating. Just for one month. To build up immunity against the Succubus Queen’s attacks.”

At that moment, Victoria and I exchanged looks without anyone making the first move.

“Then… would it be alright if I held your hand? I’ve always wanted to try holding a man’s hand.”

“You can, but are you really that starved for men?”

“…Absolutely not.”

With permission granted, Victoria intertwined her fingers with mine, winding them around like a snake.

The subtle smile on her face and the slight curve at the corners of her mouth, perhaps from nervousness, almost felt misleading.

“Your hands are cold. Did you know? There’s a saying that people with cold hands have warm hearts.”

“That’s true. You must be really warm-hearted then.”

“Are you insulting me right now?”

My heart almost skipped a beat.

Victoria probably thinks this fake relationship is just a fleeting play, just a brief spark.


★★★


That’s how it was supposed to be.

“Why are you staring at me like that?”

-Finally, I did it! From now on, I’ll use this as an excuse to make him see me as a woman…!

Ever since we sealed that contract, I suddenly started hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts.





 
  Chapter 2: I Can Hear the Saint’s Inner Thoughts (2)


At first, I thought Victoria was just playing a prank on me.

Her personality was so troublesome and spiteful that it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say a viper coiled in her heart.

There was even a time she mocked me for days, saying, “Yes, I am your saint, Victoria,” just because I had called her “Saint” in respectful language while drunk.

“Hey, Victoria. Did you cast some kind of spell on me?”

“…Me? Have you lost your mind, or are you overwhelmed by the fact that you have such a beautiful saint as your lover?”

Victoria gave a derisive smile, casting me a look of disdain.

But then,

-Oh no…! Could it be that the contract relationship is actually working? What if he’s starting to notice me as a woman…! Ah, I’m not ready yet…!

A second, entirely different voice, shy and wavering, began to reach me again.

-Am I finally witnessing the fruition of my one-year-long crush? Thank you, heavenly god…!

“Am I going insane…?” I muttered to myself in disbelief.

Could it be that the Victoria, with whom I always bickered, actually had feelings for me all along?

 Impossible.

Absolutely impossible.

There’s no way this brazen saint, who never hesitated to hurl insults at me and snatched away my drinks and cigarettes, could be capable of something like love.

“Though I already knew you weren’t normal, I’ll check you over anyway.”

Victoria sighed deeply, as if she had no other choice, and placed her hand on my forehead.

A warm energy spread across my body, transforming into a gentle sensation.

“You don’t have a fever… but maybe you ate something bad? Though, with how much you drink and smoke, it might just be withdrawal symptoms.”

To an outsider, our level of comfort with physical contact could easily be mistaken for that of a couple.

We had crossed countless life-or-death situations together to vanquish the Demon King.

It wasn’t unusual to see each other’s bare bodies or to reattach severed limbs.

–Wow, his eyelashes are so long. How can someone look this good? Did the gods make a mistake creating him?

Victoria’s indifferent expression as she calmly placed her hand on my forehead was in stark contrast to the voice I heard.

“……”

“…? What’s wrong?”

I stared intently at her, trying to find the source of the voice.

After all, she might have been playing some kind of twisted prank to catch me off guard later.

-Oh, I could get lost in those blue eyes. If only time could stop right now…

Back when I was with the Blue Tower, pranking each other with staffs or magic was common, so my suspicion wasn’t unreasonable.

“Have I done something to upset you? This whole contract relationship thing was suspicious from the start.

Are you scheming just to mess with me?”

I gently moved her away, taking care not to disturb the flowers blooming on her body, a side effect of her miracles.

They were highly sensitive areas connected to her nerves, so it was crucial not to touch them improperly.

“For a man as clueless and unappealing as you, why would I go to such trouble? Truly a worthless question.”

Now slightly distanced, Victoria narrowed her eyes, looking at me as if I were strange.

-Yes, I’m scheming. I want you to understand my feelings…

The voice I kept hearing sounded ridiculous, even to my own ears.

Victoria, who was regarded as the continent’s greatest beauty and received envious gazes wherever she went, wouldn’t go through all this for someone like me.

“…Dispel.”

I couldn’t make sense of it.

In the end, I even resorted to casting a dispelling spell on myself.

I wanted to believe it was a mental attack from some enemy jealous of my connection with the saint.

 It made no sense for me—a genius constantly praised since childhood and a candidate for the next Tower Master—to find myself in such an unsolvable dilemma.

“Is it an enemy attack? Just in case, I’ll use my divine power…”

“No, please don’t use your miracle on me.”

I stopped Victoria before she could use her miracle.

Her miracles demanded immense sacrifices, straining both her mind and body to accomplish the impossible.

“Don’t come crying to me at night about the pain; try to save it for once.”

I was adamant about not letting her suffer any more than necessary, relying only on potions and healing magic.

I hated seeing her endure agony just because she’d been chosen as a saint.

The flowers that bloomed on her body due to her miracles caused her severe pain.

I’d learned this after catching her biting down on fabric or blankets to suppress her cries, drenched in cold sweat.

“You truly are unchanging, even in times like this.”

-And that’s precisely what I like about you.

“…..”

Victoria raised the corners of her lips in a faint smile, looking relieved at my response.

For the first time, things seemed to click into place.

“So, don’t you feel something’s missing?”

Standing beside me, Victoria lightly tapped the back of my hand with her fingers, hinting that she wanted to hold the hand she had just let go of.

-“Will this be a subtle way to hint that I want to hold hands without making it awkward? After all, dating guides say to naturally initiate physical contact!”

It was only then that I realized the second voice I was hearing was actually Victoria’s inner thoughts.

I didn’t understand the cause or how it worked, but there was emotion in her words.

“I hadn’t even considered holding my girlfriend’s hand. I was deliberately letting go because you said it was cold.”

With a sudden movement, I grabbed Victoria’s hand, making a cheesy comment in case it might prompt a reaction.

If that voice really was reflecting her inner feelings, she’d react to something like this.

“I didn’t think you’d be this clueless.”

-How, how, how…?

Victoria’s breathing grew uneven.

Her cheeks flushed, and the heat in her face spread all the way to her ears.

-Am I…sweating right now? He’s not thinking it’s bothersome, is he…?

I could hear the sound of her inner voice, slightly flustered, as my suddenly sweaty hand clasped hers.

At this point, one of two things seemed certain.

Either I had completely lost my mind by agreeing to this contractual relationship with a saint, or I really was hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts.

“What exactly do you think of me?”

-A drunkard, a smoker, an excellent magician, but a person who doesn’t understand a woman’s heart at all.

The words overlapped with her thoughts this time.

It was the first time her inner voice and spoken words matched so perfectly.

“I knew you’d say that…”


I sighed, realizing I’d foolishly hoped for something else.

-But he’s kinder than anyone.

Victoria gently touched her shoulder against mine, watching me.

“Still, I think you’re quite a decent magician.”

She laughed brightly, like sunlight, a joyful smile lighting up her face.

“…..”

I really must be out of my mind.

After all, I had just heard Victoria give me a rare compliment.

★★★

‘Sh-She didn’t notice, did she…?’

The saint, Victoria, half-blood of a golden dragon and human, momentarily reflected on the recent events away from Astal.

‘I thought my heart would burst…’

Victoria took a deep breath to calm her racing heart.

She hated how much her emotions were stirred just from holding his hand.

After all, the idea of a contractual relationship wasn’t her own.

It had been suggested when she’d sought advice from her patron god.

-[You’ve secretly liked Astal? For an entire year? You’re quite tenacious. How could you be fond of such a wild person…]

-Please refrain from such harsh words. Even though you’re a god, I cannot forgive insults to my love.

A few days earlier, after drinking, Victoria had confessed her feelings for Astal in a prayer.

-[So, in the end, you want to win his favor? You could even contract with the god of love and charm him directly.]

-Isn’t there a more natural way?

Victoria didn’t want to force Astal to fall for her.

She wanted to see him fall for her of his own accord.

-[There’s a way to make him gradually see you as a woman. Try suggesting a relationship, as a test.]

-A contractual relationship…?

Thus, the idea of a contractual relationship was born.

[You can always return to being friends if it doesn’t work out. Who knows? After spending time together, you might realize he’s not as wonderful as you thought.]

-……..

-[His face is indeed handsome, but looks aren’t everything, right? Character matters most.]

Victoria had to admit there was some truth in that.

She had nearly mistaken it for a confession when Astal had fallen under the succubus queen’s enchantment.

When she saw him like that, she’d been so overjoyed she fainted on the spot.

-[Since things have come to this, you should prepare a plan for resisting the succubus queen’s illusions. It’d be a disaster if you collapsed again.]

This secret, a bond only shared between women, made the god concerned and prompted her to devise a solution.

‘Thank you…my god.’

Reflecting on the recent situation, Victoria offered a sincere prayer of gratitude.


The contract gave her an excuse to be closer to the person she liked.

-‘In the name of Lumina, may my god forgive me for deceiving you.’

Victoria crossed herself, tapping her shoulder as she struggled with the guilt in her heart.

“Because this love, which has grown uncontrollably, is afraid of being rejected by you.”

And so, she continued to lie to the person she loved.



 
  Chapter 3: I Can Hear the Saint’s Inner Thoughts (3)


“It’s all set. Shall we move on now? Don’t we need to return to our companions?”

“Did you bring more food again? You’re as consistent as ever.”

Victoria, who had sneaked off somewhere, was holding skewers made of lizard tails in her hands.

Not just one, but several, as if she’d impulsively bought a large amount.

-This tastes… so good…!

Her inner thoughts were practically written on her face as the corners of her mouth lifted in delight, even chuckling in amusement.

“Would you like some? Shadow lizard tails are quite a delicacy.”

Victoria chewed in small bites as if offering me a taste, but I sighed at the sight.

“Don’t you trust my concealment spell a bit too much? What if they find out you’re the Saint here?”

We were in Tartarus, the demon realm teeming with demons and monsters—a dangerous place we’d finally reached under the emperor’s command to subdue the Demon King.

“Aren’t you the most powerful mage on the continent, Lord Astal? If I can’t trust your magic, then whose magic should I trust?”

Victoria even made a peace sign with her fingers, flashing a mischievous grin, seemingly unfazed by the risk of hiding her identity in the demon realm.

Victoria often enjoyed breaking away like this.

She had taken my hand numerous times, saying life was to be enjoyed, and it would be a waste not to.

“Magic is far from omnipotent. If anything, it’s more of a field built on failures—improving whenever a flaw is found.”

I repeated the teachings from the Blue Mage Tower where I once studied.

My master, the head of the Blue Tower, always reminded me of these words.

Magic to create fire came from freezing days, and magic to conceal oneself arose from threats to survival.

Even my concealment spell had a flaw—it could be seen through by a mage more skilled than I.

“If I hear that one more time, I think my ears might grow calluses. You’re such a tedious man.”

-But that serious side is really… so charming…!

Hearing Victoria’s assumed inner voice, I frowned.

The disparity between her words and thoughts couldn’t be more striking.

‘How can a person’s inner thoughts be so different?’

I scratched my chin, lost in thought.

Even with a mental barrier or counter-magic, her inner thoughts kept coming through, so vividly opposite to her outer behavior.

“Are you sure you won’t have some?”

-I wish you’d eat one, Lord Astal! Then we’d look just like a couple…!

Victoria looked up at me with wide eyes, almost pleading.

Her beautiful eyes sparkled like a starry sky, and now that I knew her feelings, I was becoming all too conscious of them.

“……..”

I took a bite.

-He… he ate it! So wild! So manly!

Trying to ignore her noisy inner voice, I took a bite of the lizard tail skewer in her hand.

The rich juices and tender meat reminded me somewhat of chicken.

“…Well, it’s not bad.”

I offered my impression of the lizard tail Victoria had bought.

Honestly, it was so flavorful that I couldn’t deny its taste.

“Well, I do have a discerning taste for food. When I was in the Holy Kingdom, I would secretly sneak out to find good places to eat.”

-After all, in that hypocritical place where no one stood by me, finding delicious food was my only comfort.

I froze upon hearing her inner thoughts.

A saint, someone who performs miracles unattainable in reality.

Healing the crippled, turning beggars into wealthy men. Even I, absorbed in magic research before joining the hero’s party, had heard of her reputation.

I could only imagine the scrutiny she must have faced from those around her.

“…Is something wrong?”

Victoria asked, noticing I’d suddenly stopped walking.

She held my hand so tightly that she had to stop as well.

“Oh, there’s some sauce on your lips. May I?”

Not realizing why I’d become so flustered, Victoria closed the distance between us, leaning in.

The proximity, the almost-touching breaths.

“There, all done. To think I have to take care of even things like this for you, you really are a child.”

Standing on tiptoe, Victoria wiped the sauce from my lips with her hand in a caring gesture, only to follow it with her usual scolding.

-The sauce that touched Lord Astal’s lips…

Victoria stared at her fingers for a moment. Her inner resolve seemed to make me uneasy.

It couldn’t be… could it?

Surely, she wouldn’t…

-Then… it’s an indirect kiss.

Without hesitation, Victoria licked the sauce off her fingers, acting as though it was the most natural thing, with a boldness that took me by surprise.

“…What’s wrong? Aren’t we a couple starting today? This should be expected.”

-I hope he doesn’t think I’m strange. Just act confident—it’s day one of our relationship. I’ll just say I didn’t want to waste food.

I sighed inwardly.

The audacity of her gaze, as if I were the strange one, left me speechless.

Wasn’t she the one who had done something shameless?

She’d broken the agreement that we wouldn’t touch each other without mutual consent.

“Clearly, you’re supposed to get consent before any physical contact…”

“I thought silence implied consent. It’s only because I didn’t want the food to go to waste, so don’t overthink it.”

I chided Victoria as if I were scolding her, but she was already prepared with a meticulous excuse.

“Or… perhaps, were you flustered?”

-I wish he was flustered because of me.

Her remark left me at a loss for words.

Was she purposely letting me hear her inner thoughts as part of some plan?

I had never even imagined being in a relationship with the Saint, Victoria, and now, with her growing boldness, I felt something was amiss.

“Though it may be a contractual relationship, please remember today is our first day. I hope you’ll be more considerate.”

Victoria seemed to read my inner thoughts, fidgeting with her hands and savoring the moment.

“If things get serious, it would be troublesome for me.”

-I’ll make sure you only have eyes for me.

As if she were determined never to let me go, she was making a vow within herself.

★★★

We headed toward the place where our other companions waited, a rundown, shabby inn away from the roads where demons and monsters roamed.


The space was cramped, barely large enough to fit five people, but it was the only way to avoid detection by enemies.

“We’re back.”

“We’re back.”

Our companions, already seated at the table and chatting.

“You’re finally here. What took you… huh?”

Among them, the red-haired hero, Kyle Dragonica, tilted his head as he looked at us.

As if he’d just seen something strange.

“What’s this, why are you two holding hands?”

Kyle was the first to notice the change between me and Victoria, letting out a smirk that felt annoyingly perceptive.

“Ah, it’s just that Victoria said her hands were cold…”

I muttered a half-hearted excuse, trying to smooth over the situation, but there was a forceful grip holding my hand even tighter.

“…The two of us have decided to start dating from today!”

Victoria held my hand firmly as if she had no intention of letting go, proudly announcing to the other colleagues that we were now a couple.

“Victoria, you…”

“Why are you so embarrassed? Be proud that you’ve become the partner of a pious saint like me.”

-Now that she’s declared it openly, there’s no way I can deny it later!

Even though our contract relationship was set to end in a month.

“What? Is that for real?!”

Kyle and the other colleagues reacted in shock to Victoria’s confession.

Considering we were the pair in the party that argued the most, it was only natural that they’d be surprised.

“How on earth did our Victoria end up with someone like Astal…?”

“There’s a saying that the ground hardens after a quarrel. Perhaps you two are more compatible than anyone else.”

Anima, the spirit summoner, and Tarion, the archer, shared their thoughts.

Anima seemed positive, while Tarion’s reaction showed a clear reluctance to believe it.

“Well, we all thought you’d end up with someone eventually. Guess it’s you two.”

Kyle patted my shoulder as he spoke, giving me a sympathetic look, though his mouth couldn’t help but twitch in a barely suppressed smile.

“Just yesterday, you two couldn’t stand the sight of each other! People really are unpredictable!”

Had that actually happened?

I couldn’t even remember anymore since exchanging sarcastic jabs with her had become routine.

My first impression of Victoria was terrible, and the sarcasm and insults we’d exchanged from that day on seemed endless.

“No, I think you two are lying.”

At that moment, someone stood up.

She had orange hair, eyes, and bear ears on her head—a member of the bear tribe.

It was Anima Silverbroom, renowned as the noble spirit summoner.

“I’m close with Victoria, and do you know how often she’s cursed you out?”

Grinding her teeth, Anima showed clear suspicion toward our supposed relationship. The only two women in the party, they were naturally close.

Unlike me, who treated alcohol and cigarettes like water, the saint, who led an ascetic lifestyle, cursing me out was unsurprising.

“…….”

I kept silent in the situation.

I didn’t particularly like Victoria; all I felt toward her was a faint sense of pity.

We’d lived very different lives, and there seemed to be painful scars that prevented us from understanding each other.

“It’s not a lie, Anima. Astal and I have become lovers from today…”

“…Then, who confessed first? Say it at the count of three, or I’ll know you’re lying.”

“…”

“T-That’s…”

Victoria looked flustered by Anima’s pressing question, her gaze turning to me in a silent plea.

-W-What should I do? I didn’t expect things to go this far… No, this could ruin any chance of us getting closer under the guise of a contract relationship…

Her silent thoughts, heard even in front of others, were loud.

-Should I say I confessed…? Or should I say Astal confessed…?

It didn’t seem to be any kind of magic or curse. If it were, I’d be hearing everyone’s inner thoughts.

-Honestly, I’d love to say Astal confessed to me… but if our answers differ, it’d be obvious we’re lying. Knowing him, he’d insist on that.

Victoria was secretly mulling over her options.

“One…”

Seeing her consider me to the very end stirred something deep within me.

“Two…”

Even as a man, my pride couldn’t allow this—even if it was just a contract relationship.

-A-Astal?! Why did you suddenly intertwine our fingers…?


The moment I anticipated she’d say I confessed, I laced my fingers with hers.

“..Three!”

“I confessed first.”

“Astal confessed to me.”

Just in time, we both managed to match our answers as Anima’s countdown ended.




 
  Chapter 4: I Can Hear the Saint’s Inner Thoughts (4)


“Wow, congratulations! Astal! And Victoria too!”

Hearing Victoria and my remarks, the hero smiled warmly and began preparing a drinking party.

 Even though this was just a contract relationship, was it really okay to act like this in the middle of enemy territory?

“There’s no need for high-quality food and drinks like this, though.”

Right in front of me lay a perfectly roasted gem-deer leg.

Of course, my drink was just water. Even though I’d mentioned wanting to drink as well, Victoria had claimed my share.

“What are you talking about, Astal? If you don’t commemorate days like this, people will bring it up again and again later.”

Kyle was sitting right beside me, draping an arm around my shoulder like an experienced elder giving words of wisdom, which only made me feel irrationally annoyed.

“Lovers can misunderstand each other over the smallest things, get disappointed, and fall apart.

Don’t forget—I’m in a position where I send letters to my childhood friend back home every day.”

Since the first day of our journey, Kyle had been unfailingly sending letters to his childhood sweetheart.

My task was to cast layers of protective magic on his letters, which were sent from the Demon Realm to the continent, to prevent eavesdropping or exposure of his identity.

“I could never do that. Where does all that devotion come from…?”

Honestly, I still couldn’t understand Kyle.

If one of those letters were to fall into the hands of the Demon King’s army, his childhood friend could end up as a hostage.

Why take such a risk?

Is that what love does to you—makes you lose all sense?

“Didn’t you confess first? Then you should know. When you like someone, you can’t help it.

You want to do anything for them.”

Hearing Kyle’s words, I glanced over at Victoria.

I immediately noticed something was wrong as our eyes met.

She’d been staring at me the whole time, without even glancing at the food or drinks.

I began to understand the weight of the phrase ‘love is heavy.’

-We made eye contact… What excuse should I make? Oh, I’ve got it!

“…Yes, Astal was secretly in love with me. Even though he constantly grumbles, he takes care of me, so I assumed he wasn’t a bad person at heart.”

Victoria was slyly answering Kyle’s words.

In her mind, she seemed to believe this was no longer a contract relationship and had really become a confession.

“……”

Instead of responding, I simply narrowed my eyes and glared at her.

After all, this relationship was purely a façade.

“What’s wrong? After passionately confessing to me, are you suddenly embarrassed?”

-Even if you glare at me like that, it doesn’t scare me one bit!

Victoria’s smile held a hint of amusement as she looked at me.

Despite everything, I still didn’t believe she genuinely liked me.

If she really liked me, wouldn’t she be acting a bit softer?

It was hard to understand why she hid her true feelings like this.

“So how did you confess? Tell me! It’s not like someone like him would choose a romantic place.”

Anima, the spirit summoner, was sitting right next to Victoria, eyeing me suspiciously.

Victoria’s agitation had caused her to lose some trust in me.

“Let’s drop it. Relationships aren’t exactly something to brag about.”

I tried to stop Victoria before she could slip up and reveal anything.

She was already pretty drunk, and if she kept talking, the truth about our contract relationship could be exposed.

If that happened, she would definitely use it as material to tease me, bringing up things like holding hands or pretending I confessed first.

I wanted to end this contract relationship smoothly without handing her any ammunition that could haunt me for years.

“…No, Anima. It was quite a romantic setting. Under the bright moonlight by the lake, he knelt down and asked me to spend my life with him.”

-If I say it like this… maybe he’ll actually confess to me later? I’m a genius!

Victoria was already crossing a river of no return, speaking as though her hopes were reality.

I couldn’t tell when she started liking me, but she was definitely straightforward when it came to matters like this.

“Victoria, stop drinking. You’re very drunk.”

I subtly bit my lip, giving her a warning look.

She was visibly over her drinking limit, gulping down alcohol at an alarming pace.

“No! Why shouldn’t I get drunk on such a happy day?”

Victoria hiccupped and raised her voice, her cheeks flushed with the heat of intoxication.

“To think that such a remarkable mage as yourself was tormenting me because you actually liked me.”

“…When have I ever tormented you?”

No matter how I thought about it, I couldn’t recall anything.

Most of the time, it was Victoria who started with some sort of accusation, and I only responded to her.

“If you think about it, our first impression was the worst. Who casts a flower-raining spell on someone who’s suffered from flowers their whole life?”

Victoria started her story with a slight click of her tongue, as though scolding me.

Her gaze turned slightly aggressive.

“……”

I had no words and drained the cold water in front of me.

Indeed, when we first met, I had cast the Flower Rain spell on her.

“That’s why I say you’re clueless about a woman’s heart. How can you be so oblivious?”

-Astal, you’re an idiot. An idiot who can’t even understand my heart.

Victoria silently cursed me as she downed her drink, speaking as though she’d held a grudge over something that had happened a year ago.

Come to think of it, our relationship had probably soured ever since then.

“People can be a bit oblivious sometimes.”

I retorted to her as if defending myself, for I had my reasons back then.

‘In fact, I had cast a purification spell first, but luckily, she didn’t notice.’

When I first saw her, I could discern the structure of the flowers engulfing her body.

It was a type of curse—something far from the blessing of a saint.

It acted like a parasite, gradually eating away at her body and mind.

‘You had the eyes of someone who was going to die soon. I had no choice.’

Her gaze, devoid of hope and seeming to find meaning in nothing—Victoria looked like that when we first met.

So, I poured every purification spell I knew into her, but nothing worked.

‘But there’s no need to reveal the truth. Giving false hope can be a form of cruel torture.

I need to find a way to remove the side effects plaguing Victoria first.’

I sighed deeply in my heart.


If it were discovered that I’d recklessly used magic on a saint, the church could brand me a heretic.

“…You were the first one my magic didn’t work on. I was actually pretty proud of that spell.”

I muttered to myself, feeling slightly wronged. I’d willingly become a liar, believing that even the mere mention of the possibility of removing the flowers might hurt her.

“No woman would fall for such an outdated spell. Did you think I was that easy?”

Victoria laughed, resting her chest against the table.

-She’s easy now, though.

She seemed to be deliberately trying to seduce me.

Hearing her inner thoughts, I tried my best to avoid looking at her and kept my gaze steady.

“But, I liked what you said after that.”

“What did I say?”

“Are you really that foolish? How can a man who calls himself a genius mage not remember what he said?”

-I still remember the warm words that followed…

Victoria puffed her cheeks slightly, showing a hurt expression. The strong smell of alcohol was noticeable.

“You said you wanted to meet the Saintess while living a fleeting life, something that would vanish if you closed and opened your eyes once. Ugh, how cheesy. How is that a pick-up line?”

Anima, who was sitting beside me, nudged my side with her elbow, recalling that moment.

Her deeply furrowed brows conveyed her frustration.

“That’s right. And then you held my hand tightly.”

“I remember what came next too. You scolded me, saying,

‘Do you want to hold a woman’s hand even in wartime? You’re an irredeemable trash.'”

Victoria’s expression from that moment is still vivid in my memory, as she looked at me with utter shock.

“That’s right. Back then, I misunderstood, thinking Sir Astal might have impure intentions towards me.

Forgive my words, but I truly thought you were just a perverted dog in heat who couldn’t control himself.”

“So, are you saying that’s not the case now?”

“Yes, considering that you showed no lust, even after seeing me naked, and instead worried about my injuries first.”

The moment Victoria spoke of was indeed after she had suffered severe wounds, and I had used healing magic on her.

When her body was torn open, with her intestines spilling out, there was no room for inappropriate thoughts.

“Isn’t that obvious? With someone on the brink of death, how could anyone think like that?”

I hid my trembling hands beneath the table, trying to act nonchalant.

No matter how many times I experienced it, I never wanted to see someone dying in front of me again.

“Aren’t you trash? You almost got into a fight with Victoria because she didn’t give you any alcohol or cigarettes.”

“…I’m not trash, but I do admit I’m probably an eunuch. I’ve never met a man like you before.”

-Even with this body, I have confidence in my looks. Could he really be impotent? Or maybe… erectile dysfunction?

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts, I couldn’t help but let out a wry chuckle.

No man in this world would be foolish enough to spend a night with you.

“Once, there was a madman who pretended to be blind just to touch Victoria’s chest.”

Talion spoke, sipping his drink with a tone that suggested he was genuinely irritated.

It was rare for his usually gentle personality to show this side.

“Didn’t Astal save you then too? It was a man pretending to be blind with magic, after all.”

As Kyle mentioned, every time such an incident occurred, it was my job to protect her.

It was a bother dealing with demons or men attracted to Victoria’s appearance.

Magic, being more flexible and unpredictable than other disciplines, allowed me to handle these unexpected situations better.

“That’s exactly why I accepted Sir Astal’s confession. I thought, ‘At least this man won’t dare harm me.'”

“Even so, I think you’re too good for him.”

“Do you think so? To be honest, part of the reason I accepted was to understand what this thing called ‘love’ feels like.”

-Please notice me. Show me that you love me…

Though Victoria was responding nonchalantly to Anima, her true feelings were clearly restless.

“So, does that mean the two of you are sharing a room at the inn tonight?”

At that moment, Kyle, the hero, spoke with a bright smile as if he’d thought of a great idea, sneaking a glance at us to gauge our reactions.

“What?”

“Excuse me?”

Victoria and I couldn’t help but react in sync, surprised by his shocking statement.

“Aren’t you two dating? Surely, it’s not fake, like Anima suggested, right?”

Kyle asked with a hint of suspicion, his calm demeanor suggesting he found it odd.

Anima and Talion also looked at us, waiting for our response.

Thinking about it, Anima and Talion, a couple themselves, had been sharing a room.

“B-but… it’s our first day. Something that intense… not yet…”

“Exactly, I don’t think that’s appropriate at all.”

Victoria stammered with a flushed face, and I began acting, trying hard to hide that our relationship was a mere pretense.

“But you’ve already seen each other naked while treating injuries, right?

If we’re to stay in the Demon Realm for a while, we’ll need to save where we can, don’t forget that.”

But Kyle was unwavering.

In the Demon Realm, where dreams, blood, and life served as currency, we had to do whatever it took to save every bit.

“Then we shouldn’t have eaten that stuff earlier!”

“That’s different, you oblivious romantic idiot.”

Kyle sighed heavily, patting my shoulder as he looked at me with pity.

He even clicked his tongue at my apparent lack of awareness.

“Here, the room key. As a third party, I’ll leave you two to sort out any lingering feelings.”

Before I could argue, Kyle handed us just one room key and promptly left, making it impossible to protest without looking even stranger.

“We’ll be heading to the Village of Liars tomorrow, so don’t stay up too late, alright?”


With that, Kyle disappeared, leaving us bewildered.

What on earth was he thinking?

And then—

-What do I do? Did I wear cute underwear today? I don’t think so…

Hearing Victoria’s anxious thoughts, I felt a sudden wave of dizziness.




 
  Chapter 5: I Can Hear the Saint’s Inner Thoughts (5)


Right now, Victoria and I had no choice but to sit on the edge of a single bed.

Since it was an inn in a remote area and the cheapest one available, the room was cramped.

The distance between us had become so close that we could feel each other’s breaths and body heat.

The only difference from yesterday was that we had entered a contract relationship, yet many things had changed between us.

“I’ll sleep on the floor, so you can rest comfortably on the bed.”

Among the two of us who had remained silent since entering the room, I was the first to speak.

I grabbed a bedding set and spread it out on the floor.

Victoria was frightened, uncertain of what might happen to her.

Deep down, she regretted not wearing something more provocative.

“What? But wouldn’t that be uncomfortable? Are you sure?”

-Is this really okay…? Does he truly dislike me?

Victoria tilted her head slightly, as if sensing something was amiss.

Naturally, she was disappointed since her plan to enchant me into seeing her as a woman seemed to have failed.

“It’s fine. You probably don’t want to share a bed with a man you dislike, right? I also don’t intend to cross any boundaries just because we’re pretending to be a couple.”

I purposely spoke coldly to Victoria, as I had never seen her as a romantic interest.

“If that’s really the case, then why did you tell Anima that you confessed?

That would’ve been a good chance to reveal our contract relationship.”

Victoria asked, her expression a bit sour.

She had clasped her hands together, perhaps thinking that my improvised confession meant we shared feelings.

“If the contract relationship is exposed, we won’t be able to stand against the Succubus Queen.

How could a relationship devoid of realism stand against her illusions?”

I explained the reason clearly to prevent any misunderstandings.

Only the two of us should know about our contract relationship.

It serves as a good countermeasure in case fake emotions surface in a dream.

“Astal, is that why you accepted my proposal? Are there truly no personal feelings involved?”

-I thought that if I acted like this, Astal would start paying attention to me… Am I really that unappealing?

Victoria’s discouraged voice pierced my heart.

Though she appeared indifferent, she seemed as if she might burst into tears at any moment.

“I must kill the Demon King.”

I shared my purpose with her.

As the only survivor of a village burned down by the Demon King’s forces, I believed I had no right to like anyone or be loved.

“That’s a wish everyone shares, isn’t it? You don’t have to bear it alone—”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t see any point in living otherwise.”

Honestly, I hoped that Victoria would give up her feelings for me.

Unrequited love only leads to exhaustion for one side.

If there was no affection, it was better to push her away like this.

“Besides, you said you disliked me, didn’t you? Then why did you seem so excited earlier, even going so far as to make up a confession?”

“Th-that was… because I was drunk. I despise men like you.

I’ll leave without a second thought once this contract relationship is over.”

—I was just so happy because it felt like we were truly dating…

Victoria crossed her arms, displaying an uncomfortable expression.

Knowing her true thoughts, I was somewhat relieved by her conflicting exterior and interior.

‘I must never let on that I can hear her inner thoughts.’

Even if I could, I couldn’t reveal that I could hear her thoughts, especially without knowing if Victoria had genuine feelings for me.

“You’re truly the worst kind of man. Now that we’re actually dating, I can start to see it.”

-Don’t you realize how passionately I tried to seduce you? I even told our colleagues so you wouldn’t be able to escape later…

Victoria bit her lower lip in frustration, seemingly annoyed by my indifference toward her as a romantic interest.

“…I’ll go wash up first. Please, don’t even think of peeking.”

Victoria said with a slight pout before heading to the bathroom, her footsteps squeaking and the door slamming shut.

From the sound, I could tell she was upset.

—I wouldn’t mind if he peeked… We are technically lovers now…

I started doing exercises to avoid being tempted by the neatly arranged lingerie she had deliberately placed for me to see.

I must clear my mind. With this kind of temptation, feelings could arise out of nowhere.

★★★

Swish.

The water poured down on her from above as Victoria washed herself.

The flowers on Victoria’s body would normally cause a searing pain upon contact,

which was why she had only ever wiped her body with a damp cloth, never dreaming of taking a bath or shower.

‘I can shower like this thanks to you… Why can’t I be more honest?’

Thanks to Astal, who was proficient in water-related magic, she could use a waterproof spell to cleanse herself.

“Astal, do you really dislike me…?”

Victoria muttered to herself in a small voice so he wouldn’t hear outside.

The thought of being disliked by the man she admired almost brought her to tears.

Victoria’s inability to express her feelings was largely due to Astal’s cold attitude.

Despite her efforts to show her emotions, Astal always seemed to push her away, either out of obliviousness or a lack of affection.

“He’s not completely unresponsive…”

She recalled how his gaze had briefly shifted when she deliberately placed her chest on the table, his eyes unable to resist glancing there.

He had just offered to sleep on the floor, which likely meant he didn’t see her solely as a comrade.

If it were a male companion, he would’ve demanded to sleep in the bed.

‘I wish I’d brought even more revealing lingerie. Then maybe I could’ve gotten a stronger reaction.’

Victoria had even left her change of underwear in a spot where Astal could easily see it, ready to claim it was because she was drunk if he noticed.

‘If Astal were to pounce on me like an animal…’

The mere thought made her face flush with heat.

According to her religious teachings, any relations not aimed at procreation were forbidden.

Was her wicked desire evident somehow?

“Victoria!”

“Y-yes?! Yes!”

Astal called her urgently from outside, prompting her to cover herself in embarrassment, even though no one was looking.

“There’s some scented oil on top of the cupboard. Use that instead of the inn’s.”


After that, he knocked and left.

Judging from his lack of reaction to the underwear at the door, it seemed he didn’t even notice.

“What’s this….”

Victoria checked the cupboard and couldn’t help but smile.

“The man who was so cold just now… even had my favorite scented oil prepared.”

It was a simple oil without floral ingredients, something she had casually mentioned when shopping with Astal.

“So that excuse about not remembering our first meeting was a lie, after all.”

Victoria immediately saw through Astal’s fib, humming to herself as she finished her shower.

‘Honestly, who would do so much for a woman they’re indifferent to?’

Astal had even cast waterproof spells for her and prepared unscented oil.

‘If he tries to keep his distance from me, I’ll just make it unavoidable tonight…’

Victoria, drunk and lacking rational thought, was frustrated with Astal, who had insisted on sleeping on the floor as if they were a married couple having a post-fight.

‘It’s his fault for not seeing me as a woman.’

Annoyed at his indifference, she dried her hair and wrapped herself in a towel, ready to step out and retrieve the underwear she’d deliberately left outside.

★★★


Having read Victoria’s innermost thoughts, I found myself in the crisis of a lifetime.

It was because I had realized her plan: if I showed no interest in her, she’d simply take matters into her own hands.

“…Why are you out here wearing only a towel?”

Victoria’s soft curves, barely concealed by the large towel, made her look less like a saint and more like a succubus.

“Oh, I left my underwear outside. It seems even I can’t resist the effects of alcohol.”

Victoria, owner of an alluring figure, shamelessly pointed at her underwear lying near me with her finger. For reference, it was black.

“Could it be that you felt lust upon seeing my belongings? If so, you truly are a creature worse than a beast.”

-I’ll have to check tonight if you’re fully… functional.

“…No way.”

I shook my head vigorously in denial.

Her advancing figure, swaying from the effects of alcohol, seemed more terrifying than any monster.

“Victoria, should I use a spell to sober you up? You look like you’re struggling quite a bit…”

“No, thank you. There are days when even I want to stay drunk.”

-I need to stay drunk so that, even if I pounce on Astal, I can lie and blame it on the alcohol…!

Step, step.

The unique irises of a Gold Dragon glinted in the darkness.

‘Even if I use a sobering spell, she’ll still attack me under some pretense… If I try to call for help or escape, my comrades might see me as a degenerate by tomorrow.’

If Victoria, the saint, claimed I had almost assaulted her, who would ever believe me? My reputation, already rock bottom within the party, is tarnished by my constant drinking and smoking.

As her footsteps slowly approached, I desperately searched my mind for a way out of this situation.

Think… think…

“Victoria.”

“Yes, what is it?”

– If you’ve taken off your top and robe… maybe Astal is also preparing himself mentally?

She paused to gather her underwear, staring intently at me.

Misunderstanding my earlier topless state after training, she seemed convinced of something.

“After reconsidering, since this is just a contractual relationship…”

With her heavy breaths and the drool on her lips, it felt as if she’d pounce on me any second.

I had no choice but to say the kind of line a man would say in such a situation.

“Let’s just hold hands and sleep tonight.”

“…What?”

“To prepare for the Succubus Queen’s dream illusions, we should act like a real couple, you know?

But if it’s too much, we don’t have to…”

Her steps came to an abrupt halt, and she looked up at me, her head creaking up like a broken doll.

-Like a real couple… I can actually hold Astal’s hand and sleep…?

Victoria’s face was slightly flushed, though it was hard to tell whether it was from the alcohol or from embarrassment.

…So, you aren’t completely devoid of feelings for me after all. I was beginning to think you’d run away even in this situation, a complete eunuch…

-Astal actually suggested it…! The clueless Astal himself…! Perhaps this contract relationship is really working!

Victoria chuckled softly and spoke a single line to me, savoring the words as she repeated them in her mind.

-With this, I won’t need to prove I’m a woman anymore!


Now, I’ll naturally make Astal a real lover who can’t live without me. Let’s do this, Victoria!

Her thoughts were now incredibly loud.

Having allowed a bit of leeway, Victoria was now entirely set on mesmerizing me into becoming her boyfriend.

‘Oh, Odin… why do you grant me such trials…’

For the first time that night, I prayed to a god I didn’t even believe in, silently begging to turn back time to before this contractual relationship began.



 
  Chapter 6: I’ll just hold your hand and sleep (which was not kept). (1)


“Did she fall asleep?”

On a summer night, with the sounds of insects chirping, I waited until Victoria had fallen asleep before quietly getting up.

Since I could no longer hear her thoughts, she must really be asleep.

Watching her, even though we only held hands as we slept, indulging in all sorts of salacious fantasies, I wondered if she really was a saint.

“Ignition.”

I discreetly sat in a chair and lit a cigarette made of magical leaves.

The acrid smoke began to rise, and a tingling sensation wrapped around my body.

“She never lets me smoke otherwise.”

As I smoked, I looked over the letter in front of me.

Once, I had described Victoria’s symptoms to my mentor, hoping for a reply to remove the flower blossoming within her body.

[To my dear pupil, Astal.]

[My little crybaby. How is the Demon Lord subjugation going?]

As I opened the letter stamped with the seal of the Blue Tower Master, Charlotte Snowrain, who took me in after I lost my parents and set me on the path of a mage, I recognized the familiar handwriting.

[You said you wanted to remove the flower growing in the saintess’s body.]

[Connecting the idea that miracles transform the body into flowers with the laws of causality in this world was brilliant. Thanks to you, I found hints in old records as well.]

Like snowflakes falling, words appeared on the blank paper, forming sentences.

It was a magic my mentor, an expert on anything related to the eyes, often used.

[Apparently, there were other saintesses like Victoria in the past as well.]

“But more detailed records are all in the Holy Kingdom of Aurelion….”

Crackle, crackle.

Along with the slowly burning cigarette, my anxiety rose.

Eventually, I realized there was no immediate way to save Victoria.

[More than anything, I’m quite surprised that our ‘Harmless Mage,’ my little one, is asking for help, saying there’s someone they can’t save.]

The Harmless Mage, Astal Kaisaros.

The Warrior of Flames, Kyle Dragonica.

The Noble Spirit Master, Anima Silverbloom.

The Godly Archer of Vegetation, Tarion Gledwood.

And finally, Victoria Everhart, known as the Saint of Flowers.

Our party of heroes, each with their own title, had been wandering in the Demon Realm for a year to kill the Demon Lord.

Among us, my title was the Harmless Mage—a name symbolizing that no one would ever get hurt in my presence.

I was the only one who could predict the opponent’s magic, mirror it, and dispel it, a technique possible only with my unique eyes.

[Did your magic truly not work? Combining existing magic to create a new, higher-level spell is your special skill, after all.]

“If something like that worked, I wouldn’t be asking for your help, would I?”

I sighed heavily as I looked at the list of spells below.

They were all things I had already tried on Victoria.

All of them had been ineffective, which was why I hesitated to explain.

[If none of these work, could you perhaps change the miracle with the power of love?]

“…?”

[You know, the traditional but grand tale the bards sing, where miracles happen through the love of a hero and a saintess.]

“…That’s just nonsense from people obsessed with money. You know I don’t believe in illusions like love or gods.”

I muttered softly as I read the letter.

If love could really bring about miracles, what purpose would magic or divine power serve in this world?

In truth, the hero and saintess of this generation weren’t on great terms.

The human from the dragon-slaying clan and the saintess with dragon blood were almost polar opposites.

The main reason I guarded Victoria was due to this, so the chances of a miracle happening through love between the hero and the saintess were slim, to say the least.

[Actually, I was just teasing a bit. Seeing you send me a letter personally, I thought maybe my little one had found something like love!]

With anyone else, maybe, but with Victoria?

Definitely not.

Just earlier, she’d poured all sorts of harsh words on me, saying she couldn’t stand me.

[You never paid much attention to those around you, even at the Mage Tower. My female students clamored to meet you.]

“It was more important to study magic that could save even one more person than to worry about things like that.”

Engaging with shallow people who valued appearances, honor, or status over my true self seemed pointless.

After all, I was the only survivor of a village burned to the ground, and I began my life in the Mage Tower as a janitor.

It was revolting how the wizards who once looked at me with disdain later changed their attitudes.

[You don’t still believe in the old saying that a wizard becomes a grand mage if they remain a virgin until thirty, do you? I, for one, would gladly welcome the Saint of Flowers. She’s beautiful on the inside, after all.]

“Beautiful on the inside?”

I let out a dry laugh, thinking of the crass inner thoughts that constantly leaked from Victoria.

I suppressed the urge to write a rebuttal letter right away.

Her inner self was so unrestrained and candid that I could hardly believe it was genuine.

[In any case, if you ever visit the Holy Kingdom, perhaps you could ask the newly crowned Pope for permission. Information on former saintesses should be accessible with his consent.]

With this final advice, the letter ended. Soon after, as if snow was melting, the letters faded from the paper, leaving no trace.

It was to avoid any possible tracking or eavesdropping.

After finishing the letter, I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling.

“…The Holy Kingdom, huh. I’ve heard bad things about the newly appointed Pope.”

The former Pope, like Victoria, was a sharp-tongued individual, but his devoutness was unmatched.

However,

“I hear he’s mad about money and women, to the point of exploiting clergymen or selling knighthoods.”

It was mostly his fault that male applicants for the Holy Knights surged so much that even Victoria had a headache over it.

“Maybe I should just drink myself to sleep.”

My head throbbed, and I couldn’t fall asleep.

Even though I didn’t have romantic feelings for Victoria, something about her continued to weigh on my mind.

I couldn’t help but feel uneasy watching her endure extreme pain from the side effects of miracles while pretending to be fine.

Ah… Ah… Ugh…

Once, while camping outside, I was standing guard near Victoria’s tent when I heard her stifled groans.

Victoria, are you alright?!

Startled, I opened her tent, only to find a girl suffering, with flowers blooming from her, bleeding as she tried to endure the pain by biting on fabric.

“How could such a fool become a saintess…? It’s like asking a naive girl who knows nothing to save the world.”

I took a sip of the beer I had hidden with invisibility magic, grimacing at the stale taste on my tongue.

It was evident that the chance of someone chosen by the gods to kill the Demon Lord and save the world being a proper individual was slim.


After all, these people followed orders without question, unaware of the danger in such blind obedience.

“…This is why I don’t believe in gods.”

Kyle, the hero, fought demons and monsters without regard for his own life.

Despite having a childhood friend who adored him, he was willing to burn his life away to save the world.

The same went for Victoria.

Even though she knew the suffering she’d endure, she recklessly used miracles to heal even one more person.

It’s utterly foolish. If someone were to die like that, how are the ones left behind supposed to live?

‘If anyone has to die here, it should be me and only me.’

Emptying my beer glass, I closed my eyes tightly. My trembling hands finally began to calm, and my rough breathing started to steady.

In my case, I had no family, hometown, friends, or lover to return to. This journey was, from the start, a search for a place to die.

“Uuum… Ashtal Niiim….”

“Go on, go.”

Even while dreaming, Victoria searched for me, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as I headed back to bed.

How did she notice I was gone so quickly?

Since I’d strongly urged her not to use miracles, she was finally able to sleep peacefully without needing to endure any more pain.

So, I tried to hold just Victoria’s hand and sleep again.

“Teddy bear…”

“……”

Squeeze.

Victoria wrapped her arms tightly around me, not letting go.

The soft, warm sensation pressing against my back stirred all my senses.

‘This woman has such a peculiar sleeping habit…!’

I pursed my lips, desperately trying not to focus on the warmth against my back.

I didn’t want to end up on the guillotine, accused of violating the saint’s dignity.

Come to think of it, I’d heard from Anima that Victoria had a cute habit of hugging a teddy bear as big as a person while she slept.

She must be using me as a substitute since it wasn’t around.

I struggled, trying to escape without waking her, but there was no way I could overpower a dragon’s natural strength without magic.

‘Alright… let’s consider this my penance for sneaking drinks and cigarettes…’

After a few minutes, I realized there was no escaping from Victoria’s hold, so I closed my eyes, hoping for the night to pass quickly.

In just a month, this childish charade will finally be over.

★★★

As morning arrived, Victoria woke up to find Astal peacefully sleeping right in front of her face, and she screamed internally.

‘Ahhh! What was I thinking…!!’

She could remember planning to just hold Astal’s hand and fall asleep.

At first, she had stayed awake, nervous he might cross the line, spending the night with her eyes wide open.

‘I didn’t expect to end up hugging him like this…!!’

Somehow, she must have drifted off, unable to fight off her sleepiness.

Before her eyes now was the sight of her clutching Astal with both arms and legs, as if he were a stuffed toy.

‘If only I had my teddy bear, which I usually hug in my sleep… this wouldn’t have happened!’

A habit that even her close friend and colleague, Anima, teased her about for being cute.

The root of this entire incident was Victoria deciding not to bring her teddy bear, thinking it inappropriate when sharing a bed with the man she liked.

‘Oh, right…! I’ll sneak out of bed while he’s still asleep and pretend I know nothing!’

A sly smile formed on Victoria’s lips at the idea that popped into her head.

It was a perfect plan, no matter how you looked at it.

‘Good morning. How was it, spending the night with the saintess? Did you enjoy it?’

she imagined herself teasing him coolly, adding,

‘…you idiot!’

Even in that moment, Victoria couldn’t help but think of ways to tease Astal.

If she accused him, with a bit of a fib, of groping her chest while she slept, his face would undoubtedly turn as red as a tomato.

As Victoria slowly lifted the blanket to slip out of bed—

“…Victoria, you have a really bad sleeping habit.”

Astal suddenly spoke, his eyes wide open.

He had actually been awake, pretending to be asleep just to mess with her.

“W-Were you awake? Since when…?”

Victoria looked at him, unable to close her mouth in shock.

The two of them were tangled together in an embrace that anyone would misunderstand.

“Since you hugged me in the early hours? It was so uncomfortable that I couldn’t sleep a wink.

How could the saintess, famous as the Flower of the Temple, hug me and call me her teddy bear….”

“Ahhh!! I would never do such a thing!!”

Victoria let out an adorable scream, embarrassed beyond belief at the situation she found herself in.

‘It was Astal who hugged me! Yes, that’s it! You broke the agreement to just hold hands and sleep!’

Their faces were so close that she could even hear his heartbeat.

She felt as if they had become one, and her face turned redder.

And then, out of nowhere—


She felt him hug her from behind.

“Who was it that hugged me so tightly last night? Don’t you really remember? What about now?”

Astal wrapped his arms around her with feigned innocence, even yawning as though he’d had a restless night.

This playful banter was routine for them.

“I-It was me….”

“Can’t hear you. Who?”

“It was me! Victoria, the Flower of the Temple!”

“Got it.”

Astal smiled with satisfaction, finally letting her go. It was rare for Victoria to end up conceding a point to him.

“I’m going to tell everyone you tried to assault the saintess’s body last night!”

Victoria spat out these words, embarrassed, her heart racing from the hug.

“Go ahead. Did you think I’d be so unprepared? I recorded everything with a magic spell.”

Astal responded, daring her to try, revealing he had magically recorded the entire night’s events just in case.

“You… you’re the worst! How could you invade a woman’s privacy…!”

“I only said we’d hold hands. You’re the one who broke the rule.”


“I don’t want to hear your excuses! You must have used some magic to manipulate me! You wretched wizard…!”

“There’s no magic in this world that can manipulate feelings, Victoria. Didn’t you know love potions are just a myth?”

“I-I don’t know anything about that! Never appear before me again!”

With that, Victoria shouted, storming out of the inn room as if she’d never see him again.

Though, considering they were heading to the village of liars soon, it wouldn’t be long before they’d meet again.



 
  Chapter 7: I’ll just hold your hand and sleep (which was not kept). (2)


As I followed Victoria, who was practically sprinting outside, I saw that the rest of our companions had already prepared to leave and were waiting for us.

One of them, unable to suppress a grin, slung his arm around my shoulders.

“Did you sleep well last night? Judging by your expression, it seems like you didn’t.”

Kyle Dragonica, the Warrior of Flames, glanced back and forth between me and Victoria, as if probing for answers.

“Don’t even mention it. Our esteemed Saint here troubled me so much.”

I answered truthfully, for Victoria had clung to me like a teddy bear all night, depriving me of sleep.

I had tried to be vague to save her from embarrassment in case anyone discovered her sleeping habits.

“What… You two, seriously?”

“Did you really just say that…?”

Everyone’s eyes focused on me—an amused spirit caster with a skeptical gaze, and a stunned warrior with his mouth agape.

“I always knew this day would come for you two.

People who aren’t interested in each other wouldn’t fight so much,” only the archer, Tarion, mumbled to himself, nodding as if witnessing something valuable.

“Victoria, is this real? You’ve only been together for a day, and already things have progressed that far?”

“…..”

-We didn’t do anything like that! I said we just held hands to sleep! Although… I did hold you.

Victoria stayed silent at Anima’s questioning, only looking at me with a flushed face.

Her trembling eyes and hand over her mouth revealed her emotions.

“Come on, answer! Didn’t you once say you’d never want anything to do with such a meddling mage?”

Why was everyone reacting like this? Anima’s scowl told me that something was off.

I had only given a vague answer to protect Victoria’s dignity. I never expected they’d take it so literally.

“Look, I think you’re misunderstanding something. We really just held hands to sleep. But Victoria…”

I was about to clear things up; letting the misunderstanding grow any further could become irreversible.

However—

“We didn’t kiss. I’ve saved that for someone I truly love, and for now, Astal isn’t quite that to me.”

-But… hugging, that’s as far as we went! Though… I may have practiced kissing in my imagination.

Victoria’s shocking admission hung in the air.

Her innocent thoughts about kissing as an ultimate form of intimacy only deepened others’ misunderstandings.

Her innocent, unworldly imagination had taken over.

“What? So you two did other things? And you’ve only just started dating…!”

“…I’ll leave it to your imagination. After all, I’d like to keep this as our little secret.”

-This should clear up any misunderstanding! Eventually, I hope to use this contract dating as an excuse to try kissing…

I pressed my fingers to my temples as dizziness set in.

Anyone would assume we’d crossed a line with her phrasing like that.

-From the dating books I’ve read, it said that swirling your tongue in circles was important. Someday, I’ll be able to confidently take the lead with Astal…!

The more I thought about it, the more intimidating her inner thoughts became.

With just a month left, Victoria seemed bent on breaking down my defenses.

“You guys are misunderstanding something. Victoria and I didn’t do anything at all.”

I was ready to reveal the truth of last night: that Victoria had scolded me for secretly drinking and smoking.

But then—

“Then who else saw me in just a towel last night? I clearly remember it being you, Astal…”

“That’s because you came out of the shower with only a towel on…”

“That’s all you remember? You pervert. So… did you enjoy it? Sharing a room with the continent’s most beautiful Saint?”

Victoria taunted me with a relaxed smile.

Her words hung in the air, with everyone else waiting in silence for my reply.

“…It was the worst.”

“Is that so? I actually enjoyed it. I never knew how warm a person’s presence could be.”

Victoria’s calm, demure expression betrayed nothing as her eyes softened.

-I thought sleeping next to him every night like this would be wonderful…

Did he really dislike being hugged? I thought I had a decent figure… it should’ve felt soft enough…

Her presence was formidable, as vast as a mountain; her embrace, forceful enough that even in my drunken haze, I’d had trouble sleeping.

“I’m never sleeping next to you again.”

“Are you afraid of lusting after me? You seemed fine this morning… Isn’t that a natural physical reaction?”

-He’s definitely not… well, uh, incapable. But why doesn’t he fall for me? Is it my underwear? Or… maybe he likes petite types?

“How does a Saint talk about such things so freely…!”

Unable to suppress my embarrassment, I shouted at Victoria. Her thoughts, voiced without regard for time or place, were testing my patience.

“Is there some rule that Saints can’t talk like this? You really do seem like someone inexperienced with women.”

-Yes, there’s a reaction! Astal must be inexperienced too, just like me! Look at how his face turns red!

Victoria, pleased with her accomplishment, kept on teasing.

For a Saint held in such high regard in the Sacred Kingdom that she was practically a religious icon, her behavior would unsettle anyone.

“Save your lover’s quarrel for later, you two. We’re sorry we didn’t notice sooner…”

Even Kyle, the warrior, seemed ready to mediate, mistaking our bickering for a couple’s spat.

“It’s not like that.”

“It’s not a lover’s quarrel. Just a common disagreement.”

I’d almost forgotten our contract relationship and hastily denied Kyle’s words.

The idea of a lover’s quarrel with her was absurd.

“Fine, let’s focus on where we need to go. The next destination is ‘The Village of Liars,’ isn’t it?”

Kyle pointed at the map of the demon realm etched on one of the inn walls, indicating a nearby location with his finger.

“Yes, it’s the place where, as soon as you enter the village, you lose your way due to the dense fog and end up losing your life to a monster disguised as someone you know.”

The Village of Liars.

It was a place notorious even in the Demon Realm, known as a treacherous land that one had to pass through on the way to the territory ruled by the Four Heavenly Kings.

To avoid being hindered in the fight against the Demon King, it was essential to take down the Four Heavenly Kings first, which would also allow us to save innocent people captured by them.

“Originally, we planned to use Astal’s magic to move together without separating… but after hearing what the innkeeper said today, I think we should change our plan.”

Kyle nodded at my words, glancing toward the table where a man with a pig’s head was polishing a glass.

With my perception-dulling magic in place, even humans looked like demons to him.

It seemed Kyle had given a tip to the innkeeper using his own blood.

“They say no magic, divine power, mystic arts, spirit magic, or even my holy sword can reveal a fake.”

“What? Is that really possible?”

I could hardly believe my ears at Kyle’s words.

If something like that were possible, it would mean that not only the Demon King but the Four Heavenly Kings could do the same thing.


I had encountered enemies resistant to magic or immune to physical attacks before, but this was the first time facing a demon or monster that could neutralize all of our abilities.

“It’s the Chameleon Dragon that has taken up residence there. Also known as the False Dragon.”

Kyle raised a finger, mentioning the name of the foe we were about to face.

Dragons were classified as beings humans could never defeat.

“I initially suspected a doppelganger or an invisible man, but the situation has changed.”

Kyle’s family was so renowned as dragon slayers that it was practically their legacy.

 Only someone as specialized as him could even consider killing such a creature.

“Neither the offspring nor the adult of that creature can be identified as a fake by any means.

It even reads the memories and habits of its target to act exactly like them.”

“So the problem is, if we try to harm the real one, it could get hurt, right? But if the fake is exposed, then our attacks will work?”

“Correct. Normally, with dragons, targeting the muscles under the wings is effective… but this one slithers on the ground like a gigantic chameleon.”

Kyle, who knew so much about dragons, began discussing strategies, prompting me to quickly devise a plan to counter the Chameleon Dragon.

“What if we tie ourselves together with invisible thread? Then, we’d immediately notice anyone without it. My eyes can read the flow of magic.”

“No, the False Dragon has the ability to copy any magic cast on its target.”

“So, what are we supposed to do?”

“Well…”

Kyle glanced at Victoria and me before giving a sly smile.

“If lovers pair up, it might make distinguishing between real and fake a little easier.”

“What…?”

“Why should we do that? Didn’t you say that the enemy can perfectly mimic us? Then wouldn’t it be better to stay together as a group?”

I was speechless at Kyle’s unexpected suggestion, while Victoria vehemently opposed it, showing clear signs of disapproval.

It was almost hurtful, despite knowing it was just a contractual relationship.

“Listen to me. The memories that the False Dragon can read are only accurate up to ‘a week ago.’

It’ll fabricate lies based on what it doesn’t know of our present.”

Kyle rubbed his forehead and continued to explain, suggesting that since the creature would mimic us based on our memories before we were together, we just needed to spot the discrepancies.

If a creature like that had no such flaws, it would likely surpass even the Succubus Queen.


“So, does that mean I can provoke Astal to get a reaction out of it? This sounds fun.”

-Ah, this is my chance to legally ask about Astal’s type! Thank you, Mr. Chameleon!

Victoria chuckled, seemingly having mischievous thoughts about questioning me under the pretense of preparing for the False Dragon.

“…Hey, can you tell me what your type is? For reference.”

I decided to beat her to it and make the first move.



 
  Chapter 8: I’ll just hold your hand and sleep (which was not kept). (3)



“My ideal type? Hmm… I haven’t really thought about it deeply, so I’m not too sure…”

Victoria rolled her eyes, showing she was thinking deeply about my question.

She began carefully looking me over from head to toe, as if scrutinizing every detail.

“Well, I’d say you’re definitely not it.”

-You. You’re exactly my ideal type.

Once again, Victoria’s words didn’t match her true feelings.

She spoke coldly, her face pale as ice.

“Firstly, my ideal type doesn’t drink or smoke.

I have a firm belief that I don’t want someone by my side who indulges in such harmful things just because they succumb to desire.”

She gestured sharply with her chin, almost as if she was pointing at me, her gaze a mix of contempt and reproach.

-I’m worried about Astal’s health. Even the former Pope liked drinking, but in the end, he was poisoned through it…

Hearing the genuine concern in her voice stirred my heart.

“…To smile even while being criticized like this, you really are a hopeless pervert. Are you, by any chance, some lust-driven pig?”

Victoria bit her lip as she spoke, casting her eyes down and looking at me with an expression of disdain that reminded me of a snake.

-So Astal likes things like this… I wonder if he’d get more excited if I whispered it into his ear later? If he’d lose control and declare that he’d make me his woman…

“Well, it just made me realize that I’m probably not your ideal type. Alcohol and cigarettes are like my girlfriends; I simply can’t give them up.”

I picked up on Victoria’s hidden thoughts and responded with the words I had prepared.

Since this was a contractual relationship, we had to manage perceptions carefully so others wouldn’t misunderstand.

We had to show affection but keep a proper distance, so breaking up would never become a problem.

That was my strategy for dealing with Victoria, who rarely made the first move toward me.

“Your current partner is me, but are you brazenly announcing that you’ll be unfaithful? Or can you not control your urges and sway your hips at just anyone?”

-Even if it’s a contract relationship, Astal is still my partner… Am I less attractive than alcohol or cigarettes?

Victoria struggled to hide her insecurities.

Her mention of swaying hips and her use of such uncharacteristic language suggested she was incredibly upset.

“…Yes, I was the one who confessed first, and I know you don’t have any real feelings for me yet. But that’s a personal matter, isn’t it?”

As I spoke, I took a leaf of magic from my robe pocket and rolled it between my fingers.

Telling lies I didn’t mean filled me with unease.

I regretted saying that I had confessed to Victoria.

The more I tried to fabricate things, the larger my lies grew.

“Even so, I don’t like it. The smell is harsh, and the hands shake if you don’t smoke—why even do it?”

-If I imagine you passing away from lung disease before me… it feels like my world would fall apart…

Victoria used her holy power to make my tobacco leaf bloom into a flower.

Only now did I begin to understand why she was so opposed to my smoking.

“But I need this to survive.”

Understanding and acceptance were two different things.

For now, this was my only way to soothe my anxiety.

“Then live like that forever. I clearly told you I don’t like it.”

Victoria sighed deeply and then snatched the bouquet from my hands, crushing it under her foot, leaving no trace of the tobacco leaf behind.

“…Anyway, the second quality is that he has to be a man of faith.

Someone who doesn’t skip prayers before meals and always expresses gratitude for everything.”

“Everything you say makes it sound like the exact opposite of me…”

I scratched my chin, wondering why, if her ideal type was like that, she had secretly fallen in love with someone like me.

“Well, ideal types are just ideals, after all. I found you cute because you were so earnest in your confession.”

Faith and devotion can come later, after we’re married and attend church together, so there’s no need to worry too much…

Seeing my slightly glum expression, Victoria chuckled and patted me on the back.

Her warm, gentle touch made my heart race.

“Lastly, I’d like a man who enjoys delicious food with me. Going on food trips alone has its inconveniences.”

“Well, that’s something I can do.”

I scoffed slightly.

I already knew very well how much she enjoyed seeking out tasty food.

Watching her cheeks puff up like a squirrel’s, filled with food, made me feel a strange sense of satisfaction.

“You two often go out to eat together, don’t you? Is that why you started liking each other?”

“It’s not that deep. Astal is the only one in our party who can handle spicy food like I do.”

“But aren’t you two dating? Shouldn’t you be all over each other?”

Anima, the spirit summoner, had been listening to our conversation and seemed to notice something strange, questioning us.

“Why are you acting so cold for a new couple?”

She’d been skeptical of our relationship from the start and quickly picked up on any inconsistencies.

“Well, that’s….”

“Victoria’s just shy. You’re not that open with Tarion either, are you?”

I put an arm around Victoria’s waist, pulling her close as I explained.

After all, Anima and the archer Tarion, the other couple in our party, didn’t always show their affection publicly either.

“He, He-yak…!”

-That’s… a sensitive spot…!

Victoria let out a gasp as I held her by the waist.

Her slender, delicate body, which seemed like it might break at a touch, was completely encircled by my arms.

“Isn’t that right, Victoria? This morning, we were all over each other, hugging and everything.”

“Yes… that’s true…”

Victoria covered her face with her hands, as if embarrassed by something.

Through her fingers, I could see her flushed cheeks and wide, shining eyes.

-My chest is touching Astal’s arm… Normally, I’d think it’s heavy and pointless, but at times like this… it’s actually nice…

“……”

It was only after hearing her thoughts that I realized the weight of her presence on my arm.

It made sense to me now where all she ate was going.

I slowly loosened my arm to avoid pressing against her chest and instead gently held her by the waist.

“Hmm, it doesn’t seem like you’re lying. I’m trying to keep my private and public selves separate, after all.”

Seeing us close together, looking a bit flustered, Anima finally put aside her suspicions and smiled.

“…So, what is your ideal type? Since you’ve asked a girl about her heart so earnestly, I think it’s only fair for you to tell me your ideal as well.”

Yes!

-Nice! Victoria, you managed to ask without sounding awkward! Now I just need to become the woman of Astal’s dreams.


Victoria moved close to me, looking up with her gentle voice and a floral scent drifting into my ears, stirring my thoughts.

“…Lord Astal? Is something troubling you?”

-I want to be someone more attractive to you.

Maybe it was because I could hear her affectionate thoughts.

I’d always thought of Victoria as just a casual male colleague, but in this moment, she seemed a bit more… like a woman.

“My ideal type is a caring, older woman.”

I decided to reveal my true ideal to Victoria, hoping it would clear my mind.

After all, it seemed far from anything she could relate to.

“But… I’m younger than you.”

-No way…! I didn’t know he preferred older women! So that’s why he treated me like a child!

“That’s right. Anyway, ideals and reality often don’t align.”

I nodded at her as I spoke.

One reason I didn’t view her romantically was that she was younger than me—just barely an adult, and just a year younger than me.

But no matter how I saw it, she still seemed like an innocent, inexperienced kid.

“For example, in what ways would you like her to be caring? I’m curious about the deep, dark desires hidden within a man like you.”

There must be areas where I can make up for it!

Victoria hid her inner thoughts as she asked for more details about my ideal type, trying to take mental notes.

Fine, I’ll make her lose interest in me.

“When I come home exhausted from my magic research, I’d like a woman who says,

‘You did well, honey♡,’ and has dinner and a hot bath ready. Of course, it’d be even better if she wore nothing but an apron.”

“……”

Victoria’s mouth opened slightly, at a loss for words.

Her cheeks gradually turned red as she seemed to imagine herself in that scenario, eventually blushing all the way to her ears.

-I didn’t think it was possible, but he’s actually a pervert… How could this be…

Fine, I’m disappointed.

Listening to her inner thoughts, I felt a strange sense of accomplishment, as if I had succeeded in something.

Little by little, I could chip away at her feelings for me.

I thought this would be the best way for us to avoid any emotional hurt.

But,

“…I’ll take that into consideration.”

Contrary to my expectations, Victoria responded plainly and quickly, her expression and tone unwavering.

-Maybe we’re soulmates..! I like naughty things too, and sometimes I secretly smell Astal’s robe…

Her infatuation was thicker than I had anticipated.

She was hiding her excitement, mentally squealing with delight.

-But do they even make an apron that fits my body…?

No matter how large, the chest area would feel tight. Ah, I should just greet him without wearing anything at all!

Victoria’s inner thoughts were passionate and bold, as if she was already making plans to fulfill my ideal. I couldn’t help but shiver a bit.

And then,


“Please, Astal, could you just hold your breath for an hour?”

“…….”

“I’m just embarrassed to even call you my comrade.”

With Kyle’s scolding and his disdainful gaze, I walked into the village, which was shrouded in dense mist.





 
  Chapter 9: Who is the liar? (1)


 “The village of liars, Whispermist, is coming into view.”

“…What an intense fog. If we fought here, it’d be impossible to distinguish friend from foe.”

In the thick fog where we couldn’t even see an inch ahead, Victoria and I held each other’s hands.

We had decided not to let go, to avoid any chance of a False Dragon appearing and pretending to be real.

“Will the others be okay? If they encounter the False Dragon and get deceived….”

Victoria’s hand trembled slightly as she showed signs of anxiety.

The fog was so dense that I couldn’t even see her standing right next to me.

“They’ll be fine. Have you forgotten they’re heroes of the Warrior’s Party, no matter what anyone says?”

I tightened my grip on Victoria’s hand, interlocking our fingers.

I felt as if she would disappear if I loosened my hold even a bit.

This fog spread over the village didn’t seem ordinary; it appeared to be a special substance created by the False Dragon. It was best to be cautious.

“Not that I have any faith in what you say….”

– Aren’t you concerned about me? You’re walking while holding your girlfriend’s hand… Oh, and you’ve interlocked fingers…!

Victoria’s answer carried a hint of annoyance, contrasting with her shaky voice that betrayed slight embarrassment.

She even twisted her wrist a bit, as if my interlocking fingers bothered her.

“You seem to treat me differently from others, don’t you?”

“What do you mean by treating you differently?”

I decided to ask her about it. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being too harsh with me.

If she really liked me, wouldn’t she at least show some friendliness or openly express it?

The fact that I could only hear her inner thoughts kept me confused.

“You curse at me and act quite spiteful towards me, don’t you think? Not exactly what one would expect from someone called a saint.”

I sighed, recalling how she constantly nitpicked and pointed out my mistakes.

“So what about it? I’m just pointing out what’s blasphemous and correcting what’s wrong.”

– It’s because I’m worried about you. I’m constantly on edge, fearing you might collapse from drinking or smoking too much.

Victoria laughed it off, as if it was nothing, but her inner thoughts were full of turmoil.

I decided to stir things up a bit more.

“Could it be that you like me and tease me on purpose?”

“…Have you lost your mind?! Judging by the nonsense you’re spouting, you must be a False Dragon disguised as Astal!”

Victoria immediately shouted, her inner thoughts a chaotic mess as she scrambled to find a way to respond.

– What do I do? Did he figure it out?

This is what happens when you keep teasing me like a child! It’s like how boys tease girls they like!

– I’ll just act shamelessly. If I play dumb, Astal won’t press further.

Shouldn’t I just admit that I like him?

I barely held onto Victoria, who seemed ready to break free from my grasp and flee.

“You’re awfully brazen now that we’re in a contractual relationship! There’s no woman in the world who could ever like you!”

“Why are you getting so mad….”

I held back a few tears internally.

Even if her inner thoughts showed she liked me, the way she acted left me confused about whether it was genuine or not.

If she’s expressing herself this way because she can’t be honest with her feelings, maybe it would be better to let go.

This kind of parallel line would only hurt both of us.

“Do you think I’m in any mood not to be angry?! Here we are, in a place where we should be on high alert for the False Dragon, yet you’re distracting me with these ridiculous remarks!”

“Fine. It’s my fault for asking. I’m sorry.”

Victoria fumed as if I had hit a nerve, so I apologized, feeling a bit fed up with her reaction.

“You’re always like this! You don’t understand a woman’s feelings at all, you foolish imbecile….”

At that moment,

“…Wait, Victoria. Don’t you hear something?”

I sensed something unsettling and strained my ears.

“What sound are you talking about…?”

Small stones on the ground started moving vertically, then a loud rumble filled the air, vibrating beneath our feet.

Soon enough,

A massive black shape, like a giant wave, appeared, charging straight at us from the opposite direction.

“It’s a swarm of Chameleon Dragons! Victoria, hold on tight! I’m casting a defensive spell right now…!”

The fog was so dense that we hadn’t noticed them until they were right in front of us.

I immediately cast a defensive spell to protect Victoria beside me.

With a horde that size, one spell wouldn’t be enough.

I layered multiple magic circles in my other hand, combining them.

By overlapping different magic circles, I could create a higher-tier spell, my unique special technique.

“Water Ball, Freeze, Barrier, combined magic.”

Three distinct magic circles overlapped onto a single one.

This technique required precision control over my magical energy, something that an average mage could never attempt.

“Frost Barrier!”

Because I possessed a special eye.

The shield made of ice blocked our front, repelling the Chameleon Dragons’ advance.

Kwaaaaa─!

Swaaaaa!

Young chameleon dragons charged, gnawing at the ice barrier.

The collision of their breath and shards of ice transformed into vapor with a resounding sound, and the intense heat pushed me back, step by step.

“On top of that, Chain Lightning…!!”

Without missing the moment, I cast the chain lightning spell to incinerate the enemies bound together as one.

The sound of lightning linking like chains, roasting them whole, echoed.

Boom!

Like a giant wave crashing and vanishing, the swarm of chameleons blocking our path scattered and fled.

“Damn it, so I wasn’t the target from the start….”

At that moment, I lost my grip on Victoria as a force swept past our waists.

★★★

“Victoria…!! Where did you go?! Answer me…!!”

I ran through the mist, calling out for Victoria until my voice became hoarse, dashing countless times.

Neither tracking magic nor sound amplification magic proved effective.

How long did I run, thinking only of Victoria?


“This way! Lord Astal!”

“Here!”

“Come this way!”

“Please come and save us!”

Several voices, which seemed to be Victoria’s, mixed together.


When I sensed movement and turned around, I saw four identical figures standing in a row.

“…? Who are you?”

“That’s my line. Surely, these must be imposters of the Chameleon Dragon.”

“Lord Astal, please remain calm and listen. I am the real Victoria.”

“I’d rather leave this place immediately. I didn’t know imposters pretending to be me could be this repulsive.”

“…….”

Each one pointed at the other, accusing them of being fake.

They looked as if they were gazing into a mirror, with confused expressions, even down to the position of a mole.

I realized that the young chameleon dragons that had just passed by were mimicking Victoria to deceive and trap me.

They could even read memories up to a week old to craft believable lies and lure their prey.

To defeat the Chameleon Dragon, I had to outsmart it and trap it.

“You guys know we’re dating, right?”

I looked at each Victoria as casually as possible.

They wouldn’t know about our contract relationship, so I had to take full advantage of it.

Like a game of lies, I had to hide one truth and find the liars.

“…I know. Though it hasn’t been long, right?”

“Me? Someone like you is the worst. I’d never date you. You’re lying to find the Chameleon Dragon, I understand.”

“Is that really necessary to discuss here?”

“Even if we’re lovers, testing like this in such a situation is too much….”

Most of the Victorias didn’t deny the relationship except for the second one from the left.

She was fake.

“You’re out… Hydro Blade.”

Without giving her a chance to protest, I slashed the imposter with a water blade.

Kieeeek!

Finally revealing its true form, a young chameleon dragon shrieked.

Against creatures that never broke their disguise until death, I had to be this aggressive.

“Are you insane?! Even if it’s an enemy, it still wore my face, didn’t it?!”

“This actually worked out well. If something like this shakes you, you won’t be able to defeat the Demon King.”

“……”

After I eliminated one fake, each Victoria showed different reactions. But with only this much evidence, I couldn’t distinguish the real one any further.

– Oh no! If I mention the contract, other fakes might catch on and lie! I didn’t expect you to be this ruthless!

In that moment, I heard a familiar inner voice, confirming the real Victoria was among them.

I alone knew this piece of information, allowing endless possibilities to exploit it.

“When we’re alone, Victoria calls me by a pet name.”

I decided to whittle down the chances with a series of questions.

“Wh-what are you talking about?! We’re not that close! Do not lie in front of the Celestial!”

“…Honey, why aren’t you dealing with the other fakes? Does our love mean so little to you?”

“Astal, do you not take anything seriously? How can you joke around in this situation?!”


– I-I also want to call you honey…! But…

Seeing two Victorias blush with embarrassment, and one fake clinging to me, calling me “honey,” I confirmed.

“Alright, only two left.”

I took down the fake with a triumphant smile.

Now, I decided to ask Victoria even more embarrassing questions to gauge her heart.



 
  Chapter 10: Who is the liar? (2)


“Second question, you two have stolen my robe before, haven’t you? What did you do with it?”

I began questioning them as if I were a detective searching for the truth.

There had been times when my laundry mysteriously disappeared, so I’d always been curious.

“Why are you asking that all of a sudden? Even if you inquire about such things, it’s not as though you have any basis to identify a liar….”

“Exactly. Why would you think I stole your robe? Mistaken assumptions are free, but you’re jumping to ridiculous conclusions.”

The two Victorias spoke and behaved almost identically, even to the point of denying their feelings for me.

However…

-What should I do? Did he notice? That I took Astal’s robe, soaked up its scent, and did something wicked with it…?

Another voice reached me, unfiltered and honest.

To distinguish the real one from the two nearly identical Victorias, I had to make use of this.

“Is that so? I put a detection spell on my belongings, so I could tell who took them. Plus, the flower petal stuck on it is too obvious, isn’t it?”

I let out a half-amused sigh, exaggerating a smirk as I revealed I’d caught them in their lie.

My robe is a special item awarded only to the top students of the Blue Tower, personally given by the master of the tower.

It would be strange if it didn’t have a simple spell on it.

“Anyway, I swear I didn’t steal it.”

“I did. I thought I’d like to try it on since you always seem to be wearing it.”

At that moment, the two Victorias spoke different things.

One denied stealing the robe to the end, while the other confessed her crime willingly.

-This should clear up any misunderstandings. Yes, he won’t know exactly what I did with the robe!

Even as I listened to their innermost thoughts, I still couldn’t be certain who the imposter was.

Perhaps I should ask a more trivial question.

“Do you remember the meal we shared yesterday?”

A memory flashed through my mind.

Before coming here, we had eaten something together.

“Of course I remember. It was grilled shadow lizard tail, wasn’t it?”

“To think you remember the part where I licked the sauce—were you imagining it as an indirect kiss? You really are incorrigible.”

-I’d scouted that restaurant with Astal a few days ago, so he should be aware of it….

This time, both displayed similar reactions, with the Victoria on the right going further to mention licking the sauce.

Surprisingly, this was the one who had previously denied stealing the robe.

‘So far, the one who implied an indirect kiss is more likely the real one.’

I was beginning to piece together who might be real.

Even though it was possible to read memories from a week ago, there would inevitably be gaps.

However, it wasn’t enough to draw my weapon and attack.

If I harmed the real one, I had to tread carefully now.

‘Besides, I can use the fake to gauge her feelings for me.’

Even if I was hearing Victoria’s true inner thoughts, they could easily be fabricated to mislead me.

She might even be intentionally letting her thoughts slip to play with me.

“What about sharing what you like about me? Whoever runs out of things to say first is the fake.”

The last resort I had to resort to was to reveal my emotions without leaving anything out.

★★★

“That’s nonsense. How could you possibly identify the fake that way? Is there no other method?”

“Indeed. It’s hard to come up with even a handful of positive traits for someone as reckless as you.”

Both Victorias scowled, narrowing their brows and dismissing my suggestion.

They wanted another method, arguing that my proposal couldn’t possibly reveal the fake.

“If you don’t like it, should I just assume you’re both fakes? I don’t really care.”

I watched them indifferently, lowering the corners of my mouth as a magic circle glowed in front of them from my bare hands.

In the Demon Realm, my staff was frequently destroyed in battles, so I’d learned to cast magic with my hands alone.

“…Fine. If you insist.”

“You really have an extreme side to you.”

Finally, they bit their lips and agreed to my suggestion, facing each other as they prepared to speak.

“Who wants to go first? It’s best to start with whoever is more confident.”

I looked at them, secretly curious to hear what kind of compliments they might come up with.

Even if it was flattery forced by the situation, I didn’t mind.

“I’ll go first.”

“Go ahead.”

The Victoria on the right placed her hand over her chest, took a deep breath, and opened her eyes with a solemn expression.

“Firstly, Astal, for a wizard, you have quite a fine physique. Muscular, to the point of being almost gorilla-like.”

-If I had to list your virtues, I could go on until dawn… but not in front of leader.

The other Victoria’s words were hardly a compliment.

She always had a way of twisting her words.

“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“Think of it as you will. Or should I add that your… drives are as strong as a lust-crazed monkey?”

Her remark left me feeling uncomfortable.

I had never so much as touched a strand of her hair, even when we’d shared a bed.

In terms of figure and looks?

She’s objectively a perfect woman.

Even the Succubus Queen, who despises her, calls her a “vulgar priestess.”

“I’ve never felt… attracted to you.”

“In that case, did you hide a staff in your pocket last night? I doubt it could be covered by simply crossing your legs….”

With that stimulating image, I could only feel lightheaded.

‘Is this woman really a saint? Is she truly the one destined by the divine to illuminate the world with light?’

“Isn’t it a natural biological response for any man? I was only concerned that you might be… well, impotent, since you showed no reaction to seeing me naked.”

Victoria made this brazen remark, standing confidently, her chest thrust forward, as if my startled reaction was somehow strange.

“…Please refrain from making such comments about my body. Even if it’s a fake, it’s unpleasant.”

The other Victoria looked down at the figure before her, identical in appearance, with a gaze filled with disdain.

“Who exactly are you calling fake? Are you afraid that your true identity will be exposed?”

Victoria, who had been half-complimenting and half-insulting me, let out a small laugh, remaining relaxed in the face of this reaction.

But then,

“A crazy woman who exposes the faults of a man I think highly of must be a fake. Unlike you, I’ll talk about Astal’s kind qualities.”


Another Victoria, now taking her turn to compliment, looked at me with a slightly flushed face and made a shocking statement.

“…What?”

“What did you just say?”

Both I and the other Victoria stood there in stunned silence, unable to close our gaping mouths.

“You are the first to see me as a girl, not just a saint.

When we first met, instead of asking me to perform a miracle, you simply said you were happy to meet me—”

“…Okay, that one’s the fake.”

Hearing this, I scowled and instantly froze the figure before me.

The being that had looked like Victoria just moments ago returned to its original form as it shattered into icy fragments.

“How… how did you know I was the real one?”

The real Victoria, covering her mouth with a hand in astonishment, looked at me, bewildered by how I’d seen through the chameleon dragon’s mimicry so quickly.

“…First off, chameleon dragons can only read memories from precisely a week ago.

They wouldn’t know the details of what we did last night or how we shared meals together.”

I began to explain to her, pointing out that only the real Victoria could have referred to such personal moments.

“…Oh, so that’s why?”

“And, honestly, Victoria isn’t someone who would say she thinks well of me. At best, she’d say she dislikes or despises me.”

“…….”

-Does he really not see me as anything more than a companion?

How could he tell it was a fake as soon as I hinted at anything resembling a confession… and kill it without a second thought?

Victoria murmured to herself with a sinking self-esteem, visibly disappointed, but there was nothing I could do about it.

In truth, I had no feelings for Victoria whatsoever.

Accepting her feelings would only bring us both heartache.

It was nothing more than a one-month contractual relationship, and who knows how she might feel afterward.

There was no need to keep her on a string…

I steadied my mind, taking her hand again.

 At least until I vanquish the Demon King, I couldn’t afford to be swayed by such trivial emotions.

This was the only way I could atone to my parents and friends.

“Why are you holding my hand again? Did crushing a mere fake make you feel triumphant? You’re still a dog in heat.”

Seeing me hold her hand to keep from getting lost in the mist, Victoria, seemingly frustrated with my lack of understanding of her feelings, began to lash out with her usual sharp words.

“I was foolish even to briefly think you had any feelings for me. Fine.”

“Are you mad? Why would I like you?”

Victoria tightened her grip on my hand, looking utterly annoyed, her expression clearly one of disgust.

She really was an infuriating and exasperating woman.

How could her true feelings and outward appearance be so different?

Then, I heard it in my head:


-I like you. I love you. I’m deeply in love with you. I admire you passionately. I like your kindness.

I’ve always admired you from afar. Though I can’t say it now… Someday, I hope to hear your answer directly.

The warmth traveling through our entwined fingers made my chest stir strangely.

“Victoria. Actually, I…”


“Why are you saying this?”

I was about to confess my truth to her for the first time, but…

-I will repay you later in bed. I want to make you cry out my name, begging for forgiveness, until you’ve wrung me dry like a rag…

“…Forget it. I’m sorry.”

Upon hearing something that was not a human language but the beast’s lustful thoughts, my will to reveal my true feelings to Victoria vanished.





 
  Chapter 11: Who is the liar? (3)


How long had they walked, holding Victoria’s hand?

Before long, they encountered an unexpected figure.

“Quite bold, aren’t you? How dare you try to impersonate me?”

“That’s my line. How could a lowly lackey of those filthy demonfolk dare…?”

A man with blue hair and eyes, deeply hidden under a hood, stood before them. He was known as the Continent’s strongest mage, nicknamed the “Harmless Mage.”

To put it simply, there were now two versions of Astal Kaisaros in front of them.

“This is a surprise. I thought there couldn’t be more than one piece of trash like you in the world….”

-This is my chance…! Since this impostor has a similar memory and emotions to Astal, I can finally find out what he truly thinks of me!

Victoria grinned slyly, placing her hand to her mouth as if struck by a brilliant idea.

She took a bold step forward.

Since I was already holding her hand, there was no way she’d mistake me for the fake this time.

“Astal, what do you really think of me? Please answer truthfully. It’s crucial to distinguish between the real and the fake.”

Victoria asked the imitation—disguised as me—a question she’d been curious about for a long time.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m merely mirroring what you did earlier when you tried to tease me. Doesn’t it seem only fair?”

What if he suddenly bites or attacks her? I had no choice but to layer several protective spells over Victoria.

“I think you’re an incredibly annoying and aggravating woman.”

“Is that so? You could spare me a compliment or two. After all, I am considered the most noble and devout Saintess in the world….”

“Not around me, you’re not. I know you fund orphanages and secretly care for the sick, but that’s about it.”

He looked at her as though she were something less than an insect.

Not knowing Victoria’s true feelings, the fake seemed genuinely fed up with her.

“Didn’t you always use me as a punching bag for your frustrations? I was the only one who put up with your verbal abuse and rough treatment.”

“T-that was… all for your sake…!”

Victoria couldn’t hide her embarrassment as she listened to his words.

These weren’t the answers she’d wanted.

“As much as bitter medicine is good for the body, people have feelings, you know. Hearing harsh words constantly can be hurtful.”

Despite being a mere imitation, he seemed to hold his own against Victoria with the same memories and emotions.

Good, keep going. If this pushes Victoria to give up on me, it’ll be perfect.

I never understood why she clung to someone like me. She’s far too good for a guy who doesn’t even like her.

“Astal, is that truly how you feel? Isn’t there anything that makes me stand out, any good points?”

Victoria asked again, as if refusing to believe the situation.

“Nope. Sure, you’re objectively pretty, but what matters is a person’s heart.”

The impostor, oblivious, continued to shatter her expectations mercilessly.

“Pfft, haha… just how awful must you have been to me for this to be so funny….”

I stifled a laugh, barely managing to cover my mouth.

A week ago, I would’ve agreed with those harsh thoughts about Victoria.

Back then, I couldn’t hear Victoria’s true feelings.

It would take a mind-reading spell to understand how deeply we misunderstood each other.

“Don’t laugh! Astal, is this really how poorly you think of me?”

At that moment, I noticed a glimmering flame behind Victoria—she was completely unaware that the fake was preparing to unleash a breath attack.

I quickly grabbed her, pulling her into my embrace, and cast a shield to protect her.

My extraordinary reflexes—thanks to my magic-imbued eyes—allowed me to see magic clearly.

“It’s dangerous. Even if it looks like me, that thing is a dragon.”

-Ah… Astal… Astal hugged me….

I sighed in relief, holding Victoria safely in my arms. She had a strange tendency not to be intimidated, even when facing demons or monsters.

Victoria was a saint who regarded even enemies as lost lambs in need of salvation.

“Haven’t I told you countless times not to trust demons or monsters?”

Thwack!

Blushing furiously, Victoria averted her eyes, and I lightly flicked her forehead to snap her out of it.

“Ouch… I let my guard down. I thought this was my one chance to tease you forever.”

Victoria rubbed her forehead, pouting, and dropped her gaze in disappointment.

“Look, I don’t actually think that badly of you. So please, try to tell the real from the fake next time.”

I offered her a compliment to lift her spirits a bit.

Victoria is the very image of a saint. 

She sheds tears for orphaned children, tirelessly aids the less fortunate in the slums, and sacrifices her body and mind to perform miracles for those more unfortunate than herself.

To me, Victoria Everhart was that kind of person.

“…Is that really how you feel?”

“A week ago, maybe not. But after spending time with you, my feelings have shifted a lot.”

“I didn’t expect that. I thought you’d always see me as a braindead wench or a venomous viper plotting against you.”

Could this fake relationship really be working? Maybe there’s truth in the saying that closeness breeds affection…

Victoria lifted the corners of her mouth ever so slightly, though her mind seemed filled with quiet laughter at my compliment.

Victoria, with her stoic expression and minimal emotional display, was nearly impossible to read.

“And… you’re… still… pressing up against me….”

“Oh… sorry.”

“It’s fine. Luckily, your reaction proves that even the ‘Celibate Mage’ has limits.”

Victoria’s chest held an overwhelming shape, unlike others, so such incidents were inevitable.

“Or… could it be that I’ve made your lower body tense? You seem to be moving slower than before.”

Blushing, I released my arms wrapped around Victoria, and she provocatively stuck her tongue out at me.

As if to say she was disappointed I didn’t touch her.

“…You’re talking nonsense.”


“Being ravished by the wizard of the hero’s party… Crushed helplessly under the massive tower hidden in your pants… turning me into a fool who only knows Sir Astal… Ahhh♡”

Victoria spoke in a clingy, sticky tone, intentionally letting her breath brush my ear.

-If I say it like this, he’ll be sufficiently aroused, right? These were words I found in the forbidden books confiscated by the Holy Church. I heard all men fall for lines like this…

Contrary to her outward appearance, as if trying to shake my resolve, her true feelings were purer than anyone else’s.

“Enough. You’re a virgin, too. Where did a saintess following the words of the gods learn such filthy talk?”

I pressed my fingers to my brow, suppressing my irritation.

Where had she picked up things like this?

She always had a knack for putting people in difficult situations.

“Huhu, I’m just teasing you because I know you won’t touch me, even if I say things like this.”


-That’s exactly what bothers me. How can someone so beautiful actively pursue mE, and I don’t fall for it?

Because the one pursuing me is Victoria Everhart.

I wasn’t planning on dating anyone now, but with her, it was an absolute no.

I couldn’t imagine what she’d do if she actually ended up dating me, considering how she constantly stirs things up.

“I’m still a man. No matter how you speak, it’s better to watch your words. You never know when they’ll come back to bite you.”

I warned Victoria, moving my lips to calm myself down. If she continued like this and eventually met someone else, all this would become a dark history.

That’s how a contract relationship works. A fake can never become real.

“Oh my, so you’re a man? I thought you were a stone on the roadside since you didn’t react to me for the past year.”

-Which only makes me want to tempt you more. You seem like someone who’d never cheat with another woman.

Victoria looked at me with a cold sneer, pretending not to care.

But inside, the feelings she harbored were greater than anyone else’s.

-Love was heavy. I felt crushed under the weight of the guilt that came over me. I realized that listening to someone else’s true feelings was more of a burden than I had thought.

“Even that stone knows that you, Victoria, are a kind and beautiful person. I’m lucky to be pretending to be your lover.”

I spoke my thoughts about Victoria calmly. I felt it was something I should say.

“…What?”

“Thank you for always taking care of me! Without you, I’d probably be a wreck, drowning in alcohol and nicotine in this expensive Demon Realm.”

I scratched the back of my head, enduring the rising embarrassment from my overly sappy words.


“Excuse me, I might’ve misheard, could you say that one more time?”

-What did I just hear? Did Sir Astal actually have positive feelings towards me? Is there a real chance for romance?!

“I think I’ve gone deaf for a moment.”

Victoria blinked repeatedly, as if she couldn’t believe what she had just heard.

I’ll never say it again.



 
  Chapter 12: Who is the liar? (4)


As if approaching the origin of something, the mist surrounding us grew denser with every step deeper into the village. 

Victoria and I thought simply holding hands wasn’t enough, so we had linked arms. 

“Is it really necessary to maintain a position where sensitive parts of our bodies are in contact?” 

Feeling the heavy divine energy emanating from her, I tried to focus my thoughts elsewhere, my eyes darting around to endure the situation. 

“We already lost grip earlier when we held hands. Should we just hug instead? I’m fine with it, you know.” 

“…Let’s just keep walking like this. Hugging would disrupt our stride, after all.” 

-I wasn’t ready for hugging yet… The last time she hugged me from behind, I even let out a strange scream… 

Victoria, seemingly satisfied only after I teased her, let out a small “hmph” and tightened her grip on my arm. 

Her hybrid dragon strength made escape impossible. 

-This is my chance—I need to make sure our chests touch…!

Internally scheming something nefarious, Victoria’s lips curled into a thin line. I couldn’t understand why she was behaving like this. 

Why did she harbor such excessive feelings for me? 

All I had done for her was heal her wounds when she was gravely injured and discreetly handle the side effects of her miracles. 

Of course, there were other instances, like keeping a straight face when I accidentally saw her naked or begging her not to use her miracles because I couldn’t bear to see her writhe in pain. 

‘She likes me… for just those reasons?’ 

A discomfort I couldn’t quite place lingered in my mind. 

Falling in love for such ordinary reasons felt… too plain. 

All I did was what anyone else would consider basic decency. 

Who in their right mind would pursue someone in distress just because they had a good figure or appearance? 

‘…What an exhausting woman.’ 

Thinking back, I could only imagine how harsh life must have been for Victoria, growing up in the Papal State. 

How dire must her circumstances have been to develop such deep feelings over small acts of kindness? 

“How did you even live in the Holy Nation to end up acting like this around me?” 

Unable to hold back my curiosity, I asked Victoria. I felt like now was the only time I could ask. 

“I lived following the orders of the Heavenly God. Caring for those who lamented the absence of the Heavenly God’s light and sacrificing myself to make the world a slightly brighter place.” 

-A genuine conversation between lovers…! He’s finally curious about my past! 

Victoria lowered her gaze slightly, her expression turning melancholic, as though recalling a sorrowful time. 

Her forced faint smile carried an undercurrent of sadness. 

“That’s not what I mean. I’m asking how *you* lived. It doesn’t seem like it was all that pleasant.” 

“…Digging into a lady’s past? How tactless of you. Then again, you’ve always been that way. My apologies for pointing it out.” 

Victoria tapped her chin with her finger, her expression suggesting she had just remembered something. 

Usually, if I responded to her provocations by getting angry or retorting, she would tease me for days, calling me “an irreverent man who took out his frustrations on a saintess.” 

But, 

-The story she seemed unwilling to share was undoubtedly grim… 

Even I, her closest companion, wouldn’t hear about her childhood trauma of being imprisoned with her parents held hostage, forced to perform miracles under duress. 

-If I share such a miserable story, he might think I’m unattractive…

“No matter how sad the story, it’s fine. Just tell me as much as you’re comfortable sharing. Even if this is a contractual relationship, I’m still your boyfriend right now.” 

I earnestly asked Victoria to tell me about her past.

I wanted to understand the path she had walked, the woman behind the saintess façade. 

People often become harsher on themselves when life is overly demanding.

I could relate, having gone through something similar. 

“You’re making a presumptuous request. Still, I’ll commend your courage.” 

-Boyfriend, boyfriend, boyfriend… I really am Astal’s girlfriend right now…! This makes me so happy…! 

Victoria’s inner voice screamed with delight, as if the word “boyfriend” alone filled her with joy. 

For someone hailed as a saintess, her emotional swings were truly dramatic. 

It made me question the judgment of the Heavenly God who chose her. 

“It might turn out to be a boring story, though. Are you sure you want to hear it?” 

“It’s fine. Just don’t leave me hanging in the middle.” 

“Hehe, this is why I enjoy teasing you. Even your harsh words carry a hidden kindness.” 

Victoria let out a small laugh, her eyes softening as she looked at me.

Her gaze seemed to hold a warmth I couldn’t quite describe. 

“Just get to the point.” 

Seeing her like that made me feel a ticklish sensation from where our bodies touched. It made me act colder than usual. 

“…From a young age, I was chosen as a saintess and lived under constant requests from those around me to use my miracles.” 

“Kind of figured. You did try to recklessly use your miracles until I warned you not to.” 

“Creating what’s impossible in reality—that’s what miracles are.

Turning someone who can’t afford a single meal into a wealthy individual overnight. That’s the power of my miracles.” 

Victoria’s words were true.

Her miracles could twist causality itself, enough to restore even a damaged or lost body, which normal healing magic couldn’t do. 

“But it’s not always a good thing, is it?” 

“What’s not good about it? Sacrificing someone as insignificant as myself to save countless others is a simple profit, don’t you think?” 

Victoria tilted her head slightly, as if perplexed by my words. She had grown too accustomed to pain. 

The greatest tragedy is not realizing your own suffering, after all. 

“What kind of nonsense logic is that? You’re in agony whenever you use your miracles, and I even caught you crying because of it. Can’t you value your body just a little more?” 

Raising my voice slightly, I scolded Victoria. My throat felt tight with suppressed anger. 


“You’re worrying about me? I’ve won. How much must you have ogled me to get this angry?” 

Victoria raised her hand in a V sign, shrugging her shoulders slightly. Her face was expressionless, making it hard to read her emotions. 

-That’s exactly what’s so wonderful about you. You see me not as a saintess performing miracles but as a regular woman named Victoria.

Her inner thoughts were evaluating me more favorably than ever right now.

Even in a situation where she clearly should have been angry, her silence was so frustrating that it almost annoyed me.

“It’s natural to get angry. No one would just ignore someone suffering right next to them.”

“…Do you know this, Astal? People generally don’t care much about others. Besides, many think that because I’m a saintess, I should endure this kind of pain.”

“That can’t be…”

“When half of my body turned into flowers, the only people who worried about me were the former pope and you. This is based on personal experience.”

Victoria spoke calmly, as if she had been through it so often that she was used to such reactions.

“Still, I think it’s wrong for you to sacrifice yourself. It’s like taking an innocent person and forcing them to save the world.”

I couldn’t stand Victoria’s attitude.

It was obvious self-loathing.

Believing that effort alone could change things, pushing herself to the brink—how painful and lonely that must have been.


“A hero’s party is like that. It’s the collective wish of the people of the world.”

“Even so, what’s wrong is wrong. Before being a saintess, you’re still Victoria Everhart, a person. Pain and suffering can’t be justified.”

“Hmm…”

Victoria closed her eyes and spoke in a reverent tone.

As she folded her arms and leaned her head slightly toward my shoulder, the fragrance of flowers began to waft over me.

“How commendable of you to say something like that. Could it be that pretending to be my fake lover has made you grow feelings for me?”

Victoria’s lips curled slightly in satisfaction as she spoke softly.

Even with her usually subdued expressions and emotional displays, it was clear she was quite pleased right now.

“There’s absolutely no chance of that. Don’t worry.”

“Would you still say that a month later? Or will you be begging to extend our contract for just a few more days—or even one more day?”

Victoria tilted forward as she spoke, her crossed arms pressing together.

The gravitational pull gave her chest a soft, curved shape.

“You really are obsessed with breasts. Just like the perverted maniac you are. How can you feel lust looking at the body of a saintess?”

Noticing my gaze, Victoria smirked wickedly and stuck out her tongue, feigning a disdainful expression that only irritated me further.

“…It was just a natural reaction while you were moving.”

“Really? Well, for what it’s worth, I am confident in my chest. Even the Succubus Queen insulted me for being overly voluptuous.”

Victoria used her other arm to prop up her chest, deliberately showing it off as if she wanted me to look. Her behavior annoyed me.

For someone as devout as the daughter of the Celestial God, her unending lewd remarks felt like an assault on my heart.

If anyone overheard this conversation, I might as well be doomed.

“What kind of saintess says things like that?! You’ve always been like this, but lately, you’ve gotten even worse!”

“You’re quick to react to trivial things. If you’d like, as a reward for your commendable speech, I could even tell you my chest size—”

“Not interested!”

“Hmm, really? Then again, it might be too much stimulation for a virgin mage who’s never even held a woman’s hand.”

Victoria often provoked me with comments like that, waiting for me to slip up.

The reason I never thought Victoria liked me, even when I could hear her inner thoughts, was precisely this kind of behavior.

If I showed any signs of falling for her teasing, she’d torment me with it for months.

“…For your information, it’s an H cup. Don’t you feel the Celestial God’s love in such fullness? Be proud to call yourself my partner, Astal.”

“It’s fake! We’re only lovers in appearance!”

“Does that matter? Ah, virgins really do think differently. I’m so sorry for tarnishing your purity.”


-I will never let you go in the future. This is all your fault, Astal, for finding me arousing…♡

Feeling a chill at Victoria’s words and inner thoughts, I quickened my pace, moving forward silently.

“Your steps are faster. Are you aroused? As general knowledge dictates, when men are turned on, they walk faster—”

“No, I’m not!”

I had to regroup with the others and leave this town as soon as possible.




 
  Chapter 13: Huryong, The Chameleon Dragon (1)


It’s hard to say how much time had passed as I quickened my pace, trying not to fall for Victoria’s provocations.

“There he comes. What kept you so long?”

We finally managed to reunite with our companions.

Anima furrowed her brows slightly, giving me a sharp look for being late again.

It was because I kept getting dragged down—dealing with the wyrmlings pretending to be Victoria while she hurled insults at me, blaming me for our predicament.

At least I should be thankful that Victoria didn’t show up in just an apron this time.

If she had, she would’ve teased me about it for the rest of my life.

“We should cut him some slack—after all, it’s the early days of their relationship.”

Kyle, the hero among our group, kept approaching with a grotesque grin since we’d claimed we were in a fake relationship.

“So, did our genius mage manage to distinguish his pretend girlfriend from the real one? I was worried, you know.”

“Why would you even worry about that?”

“You two are always at each other’s throats. I’ve seen you bicker so much that it’s second nature now.”

Hearing Kyle’s words, I immediately unlinked arms with Victoria.

She let out a short sigh, sounding almost regretful.

“…Nothing happened.”

I hardened my expression and retorted in a firm tone.

Sure, there were moments when I heard comments about Victoria’s chest size or crude provocations, but I wanted to erase those from memory.

“Come on, you were holding arms so sweetly just a moment ago.”

“That was only because we almost got separated during an attack by the wyrmlings.”

I wiped sweat from my forehead with my hand, frustrated.

Especially with Victoria glaring at me with a venomous look.

“Is that so, Astal? All I remember is someone ogling my chest with shameless eyes.”

—It wouldn’t bother me if it were anyone else, but if it’s you, you can look all you want.

“I told you I wasn’t looking at you like that.”

“Your denial is adorable. Truly, like someone in their first relationship.”

Victoria lifted the corners of her mouth in a subtle smile, a look of triumph on her face.

Seeing that, my brow twitched slightly.

She was also new to relationships, so why the show of confidence?

“And you’re new to this too.”

“I’ve had plenty of admirers, unlike you, Astal.

On various occasions, I had to deal with all sorts of mongrels throwing themselves at me.”

Victoria spoke with a mix of distaste and bitterness, as though dredging up unpleasant memories.

Even under disguise spells in the demon realm, she occasionally attracted unwanted attention from demons.

How much worse must it have been in normal circumstances?

“I was popular too! Do you know how many girls in the Blue Magic Tower followed me around?”

“Oh, is that why you’re still a virgin at your age? I’m pretty sure you’re a year older than me.”

-Why does she keep bringing up other women in front of me? It’s frustrating and makes me jealous…

“…You just became an adult this year!”

I gritted my teeth at Victoria’s sharp-tongued remark.

Even if she secretly liked me, saying things like that would drive anyone away.

“Oh, so you’re saying you want to crush a newly-of-age saint? I already suspected as much from the apron joke—your tastes are quite refined, aren’t they?”

Victoria covered her mouth with a hand, laughing slyly.

Somehow, trying to get her to give up her feelings for me had backfired spectacularly.

She began to tease me even more persistently, like someone holding onto a weak spot.

“Do you two always fight like this, even though you’re dating?”

Kyle scratched his throat as he looked between Victoria and me.

The exchange must have seemed awkward, even for a pair of newly minted lovers.

“That’s it. You two hug it out for a minute and apologize.”

Unwilling to let comrades argue, Kyle proposed a drastic measure.

Normally, he’d just tell us to say sorry while looking at each other.

“A hug? With all these people watching? How indecent!”

“Yeah, we’re not kids…”

The abrupt escalation made Victoria blush as she alternated glances between Kyle and me.

She looked like she wanted to jump out of her skin, clearly reluctant.

-A hug? In front of everyone, no less? My heart might just explode!

Victoria’s thoughts screamed in protest, no doubt recalling the time I teased her on the bed.

She was adamant about not doing it.

But—

“Aren’t you two a couple? Haven’t you already seen each other naked and done everything else? A hug is nothing.”

Kyle’s resolute tone left no room for argument.

His matter-of-fact reasoning rendered me speechless, forcing me to shut my mouth.

“…Victoria, come here.”

Avoiding her gaze, I spread my arms hesitantly.

Meeting her eyes directly was too embarrassing.

“Y-Yes…?”

“It’ll only take a moment. Come closer. I shouldn’t have said those harsh things either.”

I tried to speak calmly, suppressing my embarrassment.

My tone was steady, so as not to alarm her.

After all, if we were to defeat the Succubus Queen, we had to keep up this act.

To kill the Demon King, eliminating his Four Heavenly Kings first was the most effective strategy.

If we didn’t deal with them, they could launch diversionary attacks on the continent while we were occupied.

“…If you insist, I’ll borrow your embrace for a moment.”

Victoria nodded slightly, her face set in a determined expression, though it seemed like she was struggling to contain her emotions.

-Astal’s hugging me… I get to feel his strong back and firm chest muscles all I want!

-Could I, maybe, rub against him a little? Mark him with my scent? I want to make it clear he’s mine…

-What am I thinking? I just want to touch his body, don’t I? You’re such a genius at driving men crazy, Victoria.

No!

-I’m not a pervert! I just… he said his female classmates liked him, so this is just marking territory.

Yes, that’s it!


Victoria’s thoughts were utter chaos.

It was as though multiple people were arguing inside her head, each with a different opinion.

A bustling marketplace would be quieter than her current state of mind.

-Alright, quiet down! Let us proceed with the 323rd regular debate on ‘How to Lead a Hug to Seduce Lord Astal.

Among the attendees, there was a particularly serious thought lingering in Victoria’s mind, spoken in a solemn tone.

It was almost as if witnessing a split personality, inducing a strange illusion.

“…..”

With each deliberate step Victoria took, seemingly lost in deep preparation, I couldn’t help but swallow nervously.

‘The first point of attack should be the chest, honed through endless training. At times like this, a classic approach—pressing the chest closely—seems like the best option.’

Unlike typical magicians who use staffs, I personally engaged in direct combat with bare hands, never neglecting physical training.

Even last time, I caught Victoria sneaking a glance at my pectoral muscles, licking her lips.

She must have liked what she saw.

-If I do that, it’ll feel like you can hear my heart pounding…

-But no one will know whether it’s my heartbeat or Lord Astal’s. I can just insist it’s not. Any objections? If not, let’s proceed with Route A.

-Should I take the chance to leave a kiss mark on his neck? But I’m too shy to do something like that…!

Victoria paused her mental deliberation, as if a judge banging a gavel in her mind, before nodding slightly with newfound resolve.

“…Excuse me,” she said.

And then—hug.

Victoria, who was slightly shorter than me, stood on tiptoes to press her chest against mine, fully embracing me.

“……”

The soft, warm sensation made my body react against my will, blood rushing downward.

No matter how much I tried to suppress my emotions, my body was honest.

The close proximity allowed us to feel each other’s breaths, shared body heat, and an overwhelming illusion of being one.

The warmth of another person was remarkably soothing.

We were pressed against each other, like lovers in a tender embrace, as close as humanly possible.

“I apologize for my harsh words earlier. If you bear any resentment, I hope this will suffice as an apology.”

Victoria deliberately brought her lips close to my ear and whispered in a low voice. Even the sound of her lips moving and swallowing was audible.

-What do I do, what do I do…? I feel like I’m going to lose my mind because I like this so much… My mind’s gone completely blank…!

Despite her confident exterior attempting to seduce me, Victoria was failing to execute even one of her premeditated steps.

“I’m sorry too. No matter what, I shouldn’t have gotten angry at you.”

To tease Victoria a little more, I hugged her tighter.

Her soft figure sank further into my arms.

“Ah, ah…?”

-Ahh, my sides are ticklish…!

Victoria let out a small whimper, resembling a broken wind-up doll in my arms.

It seemed the thread of her rationality had snapped entirely, her previously loud inner monologue now silenced.

“You two look good together. How much easier things would’ve been if you’d gotten along like this from the start.”

“Seriously, doing this so willingly? I thought you’d be too shy.”

Anima and Tarion, who were observing our embrace, offered their comments.

“The time is already up, yet you’re still hugging? Even though you bicker so much, you clearly like each other.”

Among them, Kyle, the hero, grinned broadly with a paternal expression that grated on my nerves.

“…T-this should be enough.”

-Regrettably, moderation is key. In the end, I must make Lord Astal desperate to like me.

Victoria pulled away, gently pushing me to end the embrace.

Her ears and cheeks were slightly red, her breath uneven as she fanned herself to cool down.

Watching her, I scratched my cheek, struggling to think of something to say to break the awkward tension.

“So, Lord Astal…”

Victoria was the first to break the silence.

“…?”


“Did you enjoy my hug..?”

Victoria’s voice trembled slightly as if seeking my attention.

Unable to meet my gaze, she subtly lifted her chest with her hands in a flaunting gesture.

-Please notice me. Look at me as a woman. I’m speaking indirectly like this because I’m scared confessing would mean I couldn’t even remain your friend anymore. Please forgive me for being roundabout.’

Victoria feigned composure, but from her perspective, she was mustering all the courage she had.

“…It wasn’t bad.”


I decided to forgive Victoria for her past actions, even if just a little.

★★★


At that moment—

“Grrrr…”

A screeching growl echoed, and a Chameleon Dragon, known as the Hollow Dragon (Huryong), emerged before us.
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The Chameleon Dragon, Huryong, before me, was far larger than the hatchling I had seen before, its massive size incomparable.

“So, this is the culprit behind the mist engulfing the village. No wonder there’s no one around.”

A faint mist seeped from the shell on its back, reminiscent of a turtle’s carapace.

Its emaciated frame revealed bones pressing against taut skin, likely from prolonged starvation.

“…This monster must have devoured them all.”

Before the fight began, Victoria brought her hands together in a reverent posture before her chest, preparing to offer a prayer.

“Mother in heaven, as we stand before this great evil, grant us courage and peace in this hour.

Please dispel the fear rooted deep in our hearts and bring rest to this lost lamb.

We pray in the name of the light that restores brightness to this world. Amen.”

No matter the enemy—be it a monster or a demon—Victoria never forgot to pray.

Her belief that even foes, as living beings, deserved pity was something I couldn’t understand, even after traveling together for a year.

“You waste time with this nonsense even in dire situations.”

I spread my palm, readying overlapping magic circles, biting down lightly on my molars as I spoke.

To me, demons and monsters were nothing but the accursed beings that had killed my parents and the people of my hometown.

No matter how much Victoria preached, I could never see them as anything worthy of sympathy or solace.

“This isn’t nonsense. Astal, this is the foundation for us all to eventually reach heaven.

We may bear the sin of killing to survive, but in the end, all wrongs are repaid according to God’s will.”

Victoria gave me a faint smile as she spoke.

That tone and expression of hers always irritated me.

It was baffling how someone so pious could be utterly vulgar when she was alone with me.

“Oh, so if your god told you to die, would you just die? You should try resisting once in a while.

Rational thinking and skepticism are necessary to survive in this treacherous demon realm.”

I sighed deeply, overlaying magic circles on my palm in preparation.

The Chameleon Dragon, unable to properly use its wings, was a grounded creature.

Exploiting this weakness, I combined Earthquake—a spell that creates tremors—and Gravity—a spell that intensifies weight—into a new spell.

“…Gravityquake.”

Rumble─!

The ground beneath the Chameleon Dragon split with a deafening roar, while an unseen force pressed down heavily on the creature, causing ripples to distort the air.

“There are times when even I complain to the gods. Even as a saintess who follows divine will, I hold something more precious.”

She murmured softly, gripping a hammer taller than herself, her preferred weapon.

Its design allowed her to unleash the formidable strength unique to her dragon hybrid lineage.

As they say, the best defense is offense.

Defeating the enemy before relying on miracles spared Victoria from unnecessary sacrifice.

“…What is it?”

Curious, I asked what could be so precious to a saintess that it surpassed divine will.

“It’s a secret. I can’t just reveal a woman’s secrets so easily.”

Victoria raised an eyebrow, looking at me with a slightly discomforted expression.

She seemed unwilling to share with me.

-It’s you, Astal Kaisaros, the kindest wizard in the world.

Her true thoughts, devoid of any filters, confessed everything.

“…Didn’t you two just make up earlier? Now you’re fighting again?”

Kyle, the hero, tilted his head as he summoned armor of living flames.

His fiery form gleamed brightly.

Ignite.

When the holy sword was planted in the ground and its hilt turned, the flames stored within surged out, forming protective armor.

“Leave them be, Kyle. That must be their way of showing love. Last time, after fighting like this, they went at it like animals at the inn.”

“Watching them fight and reconcile the same way every time, I can’t tell if they truly dislike each other or are destined soulmates.”

Anima and Tarion, prepared for battle, chimed in.

Anima, the elf, held a bowstring crafted from the branches of the World Tree, while Tarion, a warrior of the Ursine tribe, had summoned all four elemental kings.

“…We didn’t do that,”

I grumbled, furrowing my brows in irritation.

 How could they assume we crossed that line in just a day?

“Oh my, then where has the gentleman I shared a bed with last night gone? He did promise sweetly, ‘We’ll just hold hands…♡,’ didn’t he?”

Victoria teased, her expression seductive as she slightly opened her lips, letting her tongue peek out playfully.

“…You’re dead tonight.”

I countered her taunt with a provocative remark, knowing full well she lacked the courage to follow through.

The only variable would be if she got drunk—her weakness—and became uncontrollable.

“I’ll be looking forward to it. Let’s see how much satisfaction our dear kind Astald can bring me.”

-Oh no… Is tonight the night I lose my innocence? Or will I wake up with every inch of me marked as Astal’s woman?

Chills ran down my spine as I overheard her unfiltered inner thoughts.

How could someone’s mind be such a pit of depravity?

‘I was just planning to tickle her until she cried and apologized for teasing me…’

If we ended up sharing a bed tonight, I’d stick to my original plan: tickle her until she begged for forgiveness.

Her sides were particularly sensitive, a weakness only I, with my ability to hear her true thoughts, knew about.

“Victoria, don’t you like me a bit too much?”

I continued the conversation as naturally as possible.

To those around us, it was known that I confessed to Victoria because I liked her.

But in reality, it was the opposite, and I had to gradually curb her tyranny this way.


“I like you? You’re free to misunderstand, but it’s unpleasant.”

Victoria immediately cast a shadow over her face, making a disdainful expression.

Her crooked gaze and tone of voice made it blatantly clear that she disliked me.

– I like you♡ I love you♡ I love you♡ Like♡ Like♡ Liked♡ I like you♡ I like you♡ I like you♡ I love you♡ I love you♡ I love you♡ I love you♡.

Inside, though, her feelings were far too heavy and intense to accept.

She endlessly repeated declarations of liking me, almost as if trying to brainwash me. 

The chain of similar words made me feel slightly dizzy, as if the ground beneath my feet were swaying. 

“…  I only accepted your confession out of sympathy, to test the waters. Consider it a sense of camaraderie as companions fighting against the Demon King.” 

As she said this, Victoria swept her hair behind her ear, wearing a haughty expression.

She was still making use of the lie that I had confessed to her first. 

“If you really had no feelings, wouldn’t it have been better not to accept the confession in the first place?” 


“I may look like this, but I’m still a saint. It’s my duty to take on everyone’s concerns and fulfill their wishes.” 

I was so dumbfounded that I asked Victoria again.

Wasn’t it only her who harbored romantic feelings in the first place? 

I only intended to return to being friends after either the succubus queen was defeated or the duration of this contract relationship came to an end. 

“Helping a virgin wizard who’s never even held a woman’s hand experience a relationship is one of the acts of kindness that not everyone can accomplish, don’t you think?” 

-I want to monopolize all of you, Astal—your firsts, holding hands, hugging, kissing, and even walking up the steps of adulthood to become your woman…

Although Victoria spoke as if mocking me, her emotions hidden beneath were brimming with possessiveness. 

“…Seriously, I have so much to say, but I’m holding back.” 

I clenched my hands into fists, trembling slightly as I suppressed my rising anger. If I admitted that I could hear her inner thoughts, who knows what she might do. 

“You didn’t seem to hold back last night, though. I guess the saying about men’s lower half and upper half acting separately was true.” 

-If I marry, will I become Victoria Kaisaros? I’d like to have about 11 children so we’ll never be short on players for ball games…♡.

Looking at Victoria spilling out such obscene and clingy emotions, I couldn’t predict how she would react if I revealed the truth. 

“……”

Swallowing hard, I barely maintained my silence. 

If I made one wrong move, I’d end up dragged to bed, forced to give up something precious as a man. The saying, “Even a dried squid yields water when squeezed,” came to mind. 

“…Prepare yourselves. It seems a chameleon dragon has started mimicking.

Since it’s an adult, it’ll likely transform into something more dangerous than its young. It might target the strongest among us.” 

As Kyle continued swinging his sword at the enemy, he gave us a low command. 

“A dispel? How could the opponent use my specialty?” 

I felt a sense of wrongness at that moment, realizing something was off.

I thought innate mana control abilities couldn’t be copied. 

Could it be because the opponent wasn’t a youngling but an adult dragon? 

The fact that the magic I used to restrain the enemy was undone meant it wouldn’t be an easy foe to subdue. 

“…You, especially the saint and the wizard.” 

From within the billowing cloud of dust, the chameleon dragon revealed itself.

It had shrunken to the size of an adult human male. 

“Why the hell are you causing such a ruckus in my nest? Fighting, mating, fighting, mating—are you humans or beastly demons?” 


With blue hair and eyes, the dragon in the form of a handsome man furrowed its brow, glaring at us. 

“Look at this guy. He doesn’t even try to hide that he’s fake anymore, huh?” 

I couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh.

The figure before me was an exact replica of myself, as if I were looking into a mirror. 

The being known by the alias ‘Phantom Dragon’ was currently mimicking Astal Kaisaros’s appearance, radiating displeasure. 
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It was obvious at a glance. That wasn’t just a fake.

It was a being stronger than the real thing.

The amount of magical energy it held far surpassed mine—by two or even threefold.

As expected, a dragon truly is an existence beyond human comparison.

-Astal, how do you fight an opponent with the same level of skill as you?

-Why the sudden question, Master?

-It just reminded me of what you once said. The being before me isn’t someone who can be brought down with a simple spell or two.

-Now that you’re the strongest mage on the continent, to surpass your limits, you’ll inevitably have to face a lonely battle against yourself.

“…A lonely battle against oneself, huh. You’re not wrong, Master.”

I couldn’t help but crack a wry smile as I gazed at the Void Dragon—Chameleon Dragon—standing before me.

After all, I had anticipated such a situation and already prepared a plan in advance.

-Well… I’m not sure if it makes sense, but if it were me, I’d start with a spell to summon rain.

-Hoo, and why is that? Surely you have a reason.

-Why? Because mages of the Blue Tower are said to be at their strongest when it rains.

“The spell to summon rain… Rain Call.”

The creature before me could be described as the me from a week ago—or perhaps something even greater.

Its first move was to summon rain with a spell.

“…Starting with full force from the beginning. Kyle! Anima! Aim for its arms! If both arms are severed, it won’t be able to do anything, and the same should apply to this creature. Then stab its mouth to seal its breath!”

I shouted to my comrades.

At the Mage Tower, combat is calculated and methodical, where we chip away at the opponent bit by bit.

But here, on the battlefield, life and death were decided by a single moment of carelessness or judgment.

The reason I had thrown away my staff, trained in hand-to-hand combat, and practiced casting magic barehanded was to prevent deaths in front of my eyes.

The result of that effort was the very situation strangling me now.

“Understood, Astal!”

“Got it. Leave the protection to us.”

Anima and Kyle nodded and dashed forward, while I began combining magic circles with my hands to support them.

‘I have to assume the worst-case scenario. If it rains, every single droplet could become a deadly bomb.’

For any other mage, this level of preparation wouldn’t be necessary.

The danger lay in the fact that the opponent had taken my form.

Because I was the only mage who could transform raindrops into magic circles and smash them into the enemy.

“Let the biting frost and northern gale manifest here, freezing the foe above us. Become the howling cry of the fierce wolf!”

To counter the opponent’s magic, I combined the Frost Golem spell, which creates a living construct of ice, with the Howling spell, which generates a wolf’s roar.

“…Frost Howler!”

As soon as I finished my incantation, a massive wolf sculpted from ice emerged from my palm.

Awoooooooo!

The wolf let out a powerful, resonant howl aimed at the sky, so strong it reversed the falling rain.

The shockwave created by its cry was destructive enough to partially collapse nearby buildings.

“Blocking the rain-based magic link, huh? That’s just like the harmless mage…”

The Void Dragon sneered at me as Kyle and Anima approached, lifting its hand to prepare another spell.

“But deflecting the raindrops upward may not have been the right move.”

The magic circle forming on its palm was an ice-based spell—one that gathered the moisture in the air and the raindrops to create a giant icicle spear.

“…Grand Icicle Lance.”

“Dispel.”

Crash—!

I immediately sent out a matching magic circle to collide with it.

When two overlapping circles clashed, they exploded or lost power, a principle I had taken advantage of.

‘My dispelling skill is superior. The opponent will likely try to use the dragon’s advantage now. With its current form, even regressed wings should allow it to take flight.’

I expanded my thoughts quickly. If I were it, I would spread my wings and fly into the air immediately.

‘The opponent will think similarly to me, so I must always surpass that.’

A deep sense of competitiveness welled up within me.

The fact that it chose my form likely meant it deemed me the strongest or the most troublesome opponent.

“You know what prayer is needed now, right, Victoria?”

“…Understood. You’re assuming it will take flight.”

I nodded, signaling her to pray.

We understood each other so well after crossing countless deadly situations together that no further explanation was needed.

“That’s right.”

“If I couldn’t read the mind of our party’s mage, I’d be unfit to be a saintess. Besides, where else would you find a man as simple as you?”

Victoria smiled faintly, chuckling softly while exposing the veins in her wrist—a subtle challenge.

It was no wonder the Chameleon Dragon was infuriated.

When viewed from afar, we might seem like a well-matched pair.

“Oh Mother in Heaven, shine your warm light upon this path. Grant courage and peace in moments of hardship, hope to the hopeless, and strength to those in need. In the name of the guiding light that restores this world, I pray.

Amen.”

As Victoria concluded her prayer, a surge of vitality coursed through us. The fatigue from dealing with the dragon’s offspring earlier melted away.

“For such a cheap prayer without miracles to affect me… Impressive.”

Rumble…

The Void Dragon, having spread its wings, was gritting its teeth as exhaustion took hold, struggling to maintain its balance.

If I had faced it alone, I might have lost.

“Draconic Swordsmanship, Form Eleven: Dance of the Will-o’-the-Wisp.”

“Airion! Create turbulence to stop it from flying! Terra, put up a barrier immediately!”

But now, I wasn’t alone.

Against the Void Dragon trying to unleash its breath, Kyle, the warrior, deflected it with the flowing movements of his family’s swordsmanship.

Anima, the spirit mage commanding the kings of wind and earth spirits, used their abilities to minimize collateral damage.

“Don’t forget, I’m still here.”

Bang, bang, bang!

Tarion, known as the Divine Archer, displayed his unmatched precision, striking the dragon’s eyes and vital points even from a great distance.

“It’s fitting to call you a hero’s party. Not bad.”

Watching the five of us move seamlessly as if sharing one body, Huryong gave a baffled evaluation.

With an indifferent attitude, he used his arms and legs to block the attacks of the warrior, spirit mage, and archer.

His movements mirrored the unarmed combat techniques I had trained in.


“But your opponent is unfortunate. Of all things, you’re up against someone who’s imitated this guy.”

KWAANG—! A dragon’s overwhelming strength collided with Kyle’s holy sword.

Unable to withstand the impact, the warrior was flung far away.

“Kyle…!!”

“You shouldn’t lose focus, little lady.”

Anima, momentarily distracted, cried out.

Huryong exploited that opening, sweeping her legs and slamming her to the ground.

‘A spell that softens the ground and walls, Claybound.’

I cast the spell instantly, without an incantation.

With a soft poof, my allies landed safely, their fall cushioned.

“Non-incantation casting, combining new spells, dispelling, and those special eyes that can read mana… Are you really human? Even I find it ridiculous to imitate you.”

Huryong remarked, seemingly bewildered by my split-second reaction.

He even chuckled, covering his mouth with his hand.

“…I am human, though my character and morality are trash.”

-How dare you eye the man I outbid for? Lord Astar is mine! You vile chameleon bastard!

Victoria nonchalantly retorted to Huryong’s words, showing her composure.

Swinging her hammer vigorously, she stretched, prompting me to ask her a question.

“Victoria, don’t you think that was a bit much?”

“What does it matter? It’s just a fake pretending to be Lord Astal. I can’t wait to see its face distorted in agony.”

Victoria’s resolute expression appeared genuine.

She seemed to harbor strong feelings toward me.

“Shall we go together this time? It seems I’ll need to engage directly to handle this properly.”

“Fine by me. Just don’t get hit by me.”

CRASH!

Victoria charged across the ground.

Her sheer strength left deep impressions where she stepped.

‘Victoria is likely the toughest match. She’s the complete opposite of me in every way.’

Our lifestyles, personalities, and values were worlds apart.

Even her combat style and habits targeted my weaknesses.

It’s almost like a human compatibility issue.

Kyle, Anima, and Tarion didn’t have such dynamics; they weren’t the reckless charging types.

“Grrrr…!”

“What’s wrong, you fake? Did you think you could mimic my lover and live to tell the tale?!”

Huryong let out a painful groan after Victoria’s hammer struck him.

He tried to defend with ice magic around his arm.

“You should account for the presence of a mage. It seems you haven’t encountered proper resistance yet.”

I neutralized the magic by creating an identical magic circle, then moved in, exploiting the opening Victoria had created.

My fist struck his chest.

A dragon’s vulnerabilities are limited to a few spots: the eyes, the muscles under the wings, and the heart—the location of the Dragon Heart, said to brim with endless mana.

“Hoh… So, you’re truly a hero’s party in disguise. No wonder the Demon King is so desperate to find you.”

Despite being struck in a known weak spot, Huryong casually cracked his neck, appearing unscathed.

“If you two had a child, it might just be a human capable of killing the Demon King.”

Huryong smiled eerily, as if deep in thought, then directed his unsettling grin at us.

“…what?”


“W-What did you just say?!”

Victoria’s face turned crimson as she stared at Huryong, utterly shocked by his words.


Overcome with disgust, I instinctively swung my fist.

-A child between Lord Astal and me… adorable and lovable… blue-haired with starry eyes…

More than anything, Victoria’s audible delusions were incredibly distracting.

“I merely spoke based on the memories within this body. Is that wrong? It’s simply my way of saying I must kill you.”

Huryong spoke nonchalantly, but his words only deepened Victoria’s misunderstanding.




 
  Chapter 16: Huryong, The Chameleon Dragon (4)


“Those two… they’re stronger than the hero I faced earlier.”

The Chameleon Dragon, a Void Dragon that had lived for countless years by consuming human memories, couldn’t hide its astonishment as it observed its current opponents.

“Their offense and defense are flawless. Even seasoned veterans who’ve worked together for decades couldn’t achieve coordination like this…”

One wielded a massive hammer, moving like a saint, while the other cast spells that dispelled and exploited gaps with precision.

Although the teamwork of the earlier party members was impressive, the current situation felt like it was on an entirely different level.

“I’ve broken its right arm, Astal.”

“You don’t need to report everything to me. It’s an opponent that looks exactly like me, after all.”

Though the Void Dragon managed to fend off the pair’s attacks, its right arm was already broken, leaving it able to use magic with only one hand.

“…Are you sure you two actually dislike each other?”

Looking at its opponents, the dragon let out a hollow laugh, unable to believe what it was seeing.

Despite facing a dragon, they showed no fear, acting as though defeating it was inevitable.

At this point, they seemed fated by the heavens to be together.

Both acted without hesitation and showed no fear of death.

Even heroes who had crossed death’s threshold before couldn’t ignore the fear emanating from a dragon.

Yet, these two were entirely unfazed.

“Mad humans who’ve experienced the fear of death have crawled into the Demon Realm…”

The dragon found one silver lining: based on the memories from a week ago, Astal, its current host, didn’t see Victoria as more than a companion.

Otherwise, if these two ever fell in love and bore children, it was convinced their offspring would be a threat to even the Demon King.

“The current generation is stronger than the last. If this generation’s heroes produce offspring, the next will be even more formidable…”

This wasn’t intellect speaking but instinct.

The dragon firmly believed that humans grew stronger with each generation.

“…Before that happens, I must kill them at all costs.”

Having copied all of Astal’s abilities, the Void Dragon carefully considered how it could disrupt its opponents.

Dispel?

Combined magic?

Those relied on individual skill, and it lacked the finesse to execute them as its opponents did—even though it could replicate their memories and emotions.

“…A monster who survived by devouring its parents dares to come and kill me. How amusing.”

The dragon brought up the memory it deemed most traumatic from Astal’s past.

A memory so dreadful that Astal had developed the habit of attempting suicide every birthday.

 It was the day the Demon King’s Four Generals had attacked his hometown, killing his parents and everyone he had known.

“You bastard…”

Astal trembled violently upon hearing the words.

The fact that a dragon, a pawn of the Demon King’s army, dared to mention this enraged him.

“Wasn’t your creed to never let another person die before your eyes? I didn’t expect you to fall for such a trivial provocation.”

In the brief opening created by its words, the Void Dragon exhaled a thick mist, obscuring its opponents’ vision. But—

“Victoria! Straight ahead! Smash it!”

“Understood!”

Astal’s unique eyes, which could see the flow of mana and magic, allowed him to issue precise instructions to Victoria, who promptly launched an attack.

The Void Dragon was aware of this ability but didn’t need much obscurity.

After all, it had to unleash the most powerful spell available to Astal Kaisaros.

“Dragons relying on human magic instead of dragonic incantations or breath attacks is humiliating, but…”

A multitude of magic circles overlapped in its hand, forming a sphere from planar rings.

“This human’s magic surpasses that of our dragons…”

The dragon, having lived for countless years, could confidently assert this: Astal was the strongest mage it had ever faced.

Combining lower-tier spells into higher-tier ones required not just a unique talent but also innate ability, such as Astal’s mana-seeing eyes.

“Compressing mana endlessly into a burning mass with its own weight…”

The magic circles in the dragon’s hand grew larger and brighter, consuming everything around them.

“…Supernova.”

The devastating attack, akin to a star exploding, hurtled toward Astal and his party.

★★★

“What the hell… How does it know a spell I thought only theoretically possible?”

Astal chuckled in disbelief.

Supernova was a spell he’d only ever tested on a minuscule scale.

Creating something this massive would have required all his mana and possibly his life.

“Astal, would you like me to use a miracle?”

Victoria, trembling slightly, asked for permission to unleash a miracle, an ability capable of erasing something like Supernova from existence.

But—

“I’ve told you repeatedly, haven’t I? You won’t need miracles on this journey.”

This opponent was not his present self but “himself from a week ago.”

Moreover, it lacked one crucial thing: comrades.

A person becomes stronger when they have something to protect. In the world of mages, even a week’s difference in growth could be significant.

“…Enchanted Raindrops.”

Astal countered by embedding small magic circles into every raindrop in the storm created by the dragon.

Though tedious, requiring silent incantations and constant attention, it turned the environment to his advantage.

“The strongest magic, in my opinion, is one that can protect everyone at all times.”

With this spell, the area covered by the rain became entirely under his control.

As long as he had enough mana, he could create an infinite zone of protection.

Taking a deep breath, Astal focused.

He couldn’t afford even a moment’s lapse in concentration, as it could lead to another opening.

First, he cast body reinforcement and defense spells on Victoria and the others.

No matter how much it resembled a human, their opponent was still a dragon.

With a single gesture, it could tear us apart like swatting a fly, and with a single exhale, it could burn down the entire surrounding area.

“You’re truly insane. To turn every raindrop into a magic circle with a human body is beyond belief.”

Even as blood flowed from a gash on his forehead, Huryong was laughing.

Seeing my face delivering those lines made me cringe so hard I thought I might die.

“You’re just lacking. You lizard brain, thinking dragon spells are the pinnacle of magic.”

As I said this, I cast various curses on my opponent. Binding, vulnerability, poisoning, and disease spells—all to create openings.

“But how will you stop a supernova? Even you must know that a few raindrops can’t halt a falling star.”

Huryong wasn’t wrong.


A spell already cast couldn’t be dispelled, and creating another supernova to counter it was beyond my mana capacity.

If I used defensive magic, someone would likely be injured or killed.

 Using teleportation magic in the heart of enemy territory—the Demon Realm—would reveal our location.

‘Just like tiny drops of water can carve through rock, there must be a decisive move to block even a giant star like that.’

The solution came to me last night while pondering how to remove the flowers blooming on Victoria’s body.

The conditions were sufficient. I wasn’t alone—I had my companions—and with the rain falling, I could adapt my magic in countless ways.

“This is still an experimental spell, but…”

Crack!

I gripped the center of my chest and twisted hard.

Forcing my mana core into overdrive, my heart thundered with heavy beats, and my blood surged back in reverse.

Blood poured from my eyes, nose, and mouth as pain wracked my body.

Yet, the thought of protecting my companions brought a smile to my face.


“…If I don’t do this, I won’t be able to protect them.”

The mana core.

It’s the essence of every magic user.

Only someone as insane as me would dare to extract it and forge it into a blade.

“…Are you trying to kill yourself? Pulling out your heart and fighting with it? You know that if it’s destroyed, you’ll either lose your ability to use magic or die, right?”

Huryong frowned as he stared at the weapon I had created—a blade I called the Core Sword.

“No, I’m more interested in killing you quickly and restoring it afterward.”

I smirked at him. Above us, the supernova was nearly upon us.

I could see Kyle, Anima, and Tarion desperately struggling to hold it back.

“Damn it, even the Holy Sword can’t stop it….”

“You’re truly the strongest in our party. I didn’t realize how terrifying you’d be as an enemy.”

“Stop making jokes, Tarion! Think of a way to stop that thing!”

Glancing between my companions and the falling star, I tightened my grip on the hilt.

I held my breath, steadied my trembling body, and opened my mouth.

“…Victoria, I’ll leave Huryong to you.”

“Understood. Please, don’t die.”

Victoria responded as calmly as she could, but her reddened eyes and the slight shimmer of tears revealed that she had been crying, likely at the sight of my bloodied state.

“Of course, I won’t.”

I nodded at her.

Plop. Plop.

Every raindrop falling into the magic circles shimmered in colors matching their attributes, illuminating the Core Sword.

Inspired by Kyle’s Holy Sword of Flames, the artificial holy sword I had created resonated with the magic circles, vibrating softly.


“…They’ll pay the price for ignoring the old adage: never face a mage from the Blue Tower when it’s raining.”

I traced a faint smile as I recalled the teachings from the tower.


Since the mages from my homeland specialized in water and ice magic, rainy conditions naturally gave us an advantage.

The Core Sword, as the essence of magic itself, adapted its energy based on the magic circles it touched. With one sweeping slash,

Shing!

KAAA-BOOOOOM!


The massive star before me split apart in a spectacular display.



 
  Chapter 17: You’re My (Fake) Boyfriend (1)


“Do you have any last words?”

Click.

Kyle, pointing the holy sword at Huryong’s neck, spoke to him.

Despite his limbs being severed, the battle having come to an end, Huryong let out a laugh as though relieved.

“Ha… ha ha…!

Meeting a strong opponent and pouring everything into a fight—there’s no regret in a life like that, is there? Don’t you agree, ‘Wizard of Innocence’?”

Huryong said this while staring at me.

He was speaking that way deliberately, having read my memories.

I had experienced a tragedy in my hometown at the hands of the Demon King’s Four Generals—the Death Knight and the Dullahan.

My parents had been beheaded, my neighbors slaughtered, and my friends dismembered. Even then, I had been nothing more than a helpless human, unable to do anything.

“……”

From that day forward, I vowed to never let anyone die before my eyes again. That was my only form of atonement and my revenge for the people who had sacrificed themselves for me.

“Shut up and tell me the Demon King’s weaknesses already. If you do, I might just spare your life.”

I glared at Huryong, who was slumped on the ground.

I couldn’t suppress my anger at seeing someone with the same face as mine serving as the Demon King’s lackey.

“Hah, do you really think I’d betray the great cause of Lord Ergosum?”

“You bastards… why are you all so loyal?”

I couldn’t help but scoff and curse.

All the enemies I’d faced so far shared the same pattern of behavior.

The Demon King, Ergosum Cogito.

Our mission was to vanquish him—a supposedly immortal being who was said to resurrect no matter how many times he was killed.

To achieve the Demon King’s goals, his subordinates—demons and monsters alike—were more than willing to sacrifice their lives.

In reality, they were nothing but the perpetrators of senseless massacres, having killed innocent people and turned half the continent into a sea of flames.

“That man took me in when I was abandoned by my parents as a child. Even beasts know to repay kindness.”

Huryong spoke with a hollow laugh, saying the Demon King was the only one who saved him from death when he was born weak.

“Is that your usual tone? Earlier, you were imitating my way of speaking just to provoke us, weren’t you?”

I leaned forward to scrutinize him further.

It was strange for a creature like him—likely a dragon who had lived for centuries—to use such casual speech.

“Yes, if you’re referring to a week ago, you had absolutely no romantic feelings toward that Saintess.”

“…You were babbling about fighting and mating earlier.”

“I eavesdropped on your conversations and used them to stir conflict. I figured it might create an opening.”

Huryong shrugged nonchalantly.

Mimicking others to incite fights and pick them off one by one was his specialty.

That was why Kyle paired us off strategically, to prevent confusion or infighting.

“D-Did we really seem that close? We’ve only been dating for a day…”

–Does this mean Astal likes me too if someone who read all my memories thinks so?

Victoria kept stealing glances at me.

The moment our eyes met, she quickly turned her head.

Her cheeks and ears, flushed like tomatoes, betrayed her flustered emotions, despite her attempts to act otherwise.

“It wouldn’t be fun if I told you. Why don’t you figure it out for yourself, Saintess?”

The enemy, who held all of my memories from the past week, chuckled and refused to give Victoria any clear answers.

In a way, I was relieved.

After all, I had never thought of her as anything more than a comrade. Admitting that out loud might have ruined my act.

“Glory to the Demon King, Lord Ergosum.”

Huryong closed his eyes, as though accepting death.

Looking at his face—identical to mine—I couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of déjà vu.

Slash!

The moment Huryong finished his final words, Kyle beheaded him.

The dragon’s disguise dissipated, revealing a massive body that fell to the ground with a thud, kicking up dust.

Thud!

Looking at the decapitated dragon’s corpse, I kicked the ground, trying to shake off the unpleasant feeling.

“I can’t seem to get rid of this unease…”

Watching someone with my face get beheaded—it left a bitter taste, no matter how accustomed I’d become to seeing corpses on the battlefield.

It almost felt like a premonition of my own death at the hands of the Demon King.

Huryong’s last words of allegiance to Ergosum only added to my resentment.

That’s when it happened. The hero Kyle looked at me and asked a question.

“Astal, that sword technique just now… Did you really teach yourself that?”

Kyle furrowed his brows, his eyes narrowing like a serpent’s, as if he found something peculiar.

“Huh? Of course. I just copied your movements.”

To me, it was strange that Kyle thought otherwise.

He knew I had trained my body tirelessly for hand-to-hand combat since coming to the Demon Realm.

On top of that, thanks to the special eyes I was born with, my dynamic vision far exceeded that of ordinary people.

After watching him wield the holy sword a few times, I could immediately grasp his posture, grip strength, and even the angle of his strikes.

“There’s no way you could pick it up just by copying.”

Kyle seemed deep in thought, stroking his chin.

As someone who had devoted his life to the sword, it made sense that he found my rapid learning unusual.

“Astal, you’re more suited to the sword than magic. Why don’t you train under me?”

The suggestion that came after his contemplation was shocking. Kyle, a hero, was recommending that I, a wizard, take up the sword.

“I’ll pass. To properly learn swordsmanship, you need to start young so your body and muscles can grow into it. My whole body is already aching from that one swing…”

“That strike earlier was flawless, even in my eyes. You’ve got talent. All you need to do is keep swinging.”

Kyle kept throwing his arm over my shoulder, telling me to just trust him.

Meanwhile, I rummaged through my hoodie, suddenly craving a cigarette.

I found a single cigarette left, barely hanging on.

“…This is absolutely getting confiscated today.”

“Aw, come on, we even caught that damn dragon this time!”

But as soon as I brought the cigarette close to my lips, it turned into a flower.

I glared at Victoria, utterly bewildered.

Why was she doing this?

My hands were trembling, and my nerves felt so tight it was as if my blood was coursing backward.


The cigarette, made from enchanted leaves, was infamous for being so strong that only the most hardened smokers could handle it.

“Aren’t you currently in a state of mana core overload? If you’d gone even a little further, your heart would have stopped from shock.”

“But I survived, didn’t I? I’ll just drink a few potions, and I’ll be fine…”

“…‘Fine,’ you say? Don’t talk nonsense. You need proper rest and minimal strain on your body to recover.”

Victoria was biting her lower lip in anger.

I had planned to tell a harmless lie to keep her and the others from worrying, but it seemed to have backfired.

The truth was, I had just wanted a puff to forget the pain and aftereffects that were overwhelming me.

“…So you knew. Sorry for lying.”

To catch an enemy who used the same tactics as I did, sacrifices were unavoidable.

Sure, if we had taken more time and effort to set up a trap, we could have captured them without such reckless methods. But…

“I had no other choice if I wanted to make sure none of you got hurt.”

“That’s exactly what I hate about you! Do you think we appreciate it when you act all heroic and sacrifice yourself? We’re your teammates! More than that, you’re my boyfriend now!”

Victoria always got angry when I pushed myself too hard, but today, she seemed even more upset than usual.

Maybe it was because of our one-month contract relationship.

Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears.

“…If you die, please think about how lonely I’d be left behind. I’m begging you.”

Her desperate plea, full of reproach, turned what should have been a moment of celebrating victory into something else entirely.

If even you leave me… how am I supposed to live…

Hearing Victoria’s heartfelt words, my chest grew unbearably heavy.

Normally, I would’ve chalked her concern up to ordinary camaraderie, but…

‘…She’s been secretly in love with me, hasn’t she?’

Even though our current relationship was fake, we were technically a couple.

And yet, I had just flirted with death right in front of her. Who wouldn’t be worried?

Realizing how selfish and one-sided I had been, I couldn’t do anything but hug the crying Victoria.

If I didn’t comfort her, she would probably cry all night while blaming me.

“I’m sorry. I’ll try to take better care of myself from now on.”

“Ah, Astal… This is… too close…”

I hugged her softly from behind.

-Hugged from behind, hugged from behind, hugged from behind…

As I gently embraced Victoria, a sweet and enchanting scent wafted over me.

Her soft, surprised voice struck a chord, making my heart skip a beat.

“So don’t cry. You look really ugly right now. Your face is all tears and snot. Clean up first before you say anything….”

I made a half-joking remark to shake off the strange feelings welling up in me. If we stayed this close any longer, I might actually make a mistake.

She smells nice. Her eyelashes are long. Her eyes are beautiful…

Things I’d usually never notice kept flashing through my mind, making it hard not to see her as a woman.

“…I’m going to get mad.”

-I couldn’t believe it. This always happens when the mood gets good.

Victoria lightly stepped on my foot, signaling her irritation in her usual subtle way.

★★★

A few days later, we headed to a tavern late at night while everyone else was asleep.

We needed to shake off the fatigue of our long journey and sell the materials we’d obtained from defeating the dragon on the black market.

“Victoria, you’re drinking a lot tonight.”

“Wouldn’t you, if your first-ever boyfriend nearly died right in front of you?”

Gulp, gulp.

Victoria emptied her beer faster than I usually did.

Thanks to her whining, I was stuck drinking only water.

Who knows how much time passed.

“Ahahaha! Victoria, your face is so red…! You look like a raspberry!”

“Who are you calling a raspberry, you insolent….”

While everyone was getting tipsy and enjoying themselves, I was the only one sober enough to feel left out.

“I think I’ll head up now. Take care of Victoria, will you?”

The spirit mage, Anima, was utterly wasted and being carried off to her room by her boyfriend, Tarion.

Her slurred protests of, “I’m not drunk, I’m not drunk!” confirmed she’d reached her limit.

“I’ll turn in too. I don’t want to be the third wheel in a room full of couples.”

Even the hero, Kyle, went upstairs to the inn’s rooms, leaving me alone with a snoozing Victoria leaning against my shoulder.

“Hoooo… Astaaaaaal….”

Her hair was a mess, and her face was flushed red down to her neck.

She was clearly drunk. I tried several times to use magic to sober her up, but she kept pulling out a hammer to stop me.

“Why are you calling me…?”

Victoria, who seemed ready to collapse face-first onto the table, suddenly perked up.

Her words came out slurred, but her expression turned oddly serious.

“Don’t you wonder… why I drank so much tonight…? Hehehe….”

She leaned closer, her lips brushing her fingers in a provocative manner. The sweet scent of flowers and alcohol tickled my nose.

“I have… a question for you….”

“Ask it already, so I can go to bed. What is it?”

Her unfocused gaze and slurred speech made me wonder if she’d finally mustered the courage to say something serious.

Her emotions were so muddled that I couldn’t read her intentions.


“If it were for the sake of defeating the Demon Lord… would you consider… having a child with me?”

“…What the hell are you talking about?”


I blurted out, stunned.

My mouth moved faster than my brain.

“The dragon said it, didn’t it? That you and I could create a stronger hero together….”

-A child with Astal… Eleven, at least… I’ll need eleven….

Victoria, who had been hiding her feelings for me, was now completely unhinged from drinking.



 
  Chapter 18: You’re My (Fake) Boyfriend (2)


“Do you even understand what you’re saying right now?”

I felt a surge of irritation.

Even in normal circumstances, Victoria was notorious for becoming a completely different person after drinking. She couldn’t handle her liquor.

By tomorrow morning, when she sobered up, she would undoubtedly feign ignorance, saying, “Did I really do something like that?” and accuse me of exaggerating.

This was always how Victoria operated. She buried her true feelings beneath layers of lies and had grown accustomed to hurting others.

I couldn’t fathom what kind of life she must have lived to become like this.

Living this way would eventually leave her with nothing but her own wounds in return.

“I think this is quite a rational approach… After all, I’ve heard that male adventurers often devise various methods to fulfill their desires…”

Victoria exhaled a hot breath with a soft laugh.

Her drunken state was glaringly obvious; her eyes were unfocused, and her face was adorned with a constant smirk.

“Rational, my foot! A woman shouldn’t casually say things like that. Do you even understand how dangerous this world is?”

I raised my voice, cutting her off.

No matter how logical she tried to make it sound, there was no reason for me to agree to have a child with her right now.

Having a child requires immense preparation and determination.

Without love in the equation, wouldn’t the life born out of it be pitiful?

Moreover, I wasn’t ready to be the kind of parent my own had been—people who didn’t hesitate to sacrifice their only lives to save their child.

“So, are you seeing me as a woman now? A grotesque monster with half her body turned into a flower? To think you’d look at me like that… You’re truly an incorrigible pervert.”

-At last, he turned her gaze towards me. It made me feel a mixture of happiness and unease.

Victoria let out an enchanting laugh and traced her finger along my chin.

“If only you were this forward all the time…”

If we had met before my body became like this… then I wouldn’t have had to hide my feelings in such a way.

She seemed satisfied with my reaction, her eyes softening into a gentle smile.

Her outward confidence and composure starkly contrasted with the rotting despair within her.

She was like a jar of writhing worms, a woman riddled with wounds.

That was the true face of Victoria Everhart, the saint.

“If I were to approach you like this normally, wouldn’t you just say, ‘Are you in heat? Thinking of the saint as a mere object of lust is unpleasant.'”

To be honest, I pitied Victoria. But this feeling wasn’t love or affection—it was something far removed from those emotions.

“…You truly are different from other men. Even though I’ve tormented you with such harsh words, you don’t think badly of me. You’re the first.”

“That’s not a compliment, is it? You’re basically calling me an easy mark.”

“Fufu, have I been found out?”

“Your thoughts are always as twisted as a snake’s. It wouldn’t hurt for you to be a little more honest.”

I let out a deep sigh.

If my first impression of Victoria had been better and if she had been honest about her feelings, our relationship might have taken a different shape.

Maybe we wouldn’t be in this farce of a fake relationship, but something real instead.

“Ah, that’s cold…”

“Stay still. You’re really drunk.”

Using magic to cool my hands, I pressed them against Victoria’s forehead to bring down her fever.

“Touching a woman so casually… I must admit, you are quite the rake.”

“Keep talking, and I might actually take you up on it.”

“…You don’t have the courage to follow through, do you?”

You could, though… I even wore pretty underwear today… Why do you always draw a line like this? Am I really not attractive?

“…Hmm.”

Victoria squeezed her eyes shut, trembling slightly as if waiting for something.

Did she truly want me to make a move on her?

At times like this, it baffled me how she had ever been chosen as a saint.

“Ha, I’m letting this slide only because you’re the saint.”

I gently patted Victoria’s head. Like petting a puppy, I even playfully scratched her chin.

“H-Hyaak…! W-What are you doing…!!”

“How can someone who jumps at a mere touch talk about being seduced or not? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Watching Victoria react like a startled kitten, I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh.

Normally, I would have ignored her or brushed it off, but seeing this clumsy side of her felt like discovering a new facet.

“Mmm… more…”

-It tickles… but it feels nice… Once you get a taste of this, there’s no going back…

Victoria purred softly like a contented cat. Her actions and words resembled those of a feline hiding her claws while feigning indifference.

“Are you sober now? Can you walk back to your room?”

“…No. I don’t want to. I want to stay with you a little longer.”

-I don’t want to be apart… I want to talk more… It’s been so long since it was just the two of us!

“…What?”

I froze in shock at her sudden use of informal speech.

Victoria, pouting and puffing her cheeks, looked slightly upset.

“Why? Even if it’s a month-long fake relationship, you’re still my boyfriend right now… The continent’s strongest mage, dating a saint… hehe.”

Usually so formal and distant, she was now shaking her head cutely, saying she wanted to be with me.


“Are you not going to play the role of my fake boyfriend properly? Victoria’s going to get upset, you know?”

-I wish Astal would find me cute… Earlier, while fighting, I almost fell for you all over again…

“Why are you acting like this? Are you really feeling unwell? Could it be some sort of curse? Or did you drink too much?”

Victoria, unusually, referred to herself in the third person, speaking as though she were narrating someone else’s story.

Faced with this unprecedented situation, I couldn’t help but glance around to check if there were any enemies nearby.

I even entertained the possibility that she might have been subjected to some mental attack or received a divine revelation that twisted her personality.

Even I, who am hailed as the continent’s strongest magician, had fallen victim to this curse that let me hear Victoria’s inner thoughts.

So, it wasn’t entirely impossible for her, a saint of the highest caliber, to experience something similar.

‘Nothing seems particularly off, though…?’

I cast a spell to assess Victoria’s condition, but aside from her being slightly intoxicated, I couldn’t find anything amiss.

At that moment, an empty beer barrel rolled across the floor with a thud.

I recognized the markings on the oak barrel from which Victoria and our companions had poured their drinks earlier.

“‘Sleepy Horizon’…? Don’t tell me you bought this with the money we earned from selling that dragon’s materials?”

The “Horizon,” a dragon said to guard the boundary of worlds, was known to drink this concoction before falling asleep.

It was rumored to be a secret recipe known only to certain dwarves in the North, making it exorbitantly priced in these parts.

“I… suggested it, hic. Because I didn’t think I could bring myself to tell Astal-nim to have a child with me while sober… It’s just too embarrassing…”

-Astal must dislike a vulgar saintess with a body like mine… A body that’s just stupidly big in one area…


Victoria, drunk, was spewing outrageous statements.

Hearing such bold words, my thoughts momentarily froze.

Her motions—lightly lifting her soft chest and creating those violent, curvaceous lines—stirred something primal within me.

When she released her hand, her chest moved with a heavy, sacred presence that visually emphasized its softness and elasticity.

“That’s something you should save for someone you truly love, Victoria.”

I said this while holding her shoulders to stop her from throwing herself into my arms.

My heart was pounding furiously at her uncharacteristic behavior, but the thought that crossing the line here would be wrong overpowered everything else.

After all, I wasn’t truly her lover.

“I… I can give up everything if it means defeating the Demon King. In the end, I’m just a disposable saintess.”

Victoria lowered her head, then looked at me with a faint smile, trying hard not to show how sad she was.

She spoke in a tone that hinted at deep resignation.

“Isn’t that the reason we’re in a contract relationship? Like the dragon said, wouldn’t it be impossible for the Demon King to stop us if we had ten children?”

The alcohol-induced warmth filled the air as Victoria, now completely inebriated, began spouting harsh truths.

And those children? What about them? Expecting innocent children, born without love, to carry out our revenge—it’s absurd.

I seriously debated whether I should use a spell to sober her up. But I felt that if I pushed a little further, I might uncover the trauma she was hiding.

“Now that I think about it… I’m sorry, Astal. That was too much, wasn’t it?”

She let out a long sigh, her tone carrying guilt and regret.

-I didn’t mean to say something so harsh… I’m really sorry…

“……”

Her innermost thoughts were almost perfectly aligned with her spoken words.

“Why am I like this? I’m always so scared of getting hurt that I choose to be hated first…”

-If I don’t act this way, it feels like you’ll leave me…

“Why can’t you just be honest? There’s no need to put on an act and pretend to be harsh.”

I knew that Victoria’s exterior didn’t match her inner self, thanks to this cursed ability to hear her true thoughts.

When I patted her back, she finally stopped crying. I even wiped away her tears as I gently comforted her.

“…No. I have my reasons for acting this way.”

Shaking her head, Victoria muttered something meaningful.

She pushed my arm away and retreated to the inn room as if to avoid saying more.


“Wait, what do you mean by that? Reasons?”

“I’ll never tell you! It’s a secret!”

She stuck out her tongue, playfully deflecting my attempts to uncover the truth.

-…Because I don’t have much time left.

But her innermost thoughts, unfiltered, reached me loud and clear.




 
  Chapter 19: You’re My (Fake) Boyfriend (3)


“Why didn’t I notice it sooner?

Even though I knew Victoria’s condition was serious, did I naively think that simply preventing her from using miracles would be enough?

‘What kind of continent’s greatest magician am I…? You idiot.’

No, maybe I had foolishly hoped from the beginning that it wouldn’t be the case.

Cursing myself inwardly, I started searching again for a way to save Victoria.

I rummaged through every scroll, potion, magical tool, and artifact I had, pouring my efforts into removing the flowers blooming from her body.

‘It’s no use. Ordinary means like this won’t work after all….’

Victoria, who was sound asleep, showed no changes.

When I examined her again using my magical sight, I saw that the roots had already spread throughout her organs.

‘…I thought we had more time.’

It wasn’t until I read Victoria’s inner thoughts that I realized how dire the situation was, and I spent sleepless nights agonizing over her condition.

I had never considered that someone would be on borrowed time in the midst of a grand mission like defeating the Demon King.

After all, Victoria Everhart was a saint admired by all.

I hastily concluded that as long as she refrained from using miracles, she wouldn’t die.

“……”

Perhaps I had been unable to accept the reality that the person before me was about to die, and I kept turning my eyes away from the truth.

With a heavy sigh, I leaned back in my chair, staring at the ceiling, resisting the drowsiness creeping over me. What on earth could I do?

Victoria was fast asleep, drunk, so no one would notice if I stayed up all night.

“…I guess I’ll have to check out the forbidden library in the Holy Nation.”

In the end, this was my last resort—an idea suggested by my mentor, the Blue Tower Lord, Charlotte Snowrain.

The forbidden library in the Holy Nation, Aurelian, held records of past saints.

There might be a way to heal Victoria there.

“I’ve always heard that saints are beings who must sacrifice something.”

The tales sung by wandering bards about heroes and saints often changed narrators and protagonists.

There was the saint who lost her voice to bring light to the world or the one so nameless that her existence wasn’t even marked on her gravestone.

These were old stories I once dismissed as mere folklore, but now they were my only clue to saving Victoria.

“Could it be that her sudden proposal for a contract relationship…?”

A sudden thought crossed my mind.

If she knew she didn’t have much time left, perhaps she wanted to experience having a lover for the first and last time.

“…Hah. Hearing someone’s inner thoughts isn’t always a blessing.”

Even if it was just a one-month fake relationship.

“Why on earth would you like someone like me….”

Memories flooded my mind—helping Victoria walk when she couldn’t keep her balance, standing on her right side because she had lost sight in one eye.

My heart grew heavy as if weighed down by lead, and I reached for alcohol and cigarettes again.

My trembling hands lit a magical leaf, and I drank beer straight from the bottle.

Finally, the trembling subsided.

If I were to go to the Holy Nation to search the forbidden library for Victoria’s sake, it would disrupt the schedule to defeat the Four Heavenly Kings.

The Succubus Queen, Bellamora Lictis.

A cunning foe who turned people’s lives into theatrical plays and mocked them by projecting those stories into their dreams.

She was the most troublesome adversary, not just for ending my contract relationship with Victoria but also for our mission to defeat the Demon King.

We had invested a year to bring her down.

“If I can just get Kyle and the others’ approval… it’s not impossible.”

I began tapping the table with my fingers, calculating. Spatial travel magic was one of the more complex types.

Not only did I need to know the spatial coordinates of both the departure and arrival points, but opening a gate in the middle of enemy territory was practically a suicidal act.

If a monster or demon crossed through the gate, the continent we had worked so hard to stabilize might once again turn into a sea of fire.

“If someone could just guard the open gate while I go to the Holy Nation and search the forbidden library….”

It sounded absurdly easy when said aloud, but there was one major problem.

The distorted gates we opened with brute force to traverse the Demon Realm had no cloaking magic.

Anyone could see the bizarre distortions, and that would make them a prime target for demons and monsters.

“…Will they really allow it?”

Burdened by worries, I couldn’t sleep and ended up staying awake through the night.

★★★


“So, you’re saying you need to go to Aurelian in the Holy Nation to save Victoria? And keep it a secret from everyone else?”

The next day, Kyle, the red-haired hero, listened to my proposal with an enigmatic smile.

He crossed his legs and rested his chin on his hand, showing clear discomfort.

This was because I had suggested delaying our schedule to defeat the Succubus Queen, one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings.

“Yes, the flowers blooming on Victoria’s body are tightening their grip on her life. It doesn’t look like there’s much time left.”

I tried to explain the situation to the hero as objectively as possible, excluding the fact that I could hear Victoria’s inner thoughts.

“I thought she’d be fine as long as she didn’t use miracles? The old geezers at the Holy See wouldn’t have sent a saint on the brink of death to fight the Demon King.”

Kyle stared at me suspiciously.

If Victoria’s situation was so dire, the higher-ups would have stopped her long ago.

“That’s what I thought too… but apparently not.”

“Then it’s possible that the newly crowned pope deliberately sent Victoria to her death.”

Kyle’s eyes widened as if pieces of a puzzle were finally falling into place.

“The previous pope, who took Victoria in, was rumored to have been poisoned because of succession disputes.

If the current pope intentionally sent Victoria to the Demon Realm, that changes everything, doesn’t it?”

The person in our party who is usually the most perceptive and considerate is now pointing out a minor detail I had overlooked.

“You sure say things that would be labeled heresy in the Holy Kingdom. Even if you’re a hero, you wouldn’t escape execution for that.”

“Hah, I never liked that bald, pot-bellied guy from the moment I saw him.

Wasn’t he the one ogling Victoria—who’s now your girlfriend—with that sleazy, sticky gaze?”

Kyle brought up an incident from before we left the continent for the Demon Realm.

It was when Victoria was saying her final farewells to the people of the Holy Kingdom.

The current pope, Forcus III, pretended to trip, trying to strip Victoria of her clothes.

I had managed to stop him on the spot with quick thinking.

“Yeah, he was a piece of garbage.”

I remembered the pig-like pope stammering as he tried to make excuses.

It was astonishing how someone could be that revolting.

If he weren’t the pope, I would have smashed his face to bits for being such a vile human being.

“Maybe that’s when Victoria started liking you.”


…What? What nonsense is that?

Kyle chuckled, seemingly amused by my reaction. Confused by his expression, I asked again.

“I’ve had a hunch for a while. You two clearly have feelings for each other.”

Hearing that creepy statement from Kyle sent a chill down my spine.

I’d never even considered Victoria in a romantic light, not even once.

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

At first, I denied it. Protecting Victoria from that scumbag’s advances was a given as her companion.

I couldn’t understand Kyle implying it was driven by feelings.

“You were the one who confessed first, weren’t you? How long are you two going to keep bickering?

Judging by how you’re willing to head to the Holy Kingdom now, you really must like her.”

Realizing that everything had played out according to Victoria’s scheme, I clamped my mouth shut and withheld the truth.

“…..”

Sometimes, silence was the best defense, and this was one of those moments.

If I made up a story now, it might later unravel, exposing our “contractual relationship.”

“Anyway, I’ve got to say, Astal, you’ve surprised me this time.”

Kyle smirked and patted my shoulder. The hero nodded reassuringly, as if telling me not to worry.

“I thought you’d end up despising Victoria for her sharp tongue. You know she’s particularly harsh only toward you, right?”

Kyle criticized Victoria’s usual attitude.

She rarely spoke harshly to anyone else in the party.

“Even if most mages are eccentric, I didn’t expect you, Astal, to be this way.”

“…What way?”

“I didn’t think you were the type to tolerate so much criticism in a relationship.”

Kyle nodded knowingly as he met my gaze, making me feel uneasy.

“To think you might have a peculiar taste for verbal abuse… Well, as long as you like each other, it’s fine. Victoria seems to share that tendency.”

“Absolutely not. Do you know how much she torments me? Yesterday, she even teased me with inappropriate jokes!”

I shot Kyle a disdainful look as I recalled the memory, but he tilted his head, sensing something odd.

“Really? That actually sounds like you two are getting along quite well. Victoria only has casual conversations with me.”

“……”

I fell silent, having nothing to say.

Apart from me, the only one Victoria talked to often was Anima, another woman in our party.

“Maybe it’s because I’m the youngest of the Dragon Slayer family. It feels like her blood instinctively dislikes me. It’s unfair, but what can you do?”


Kyle shrugged as he stood up, grabbing his holy sword and cloak as if preparing to leave.

“…Well, I guess I should help our saintess’s boyfriend earn some points. As your comrade and friend, of course.”

“You mean—”

“What are you standing there for? Get ready to open the teleportation gate. Let’s get this over with quickly.”

Hero Kyle decided to postpone defeating the Four Heavenly Kings and instead send me to the Holy Kingdom.




 
  Chapter 20: You’re My (Fake) Boyfriend (4)



“Oh no, this is bad….”

Victoria, rubbing her eyes as she woke up, instinctively realized something was wrong.

The vivid memory of drunkenly pestering Astal last night flashed in her mind.

-If it’s for the sake of defeating the Demon King, would you consider having a child with me?

Even recalling the moment made her hands and feet curl in embarrassment, filling her with the urge to destroy her past self.

“Why on earth did I say something like that…?!”

Victoria bit down hard on her lip, tormented.

The emotion of shame burned into heat, surging to her face.

Why did she bring that up at the time?

Was it because the enemy dragon’s remarks had been bothering her?

Or was it the worry of living a time-limited life, unable to even bear the child of the person she loved?

Or perhaps, was it because she increasingly felt her body wasn’t normal anymore?

Victoria stretched her neck and opened and closed her hands, trying to awaken her body’s senses.

Lately, she had spent less time awake, needing sleep more often, as if the cogs of a machine were rusting, slowly losing function.

Victoria was well aware that her life was gradually fading.

Even the continent’s renowned physicians had said she wouldn’t likely live past adulthood.

“I’ve lasted until this year… quite a feat.”

Looking at the empty spot beside her bed, Victoria murmured to herself.

Her gaze rippled softly like water.

The only reason she had been able to live this long was thanks to a kind magician who was no longer by her side.

“…I’ve learned in life that harsh treatment reveals a person’s true nature, but I’ve never met someone so kind before.”

Victoria had been taught how to live by the former Pope.

As someone who was kinder and more selfless than anyone, the Pope had worn out her own body by overusing miracles.

Thus, Victoria had chosen a method of her own—provoking people with sharp words to understand their true nature.

“Astal, the thought of you being taken by another woman… it felt worse than death.”

She leaned into the spot where Astal’s head had been, finding comfort in the lingering scent of him.

They used the same perfume, so the scent was similar, but she longed to become so close that their distinctions would blur.

“…That’s why I resorted to the trick of a contract relationship. I knew you were too kind to refuse.”

Victoria smiled faintly as she recalled Astal’s expressions and words from a few days ago.

Even though he clearly didn’t like it, he had agreed to a contract relationship for her sake, with a woman he didn’t even love.

He was far too kind and pure.

Such a kind person wouldn’t just stand by and let someone as bitter and venomous as her suffer.

“Someone like me, so wicked, isn’t what you’d want, right? Your ideal type would be a mature and nurturing older woman, not someone as sharp-tongued and snake-like as I am.”

Victoria looked at her hand, partially transformed into a flower.

On the surface, it appeared as beautiful as a bouquet, but in truth, it was a parasitic entity devouring her life.

Fearing Astal would notice her terminal condition, she even resorted to using divine power to conceal the flowers spreading to vital organs like her heart.

“In truth, I wish I could have endless time with you. I wanted to have a child who looked just like us and build a happy family together….”

That’s why Victoria drank the strongest liquor last night—she didn’t have much time left.

She couldn’t imagine proposing the idea of having a child with him while sober.

“But even so, I don’t want pity. Mixing those emotions into the last love of my life would be far too tragic.”

Victoria murmured to herself as she pressed her lips against Astal’s pillow.

She imagined his face as she practiced kisses—soft and brief ones at first, then long and lingering ones.

Eventually, she even dared to hope that she could kiss him under the guise of the contract relationship.

“If I die, you’ll meet someone new and live a fresh life.

That’s why I think it’s better if you hate me—so that one day, you’ll simply think, ‘Oh, there was a woman like that,’ and move on.”

Closing her eyes, Victoria imagined what it would be like when she died.

Would Astal look sad? Or would he pretend to be fine?

No matter what she imagined, the thoughts constricted her heart like a vice.

“I’m such a pathetic woman, Astal.”

Victoria hugged Astal’s pillow tightly, tears streaming down her face.

Emotions like this were something she once considered a luxury she couldn’t afford.

“I want to be loved by you, but I also don’t want to be hated later… so I’ve chosen to run away—a contradictory person to the core.”

Being with Astal Kaisaros had given her hope that she could live as an ordinary woman.

When she was with him, she didn’t have to use miracles, handle the bothersome tasks of being a saint, or pretend to be kind.

“…Could you still love someone like me?”

Victoria hugged Astal’s pillow close to her body, pouring out her true feelings.

She shut her eyes tight and clasped her hands together, wishing from the bottom of her heart.

[“…Do you seriously have no shame?”]

A voice echoed in Victoria’s mind, as if it couldn’t bear to watch any longer.

“Heavenly God…?! How are you responding when I haven’t even prayed?”

Heavenly God, Lumina.

The goddess who chose Victoria as her saint and is revered in the Holy Kingdom let out a sigh, startling Victoria.

‘Why would there be a revelation when I haven’t even prayed?’ Victoria couldn’t understand.

[You prayed just a moment ago, didn’t you? With hands clasped, eyes closed, asking if someone like you could be loved.]

“Oh, no way…”

Victoria recalled what had happened just a little while ago.

Her mistake had been offering a prayer, wishing her love life would go well.

That prayer must have been taken as a signal for divine intervention, prompting the goddess to come down and deliver her message.

[I was worried that you weren’t making proper use of this ‘contract relationship.’ And then… what is this absurd scene?]

Lumina couldn’t comprehend Victoria’s actions.

She was hugging a pillow belonging to the man she adored, licking it, and rubbing various parts of her body against it.

Had Lumina not intervened midway, things would have crossed a line—her lewd and shameless behavior would have been enough to call her a harlot, not a saint.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t meddle unnecessarily. I can handle this myself…”

[Oh, really? Wasn’t it you who acted all cutesy yesterday, saying, ‘Won’t you play the role of my fake lover properly? Or I’ll sulk…’]

“Eek! I-I absolutely did not say such a thing!”

Victoria leapt up in shock, her wide-open mouth and large, trembling eyes betraying her denial.

[If you really like him, why not be a little more honest? It doesn’t seem like Astal completely dislikes you either.]

Lumina, like a disapproving mother figure, gave her advice.

She was visibly displeased with the current situation.


“L-Lord Astal? That’s impossible. He left just now because he dislikes me…”

Victoria added as if trying to convince herself.

Though she remembered that Astal had carried her drunken self, unable to walk properly, to her bedroom the previous night.

He hadn’t so much as laid a finger on her, yet fled at dawn as if escaping. Surely, such behavior wasn’t indicative of romantic feelings, was it?

[Do you know that man has been staying up late every night trying to heal your body? He seems to have figured out you’re terminally ill to some extent.]

Initially, Lumina didn’t approve of Astal.

As a goddess who had watched over his life’s ups and downs from above, she knew how dark and bleak his past had been.

The lone survivor of a village burned to the ground, his parents brutally murdered by the Demon King’s forces.

Though gods couldn’t directly intervene in the mortal world, they would select individuals like heroes or saints to act on their behalf.

Yet Astal, a magician, was already close to being a hero, given his tragic past.

[That magician is so strong that even we gods are astonished. How can a mere human achieve such strength without divine help?]

When Astal created an artificial holy sword, even the usually reserved chief god couldn’t help but chuckle in disbelief.

“That oblivious man… how could he…”

Victoria sighed, her disbelief evident.

Yet she recalled how he had uncharacteristically confided his worries in her the previous night, speaking informally.

Normally, he would have suppressed such emotions.

His ability to mask pain and sorrow with a detached smile was something she had learned from the former pope.

[Then see for yourself. He can’t have gone far yet. Walk outside, and you’ll find out what he’s up to.]

Lumina whispered Astal’s location to Victoria, who was preparing to open a teleportation gate nearby.

The goddess didn’t want to see her saint, like a daughter to her, stuck in a relationship filled with misunderstandings.

[No matter how much you care for him, your sharp tongue and rough demeanor make you look like a complete lunatic. Shouldn’t you treat him more kindly, especially in a contract relationship?]

Victoria frowned. “Are you saying my approach is wrong?”

She couldn’t understand why Lumina thought her tactics—carefully learned from the former pope to maintain distance and avoid being hated after death—were flawed.

[Honestly? You look like a total crazy woman. Your actions and words don’t match at all.]

“……”

Victoria froze at Lumina’s blunt remark.


She was aware of her terminal condition and the way she had lived so far, but hearing it put so plainly…

“…Do you truly think I appear insane?”

Even if she wasn’t aware, Astal might very well see her as a madwoman.

[Yes. So don’t let this chance slip away. Who knows? Your wish to live, love, and grow together with the man you admire might just come true.]

With a meaningful smile, Lumina encouraged Victoria, leaving her with these parting words.




 
  Chapter 21: The Strongest Wizard in the Continent (1)


The morning after Victoria woke up.

In a small clearing not far from the inn, the hero and I were deep in thought, trying to figure out a quick way to get to the Holy Nation and back.

“So, do you have any ideas? This is the Demon Realm, after all, where space coordinates are notoriously hard to pinpoint.”

Kyle, the hero, scratched his chin with a worried expression.

Unlike the continent where we lived, this land was ruled by the Demon King.

By default, the space coordinates required for magic were never disclosed to outsiders.

If they were, it would risk an ambush through instantaneous spatial transfer.

This was the same reason we had spent a year on an arduous journey just to take down one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings.

“Even if getting to the Holy Nation is possible, I doubt we’d be able to come back…”

Kyle’s grim remark was valid.

Spatial transfer magic required three key conditions:

The spatial coordinates of the departure point.

The spatial coordinates of the destination.

And lastly, a powerful force capable of twisting the barrier of space itself.

“Yeah, that’s usually the case.”

I brushed the dirt off my hands as I laid out a series of magic circles.

Each one was imbued with speed-boosting magic and lightning-based attributes.

“Typically, spatial transfer magic manifests as a vortex known as a gate. The standard method involves pouring a vast amount of mana into distorting space.”

I explained the basics, watching Kyle’s worried expression.

After all, the method I was about to employ wasn’t the standard approach.

“…But that’s because the traditional method requires gates to be opened at both the departure and destination points, right?”

Shrugging casually, I continued, unbothered.

I had already come up with a solution after staying up all night.

Dozens of glowing blue magic circles crackled with the sound of lightning.

They were aligned in a straight line, resembling the finish line a sprinter would race through.

“If we precisely control the speed and angle and move in a perfectly straight line, wouldn’t we only need one set of spatial coordinates?”

Using this shift in perspective, I intended to traverse space without needing coordinates for both ends.

By moving in a perfectly straight line, we could bypass one of the usual requirements.

Of course, since the gate would remain open during the process, it was still Kyle’s job to guard the area.

“What? I don’t really get it…”

Kyle frowned, clearly asking for a simpler explanation.

Admittedly, this concept was challenging for most people to grasp.

“Hmm, have you ever heard the story of the warrior who cut through space itself to fight the Demon King?”

I brought up an old tale to help him understand.

If the ballads of bards weren’t mere exaggerations, this story held some credibility alongside the legends of saints.

“Oh, I’ve heard of that. That warrior was from the generation before us, right?”

Kyle nodded, recalling the tale. It was the feat of another chosen hero who had wielded the holy sword.

“But the Demon King Ergosum didn’t perish completely even after being struck by that attack.

That’s why he’s been revived in this era.”

Unwrapping the bandages on my hands, I continued.

They were meant to protect me when combining magic with physical force but might now get in the way.

“What I learned from that story is simple: as long as an individual’s power is strong enough to wound space itself, it’s possible.”

The method I devised during my sleepless night was precisely that.

Typically, a large-scale spatial transfer spell required dozens of dragon-tier mages working together.

For one person to achieve the same feat, it demanded skill and meticulous calculation.

“Like that warrior, I’m going to combine technique and brute strength to shatter space itself in an instant.”

Looking at the lined-up magic circles, I couldn’t help but smile.

By aligning the circles to minimize mana consumption and creating explosive mass and force as I passed through them, I would achieve this feat.

“It’s like ramming a powerful siege weapon into a solid fortress wall at high speed.”

This was the best option to save Victoria and minimize the risk of monsters or demons crossing over from the Demon Realm.

It was too late to send for help from my master or the other Tower Lords via messenger birds.

“Are you sure about this? I trust you, but this method seems way too dangerous. Wouldn’t it be better to stick to the traditional way and open a gate…”

I chuckled at Kyle’s concern.

As always, he was a genuinely good person—too good, even.

He was the epitome of a “hero,” not just because he was chosen by the holy sword, but because of his actions and character.

If I were to choose one man as the hero who would be praised by countless voices, inspire others, and have his story passed down through generations, it would undoubtedly be Kyle Dragonica.

“Have you forgotten who the mage standing before you is? I’m Astal Kaisaros, the one they call the strongest on the continent.”

I puffed out my chest confidently to reassure him.

Honestly, I had no fear of failure.

I already knew this was theoretically sound, and I was willing to do anything to save Victoria.

I never wanted to witness someone dying in front of me again.

“…A human body possesses a magic circuit, which can also be considered another kind of magic circle, Kyle.”

With those words, a shimmering blue magic circle and a dust-covered earthen magic circle appeared above my hands.

Combining Scar of Lightning, a dragon-class magic that summons lightning to strike the ground, and Earth Fortitude, a dragon-class magic that hardens the body like the earth, I created a new spell.

It was a suicidal combination, a gamble that could kill me if it failed, but I was in no position to be choosy about methods or means.


Clap!

I clashed my hands together, shattering the intricate three-dimensional magic circle I had painstakingly crafted.

Kyle’s gaze was immediately drawn to my reckless action.

“You—what are you doing?! If you keep that up, your body won’t be able to handle it…!”

Normally, breaking a magic circle while it’s being activated would result in an explosion, causing death or severe injury. Physically destroying a magic circle in operation is—

“Just watch. I’ll be back in no time.”

Crackle! Zzzzt!

Electric currents surged through my body, erupting with intense heat and force.

But I persisted.

‘Using Earth Fortitude to ground the energy, I have to minimize the strain on my body. Control Scar of Lightning so the electricity flows only to my mana core…!’

I had no choice but to endure.

My mana core overloaded from the lightning strike, blood streaming from my eyes, nose, and mouth, but I clenched my teeth against the excruciating pain.

Victoria always endured pain like this—sacrificing herself to save others.

She walked through the world using miracles with a calm expression, as if there was no pain, no suffering.


I would make sure she never had to be that foolish again.

If one person had to die on this journey, it had to be me.

Because this pain couldn’t even compare to what Victoria must have endured.

I exhaled raggedly, my heart heavy. How much pain had she borne, always with a smile?

The thought of her deliberately acting cold and initiating a contract relationship, knowing she didn’t have much time left, flashed in my mind, filling me with mixed emotions.

‘What I need now is speed and mass great enough to pierce through space itself. Lightning, rather than any other element, is the answer.’

Grinding my teeth, I endured the pain.

My entire body felt like it was burning, the searing agony threatening to rob me of my sanity.

“Elemental Transmutation…”

A technique known as elemental conversion magic.

It was an application of intermediate-level magic, capable of altering the elemental composition of the body itself.

Typically, such magic would transform steel into flame or air into lightning.

It was a simple concept that any intermediate mage could imagine.

But this required precise control, the kind only someone like me—with experience and talent—could barely manage.

One misstep would cause the body to melt like water, boil away, or evaporate entirely.

It was no different from a suicidal act.

“You lunatic… risking your life over a girlfriend you’ve only been with for a few days. You’re the only psychopath who’d do that.”

Kyle, the Hero, cursed as he watched, uncharacteristically losing his temper.

From his perspective, my relationship with Victoria probably didn’t seem deep enough to warrant such extremes.

“I’m just trying to prevent future annoyances.”

I gave the Hero a faint laugh.

Even if it weren’t Victoria, if it were another companion, I would have made the same choice.

With that, lightning surged into my mana core, spinning fiercely, coursing through my entire body to maintain its form.

“…Thunder Lord.”

Finally, the chant was complete.

BOOM!

A bolt of blue lightning struck, and my body transformed into a living mass of electricity.

Thanks to the newfound realization that the body could be thought of as a magic circle, I had succeeded in turning my entire being into an elemental force.

Now, all I needed to do was pierce through the wall of space.

Crack! Zzzzt!

In my lightning form, I dashed forward toward the magic circle before me.

The magic circles, imbued with speed enhancement and lightning properties, propelled me further.

Snap! Crackle! Zzzzt!

Each one I passed caused my body to accelerate, the surrounding scenery blurring into fine lines.

“Is he trying to create a temporary gate by crashing his lightning-transformed body at full speed…?”

Kyle muttered in awe, recognizing the audacity of my method.

It wasn’t something an ordinary mage could even conceive.

Drawing the Flame Holy Sword, Kyle prepared to secure the area from any danger.

Passing through the final magic circle, I kicked the empty air hard with my right foot, distorting the fabric of space.


“Astrape…!!!”


With that, I pierced through the wall of space, successfully reaching the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium.


And—

“This… this can’t be…? Why would Astal do such a thing?!”

Victoria, who had been watching from a distance, clasped her hands over her mouth, stifling a gasp of astonishment.
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Victoria couldn’t hide her astonishment at the scene unfolding before her eyes.

“Why on earth… would he go that far…?”

Her trembling hands clasped tightly together, and she struggled to steady her spinning gaze.

Currently, Victoria’s party was on an adventure to subjugate the Demon King.

Soon, they were set to head into the domain ruled by the Succubus Queen, laying the groundwork for achieving their grand mission.

Why, then, would someone attempt to divert them to the Holy Kingdom at this moment?

-Crazy fool… risking your life for a girlfriend you’ve been dating for only a few days. Only you could be this insane.

He’s just trying to prevent any future trouble.

Victoria had overheard Kyle and Astal’s earlier conversation.

From what she could gather, it seemed Astal was risking his life to open a spatial teleportation gate for her.

The tear in the fabric of space resembled a wound or a crack rather than the usual swirling vortex of teleportation magic.

“Why would we need to go to Aurelium in the Holy Kingdom now…?”

Across the gap, rows of white buildings stood tall—unmistakably the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium, where Victoria had once resided.

Seeing this, Victoria’s mind raced as she tried to figure out why Astal would go to such lengths.

‘Lord Astal is the type to prioritize defeating the Four Heavenly Kings or the Demon King over anything else…’

A vengeful soul who cared about nothing but killing the Demon King and ensuring no one else suffered or died.

From what she had gathered during the battle with the Dragon Tyrant, it seemed Astal’s parents had been killed by demons.

Since Astal rarely spoke about his past, Victoria could only piece things together.

‘Could it be… that he found out I’m living on borrowed time?’

There was no other reason she could think of.

Right now, Astal had turned his body into living lightning, destroying space itself in his reckless efforts.


“Ugh…”

A swelling sensation rose in Victoria’s chest—warm and tender, a far cry from the cold, sharp edge of unrequited love.

For the first time, she felt as though their hearts were connected, her chest pounding fiercely.

‘Even so, he must hate me…’

Placing a hand over her rapidly beating heart, Victoria tried to calm herself.

She had often misunderstood situations and embarrassed herself in the past.

Given Astal’s usual demeanor, she imagined he’d think it was better if she died, rather than waste any effort saving someone like her.

To him, Victoria Everhart, the saintess, was likely nothing more than an insufferable, foul-mouthed lunatic.

‘I’ll ask the Celestial God. Maybe they can tell me why he’s heading to the Holy Kingdom.’

Victoria clasped her hands together, closed her eyes, and prayed to the Celestial God, Lumina, who had guided her to this point.

‘Celestial God, why is Lord Astal using such magic? We’re supposed to be heading to the Succubus Queen’s domain. This will disrupt our schedule.’

Her thoughts spiraled into more questions, driven by a faint hope that Astal’s actions might have been out of concern for her.

[Do you really not know, my daughter?]

The Celestial God sighed heavily, delivering a revelation to Victoria.

Despite their contract relationship, these two clueless individuals couldn’t seem to make any real progress.

[He’s doing it to save you. Do you think there could be any other reason for his actions?]

‘Th-That’s impossible! Lord Astal doesn’t see me as a woman! He wouldn’t risk his life for someone as insignificant as me…’

Shaking her head, Victoria denied it. No matter how she thought about it, something didn’t add up.

She had done everything possible to hide the fact that her life was on a time limit. Recently, she hadn’t even performed miracles, so she hadn’t shown any signs of illness.

How could that oblivious man have found out and gone so far as to risk his life for her?

[That lunatic is doing exactly that. Who else would use such a reckless method to get to the Holy Kingdom? It’s impossible unless it’s to save a saintess.]

The Celestial God muttered curses at Astal, feeling a mix of annoyance and disbelief.

The idea of tearing through space with raw mass and speed was easier said than done, after all.

If Astal harbored such strong feelings for Victoria and knew she liked him, why not just confess and start a proper relationship?

‘Could… could that really be true?’

Victoria’s cheeks flushed red, but she feigned calmness as she spoke.

Deep down, she harbored a contradictory wish that Astal might grow to like her, that she’d someday become a woman he’d remember fondly.

“Hehe… Lord Astal… likes me…”

Victoria let out a soft, high-pitched giggle, basking in the joy of the moment.

The ticklish sensation even made her hide her face behind her hair.

Astal always worried more than anyone when she was hurt or unwell, though she hadn’t shown such vulnerability lately.

[Still, if you’re truly concerned, follow him. The new Pope is as shady as I thought, after all.]

The Celestial God gave another revelation, urging Victoria to witness Astal’s actions at the Holy Kingdom’s Forbidden Library herself.

Victoria’s grumbling attitude and abrasive demeanor stemmed from a lack of love.

When love truly took hold, pride and appearances wouldn’t matter, and she’d pursue it fervently.

“…Even if you hadn’t said so, I was planning to follow him, Celestial God.”

Nodding firmly, Victoria stared resolutely at the rift before her.

Beyond it lay the pristine landscape of a place she never wanted to revisit.

Still—

“As a saintess, it’s my duty to reprimand a magician who treats his body so recklessly.”

A place he had gone to at the expense of his body, solely for her.

Setting aside his mission of vengeance against demons and monsters, Astal had acted purely for Victoria Everhart.

What woman in the world wouldn’t follow him after that?

Once more, Victoria felt grateful for having fallen in love with Astal, the magician.

★★★

“Well, then, it’s time for me to do my part.”

Kyle, the hero, drew his flaming holy sword from its scabbard, ready to act immediately after Astal’s departure.

Because gates are immune to perception-distorting magic, it was inevitable that demons and monsters who sensed the anomaly would approach.

“Kuo-o-o-o-o─!!”

A loud roar from a beast immediately echoed, and vibrations from numerous monsters heading toward this place could be felt.

‘…They’re already here. This couple really is a handful.’

Kyle stabbed the Holy Sword into the ground, turned its hilt, and summoned his armor as he spoke.

Judging roughly, there appeared to be more than 50 monsters.

While no particularly dangerous ones were visible yet, it was only a matter of time before rumors spread, and even more enemies swarmed to this location.

After all, using the spatial teleportation gate would allow an exceptionally convenient means to invade the continent.

At that moment, something passed by Kyle’s side like a shadow.

“Excuse me for a moment, Hero.”

Unlike when calling out to Astal, the tone was formal.


The identity of the woman whose flower petals and platinum-blonde hair fluttered in the air was—

“…Victoria?”

It was Victoria Everhart, the Saint of Flowers.

“I can’t leave that fool alone.”

While the hero Kyle stood there, dumbfounded and unable to stop her, she threw herself into the spatial rift that Astal had just opened.

Victoria transformed into a flash of lightning in an instant and disappeared, leaving Kyle alone in the empty field.

“How did she even find this place? Astal clearly said he checked to make sure she was asleep before coming here…”

Clicking his tongue in disbelief, Kyle couldn’t help but feel exasperated.

This would likely ruin Astal’s plan of sneaking away unnoticed.

“…Those two really are alike. How is it that such perfectly matched people managed to find each other?”

Muttering his very personal observation about the duo, Kyle prepared to face the incoming horde of monsters.

It was just like during the last battle against the Void Dragon.

Every time Astal came up with a surprising plan, Victoria would always take on the role of assisting or supporting him.

From here on, only fate could guide their path forward.

“Alright, no one gets past here!”

Looking at the approaching swarm of monsters, Kyle flashed a confident grin.

After all, if he had been in the same situation, his companions would undoubtedly have helped him just as they always did.

As a hero, he had to live up to the name.

★★★

The Sacred Kingdom of Aurelium was a space lined with pure white buildings, as if it could not tolerate even a speck of impurity.

“Every time I come here, it gives me the creeps….”

Tap. Thud.

Having already rolled once on the ground to land safely, I dusted off the dirt on my body and cloak, then looked straight ahead.

First, I transformed my body into living lightning using elemental conversion, then used the explosive power and speed to pierce through space with magic.

The combo magic of “Thunder Lord” and “Astrape,” performed one after the other, inflicted significant strain on my body.

“…Look over there, someone just crashed into the wall out of nowhere!”

“Who could that be? They just appeared all of a sudden—there was nothing there a moment ago….”

“Are they okay? Their forehead is bleeding….”

Murmurs filled the air.

Since I had just pierced through space and collided with a building wall, a crowd had gathered around me.

‘Good thing I cast a perception-inhibiting spell just in case.’

Pulling my blue robe tightly over myself, I began walking toward the papal palace, repairing the broken remnants of the building with magic as I went.

If the fact that I was not in the Demon Realm but on the continent became known, the Demon King could seize the opportunity to exploit the situation.

Although my comrades from the Hero Party might recognize me, there was no way Victoria or anyone else would be here.

‘Now then, shall I go and threaten the Pope into revealing a way to save Victoria?’

Before long, I arrived at the largest building in the Sacred Kingdom, the papal palace, without any interruptions.

Standing before it, I was met by the holy knights guarding the entrance.


“Greetings! I am Holy Knight Wilhelm! Please state your identity and name!”

A single holy knight, confidently blocking my way while wearing a white mask, appeared to be ensuring no suspicious outsiders entered the papal palace.

Scratching my chin, I deliberated for a moment.

“……”

The thought of using my title as the “Harmless Wizard” or my reputation as the continent’s strongest mage briefly crossed my mind.

“…Victoria’s lover.”

I couldn’t hold back, especially after seeing Victoria’s likeness carved right above my head.

This would surely lead to trouble for Victoria later. But considering how she constantly teased and provoked me, this was enough payback.

“…What? Is that true?”


Wilhelm’s eyes widened in shock, gazing at me with awe and reverence.

Wait, something about this reaction feels off.

“Our saintess finally has a partner! And not just anyone—it’s the famous Harmless—mmph…! Mmgh!”

Realizing I had made a critical error, I immediately clamped my hand over Wilhelm’s mouth.

This holy knight—my perception-inhibiting spell doesn’t work on him.
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“Haha, I can see why you’d be surprised! You see, I was born with a body that is immune to other people’s magic!”

Knight Wilhelm said this with a hearty laugh, walking alongside me through the Vatican.

Normally, I would have expected just a routine inspection, but he followed me as if intrigued.

“So, was it because of that ability that you were the one clearing out the troublemakers in front of the Vatican? Since no magic could hide your identity, after all.”

I had heard of Wilhelm’s condition before.

I remember reading about research that stated when someone’s mana circuits are inherently tangled, magic from others hardly works on them.

I sighed, covering my face with my hand.

If I had known this was going to happen, I should never have mentioned that I was Victoria’s lover.

I had hoped the rumors would spread after she returned to the Holy Kingdom, causing her quite a bit of trouble, but this… this was escalating.

“Yes! That’s why I was able to recognize the wizard’s identity right away! I’ve always wanted to meet you someday!”

Wilhelm was smiling brightly, watching me with eyes full of admiration, bowing his head in a respectful gesture. This level of attention was starting to feel overwhelming. At this moment, I had hoped to meet the Pope quietly and secretly find a solution to the mystery of Victoria’s flower.

“So, what you said about being the Saint’s lover… is that true?”

“No, I was just joking earlier…”

“Well, it’s been a year since the Demon King’s defeat, so it would be strange if there weren’t any romantic entanglements between men and women!”

“…Please, be quiet.”

I gritted my teeth and tried to hold back my anger.

It was better to just let it slide than to start trouble in the Vatican.

“The Saint is so beautiful and noble that it would only make sense for someone like Astal to be her match!”

At the moment, I was using a magic spell to prevent our conversation from being overheard.

Still, I found it increasingly annoying that Wilhelm kept asking about Victoria and me.

But there was something else that nagged at me.

“…I’ve heard that many of the knights in your order joined because of Victoria.”

I knew that the Holy Kingdom was full of people who lusted after her.

Given that the Pope—who was the most powerful person in the Kingdom—was a perverted bastard, it wasn’t hard to imagine what kind of people were beneath him.

But Wilhelm was different. He seemed more interested in me than in Victoria.

“Hmm, yes, that’s definitely true! Ever since Pope Forkus ascended to the throne, many men full of carnal desires have joined our order!”

Wilhelm nodded enthusiastically.

Despite talking about the Pope, who was supposed to be a figure of authority, he seemed completely unbothered.

“So you’re different, then?”

I asked, noticing that Wilhelm’s demeanor was different from the holy knights I was familiar with.

“Yes! I wanted to be like Astal and save people, so I joined the Order of Knights!”

Wilhelm flashed me a bright, confident smile, giving a thumbs-up to himself.

His confidence was palpable.

“Like me? I thought no one in this Holy Kingdom followed me, except for Victoria.”

I felt a strange sense of déjà vu when I looked at his attitude.

Though part of his face was hidden by a mask, someone with such an outgoing personality would be hard to forget.

“Really, you don’t remember me? I’m a little hurt! The harmless magician, Astal!”

Wilhelm then removed his white mask, revealing his face.

A large burn scar ran across the part of his forehead where his skin met his eyes.

Anyone could tell it was a wound caused intentionally by demons or monsters.

Despite the horrific appearance of the scar, I remained calm and tried to recall where I’d seen him before.

“Wait, could it be…?”

I had once saved a child with such scars.

“Yes! I’m Wilhelm, the little village boy you saved when you stayed at the Blue Magic Tower! It’s an honor to meet you again!”

Wilhelm smiled brightly once more, his face radiating the pure joy of a youthful boy, overwhelmed with happiness at the reunion.

★★★

The incident began like this.

After my parents passed away, there was a time when I relentlessly studied magic that could save people.

It was because I thought that would be the only way to atone for my sins, and perhaps the only reason I could keep living.

Staying up all night, flipping through magical papers alone, became part of my daily life.

So much so that the surrounding wizards started calling me a “loner.”

Whenever there was a mission dispatched from the magic tower, I would throw myself into saving people.

If even one person died, I would give up all my wealth to comfort the grieving family.

“So, is your sight still gone…?”

And one of the children I saved back then was Wilhelm, who now stood beside me.

The child who had lost his sight when demons burned his eyes with fire and cried out in pain, later gave me a forced thank-you when I left the village, pretending to be bright, just as he is now.

“Oh, the saintess cured it! I can see fine now! You don’t have to worry about it anymore!”

Wilhelm put on his mask again and smiled at me, as if telling me not to worry.

The gruesome scar was once again hidden.

“But why are the burn scars still there…? If it was the miracle of Victoria, surely they should’ve been healed completely.”

I asked Wilhelm, thinking perhaps it was just something I missed.

If it were Victoria’s nature, she would never leave such a wound unhealed.

“Oh, I asked her to leave it! I thought you might not recognize me without it!”

It was a surprisingly trivial reason.

He had kept the scar on his face while waiting for the day we would meet again.

“Why would you do something like that…?”

I said, looking at Wilhelm with a pitying gaze.

This boy, like me, was someone who had suffered great trauma from the demons.

The army under Demon King Ergosum had committed atrocities by killing and massacring people, and it wasn’t uncommon for people to be injured in such ways.

“This is a medal showing that I survived! Of course, there are many people in the Holy Kingdom who avoid me, so I walk around covered up…”

Wilhelm pointed to his mask with his finger.

Originally a small boy living in a nearby rural village, he had joined the holy knights because of his admiration for me.

“Still, you didn’t have to become a holy knight…”

I said, feeling sorry for him.

A boy who didn’t even look like an adult had chosen the profession of a holy knight to fight against demons and monsters.

If he had to follow the current pope’s orders and become a dog for him, that would’ve been far from what he had hoped for.

Pope Forkus III was so corrupt that it made me question how he even became pope in the first place.

“My magic circuits are all messed up, so I couldn’t learn magic. I only had a little talent for swordsmanship.”

Wilhelm said, touching the hilt of his sword.


A person who couldn’t use magic due to their constitution couldn’t rely on magic, which was a disadvantage in this world.

“I’m not much older than you, but I was deeply moved when I saw you saving people with magic!”

“…..”

“Of course, if it had been anyone else, they would’ve immediately gotten angry or arrested you for being the saintess’ boyfriend…”

Wilhelm suddenly stopped walking and bowed to me, looking down as if he had just thought of something important.

“My savior, Astal-nim, is different! Can I call you ‘older brother’?”

He extended his hand to me.

His gaze, like he was asking for a handshake, made me feel an incredible burden.

“Just call me Astal.”

I grabbed Wilhelm’s hand to try to stop him.

But,

“Yes! Older brother! I will!”

Perhaps having made up his mind, he now called me older brother.

★★★

Astal and Wilhelm were on their way to meet the pope, while Victoria was secretly following them from behind.

So, is the saintess doing well? You came all the way to the Holy Kingdom so suddenly… is there a problem?

It seemed like she needed to remove the flower from her body.

Victoria had been listening to the two men talk as they exchanged stories, maintaining a distance so they wouldn’t notice her.

This was a place she knew well, where she had secretly explored when she was younger.

-I need to eavesdrop on what they’re thinking for coming to the Holy Kingdom without telling anyone…!

Victoria clenched her hands and steeled herself.

She believed that conversations without the main parties present often revealed the truth.

The Holy Kingdom she grew up in always had this type of environment.

People who once revered her as the saintess had, over time, started treating her as nothing more than a consumable for miracles.

Disillusioned with such selfish humans, she had become cold-hearted and used sharp words to distance herself from people.

Despite this mask, if anyone begged her with apologies, she would show kindness by using a miracle.

‘Astal-nim must surely dislike me…’

That was the way of survival for the saintess, who lived a life that was slowly being eaten away by the flower in her body, both physically and mentally.

– Hm? Older brother? Why are you suddenly looking behind? Is there something back there?

-Someone seems to be following us. Or is it just my imagination?

At that moment, Astal turned around as if he had noticed Victoria, who was hiding behind a pillar.

She immediately hid herself better.

-So, how did you end up with the saintess? Please tell me, I’m dying of curiosity!

-Do I really have to tell you?

-Yes, isn’t she the pure and faithful saintess? She seems like someone who doesn’t know anything about the dirt or darkness of the world!

Victoria felt a wave of embarrassment as she listened to Wilhelm’s praise.

Back in the Holy Kingdom, she had always been far from anything vulgar or indecent.

Her holy robes were designed to hide her skin and hair, and she maintained proper manners and speech unless someone saw her as nothing more than a tool.

‘It’s all because Astal didn’t fall for me…!’

Victoria bit her tongue and felt irritated.

The reason she now wore clothes that were almost indecent was all because of the oblivious Astal.

Now, her outfit was barely more than a piece of cloth, revealing her chest, and she was constantly making lewd jokes to tease Astal.


She was certain that this would lead to bad evaluations, but despite her fear of what the future held, she couldn’t stop herself.

-She’s a precious person to me.


‘What did you just say…?!’

Surprisingly, Astal’s words were warm, filled with affection.

Victoria, who was kind and gentle, hoped that she wouldn’t have to endure any more pain in the future.
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A place where sunlight filters through stained glass.

At the very end of a staircase made of pure white steps, with a clear hierarchical distinction, a man dressed in noble attire was sitting.

“To ensure the safety of Saint Victoria of Flowers, I wish to access the forbidden library beneath this place…”

The man, with his head tilted slightly, was none other than the current Pope, Forkus III.

Upon observing his appearance, I couldn’t help but let out a deep sigh.

The Pope’s scalp reflected the light, shining, and his belt was dangerously tight around his protruding belly, struggling to hide his paunch.

What kind of Pope would have such a greedy appearance?

His weight had clearly increased since I last met him.

“…Is that not possible, Your Holiness?”

I, along with Wilhelm, was kneeling before the Pope, trying my best not to provoke his temper.

The Emperor had commanded us to defeat the Demon Lord Ergo-sum, and if word got out that we had deviated from that order, things would get troublesome.

“Hmm, you claimed to be the Saint’s lover.”

Pope Forkus looked at me with interest, his eyes rolling up and down, sticky and malicious.

A sense of disgust crept up my spine, as if something was crawling on me like insects.

“Saint Victoria swore her purity before the Heavenly Deities. How could she have a lover?

She was meant to be like a flower on a cliff, untouched by any man’s hands.”

Hearing Forkus’ words, my irritation flared.

I tried to hide the veins bulging on my hand, making every effort to remain composed.

Wasn’t it me who had pretended to trip and accidentally try to take off Saint Victoria’s dress before?

That was the last time I had seen her.

“But he really is Saint Victoria’s boyfriend! I can vouch for it with my life!”

Wilhelm was fervently defending me from the side, pounding his chest as if declaring his innocence.

“You, who are a mere novice, how would you know anything? I gave you the task of weeding out outsiders, feeling pity for someone who was injured by demons….”

Forkus clicked his tongue and showed a displeased attitude.

His contemptuous gaze made it clear that there was no trace of mercy in him.

I had heard that the previous Pope was not so devoid of compassion.

The place once occupied by a venomous viper now had a fat pig sitting in it.

“Anyway, I cannot trust you. There is no proof. Saint Victoria has been traveling for a year on an imperial mandate to slay the Demon King.”

Forkus pointed at me with a finger stained with something filthy, signaling the nearby knights to clear me out.

“We met in the Demon Realm and recently became involved. I’m worried about Saint Victoria’s health, and so I ask for the opportunity to review the records of previous saints…”

I gritted my teeth, making one last polite plea.

I had hoped, perhaps naively, that he might respect the boundaries I wished for.

“Your journey from the distant Demon Realm, driven by concern for the Saint’s well-being, is admirable, but it’s a pity.”

Forkus III, even after hearing that Saint Victoria was in poor health, still maintained an attitude of seeing her as a thorn in his side that needed to be removed.

“…..”

“Who knows? Maybe the noble Saint would bow her head before me and ask for my help. If you are truly her lover, you might be able to make her act that way.”

Forkus III laughed at me. The knights around him couldn’t hold back their laughter either.

Hearing those words, I swallowed my spit.

How could a Pope, someone who could hear the divine revelations directly, treat a saint like that?

“Your Holiness is correct! We need to verify if this is a lie!”

“If only we hadn’t always had that meddling wizard around, we might’ve had a chance!”

The knights around me, who had previously leered at Saint Victoria or gossiped about her appearance and body, were now speaking their vile thoughts out loud.

This was exactly why I disliked them, Wilhelm aside.

These madmen considered the Saint, Victoria, as their own possession.

“Anyone can claim to be the Saint’s lover in words. Among the knights, there are few who joined without being tempted by her beauty.”

“Is that all? In the Demon Realm, there are demons who call her the Succubus Empress. They say she’s more depraved than a queen.”

Despite being a saint, Victoria was still a pure girl with her own heart and character.

Yet the disgusting talk around her was escalating.

“If she weren’t a saint, she would surely have become some kind of succubus…”

Thud.

The final knight, the one with the most insidious face, uttered such a vile comment, and I felt my grip on my sanity snap.

“…You little bastards. I told you I’m her boyfriend. Enough already, right?”

Cursing, I slowly rose from my seat.

I instantly dispelled the magic suppressing my presence, focusing my strength into my fists.

Crack—!

I punched the knight who had spoken last in the gut.

With a dull thud, his midsection caved in under the plate armor.

“Ugh… Ugh….”

The knight, unable to even scream properly, dropped to his knees and collapsed.

The event had unfolded so quickly that no one, except for Wilhelm, was able to react in time.

The air around me grew heavy, and cold glares pierced into me.

But I believed this was the right thing to do.

“Ah, Astal… Kaisaros? How did you get here?! You were supposed to be in the Demon Realm…”

Pope Forkus III was stunned when he recognized me.

He was so shocked that he even stumbled backward.

When his massive body hit the ground, the earth trembled.

His face was ashen, and his trembling finger pointed at me.

“I came because I heard our Saint is in bad health. Damn, you bald-headed bastard.”

I added the words that were in my heart, justifying my actions.

The surrounding knights hesitated, hands on their sword hilts, as if weighing their options.

Would they side with the Pope or with the brave party’s mage?

It seemed they were calculating which would bring them greater gain.

“What are you all doing! Subdue this blasphemer at once!”

“Think carefully. If you try to stop me, it’s the same as harming the Saint. I’m here to save Victoria.”

I summoned a 3D magic circle onto my palm and slowly surveyed my surroundings.

Only Wilhelm, who drew his sword, seemed ready to stand with me.

“I will follow you, brother! It’s the right thing to do!”

“Good job.”

I nodded slightly at Wilhelm’s determination.


A true knight should act like that.

No matter how powerful the Pope’s authority, a true believer should listen to the divine will and remain steadfast, not swayed by personal desires.

But,

“The one who defeats the author will be rewarded with gold and power! Quickly, defeat that bastard!”

The Pope was shouting loudly, ordering to capture me.

There was no sign of any piety or nobility in his appearance.

“…I have no personal grudge. Wizard.”

“You were the most excited when we were talking about Victoria earlier.”

The holy knights, who only began to move after the promise of money and power, were laughable to me.

How much faith must they have discarded and how corrupt must they have become to fall for such petty persuasion from the Pope?

Click, clank, clack—!

The cheerful metallic sound of a key turning in a lock echoed, and the magic circle on my palm began to change into a new form.

“…If you don’t want the entire Vatican to go down in flames, you’d better stay right where you are.”

I waved my hand through the air, a confident smile on my lips.

I had learned something interesting the last time I fought with Huryong.

A magic that endlessly compresses mana to create a burning star and drop it—like a miniature Supernova.

“Sunsinger.”

The small sun I created began to rise, scattering feathers and musical notes, up toward the ceiling of the Vatican.

“This thing has more destructive power than you might think. It should be enough to incinerate everyone in this building, right? And even if you try to run, it won’t matter.”

“C-C-ckkk…”

The Pope, Forkus III, and the holy knights couldn’t get close to me due to the scorching heat and the raging flames from Sunsinger.

“For crying out loud, how can holy knights be so cowardly? Wilhelm, why don’t you just become Pope instead? I think that’d be better.”

I suggested with a soft smile, placing an ice shield around Wilhelm.

I thought people like him, with sincere faith, were exactly what the Vatican needed to be restored.

“M-Me?! How could someone like me…?”

“Well, it’s a different story if you’re a holy knight who helped a wizard defeat the demon lord, right? I have to decapitate that bastard for my parents’ revenge.”

Wilhelm shook his head, still lacking confidence, but I continued, pointing my thumb at myself.

“And the previous Pope used to be a knight too. See that sword embedded in the rock? The one who pulls it out was supposed to become the next Pope.”

I pointed to the longsword embedded in the center of a rock, as if waiting for its master.

It was something I had heard from Victoria.

The former Pope, Raphael Arkelios, had been a knight in his youth, saving people everywhere.

“I think you’d be qualified. Probably.”

I patted Wilhelm on the back lightly.

Anyone who could challenge a pig-headed Pope like that definitely wouldn’t be the type to be intimidated.

According to Victoria, even the former Pope had a fiery side when it came to injustice.

“Is that something the Saintess told you?”

“…How did you know?”

“Well, in this Holy Kingdom, talking about the former Pope is nearly forbidden. I didn’t expect the Saintess to share such an important story with someone else… Oh, wait…”

Suddenly, Wilhelm looked at me strangely. As though deep in thought, his eyes widened in realization.

“Ah! You really are the Saintess’ lover, aren’t you?! I thought it was a lie since you kept denying it!”

“…Ah. That, uh…”

I avoided his gaze and mumbled.

The Pope and the other holy knights were watching, so I couldn’t retract my words now.

It was my own fault for losing my temper and cursing my comrades, thinking things would turn out however they may.

“Brother! You did it! To think that the beautiful Saintess is your partner, I, Wilhelm, will support your love for a lifetime!”

Wilhelm raised his voice and thumped his left chest with his fist, showing his trust.

“…A lifetime’s too much of a burden.”

After all, it was just a month-long contract relationship.

“Since I owe my life to you and the Saintess, if there’s anything I can do as a holy knight, just call on me anytime!”

“…..”

I was truly relieved that Victoria wasn’t here right now.

Based on the chaos I caused, she would’ve probably teased me for months.

★★★


“W-What do I do…?”

At that moment, Victoria, who had been watching and listening to everything from behind the pillar, muttered,

“You’re so cool even when you’re cursing…!!”

She sank to the floor, overwhelmed with the lingering feeling of love, savoring it wildly.

The sound of her heart pounding and the surging emotions inside her felt as though they would be noticed by someone.

-Damn it, you assholes. I told you she’s my girlfriend. Can you stop already?

For the first time, the man she had a crush on called her his lover and defended her by scolding those she disliked.

She was overjoyed.


Ecstatic beyond measure.

She wished this moment could last forever, even pinching her cheek to make sure it wasn’t a dream, that this was real.

‘T-This is… almost like a confession?!’

Victoria swallowed dryly, her mouth watering.

Thanks to Astal’s mistake, her misunderstandings and missteps were increasing day by day.
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The Path to the Forbidden Library of the Holy Kingdom.

I had Pope Forkus III walk ahead of me, leading the way.

As I watched him walking, sweat pouring from his bloated body, it seemed like he hardly ever moved except when eating.

How did such a person become pope?


I thought to myself, observing the back of the pope.

No matter how much gods are said to be unable to directly intervene in the world, this was too much.

How much political maneuvering and backroom dealings had it taken for someone like him to still be in office?

The gods, including the Supreme God, cannot directly influence the world.

They are beings far from omnipotent.

As though bound by the laws of cause and effect, they cannot display their powers themselves and instead select a representative to carry out their will.
That’s why we have Heroes and Saints.
I nodded as I thought about Kyle and Victoria.
Still, it seems like they chose the right ones for the Hero and the Saint…

The Hero, after all, was truly a good person, and the Saint, though harsh in her words toward me, wasn’t a bad person at heart.

As I continued walking, I noticed the pope’s steps slowing down.

He had begun walking much more slowly than normal, at a pace that would have been easily overlooked by an ordinary person.

“…I can hear every word you’re thinking, hurry up.”


“Hi, hiiii!!”


Pope Forkus III yelped, startled, like a child caught doing something bad.

I raised an eyebrow, showing my discomfort.

“You’ll regret taking me as your hostage…!”
The pope, now resorting to threats, was the type who’d shout “I’ll get you later!” but no one who said that was ever particularly frightening.

“Oh, really? I’m so scared.”
I trembled exaggeratedly, pretending to be terrified.

It was somewhat amusing to toy with him like this.

Earlier, the pope and the knights had made statements that I had recorded with magic, so if anything went wrong, I’d have plenty of allies on my side.

“Should I ask someone else to open the path to the Forbidden Library? If you’re not needed, there’s no reason to keep you alive…”
“P-Please forgive me… Huff… huff…”
I gave him a little scare, and Pope Forkus immediately closed his mouth, holding his breath.

His legs were trembling like a leaf in the wind, which made me laugh.

I wished Victoria could see this.

She had always badmouthed the current pope and thought poorly of him.

Now she must understand why…

I had already suspected that the pope was some perverted freak obsessed with his own desires when he tried to undress Victoria last time.

As I walked toward the Forbidden Library, I passed by some of the nuns who had settled here, and they all quickly looked away from the pope and fled as if they were trying to avoid him.

Their faces were a mix of disgust, anger, and a sense of satisfaction.

“You didn’t, by chance, touch the nuns, did you?”
“Th-That’s impossible! I am the pope! I could never do something so unsanctioned!”
The pope avoided the question. His face was slick with sweat, and his smooth, bald scalp was reflecting the light.

Crack.

“Answer me properly, I’m barely holding back the urge to kill you as it is. I’ve been putting up with it because of the Forbidden Library.”
I twisted the pope’s arms behind his back to force a real answer from him.

My gut told me he would continue lying unless I made him.

“Ugh, aahh! Yes, yes! I’ve used money and power to silence them… until now…”
Damn it, how did this scumbag become pope?
I cursed, covering my face with my hand.

A feeling of disgust rose in my chest, and I had to let it out somehow.

Even if the previous pope Raphael had been poisoned suddenly, it was an absurd leap to think someone like this could rise to such a position.

“I think the same! How did you even become pope?!”
Wilhelm seemed to have the same question as he looked at the pope with a curious expression, raising his voice.

“It must be the old folks in the Vatican. They probably set him up as a puppet they could control…”
I shared my own theory.

Victoria had always said something similar, and when I visited here last time, there had been a group that didn’t seem too fond of me.

Normally, the pope had absolute power, and his subordinates were supposed to follow his lead, but…

“…Or maybe they just wanted to split the power and money between themselves.”
In this case, the situation was probably the opposite.

With the sudden death of the previous pope and no successor left behind, they would have needed someone to fill the void.

If they picked Forkus III because he was the most useless and easiest to manipulate, that would at least make sense.

The fact that those who claimed to follow the divine teachings were so corrupt was utterly shocking.

Just a little longer… if I endure a bit more, I can save Victoria…

I repeated those words in my mind, strengthening my patience.

After all, I had come here to solve Victoria’s problem.

No matter how angry I was, I had to fulfill my purpose.

The Forbidden Library was underground, and only the pope had the key to the door that led there.

“…Here! Can I go back now?!”
“Where do you think you’re going alone? How do I know what you’ll do once you leave here?”
I grabbed Pope Forkus by the collar as he handed me the key.

His feet barely left the ground as he flailed.

“Besides, you need to be there to lead us to the Forbidden Library. It’s a place only the pope can enter, so who would know better than you?”
“N-No! I’ve never stepped foot inside the Forbidden Library…”
The pope started waving his hands frantically, denying it, but his reaction was so suspicious that it was obvious he was hiding something.

“Really? Isn’t it human nature to be curious about forbidden things? I think I would have gone in just to see what’s there.”
I let him down gently, starting to grow suspicious of him.

Someone like him couldn’t have simply ignored the Forbidden Library, a place filled with records about past Saints and the kingdom’s secrets.

Knowledge was power.

Even if the knowledge was forbidden or misleading, it could still be of use.

And yet, he claimed he never entered?

There must be a reason he couldn’t enter.

My instincts as a mage screamed at me.

“…You’re hiding something in the Forbidden Library, aren’t you?”
This incompetent fool must have become pope because of something hidden down there in the library.

I gave him a sly grin, my voice full of certainty, and the pope trembled slightly, revealing a fear in his eyes.

★★★

The path leading to the Forbidden Library was dark and damp, like passing through the intestines of an animal, and it was made up of stairs that seemed endless.

By the time I reached the middle, all the candles had gone out, leaving nothing visible ahead of me.

“……Light.”

With a flick of my finger after chanting the incantation, a glowing orb of white light appeared, illuminating the surroundings.

I couldn’t understand why the place had been so poorly maintained.

Spider webs hung everywhere, and the sound of rats scurrying and squeaking echoed through the air.

“Are you even taking care of the Forbidden Library?”

I asked the Pope, who was leading the way.

After all, he was the one responsible for this place.

Shaking his head, the Pope made it clear that he wasn’t managing it.

His calm, unflinching response, without excuses or lies, made me feel something was off.

“You’ve got something up your sleeve, don’t you? Are you keeping monsters inside the Forbidden Library? Do you plan on leading us to our doom, knowing they’ll devour us?”

Creeeak, creak.

As I spoke, I noticed Pope Forkus’s legs moving erratically.

He was clearly uncomfortable.

“Th-that’s not possible. There’s nothing inside the Forbidden Library. You’re misunderstanding. It’s just information about past saints…”

“Still, there must be golems or traps protecting this place. Don’t you find it strange that such an important place would be completely empty?”


Wham!

I kicked the Pope’s shin.

After all this nonsense, I couldn’t tell what was true and what was a lie. I didn’t trust him at all.

“Ughhh! Please stop! Do you really think you’ll get out of here unharmed after doing this?!”

“Of course, I’m a mage from the Hero Party.”

The Pope whimpered again.

I couldn’t help but enjoy the sensation of kicking him, perhaps because he was so fleshy.

As I thought, so this is why Victoria used to scold me so much… something strange started to shimmer in front of me.

‘That… that’s an amount of mana comparable to a dragon’s, but why is it so polluted with impurities…?’

I doubted my eyes for a moment, but once I recognized the source, I immediately cast a defensive spell on Wilhelm and myself.

“Sacred Barrier!”

A shield of light spread out, blocking the shadow approaching us from the front.

ᆞDie. Spill your blood, vomit your innards, and writhe in agony (Morere. Sanguinem funde, viscera evome, et in dolore contorqueare).

The language of death filled my mind the instant I made contact with the shadow.

Just hearing it was enough to corrode the soul of the living, leading to death. It was a filthy incantation.

“…The Pope’s backer is a lich? Isn’t this a bit much?”

Ah!

I couldn’t help but let out a dry laugh as I stared at the being in front of me.

The presence of the entity, with its thick, dark, and negative mana, was so far removed from anything I could have imagined hiding within the Holy Kingdom.

It was a mage cloaked in a golden robe, its teeth clicking together as its body was little more than bones.


It was a lich.

★★★

-Damn, that bastard was hiding this?

‘T-Tenshin-sama…! Please, your dignity…!’


-Am I not supposed to be angry?

After all the lies, the trickery, and now, behind the scenes, he’s been working with a lich and even messing with the nuns?

At that moment, Victoria, who had secretly entered the Forbidden Library with me, was desperately trying to stop Tenshin from swearing.

-Kill that bastard! I command you in the name of Tenshin, Victoria! Anyone who’s in league with monsters deserves to die!

Unlike usual, Tenshin Lumina’s voice was filled with fury, and she was giving Victoria a divine command to kill Pope Forkus the Third.
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Lich, who moved his body slowly, tilted his head and stared at me intently.

I couldn’t understand how his hollow eye sockets could see, but I certainly felt a gaze on me.

“Interesting. You blocked the word of my death. How many centuries has it been since I saw a magician like you?”

With a voice as unpleasant as nails on metal, Lich was clearly speaking, despite the lack of a tongue.

“…Heh, a dead black magician can still speak, huh?”

I let out a bitter laugh at Lich’s words, as if in disbelief.

There was only one possible explanation for a creature like him.

A living human who had fallen, abandoning both body and soul, and turned into a monster.

“I see the younger generation lacks manners. Not even recognizing someone who has lived a long life, huh?”

“A monster that imitates the heart and thoughts of when it was human, calling itself a senior? Who do you think you’re talking to?”

Lich tried to sound as dignified as possible, but I knew it was all an act, so I narrowed my eyes.

Necromancy, after all, didn’t truly bring back the dead. It only made fakes that mimicked them.

‘If it weren’t for my master, I might have tried to bring my parents back like that.’

As I watched Lich move, a bitter taste spread in my mouth.

I had once spent about a year researching spells to resurrect the dead, unable to accept the fact that my parents were gone.

I had done many foolish things back then.

“Bravery and arrogance, so close to one another…”

“Shut up, who else would become a magician without that kind of stubbornness? Oh, did you turn to necromancy because you’re afraid of death?”

I provoked Lich, waiting for him to slip up, mimicking the tone Victoria used with me.

‘This is helpful. Thank you, Victoria.’

In my heart, I smiled a secretive smile.

Spending time with Victoria had taught me how to touch on things that would make people angry or upset, like a delicate balance.

Before I understood my own feelings, I had thought she disliked me for this very reason.

“Hmm…”

Lich let out a hum, his expression betraying a hint of confusion.

Despite his skull being devoid of flesh or muscle, it was clear he was taking a moment to think.

“Hahaha! It’s interesting, talking to you. This forbidden library is so rarely visited, it’s a bit sad. Well, it’s perfect as a secret research spot for combining magic and divine power…”

Lich laughed loudly, his jaw rattling.

His lips hadn’t moved in so long that dust was falling from them.

Judging by his appearance, he had likely stayed here for a long time, leeching off divine power and other people’s mana like a parasite.

“…Black magic is different from regular magic, you know? How can you even compare using another’s life force to simple magic? You have no conscience?”

At his comment, the veins on my temples throbbed.

Unlike normal magic, which draws on the ambient mana or one’s own mana core, black magic uses the life force of others as a medium to cast spells.

That’s why the magicians of the Black Tower train their bodies through exercise and swear oaths to only use their own life force, to avoid falling into this kind of path.

“Great deeds require sacrifice. The small disturbances along the way are just a given.”

Lich waved his hand dismissively.

The energy swirling around him was so obvious that I didn’t need to be a mage to notice how much life force he had consumed.

“…You madman, that golden robe tells me you’re a magician of the Golden Tower. How did you end up dabbling in black magic?”

Seeing his robe, which gleamed so brightly it was almost blinding, and the staff he held, I could tell his origins.

That robe was only given to mages from the Golden Tower, the same type I was wearing.

Each tower had a distinct color and pattern.

“There were limits to what could be explored within a finite life. If you too grow weak and see your face aging, you’ll understand.”

“Anyone can spout that nonsense.”

“You think it’s just nonsense? Do you not know the sadness of burying a loved one with your own hands?”

“Of course I don’t. I’ve never loved someone enough to do that.”

I clenched my hands into fists, grinding my teeth.

Victoria flashed in my mind.

A saintess who, living with a terminal illness, had tried so hard to act cheerful, hoping to love in her last days, offering me a contract romance.

“In the flow of time, when you feel powerless, it’s already too late to realize that.”

Lich, grinding his teeth, continued to speak, slowly walking forward with a tone that sounded almost regretful.

“My name is Leozaq. A magician who touches the Abyss, the supreme being who has mastered all things.”

“In the end, you’re just a golden-boned skeleton, huh?”

I couldn’t believe that Lich even introduced himself.

His body was still surrounded by the color of mana he had accumulated in life, after all.

Even though he spoke of the Abyss or being a supreme being, he couldn’t escape the past as a mage of the Golden Tower.

“Leozaq! I have brought you the heretics who threaten you! Please, destroy them and help me!!”

In that moment, Pope Forkus, who had been glancing at me, quickly ran to Leozaq’s side, bowed his head, and shamelessly begged for help.

“Hoh, I helped you poison the previous pope and even raised you to the position of pope… but now, isn’t it you who betrayed my expectations?”

“…..!!!”

Creak, crack.

Leozaq stared at Forkus and then made a hand gesture as though grabbing and tearing at the air.

“Kh… kkhhh… cough…”

Immediately, Forkus’s face twisted in pain.

Through my eyes, I could vividly see hands made of magic grasping his heart and squeezing it tightly.

“I thought I had given you many chances… but you couldn’t even stop these unwanted guests, and now you’ve become a nuisance.”

“S-sorry… please spare me…”

“That can’t be done. If the pope dies, we can just elect a new one.”

Crack.

Without giving me a chance to act, Leozaq drained all of the pope’s life force, leaving him a withered, grotesque form, like a dried-up root.

“….”

Someone had just died in front of me.

Of course, he was a piece of trash who colluded with monsters, so I didn’t feel anything particularly strong, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of disgust.

“Now we can have a proper conversation. Well, since you’ve made it all the way here, how about becoming the new pope?”

Leozaq tilted his head and pointed at me, his voice laced with curiosity. His tone, rising at the end, gave me a clear sense of his mood.

“…What is it you want, doing such dirty deeds? Do you even realize how many people have suffered because of scum like you?”

I spoke with a twisted expression. If that bastard hadn’t been seated as pope, perhaps the saint Victoria and the nuns wouldn’t have had to suffer.

“Mastery over the extremes of magic. For that, I’m willing to ally with even the Demon King, for my thirst for knowledge is sincere.”

Leozaq clicked his tongue, as though questioning if there was something wrong with that. His shoulders shrugged upward.

“So, you’ve wormed your way into this position like a cockroach.”


“I’ve mastered both dark magic and basic magic, but since high-level holy magic can only be used by clergy, there’s a limit. But surely, you know that all three of these are aligned?”

“No, that’s no excuse.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

With such a flimsy reason, he could ally with the Demon King and perform such filthy acts?

“For me, magic is the study of failure, Leozaq.”

I recited a saying I had heard from my mentor, Charlotte Snowrain of the Blue Tower.

It had been the words that saved me when I was lost after losing my parents.

“Magic to create fire for those shivering in the cold, and levitation magic for those who dreamed of flying like the birds…”

“A mage from the Blue Tower, huh… It’s been a while since I’ve fought someone from there. This should be quite a difficult battle.”

Hearing my words, Leozaq’s staff began to emit golden mana, preparing for battle.

The surging magical flow tightened around his body.

“I hear that mages from the Blue Tower memorize their opponent’s habits, breathing, even their gestures and footsteps to analyze them.”

“Thanks for the compliment, Golden Bones.”

I created a similar magic circle on my palm, watching him closely.

He would likely be using a combination of holy and dark magic.

I could see the opposing magical energies gathering at the tip of his staff, mixing in a muddled form of black and white.

…Wait, is he using magic without a staff? And combining different types of magic?

Leozaq looked at me in disbelief, slapping his forehead with a ‘thwack,’ letting out a hollow laugh.

His jawbone rattled with a large movement.

“How can someone like you use a level I’ve spent hundreds of years reaching…?”

At this moment, the tip of Leozaq’s staff trembled slightly, showing his inability to hide his agitation.

In his time, someone like me probably didn’t exist.

This reaction was, in a way, expected.

“There are far more capable people in this world than you.”

I smiled at the sight of Leozaq in distress.

While I couldn’t use high-level holy magic without Victoria, I could still make use of the more basic forms used by regular people, not clergy.

“You’re truly an interesting being! What’s your name? Please, tell me!”

“The Mage of Innocence, Astal Kaisaros. I’m the mage of a hero party gathered to defeat the Demon King.”

After seeing my magic, Leozaq eagerly asked for my name, and although I was about to kill him, I readily introduced myself, as if showing mercy to someone about to die.



“I pay my respects, Astal Kaisaros. When you die, I’ll be sure to resurrect your body so you can achieve eternal life!”

The response I received was a chilling proposal. If I died, my soul would wander forever, never able to enter the afterlife.

“…I have no interest in a life sustained by Life Vessel, so I’ll have to decline.”

I shook my head, then explained the reason I had stalled for time with this conversation.

Life Vessel. I had to break this first if I wanted to find the weakness of a lich, who would never die without it.
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Generally, the battles between high-ranking mages are characterized by the fact that victory or defeat is not determined by the power or the amount of mana one possesses.

Of course, the number of rings rotating around the mana core defines the level, and the types of magic one can use are different, but…

…Is it a combination of holy magic and black magic? I didn’t expect such an application to be possible.

For Leozaq and me, it didn’t matter because we could surpass that level with our own combination of magic.

Rather, it would be the one who could identify the opponent’s weakness and deal with it more effectively who would win.

“I wish Victoria were here…”

I muttered to myself with a sense of regret, clenching my fist and preparing for battle.

Normally, such a perfect synergy with black magic would be something a priest like her could deal with.

The Sacred Kingdom Aurelian is as close to a hometown as it gets for Victoria, so I thought it would be right for her to handle this matter.

…Well, it would have been a big problem if she had been here.

However, it was after she had publicly declared herself to be my lover.

Among the people, rumors spread fast.

Especially if the scandal involved someone as revered and almost saintly as her.

“Accel, Rage, Strength.”

I completed the preparation for my new magic by creating magical circles on the palm of my hand.

Each one was a spell to enhance speed, increase the destructive power of my punches, and strengthen my physical strength.

‘I’ll fight in the way of the Black Tower.’

It would only be meaningful to fight using the methods of the Black Tower, which broke the prejudice that mages are weak in close combat.

It was because of corrupted black mages like them that the Black Tower had never been able to wash away its stigma.

…Ultimate Berserker.

Click, clink!

The three different magical circles combined, and chains of magic filled both my arms and legs.

This magic was being used for close combat, as Leozaq’s life vessel was the staff he held in his hand.

‘That’s clearly a staff made by mixing basilisk scales and adamantite.’

I thought as I saw the unusual staff in my sight.

It had a large gem, containing a soul, attached to its end.

Basilisk scales, known as the “gravekeeper” of mages, had the property of deflecting all magic, and adamantite was steel so strong that it could not be destroyed by ordinary means.

If you break the staff, you win.

But turning that around, it had been made so that it couldn’t be destroyed by normal means.

What was needed was the combination of magic and force.

“So, you’re trying to break my life vessel by combining magic and force? The idea is good, but can you really approach it?”

Leozaq snapped his jaw, concentrating his magical power at the tip of his staff, then spoke.

The pure white holy power and the murky black magic swirled together, creating a colorless magic circle.

‘That’s the black magic “Skeleton Army,” which summons an army of skeletons, and “Paladin’s Gift,” which bestows the blessing of the holy knights… It’s similar to the principle behind creating new magic by overlapping two different magic circles, but I can’t use high-level holy magic.’

“The Undead Paladin. Immortal knights who never die. Aren’t they more reliable than those who only lust for women?”

The skeletons that were born all wore the shining armor typical of paladins.

Some of them even reached out to me, speaking in the voice of the pope who had just died.

“Did you really use the knights and priests you killed as materials for this magic?”

I gritted my teeth, seeing the enemies in my sight groaning in voices of agony.

Normally, summoning skeletons like this required life force and the bodies of the deceased.

But this was the Forbidden Library of the Sacred Kingdom, not a graveyard, so there should have been no conditions here to perform such magic.

“Please… spare me…”

The voice echoed from underground as I approached the door.

It seemed like they were still conscious, constantly begging for help, but their movements as they aimed their swords were those of skilled knights.

The living weapons they were now seemed to be enhanced by holy power, like ordinary knights’ physical abilities were heightened by divine power.

“Yeah, well, if I hadn’t been here, there would have been humans who couldn’t even become pope, so I can control the paladins under him, can’t I?”

Leozaq clicked his jaw, making a sound like air escaping, as he looked like he was laughing.

I couldn’t understand why these skeletons with nothing but bones had such rich emotional expressions.

“You won’t even give the dead rest.”

“That’s what a black mage does. Well, when I was still in the Gold Tower, I didn’t know there was such a level of magic…”

Leozaq sent paladins forward to fight, while he seemed to be preparing to cast a large spell from behind, swinging his staff widely.

It was a rather old-fashioned way of fighting for mages. A technique so outdated it barely made it into the corners of textbooks.

“…Now, it’s different. If you thought only a genius like you could create new magic, you were wrong.”

“I’ve never thought that way.”

I responded while punching a paladin in the face with magical-infused force.

No matter how many bones I broke and enemies I knocked down, they would rise again and keep fighting.

If they were going to imitate my magic, they had already failed before with the Chameleon Dragon, and they had received too much damage to repeat their past mistakes.

‘I’m not a genius; I’m the fool who caused my parents’ deaths.’

There was a time when I thought I was a genius.

I had risen to the level of an intermediate mage that even adults struggled with, all by myself.

Thanks to being able to see mana unlike others, I could use magic with just sticks and twigs, without even needing a staff.

Naturally, my hands tightened, and my veins popped out.

I was barely holding back the trembling.

‘If this turns into a war of attrition, I’ll be at an absolute disadvantage. I have to find a way to approach him quickly and destroy that life vessel.’

As I tried to catch my breath after grappling with the undead paladins, I focused on the tip of the staff that I needed to aim for.

Turning my body into living lightning required too much preparation.

The opponent was a seasoned mage who had lived for centuries, so there was no way he’d leave a huge opening.

Crack! Crack!

Mixing kicks and punches, I advanced, knocking down the undying army of skeletons.

Their armored bodies endlessly drained my stamina.

‘Magic has to be saved for the final moment. The opponent is using an old-fashioned approach, and I need to make him keep his guard up while I can…’

Several powerful spells came to mind, but none of them would matter if I couldn’t break his life vessel.

Even if one were to use a magic that emits tremendous light and heat, if ambushed by a lich with an immortal body, they would have to live forever as its servant.

“Hell for the demons sleeping in the abyss,

I offer my flesh and blood—appear here, now,

Become the giant fangs that devour the enemies before me.

…Abyss Heaven!”

With Leozaq’s incantation, numerous magic circles appeared before my eyes.

The type of magic being cast was different from anything I could dispel.


Although dark magic can be controlled by using my own life force, as per the black tower’s method, the problem was the high-ranking divine magic mixed into it.

Clang! Creak…!

A massive, dark iron door filled my vision, creating an atmosphere as if a demon were about to leap out.

The chilling metallic sound of the door opening, accompanied by the laughter of countless demons coming from within.

“Is that… a high-ranking demon?”

“Yes, it’s an unnamed demon said to have been sealed in ancient times. What do you plan to do now?”

Leozaq grinned, stretching his mouth and arms wide, his golden robe fluttering.

A giant hand reached out, scraping the surrounding walls and ceiling, attempting to pull the demon’s body out.

‘Should I use the Core Sword…?’

I placed my hand over my chest, contemplating.

Just as Victoria had worried before, my body was in desperate need of rest.

Moreover, I knew this would drag on.

If I didn’t defeat Leozaq, the lich, in one go, I would die.

But,

‘Thinking makes the body sluggish. Let’s act first and think later.’

Crack—.

I immediately overloaded my mana core, preparing to act just before releasing it from my body.

Normally, I would have chosen to get closer and break the Life Vessel, but…

‘If that crazy thing escapes from the Sacred Kingdom’s Forbidden Library, sacrifices would be inevitable.’

At a glance, the amount of magical power pouring out of that demon was extraordinary.

The fact that the magic was being cast and Leozaq’s attacks had briefly paused suggested something significant.

“Ah, don’t worry. Even if we destroy the Sacred Kingdom, I’ll bring you back as an undead. I’ll thoroughly investigate what magic you’ve learned, piece by piece.”

“…Is he insane?”

I was furious at Leozaq’s nonchalant tone and felt nausea rising, immediately cursing him.

“Do you have a strong stomach? From now on, you’ll be dissected countless times. You’ll have to watch your own heart and organs with your own eyes…”

Just as his words were about to finish…

“…Enough. The only one who can torment Lord Astal is none other than Victoria Everhart, here.”

Boom!

With a massive noise that shook the earth, a platinum-haired woman covered in flowers appeared, half of her body wrapped in blooms.

“V-Victoria…?!”

I stared in disbelief at her back. How long had she been watching my actions?

“How long have you been—?”

“Since you pushed your body to the limit and opened a spatial gate. Oh, and I heard your declaration of being a couple.”

Victoria’s inner thoughts echoed clearly in my mind.

-Thank you for everything you’ve done so far. One day, I’ll do everything I can to truly make you my lover.

A strange whispering voice lingered in my mind. I had no idea she had been following me for so long.

“…..”

“You’re someone who could do it if you set your mind to it. Honestly, I was a little moved. If I weren’t a saint and just a regular woman, that is.”


-I’m officially your girlfriend now!

Victoria smiled proudly, giving me a V sign as she looked at me, her cheeks faintly flushed. It seemed strange, though.

Why does it feel like she’s happy about my ridiculous behavior?

I realized something was wrong when I saw Victoria’s increasingly flushed cheeks.

“Victoria, there’s something I want to try with you…”

“Are you asking for a reunion kiss? Even if that’s the case, we are in front of our enemies. Even if you’re happy to see me again, surely you…”

-Lord Astal, a kiss after this battle would be perfect, wouldn’t it? The mood and timing would be just right…

I was startled by Victoria’s inner thoughts, now fully aware of the distance between her inner and outer expressions.

I quickly shook my head, indicating my refusal.

“…Not that. I want to try combining divine magic with my own magic.”


What was needed now was a fusion of divine magic and other forces, just like what Leozaq had done.

The idea of adding another power to regular magic was something I had never considered before.

“Alright. Then, I’ll lend my strength. I can’t leave my boyfriend to fight alone.”

Victoria, with her skeleton army, smashed through the skulls with her hammer and was preparing to cast high-ranking divine magic.





 
  Chapter 28: The Strongest in the Continent vs. the Worst in the Holy Nation (4)


What exactly is this divine power that allows the use of high-level holy magic?

This question has been the subject of much discussion for some time now.

Some scholars have said it depends on one’s faith.

They argue that it is because of their piety that devoted clergy and saints are able to use high-level holy magic.

Others claim it is a gift from the gods to us humans.

They say it is a loophole from the gods, or more specifically, from the celestial beings, those entities known as constellations, who can influence the world.

-Huh? Are you curious why I can use high-level holy magic?

I was curious about this too, so I once asked Saint Victoria about it.

I wanted to know why only saints and high-ranking clergy could use holy magic, while ordinary people could not.

-To be honest, I don’t really like the concept of gods. To be more precise, I would say I almost hate them.

I will never forget the expression and tone Victoria had at that moment.

She clearly showed signs of irritation, which was the complete opposite of the reputation she usually had as a pious saint.

-You see, I had quite a hopeless life in the past. I was forced to make sacrifices to the point where I thought my life was worth nothing.

At that moment, Victoria first opened up about her past.

Normally, she would never bring up such personal matters, but it seemed that after spending a long time together, some trust had developed between us.

The countless flowers on her body visibly showed how many miracles she had performed for others.

-But how can you say that you use holy magic and are filled with divine power? Heh, you have a rather naive side, don’t you?

Victoria revealed her wrist and covered her mouth with a laugh, as if she found my question amusing.

-Astal, I like this side of you. Unlike others, you’re not blinded by miracles, and you look at me not as a saint, but as the woman I am.

She even spoke in a way that could have been misunderstood at first, and then hinted at why she could use holy magic.

-The secret that no one else knows about me is that I live my life as if I could die at any moment. Because of this, I can always maintain a pure and pious appearance.

Victoria once mentioned, somewhat casually, that she was a woman who would eventually have to die—she hinted at the fact that her time was limited.

I should have picked up on that at the time. No matter how I think about it, it seems I just can’t improve my sense of awareness.

-But if I had a choice other than being a saint…

Victoria placed her finger on her chin, stared up at the sky, and after deep contemplation, she said something.

-This world would have been even more miserable and bleak, wouldn’t it? So, I think my sacrifices have had some meaning for someone.

Her gaze was mixed with resignation and sadness, and I could read her expression as she tried to force a smile to hide it.

-…Are you saying that one day you’ll take away all the flowers from my body and let me live a normal life?

I once made such a reckless promise to Victoria.

Perhaps it was because I couldn’t stand to see someone sacrifice themselves or die in front of me.

-How kind of you to say that. The continent’s strongest wizard is asking me so earnestly—I’m at a loss for words…

Victoria, smiling slightly as she brushed her platinum hair, probably started to secretly like me from that point onward.

After all, it was from that day on that she began teasing me more, sometimes provoking me—completely different from the saintly demeanor she usually showed.

Perhaps the way the saint feared being abandoned led to a twisted form of love.

-…The Flower Saint, Victoria Everhart. One day, I will eagerly await the day you save me.

Had I not heard Victoria’s true feelings, I would never have known her inner thoughts, no matter how long I lived.

★★★

When I faced Victoria in the forbidden library beneath the Holy Kingdom, past memories suddenly flooded back.

Doing all this just to save her—couldn’t someone easily mistake this for me having feelings for Victoria?

“Brother! Leave the small fries to me and quickly get rid of that lich with your girlfriend!”

There was Wilhelm, the paladin, smiling contentedly as if he had seen something good, pointing his sword toward the skeletons.

“Heh, now they’re calling us lovers. This kid really knows how to read the room.”

“…..”

Imagining how Victoria would tease me for months because of this made my head spin with a feeling of dread.

“…Right now, what I need is holy power strong enough to burn the lich’s life vessel.”

I didn’t even have the luxury to argue and, pressing my palm to my forehead, told Victoria what she needed.

Since the natural enemies of dark sorcerers were priests, she was able to turn this unfavorable situation around.

“Then, wouldn’t using a miracle be enough? A prayer to the Great God, and even those skeletons…”

“I told you not to use miracles.”


“…Alright. If it’s my boyfriend’s command, I will gladly obey, no matter how forceful it may be.”

Victoria said this with a look of joy on her face.

I couldn’t stand the way her lips were twitching mischievously.

-If you told me now to put on a collar and crawl around on all fours making ‘woof’ sounds like a female dog, I would follow you…♡

Victoria’s inner thoughts were growing heavier and more intense, and I couldn’t even begin to understand how she had fallen so hard for me in this situation.

‘That’s just perverted…’

The more I could hear Victoria’s inner thoughts, the more I was starting to fear confiding in her.

I might even shout for a hammer to erase my memory at this point.

At that moment,

“Is this the new Saint? I clearly remember the last one being a mute…”

Leozaq, looking at Victoria with an expression of contempt, once again waved his staff through the air.

He was preparing to mix dark magic with holy magic.

By mentioning the previous Saint, it seemed like he had access to information in the Forbidden Library.

“Did you think that, as a lich, I wouldn’t be prepared against holy power? You underestimate me far too much.”

With those words from Leozaq, a magic circle of dark energy merged with a bright, white one, and a new spell was being formed.

“…Sacred Hunger. This creature is a soul-devouring beast that feeds on holy power. It was originally a magic-eating monster that was modified.”

Then, a creature resembling a zombie emerged.

With a long tongue dragging on the ground, it seemed ravenous, dripping saliva as if it wanted to consume something.

“Even if you combine magic and holy magic, with that creature around, you won’t be able to hurt me.”

Leozaq spoke confidently, his jaw clicking as he expressed his certainty.

But as he spoke, a person who boldly twisted their neck in challenge stood before him.

“Thank you for revealing such a weakness.”

Boom!

Victoria immediately lunged forward, hammer in hand.

With every step she took, the ground trembled, and the earth seemed to shake violently.

“Wh-what is this..? The Saint can’t possibly fight, she’s supposed to stay in the rear using miracles or holy magic…!”

-I’m not like the other Saints. After all, I’m the lover of the famous harmless mage, Astal Kaisaros… There must be something special about me, don’t you think?

Victoria, inwardly muttering ominously about removing anyone who stands in the way of her and Astal’s love, barreled toward the soul-devouring creature without giving her opponent a chance to cast another spell.

In this battle, Victoria held the upper hand.

As a dragon hybrid, her physical strength was unrivaled.


This was a blind spot Leozaq had not anticipated, stuck as he was in outdated thinking.

“Astal, didn’t you say earlier that we need a holy magic capable of purifying this place in one go?”

With a dull thud, the soul-devouring beast’s head was sent flying.

Victoria sent me the usual signal, just like she always did.

“Do I just need to imbue it with holy power?”

“Exactly.”

While Victoria and Wilhelm bought time, I had been forming a massive chunk of ice in the air.

‘This is like a simplified version of Meteor Strike, the supernova I saw last time. I can condense the mana to create mass…’

I just needed to layer Victoria’s holy magic on top of it.

With that, the surrounding area would be swept away by a massive explosion of holy energy, and only the lich, a reanimated corpse, would be severely injured or destroyed.

Of course, this also included the nameless demon Leozaq had summoned.

The one with huge eyes peering through a crack in the door, making a low, mournful sound.

No matter how I thought about it, that demon was dangerous if it manifested in the real world, and I had to eliminate it without hesitation.

“Hold my hand for a second. I think it’s better if our mana circuits are connected.”

“Oh, sure. Of course. After all, I’m your lover.”

The moment I grabbed Victoria’s hand, it became slick with sweat and slightly warmer. S

he hadn’t been this way even after the intense battle earlier.

-Ah, now I can finally act as Astal’s lover…! It hasn’t even been a week, but if things go this way, I might really cross the line later…

Victoria’s inner thoughts cheered, and I hoped this moment would pass quickly as I started chanting along with her.

“Mother, who brought forth the light of creation…”

Victoria, synchronizing her breath with mine, even started speaking in perfect unison with me, performing an incredible feat to make it easier for us to control both mana and holy power.

“I, your loyal servant, humbly ask…”

This was something only Victoria and I could do, having crossed life and death countless times together.

“Let ashes return to ashes, and dust return to dust.”

Click, clack─!

“Grant a shining mace to this blasphemer, and return this impure being to its primordial form.”

With the magical circles intertwining with a sharp sound, I even had the illusion that our heartbeats were syncing.

To merge different powers into the magic circles, we had to be perfectly in sync—something I was only now fully understanding.

“Amen.”


“Amen…”

Victoria and I finished the prayer together, and the ice meteor I had prepared began to shine with holy light.

Now, this was a combination of Meteor Strike, the spell that condensed mana into a mass and dropped it like a falling star, and Light Saver, a holy magic that emitted beams of light.

“…Light Fall.”

Light Fall swept through the spot where Leozaq stood, and a tremendous light burst forth, turning everything white.




 
  Chapter 29: The fool who wanted to become a genius (1)


Leo’s life flashed before his eyes in the midst of the pouring light.

With the pain of his body disintegrating and the feeling that his very existence was slowly vanishing from this world, he experienced a moment of deep reflection.

‘This is why I hate geniuses. Isn’t the difference just too huge?’

He had disliked geniuses since he was a child. Leo had an older brother, just one year older, and his parents always compared him to his brother.

Unlike Leo, who was always a step behind in every aspect, his brother was always ahead, excelling at everything.

Watching his brother’s brilliance, Leo couldn’t help but develop a deep sense of inferiority.

While his brother’s talent shone brightly, Leo felt as though he could never escape his shadow, always acting as though he was just trailing behind.

At first, he tried hard to bridge the gap. He believed that inherent talent could be compensated for with effort.

But—

‘I… what have I been doing all this time?’

The world was unfair, and things didn’t always go as planned.

While the dull-witted might struggle, a genius would not sit idle and let them catch up.

‘I just wanted to be a great magician like my brother….It was a regret to be born too late.’

Leo imagined himself as a child, standing next to his brother, hoping that if he had the same talents, he wouldn’t have to envy others.

But he doubted that was possible.

Talent, even if small, could be a curse.

It made people bury themselves in misguided hope, always feeling like there was something hidden, something waiting to be discovered.

Leo’s brother was a natural talent in earth magic.

He could turn a simple stone into gold, a tremendous skill that anyone would envy.

Seeing this, Leo thought he must have a hidden talent, too.

Magic was influenced heavily by bloodlines, and many prestigious families were known for their famous family magic.

But sadly, Leo’s talent in magic was practically nonexistent.

Time passed, and Leo continued trying to follow his brother’s footsteps, dreaming of becoming a magician in the golden tower.

Despite the hard work, Leo couldn’t escape the reality that no matter how much he tried, the gap remained.

He knew in his mind that there were limits, but his pride drove him to refuse the truth.

-I’ll go to the golden tower, too. Mother, Father.

Leo had sacrificed so much to reach this point.

To pay for his tuition, he had risked his life collecting monster materials, fighting dangerous beasts, and it was all for this one goal.

-Please, let me become a magician.

Leo kneeled before his teacher, pleading with desperation.

He had given up too much to get here, and he couldn’t let it all go to waste.

-If it’s money, I’ll give you more. I’m tired of being treated like I’m less than my brother.

The golden tower valued people based on their worth in gold coins, and Leo knew he could exchange money for some worth.

But then came the teacher’s response.

-Well… I’ll reconsider. But remember, this is just a temporary fix. If the tower master finds out, you’ll be kicked out.

Leo struggled to hold on to his place in the tower, managing to scrape by with a few coins to prevent being expelled.

His parents’ expectations, the effort he had poured into his studies, and his brother’s encouragement had all led him to this point.

He couldn’t fail now.

Failure would mean losing everything—his time, his effort, his money, all wasted.

And yet, something unexpected happened during this precarious balancing act.

-Leo Bahard. Did you think you could deceive my eyes? You really have guts. Trying to bribe the mages of the golden tower?

The master of the tower had discovered Leo’s struggles.

-Well… according to the rules of the golden tower, it’s possible to exchange your worth with gold… But that’s not magic. It’s about proving your value as a person. You’re not supposed to deceive others with money.

Leo had misunderstood the master’s words, thinking it was about paying to get what he wanted.

But the truth was the complete opposite.

-If I’m good at magic, everything will be fine.

Leo gritted his teeth, his eyes filled with venom for the first time.

The world was unfair, and Leo couldn’t accept it. He began to study forbidden magic.

This kind of magic, known as “reverse heaven” magic, was never to be researched.

It included spells that reversed time, brought the dead back to life, or changed the laws of the world.

To achieve this kind of magic, one would have to make a deal with demons, sacrificing their soul to become a dark magician.

It was a different path from the dark mages of the dark tower.

These mages only used their own life energy and mana for their magic, unlike Leo, who was willing to sacrifice much more.

-I will become a strong magician, one who can never be ridiculed again.

Leo, desperate to prove himself, resorted to shortcuts and desperate measures.

He knew that achieving something the wrong way would only make the fall even more painful, but he felt he had no other choice.

-Leo, your achievements are growing rapidly. At this rate, you might even challenge your brother’s fame. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you before.

At first, his magic grew exponentially, and every compliment from those around him made him so happy.

Even though he had turned to dark magic, using life energy from others to grow stronger, the results were undeniable.

But—

-Bahard. You’ve failed again. What have you done to make your mana so impure and tainted?

-Leo. You’re not… killing people, are you? There have been rumors of children disappearing from the orphanage lately.

Despite using every means possible, Leo could not surpass his genius brother.

He could never escape from his shadow.

He used orphaned children, turning their life force into fragments to strengthen himself, yet he still failed.

With no magical talent of his own, it was odd for Leo to suddenly become strong.

-Leo Bahard, you’re under suspicion. We might need to investigate.

Meanwhile, Leo’s brother, who was once a candidate for the next tower master, suspected him of some unholy act.

-I didn’t do it! You’re mistaken!

-I’m the one who’s being considered as the next master of the tower! Even if you’re my brother, I can’t overlook this evil!

-I told you I didn’t do it!

Eventually, Leo killed his brother. It looked like an accident—an errant blast of magic from Leo’s staff—but the truth was darker.

Leo’s brother, once called an unparalleled genius, was killed with a single blow to the chest by Leo.

His life was taken in an instant, his heart pierced by a magical spell.

This was Leo’s path—a journey forged by desperation, self-doubt, and ultimately, the tragic fall from grace.

Even the older brother who was called a genius could not master black magic.

Was it from that moment?

Leozaq felt a chilling thrill and became curious about what lay at the end of the magic he was pursuing.

He had poisoned the former pope, entered the forbidden library, and delved deeper into the taboo knowledge of magic.


Thinking that the combination of holy magic and black magic, achieved by transforming into a lich, was the pinnacle of magic, he had been wrong.

‘Was I wrong…’

The joint magic that Astal and Victoria had just shown seemed to fit his ideals even better.

This was why he hated geniuses.

No matter how much effort he put in, they made his efforts seem futile.

Leozaq exhaled his final breath. He had already become nothing but brittle bones, with neither lungs nor heart, yet the sensation of life draining from his body was felt all over.

“…Tell me your name, at least. Genius magician.”

Everything Leozaaq had wanted in life, Astal had already claimed, so now, at the very end, he wanted to hear his name.

“Astal Kaisaros.

A name from a family famous for magic. In that case, you must have received a lot of support from your wealthy family since childhood…”

“…No, my mother ran away from my father, who was the butler, and lived in poverty in the countryside.”

Astal said this honestly.

Although he possessed the talent and skill to be compared to a genius, he hated being called by that title.

“…I don’t think I’ve ever heard you talk about your parents before.”

Victoria, standing beside Astal, said with a look of surprise.

He never spoke about his past.

“It’s not exactly a pleasant story.”

Astal lit a cigarette made of magic leaves while watching Leozaac’s body fade away.

Despite leading entirely opposite lives, the end of their magic path was surprisingly similar.

“If you’re reborn as a human in your next life, don’t rely on luck like this, and work yourself to death. If you do, you might meet someone who will recognize you someday.”

The difference was thatLeozaachad chosen to be alone.

“…Are you talking about someone like me?”

“Maybe.”

Astal had chosen a life with companions.

“I’m so glad you’ve finally become a little more honest, my taciturn boyfriend.”

Victoria smiled while playfully twirling Astal’s hand, feeling his body warmth.

“…That’s always your problem.”

Watching her, Astal slightly bit his lip.

His changed attitude was striking a chord in his heart.

★★★

As he looked at Leozaq, now reduced to ash, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of similarity.

If I had been without a teacher or companions, I might have ended up choosing the path of a dark magician, too.

“Finally, let me tell you something good, Astal Kaisaros.”

Just before delivering the final blow, my fist stopped right in front of his nose.

“There’s no fundamental solution to the side effects of the saint’s miracle.”

Leozaq, with his remaining arm, pointed towards the inner part of the forbidden library and spoke. I froze for a moment upon hearing his words.

“So… there really is no way to save Victoria…”

“Listen to the end. The side effects of the saint’s miracle are due to the rules that the gods follow to maintain causality.”

Leozaq was speaking with emphasis on the words “rules” and “fundamental,” as though giving me a hint.

“If you’re as smart as you seem, you’ll figure out a way.”

“…Why are you suddenly treating me so well?”

I couldn’t shake the suspicion as I watched the lich. Just a moment ago, we had been fighting each other to the death.

I couldn’t fully trust his words.

“You’re the one who showed me a glimpse of the magic’s end that I had imagined.”

Perhaps it was because he saw someone who reminded him of a lost person, Leozaac’s face now showed calmness as he spoke in a quiet voice.

“…What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It wouldn’t be fun if I just told you out loud. Just like the gods have things they hide, we humans also have things that should remain secret until the end, don’t you think?”

Leozaq chuckled with a hard click of his jaw. By now, most of his form had disappeared, leaving only a faint shape.

“I hope we don’t meet again in an unfortunate way in the next life.”

Victoria, even to Leozaq, knelt down, closed her eyes, and prayed respectfully.

“It’s a pleasure. To receive the comfort of both the saint and the magician.”

Fwoosh.

In the next instant, the ashes of Leozaq were blown away by the wind, and the traces of the lich disappeared, leaving no remnants behind.

★★★

After the incident had settled, some time passed.

“Astal, I’ve been thinking for a while now. Could your smoking and excessive drinking be due to stress?”

Victoria stared at me while I smoked a cigarette made of magic leaves. Normally, she would have turned the leaves into flowers by now.

Something was different from usual. With a honeyed gaze, she twisted her body as though she had something to say.

“…?”

“Well, what I mean is that if you find a healthy way to relieve your stress, you could avoid smoking and drinking.”

-Although this came from an unhealthy book I had read, it was still common sense!

Victoria, raising her voice with embarrassment, turned as red as a strawberry.


“Why don’t you try caressing my chest every time you take one? I’m confident in the size and softness, so it could help with your stress…”

-“If I do it like this, I can turn it into an established fact, right? I’ve never allowed anyone else to touch it, but if it’s Astal, then….”

Victoria stammered, her words becoming more hesitant as she spoke.

Even though she knew Wilhelm was listening from the side, she was making bold statements that seemed unimaginable for the saint.


“I think it’s better if I leave. I’ll be waiting above!”

“…I’m not like that!! I won’t touch you!!”

I watched Wilhelm, who was saluting and preparing to go upstairs, and thought to myself that I would rather bite my tongue and die.

It wasn’t a healthy method in the first place, but an unhealthy one.





 
  Chapter 30: The Secret of Saint Victoria (1)


The forbidden library of the Holy Kingdom was a place overflowing with an enormous collection of books and documents.

Even after we caused a commotion fighting Lich, there was not a single scratch on it.

“This is even more impressive than the Mage Tower’s library…”

I couldn’t help but be amazed as I looked at the intricate and powerful defensive magic in front of me.

The magical barriers were even stricter than those at the Mage Tower.

“Is it really that amazing?”

Victoria was walking closely beside me, matching my pace.

Every time she crossed her arms, I eventually compromised by taking her hand instead.

“At least, the magic here is of a level higher than that of a wizard—something akin to a sage’s magic.”

Wizards are classified into different levels depending on the number of rings in their Mana Core: beginner, intermediate, advanced, dragon-level, and sage-level.

Normally, there’s a belief that no wizard can surpass these levels, a standard set by Odin, the god who established the fundamentals of magic.

“Couldn’t Astal do that as well?”

“I can only mimic it. The problem is, once you meet a sage-level wizard, even the best illusion magic gets easily detected.”

Victoria knew that I was a sage-level wizard, capable of using higher-tier magic through complex magic circles.

Hearing her question, I lowered my head.

Ultimately, a copy can never surpass the real thing—it’s different from something hastily made.

Just like our contract lover relationship, for example.

“…In the end, if you hadn’t been here for the fight with Leozaq, we would have lost.”

“So, you’re finally starting to feel the absence of your lover? Well, I do consider myself quite impressive.”

She was grinning at me, pressing her head against mine like a playful cat, clearly asking for compliments.

The size of her smile seemed to shift with the distance between us.

If I’d just paid a bit more attention earlier, perhaps I wouldn’t have been so embarrassed.

“Anyway, it’s just a one-month fake relationship, right?”

I spoke nonchalantly, trying to move deeper into the forbidden library.

All I could see around me were forbidden black magic texts or lewd spring paintings.

To be honest, I was more intrigued by the black magic than the suggestive artwork.

For a wizard, scholarly passion is a necessary virtue.

“Then why did you risk your life for me? You didn’t have to go as far as creating a spatial gate with your bare hands.”

-That definitely meant he had more than friendly feelings for me. Even I, who wasn’t well-versed in romance, could tell. He wasn’t even glancing at the paintings anymore!

Victoria, watching me carelessly toss aside the suggestive images, gave me a mischievous smile.


“…Could it be that you’ve fallen for me?”

-Well, just answer me well, and I’ll gladly accept your confession!

She spread her arms wide in a self-assured manner, letting out a deep sigh as if she knew she had the upper hand.

“I’ll never fall for you, so don’t worry. Even if Kyle were in the same situation, I would have saved him just the same.”

I replied to Victoria with a slight frown.

If anyone from our party were in the same situation, I would have risked my life for them.

“…Then why did you get angry when people called me a whore? It almost sounded like I was your girlfriend.”

– I’ve never seen you that angry before…”

Victoria spoke, but right now, there was no one else around us.

Due to the strange suggestion earlier that I should touch her chest, Wilhelm had hesitated and moved up higher.

“Don’t you think you’d have gotten just as angry if people had called me a eunuch?”

“No. That’s a natural thing to say… Why should I get angry? I’ve never seen anything grow or become firmer anyway.”

Suddenly, Victoria crossed her arms and pressed her chest up close to me. Her gaze locked onto my lower body.

“……”

“Look at this. Isn’t it strange that a beautiful woman is this close, and you’re not reacting at all?”

-The important thing is the details… When you let your guard down, I’ll imprint my soft touch into your mind.

I clenched my fists, biting my tongue to suppress the blood rushing downward.

It felt different than before. This wasn’t just teasing—it felt like something genuine was starting to brush against me, and the sensation sent a chill down my spine.

“Can you step back a little? This is uncomfortable.”

I spoke coldly and stiffly, trying to push Victoria away, but she wasn’t going anywhere.

“I won’t step back. No matter what, I’m your lover for the next month.”

She clung to my arm, puffing out her cheeks in defiance, clearly refusing to let go.

Her behavior had changed from earlier. Instead of criticizing me for being a lustful monkey, she now seemed far more attached and serious.

Has Victoria eaten something strange…? Or is there an enemy nearby?

I felt a sharp, chilling sensation in my heart, checking around for any threats.

This was the forbidden library of the Holy Kingdom Aurelium.

It was strange that there were no guards, just because the key was with the Pope.

“Looks like the golems are all destroyed. This seems like Leozaac’s doing…”

The golems, created with divine power, had large holes punched through their cores.

The traces of tainted magic left behind were unmistakably from Leozaq, the black magician.

“Astal, do you really want to save me?”

In that moment, Victoria stepped in front of me, spreading her arms and legs, as if declaring that I couldn’t go any further.

“…There’s something ahead, isn’t there?”

I noticed her posture and realized something. Based on the attitudes and words of the Holy Kingdom people, it seemed like she hadn’t been very comfortable here.

“Yes, you might be disgusted with me, but would that still be alright?”

-Because I hid the fact that I have a limited time to live from you.

Victoria chewed her lips with a grim expression, and both her body and heart trembled faintly.

“So what’s the big deal? I’ve been disappointed in you from the start, so it’s not like I expect anything.”

“Can I take that to mean that your expectations are just too low?”

-So, I’ve disappointed you.

Well, I’ve been provoking you and making accusations like that, so if I say I’m dying soon now, it would probably seem strange…

Victoria forced a smile to hold back her tears, but warm liquid slowly began to trickle from her eyes.

Seeing her like this, hearing her inner thoughts, I decided I couldn’t say anything more.

A uncomfortable pressure tightened around my heart.

“Don’t worry, it’s not like that. I could accept it if you were a demon, not a saint.”

“You… you, who hate the demons and monsters that killed your parents, would really say that?”

“Yeah, if it were you, Victoria.”

Tup—.

I placed my hand gently on top of Victoria’s head and continued speaking.


Her soft, silky hair met my large, scarred hand.

For the first time, I thought it was a good thing I had bandages on.

Without them, the rough, prickly feeling might have made Victoria uncomfortable.

Pat, pat.

This was the first physical contact I initiated with Victoria.

I didn’t want to see her gloomy expression any longer.

“So, don’t worry too much. I had a feeling you might have guessed.”

“…Astal-nim?”

Victoria’s eyes widened, and she looked up at me from below.

Her lips shimmered under the light.

-Ah, so he was about to kiss me.

Sensing something, Victoria tightly shut her eyes.

I rolled my eyes for a moment, looking at her.

Was it the right thing to do, to meet her expectations?

‘I feel a little embarrassed, even though I said it…?’

Seeing how desperately Victoria was hiding the fact she only had a short time left to live made me feel sorry for her.

I had ended up saying something irresponsible, caught up in the moment.

If I did nothing now, wouldn’t my words lose their trust?

I could trust her as one of my most reliable comrades.

As Leozaq, had said, I might never find the solution to her miracle.

“…..”

“…..”

In the quiet, empty restricted library, an awkward silence passed between us.

Squeak.

Reluctantly, I came up with a compromise.

I pressed my thumb to my lips, then moved it to Victoria’s lips, gently pressing it against them.

“I don’t know what you were expecting, but be satisfied with this for now.”

It was more of a child’s prank than a kiss, but at least this way, she wouldn’t fall into self-loathing or spread her sadness.


Something touched my lips.

-It touched… it touched…!!

As soon as Victoria opened her eyes and felt the sensation, her face flushed slightly, and she began fanning herself, as if she had broken into a sweat.

She moved her body awkwardly, trying to get away, looking quite ridiculous.

“…You’re such a coward. Really, you have no sense.”

“Just so you know, I only wanted to pat your head? You were the one who closed your eyes.”

It seemed like she had realized it wasn’t an actual kiss.

She let out a disappointed sigh, crossed her arms, and spoke to me again.

“I’m not your real lover, so you should leave the real kiss for someone you really like.”

I teasingly spoke back to her, trying to provoke her since she had seemed so stunned.

“What? Could it be that you actually have feelings for me? You closed your eyes, hoping I’d kiss you?”

“……”

I had to say something like that, or I felt like I might develop bad feelings toward Victoria.

“Unfortunately, I’m married to alcohol, cigarettes, and magic. You should probably find someone else.”

I made up words that I didn’t mean, and moved deeper into the restricted library.

★★★

Victoria Everhart’s heart was racing like crazy.

Despite the fact that the kiss was more like a child’s prank than a passionate kiss, her heart was pounding fiercely.

‘…How did my feelings get so big?’

She had once thought of me as a person who was after her as the saint, the one who knelt in front of her and spoke sweet words.

‘In front of you, I’m just a pitiful slave to the emotion of love.’

As time passed, Victoria came to the conclusion that what Astal had said was genuine.

He really didn’t want a miracle, and had even shown respect by telling her not to use the miracle.

‘Married to alcohol, cigarettes, and magic…’

Now, Victoria was intentionally burying Astal’s arm between her breasts, trying to increase the contact with her skin as much as possible.

She swayed and moved her body, shaking it in all directions to maximize the contact, trying to show off her physical assets.

Her hand tightened around his, and the veins, blood flowing in them, and visible blood vessels were all there, showing no sign of ineffective results.

She had always thought her chest was too large and unattractive, but now she felt proud, thinking that it was bigger than the women in the spring paintings.



‘…Let’s see who wins in the end.

I will definitely make you my husband within a month.’

Victoria made a chilling vow in her heart, thinking up strategies in her mind to make Astal fall in love with her.

Her eyes were like a predator lion’s, watching its prey, a rabbit.






 
  Chapter 31: The Secret of Saint Victoria (2)


Passing by the golems whose cores were shattered, I ventured deeper inside, where books with pure white covers greeted me.

Among them, one book particularly caught my attention—it was titled Research on Historical Saints.

“…If you read this, you won’t be able to turn back. Are you sure you want to proceed?”

-There, it was likely written why I was living a life with a deadline, my remaining lifespan… and they would surely become disillusioned with me.

Victoria grabbed my hand and shot me a look, silently asking me to stop right there.

-I am an ugly woman’

She silently defined herself, recalling everything she had said and done to me up until this point.

Victoria, acting paradoxically despite living a life with limited time, fought desperately to make sure she would be remembered at the end of her life.

“Are you afraid that I’ll learn the truth?”

“Yes. I would rather say it myself, but I’m afraid that if I do, the way you see me will change.”

-You might start seeing me with pity instead of love.

Victoria placed her hand calmly over her chest and continued, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears, signaling the emotions I could feel.

She was a natural liar and a harsh critic.

To hide her weaknesses, she even kept her distance from the man she secretly loved, treating him coldly.

Turning into flowers on her body must have been unbearably painful—she had wanted to die because of it.

Yet, she never told me the truth.

‘Is love really this heavy a feeling…?’

I couldn’t understand it, for it didn’t make sense to me. Someone facing death would naturally beg for their life.

“Don’t worry about it. Even if you told me you’re going to die tomorrow, I’d still call you an incredibly troublesome woman, as always.”

“…That’s just trash talk.”

“No, I’ll definitely find a way to save you, and I’ll make sure to tease you for it later.”

I said it casually, almost dismissively. In truth, even if Victoria were to die tomorrow, I wouldn’t shed a single tear.

I would save my sorrow and regrets, focusing instead on finding a way to bring her back.

“…?”

-Could it be that she’s realized? That’s impossible, right?

Victoria raised an eyebrow, her expression betraying the suspicion that I might have discovered her limited time.

“Why the surprise? I’m someone known as the ‘Harmless Mage.’ I’ve earned my reputation.”

Thanks to Leo’s advice earlier, I had begun to figure out a solution. T

he side effects of the miracles performed by saints were ultimately due to causality.

In other words, if someone could bear it with her, it would be enough.

“I don’t believe in the saying that sharing sorrow halves it, but I know better than anyone that pain is far more miserable when you’re alone.”

As I said this to Victoria, memories of my time at the Blue Tower resurfaced.

When I first arrived there, I had lived as a janitor, a war orphan without parents.

I had no money to buy clothes after being caught in the rain, and I fell ill with a severe cold.

I couldn’t even move my fingers, and the loneliness of having no one to care for me crushed my spirit.

That’s when I learned how to live alone and not expect anything from others.

People are deceitful creatures, and once they know your weaknesses, they either use them or hurt you. I knew that better than anyone.

“So don’t worry too much. No matter what the forbidden books say, I won’t spread it or make fun of you.”

I looked at Victoria slowly, trying to reassure her. If I were truly her lover, I might have hugged her or patted her head to comfort her.

“Astal, please…”

-If you keep tempting me like this, it’s going to be a problem… I… my lower stomach keeps trembling…

Her voice and eyes, filled with sorrow, contradicted the shocking, bold words that came next.

“…..”

Trying not to be troubled, I quickly ignored her gaze and pulled a book from the shelf.

Flipping through the records of nameless saints and those who had lost their voices but performed miracles, I finally found the entry on Victoria.

Flower Saint Victoria Everhart (Age 9).

-Complete loss of her right eye due to a miracle.

-Also, deterioration in hearing, taste, and balance.

-The flowers that bloom on her body are connected to her nervous system, causing extreme pain if plucked, cut, or burned.

-The flowers have spread to vital organs such as her heart, lungs, and intestines. Her life expectancy is around ten years, and it seems unlikely she will live to adulthood.

-Observation results: It doesn’t seem like an entity with enough value to be made a puppet of the Vatican.

-[Pending, it would be more efficient to wait for the next saint to be born.]

The note was written in a very dry tone, but it clearly pointed to Victoria’s impending death.


Between the pages were illustrations showing what she looked like as a child.

In fact, I already knew some of this.

Victoria had often struggled with her balance and had difficulty seeing through the areas covered by the flowers on her body.

It had become part of my daily life to support her or stay by her side, helping her from her right.

“…Were you disillusioned? This is the truth I’ve been hiding all along.”

Victoria, realizing what I was reading, gave a faint smile, masking herself with a false grin.

“You’re an adult now, right…?”

“Yes, I should have died last year, but thanks to Lord Astal’s consideration, I was able to live a little longer.”

Victoria spoke of her death as if it were someone else’s concern. Having met many types of people, I understood what her actions meant.

‘She has a well-developed sense of self-objectivity, so she must have organized her feelings well…’

It was a form of self-defense.

Victoria was the latter type of person. She had likely worn the mask of a saint and lived in the Holy Kingdom for a long time.

“Because of you, I’ve been able to extend my short life, so when it’s time to defeat the Demon King, I will use all my miracles without holding back.”

-Right now, I would risk my life for Lord Astal, just as you did for me earlier.

Victoria put on the most benevolent smile she could manage, casually mentioning her sacrifice as if she were apologizing for all the lies she had built up.

“…I have a thought.”

I took both of Victoria’s hands and nodded as if asking her to trust me. She stared at my face, her expression curious, wondering what I was about to do.

“The flowers… I’m afraid I can’t remove them. Even if I use miracles in the future, the side effects will remain…”

There was no fundamental solution to the miracles performed by saints.

These bizarre changes were a result of causality, as the gods influenced this world.

‘But, a human body could also be thought of as a magic circle.’

I had been contemplating how to create a teleportation gate to save Victoria, and the revelation that came to me was now clear in my mind.

With my current abilities, I could combine different magic circles and create a new form of magic.

If the flowers on Victoria’s body were also magic, then…

It should be possible to transfer them into my own body.

Paaat—.


Around us, magic circles unraveled like threads and spun, glowing as they tried to interpret our bodies.

“Astal, are you…?”

“How painful is it? I want to experience it for myself. I’ve been really curious why you’ve been so reluctant to listen to me all this time.”

I spoke through gritted teeth, feeling the metallic taste in my mouth.

The pain was unbearable, as if needles were stabbing into the area where my body was transforming into flowers.

But…

“…If the flowers don’t disappear from your body, the only way to remove them is to transfer each one into mine and eliminate them one by one.”

This was the only method that came to mind.

I couldn’t heal Victoria’s body directly, nor could I remove the flowers that were the root cause. The pain she had endured couldn’t just be erased.

‘This is a tough situation…’

I cast a silence spell on myself, ensuring that I wouldn’t scream. Then, I continued, trying to sound nonchalant, deceiving Victoria.


“Ah, ahh… No…! Stop the magic immediately! Astal!! You can’t possibly endure this pain. You’ll definitely die from the shock…!”

-I hate the thought of you being in pain more than I hate the idea of you dying…!

Victoria was struggling to shake off my hand while desperately trying to cancel the spell that moved the flowers and made them bloom.

“I won’t push it too hard. Moving just one flower a day and removing it will be the best we can do.”

Crack.

I held onto Victoria’s hand more firmly and spoke. I couldn’t think of any other way to prolong her life.

“So, for now, trust me, Victoria.”

I forced a smile as I spoke.

Behind the silence spell, there was my own voice, hidden, screaming in pain from the torment.

Still, for her, who had lived her whole life as a saint and suffered from miracles…

“Right now, I’m your lover. Even if it’s just for a one-month contract.”

“…..”

I wanted to say something cool like that, at least once.

Victoria’s eyes, silent for now, were red, and hot tears were falling, her emotions dripping down.

She looked like she had something to say, but it seemed she didn’t want to disturb me while I focused on moving the flowers.

-I like you, Astal.

At that moment, the saint’s true feelings were:

-I like this kind side of you.

Victoria’s feelings for me were:

-The way you do all this for me… it’s truly lovable…

Her emotions, which could be called romantic feelings, were being conveyed to me deeply.

-Someday, I want to confess my feelings to you honestly, without pretending or lying, with only the truth…

Hearing her inner thoughts, I could only feel a deep conflict inside me.


-Someday, I’ll definitely tell you that I love you─.

“…Alright, let’s stop here for today. We’ve already removed the flower in your heart, the one I thought was the most dangerous, so you shouldn’t suddenly die now.”

I quickly moved the flower that had bloomed in Victoria’s heart to mine and used magic to burn it away.

Mumbling, I distanced myself from her.

If I listened to that confession all the way through, no matter who I was, it would be hard not to be affected.



 
  Chapter 32: The Secret of Saint Victoria (3)


Victoria reminisced about the past as she gazed at a depiction of her younger self. It was a moment of suffering before she was rescued by the previous pope.

As a child, her parents were taken hostage, and she was imprisoned by a demon disguised as the village elder.

The demon, a chimera with striking red eyes and rabbit-like ears, forced Victoria into starvation, deprived her of sleep, and shackled her feet to prevent escape.

-You will now use your divine miracles on the statues of Serena and Abyssus.

Ultimately, this will enrich and prosper the village.

 The demon threatened her to channel her divine powers into idols worshipped by evil gods.

This was the truth behind Briar Hill, once praised as the miraculous village blessed by the Earth Mother goddess.

-If you don’t obey, your parents’ illness will never be cured. It’s a rare disease that only my medicine can treat.

Victoria recalled her parents’ mysterious illness, which caused swelling throughout their bodies.

Despite visiting numerous physicians and churches, no cure was found.

The demon had targeted her mother’s golden dragon horns and scales, committing heinous acts to block the sacred veins flowing with divine water.

The idea of using sacred water, which melted demons and monsters upon contact, had been inconceivable at the time.

As her parents wasted away and eventually passed, Victoria could do nothing but watch in despair.

-So, you’ve only now realized I’m a demon? What difference does it make? You’re just a pretty doll that can hear the words of the celestial god. Nothing more than a counterfeit human.

The demon deliberately pushed Victoria to the brink of exhaustion, adjusting her food and water intake to maximize her hunger and dehydration.

-Even if a hero comes to rescue you, who would want a filthy saint who hasn’t bathed properly for years? Don’t delude yourself into thinking fairy tale endings are real.

While hurling verbal abuse, the demon reveled in torturing her—plucking or burning the flowers growing on her body.

-Don’t worry, though. I’ll take your purity when you reach adulthood. Heroes awaken most dramatically in such moments, don’t they?

The demon erased her hope, filling her mind with despair by threatening to violate her in the most horrendous way.

-You never know; perhaps you’ll become a fallen saint worshipping evil gods. That would be an interesting experiment.

Fortunately—or unfortunately—Victoria was rescued by the Holy See when she was 14, before she reached adulthood.

The celestial god had persistently sought help and protection for her, but the evil gods had obstructed these efforts.

-Even if I die, you’ll never forget me. That’s how demons are—just slightly off from the bounds of normalcy. Mad humans, really.

The demon who had imprisoned her ultimately poisoned her parents, laughing maniacally.

Even when his head was severed by the Holy Knights of the Holy See, his smile stretched grotesquely wide, a sight Victoria could never forget.

-So, you’re this era’s saint.

 A cold voice remarked.

A man with scarred, muscular features, incongruous with the title of pope, sat slouched in a high chair, gazing at her with troubled eyes.

His name was Raphael Arkellius, the former pope who had heard the celestial god’s oracle and led the knights to rescue Victoria.

-I’m sorry, truly sorry, that we were late in rescuing you. It’s the duty of adults to protect children, and I failed you.

Raphael apologized with deep sincerity, bowing his head so forcefully that blood dripped from his forehead.

Observing this, Victoria began to understand his character.

-You won’t have to endure pain or sadness anymore. With me here, miracles won’t be abused again.

Though Raphael’s face bore scars and his appearance was rough, his voice carried a deliberate gentleness to avoid frightening her.

-……

Having lost her parents and unable to return to her hometown, Victoria chose to stay in the holy kingdom of Aurelium from that day forward.

-Thank you for trusting me, young saint.

Though slightly inebriated, Raphael didn’t seem like a bad person to Victoria, given he had rescued her from that hellish abyss.

Years passed, and under Raphael’s guidance, Victoria lived a relatively peaceful life, though she endured pain when the flowers growing on her body were pruned for treatment.

The elders of the Holy See had once debated whether someone as frail as Victoria could truly be revered as a saint.

-What? You’re struggling to refuse the requests of people asking for miracles from a saint like you?

Confiding even such worries to Raphael, Victoria found herself gradually at ease.

-If that’s the case, why not deliberately distance yourself with sharp words? That way, they’ll hesitate to approach you so easily,

Raphael suggested, though he admitted he wasn’t a particularly good educator.

-Hmm…

Teaching and learning were vastly different, even if they seemed related.

-Look at me. No one dares to touch me, thinking I’m just a drunken, foul-mouthed old man, don’t they?
As Raphael said, instead of being called ‘Pope,’

I was often referred to with derogatory titles like “the madman of the Holy Kingdom,” “the schemer,” or “the viper.”
Living this way, eventually, the people who truly value you will stay by your side, while those who intend to use you will drift away.

Once a knight in his youth, Raphael suffered from guilt for following orders to kill a child. He often reflected on his past when giving advice.


-I lived like a stray dog back then, but a kind priest saved me from that life.

Thus, Raphael abandoned his knighthood and became a priest of the Holy Kingdom.

Despite his love for drinking and rough speech, which often earned him comments like,

“The world will fall apart if someone like you rises to power,” he still became Pope.

The reason I could become the Pope and endure this position is probably because of my personality, Saintess.

Raphael shared this wisdom with Victoria, which later influenced her cold demeanor toward people she cared for.

-Can’t you stop drinking?

-Well, that would be a tough ask. Dealing with the old men in the papacy makes my nerves boil…

Raphael, who always carried a bottle of liquor like it was a lover, ultimately met his end when Pope Porcus III poisoned him, exploiting his fondness for drinking.

-The day dirt fills my eyes will be the day I stop drinking. Sorry, kid.

Victoria’s disdain for Astal’s drinking stemmed from the trauma of Raphael’s poisoning.

After Raphael’s death, Victoria masked her emotions, hiding behind a façade.

-Saintess, please! My father is on his deathbed! Just a little money for medicine…

Victoria witnessed foolish people digging up their deceased father’s corpse to sell for gold.

-My mother told me to say this wish aloud because the Saintess will grant anything!

She met parents who exploited their children for profit and selfish gains.

-Aren’t you the one who follows the will of the Heavenly God? Then why are you ignoring someone as miserable as me?

Others feigned illness or sought healing for youth, deceiving her for selfish desires.

The worst, however, was Pope Porcus III and the Holy Knights, appointed after Raphael’s death.

They cast lecherous glances at her chest, stole or attempted to defile her sacred robes, even cutting them with scissors.

At that time, no one stood by Victoria to protect her, as her influence diminished after Raphael’s passing.

-Saintess! Here’s a new sacred robe! The youngest knight accidentally soiled the previous one…

Among endless mockery and inappropriate requests, an incident broke her patience.

Her sacred robes, designed to minimize any exposure of hair or skin, were replaced with a new design.

-How does it look? It’s the latest trend in the capital! If you wear this, more people might join our Holy Knights!

The Pope had prepared robes that were sheer and revealing, deliberately designed to make her body visible.

“What did you just say? All I hear is the squealing of a filthy boar.”

Victoria, reaching her limit, lashed out for the first time, marking the beginning of her current cold and sharp demeanor.



“This reminds me of the day I first joined the hero’s party.”

Victoria glanced at Astal’s jawline, who was pretending to be her lover.


“How can someone be this handsome?”

Even with a bias of affection, his looks were objectively top-tier.

“I distinctly remember what you said back then…”

“…Can’t you just forget about it?”

“You told me you longed to meet the merciful me, despite living a fleeting life. Yes, I still recall it vividly.”

Looking back, Victoria realized the magic Astal cast that day wasn’t conjuring falling flower petals.

Traveling through many battlefields, she discovered his ability to use magic silently.

“You were quite clever to fabricate a lie to cast magic.”

Victoria imagined how much thought he must have put into crafting an excuse.

The phenomenon, flowers blooming on her body, was a coincidence, unrelated to the spell.

“…Nope, you’re completely misunderstanding!”

“From your magic earlier, I’m certain. The same tingling sensation flowed through my hand back then.”

Victoria’s lips curled upward as a rush of emotion flushed her cheeks red.

“If the spell truly made flowers fall, there would’ve been no need to hold my hand, right?”

Thump-thump.

Her heart raced, her breath caught, but she thought, Even keeping such secrets shows how endearing he can be…


“If you want, I’ll forgive you if you slip your fingers between my chest right now. Opportunities like this only come once in a lifetime, so think carefully.”

“…Are you crazy? Why would I do that?!”

Victoria slightly altered her usual teasing, freely expressing her feelings.

“Afraid, are you? Don’t want a gracious elder sister to repay you with her body?”

“I’d rather not. And younger ones aren’t my type.”

“Well, since it’s fake dating, why not try broadening your warped preferences this time?”

“What’s wrong with my preferences?”

With no more reasons to push away someone she liked, Victoria no longer held back.


Her terminal condition had been resolved, and her love life was finally moving forward.

“Well, this side of Astal is what makes him lovable.”

Victoria pulled his arm closer to her chest, wandering together around the forbidden archives.

“What’s this…?”


They stumbled upon a mural depicting eleven gods battling something unknown.






 
  Chapter 33: The Secret of Saint Victoria (4)


The mural, so enormous that it overwhelmed both Victoria and me, seemed almost like a gateway to another world.

On the left side, eleven figures stood in solemn expressions, prepared for battle.

On the opposite side, a colossal shadowy figure, fragmented like shattered glass, was depicted.

This mural undoubtedly depicted events related to the gods—after all, the image of the bearded old man, a sight I’d grown tired of during my time at the Mage Tower, was unmistakable.

“That’s… Odin, the chief god. Why is he here…?”

I couldn’t hide my confusion as I gazed at Odin—the leader of the gods and often called the God of Magic—fighting alongside other beings against something.

The first issue was the location.

This was the Forbidden Library of the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium, a place meant to store books and documents that should never see the light of day.

That meant this mural wasn’t just a decorative piece but something with profound significance.

“Even the Celestial Goddess Lumina is depicted here. What could this mean?”

Victoria chimed in as she examined the mural.

She too seemed to sense that something was off, tilting her head in thought.

“…But why are there eleven of them?”

The second issue lay with two particular figures in the mural.

Among the depictions were Serena and Abyssus, the evil gods detailed in Victoria’s documents.

Known respectively as the Demon Beast God and the Demon Lord, these entities were revered in the Demon Realm.

I had seen succubi and incubi mimic priests to worship them and witnessed monsters crafting idols of stone and grass to pray to them.

“Something feels wrong. Why are these evil gods, who are revered in the Demon Realm, fighting alongside the gods of the opposing faction?”

It made no sense for beings that celebrated life’s grotesqueness and encouraged malevolence as their doctrine to collaborate with the gods they should oppose.

“…Unless the opponent they’re fighting is powerful enough to warrant such an alliance, it’s not entirely unthinkable,”

I murmured, conjuring an orb of light on my palm as I closely examined the shards of the mural.

The fragmented pieces resembled shattered glass yet formed a massive humanoid figure.

I had never heard of a god or monster resembling this.

Even after scouring ancient texts from the area, I couldn’t find a single reference, leaving me with no clues about its identity.

“Could it be a mythical creature or an unknown deity?”

Victoria suggested, brushing her hair aside as she shared her hypothesis.

“Such murals often have symbolic significance, don’t they?”

Her reasoning wasn’t without merit.

The continent we lived on was diverse in faiths, with countless deities worshipped based on region and race.

For example, the beastfolk with animalistic features venerated Fenrir, a god depicted as a giant wolf, revered as the God of War and Survival.

Each god had a unique form and domain, highlighting the differences in belief.

“While it’s true that gods are said to have ever-changing appearances and their myths vary by region…”

I trailed off, recalling the gods I had encountered in the Demon Realm.

Even the same deity’s meaning and significance could change depending on the region and faith.

“…This is different. I’ve never seen a mural featuring so many gods together, not even in the grand cathedral.”

For so many gods to be depicted together on a single mural, there must have been an underlying message.

If the purpose was to portray gods with differing religious connotations uniting to fight against something, then this mural undoubtedly pointed to…

“…Either a prophecy of the future or a depiction of a significant past event.”

“An intriguing hypothesis. As expected of my partner,”

Victoria said with a sly smile. “You’re so clever. Just imagining how smart our children will be makes me giddy… They’d be so adorable I might go mad.”

“Was that last comment necessary?”

I replied, shrinking back slightly at her overly sweet words.

After all, the only reason we maintained this relationship was to defeat the Demon King.

If one of us got too serious, it would complicate things.

“You’re one to talk, after declaring me your girlfriend in front of the Holy Kingdom’s knights.”

“That was only because I had no choice. You didn’t believe me otherwise.”

“Oh? Could it be that you wanted to claim someone as beautiful as me for yourself?”

Victoria teased with a playful tone, but the disdain and hostility she usually exuded were notably absent.

“I don’t have such feelings.”

“You could be a little greedier, you know.”

Her whispered words, sweet and seductive, were becoming harder to distinguish from her outward demeanor.

“Anyway, this definitely belongs in the Forbidden Library,” I said, stepping back to create some distance.

It was the first time I had seen a mural where gods of good and evil were depicted uniting against something.

Sharing this with others would risk being branded a heretic and facing either execution by fire or lifelong imprisonment at the hands of the Inquisition.

“Victoria, could you pray to the Celestial God and ask what this might be?”

“…I’ve been trying for a while now, but no response.”

What in the world could this be? Normally, someone as talkative as her…

The Celestial God Lumina offered no answers, and I scratched my chin while observing her.

I thought she might have some clue since heroes and saints are chosen by gods precisely because they cannot directly intervene in the mortal world.

“Well, at least this isn’t showing us our future, so that’s a relief, isn’t it?”

At first, I even mistook it for a depiction of my children with Astal fighting the Demon King Ergosum.

There were exactly 11 figures in the mural, which was the exact number of children Victoria had imagined in her mind…

Could it really be a coincidence that the number of gods in the mural matches the number of children Victoria had once considered?

The children born from the union of a dragon’s bloodline and the genius of a sorcerer would be the fruit of our love, wouldn’t they?

I shuddered at the subtle shift in Victoria’s demeanor as she smacked her lips.

Her expression remained icy as usual, exuding a chill, but her inner thoughts burned with passion unmatched by anyone else.

…This is uncomfortable. Maybe it’s about time we returned to the others? They’re probably waiting for us anyway.

I needed to regroup with my companions before Victoria’s peculiar intentions escalated.

After all, once we defeated the Succubus Queen, this false relationship would come to an end.

Moreover, there wasn’t enough evidence or clues to interpret the mural.

Discussing it with the others could be another approach.

Lingering here any longer could risk exposing the fact that we had violated the imperial mandate.

“I’d love to stay with you longer, though…”

-I don’t want to part from you. Once we meet up with the others, you’ll just put distance between us again, won’t you?

Victoria began physically expressing her reluctance to separate from me.

Her soft, supple touch refused to leave my arm.

“…My arm’s going numb.”

It felt like the blood circulation in my arm was about to stop, so I tried to pry her arm off with force.

“I can heal it with holy power, can’t I? For now, enjoy the sensation of the greatest chest on the continent to your heart’s content.”


Victoria widened her eyes as if I were being ridiculous, using her holy power to restore circulation in my arm.

“This is awkward. Can we stop now? Besides, you didn’t even ask for permission before touching me.”

“You saved a saint of a nation without consent, yet this reward isn’t enough for you? Fine. Tonight, I’ll make it even more passionate in the bedroom…”

Smack!

“…Ouch.”

“Unbelievable. A saint, of all people, saying such things. And for the record, I have no intention of doing that with you.”

I flicked Victoria’s forehead as a warning.

If I didn’t draw the line now, her emotions and actions would likely spiral out of control.

“Such a coward. Even if it’s just a one-month fake relationship, wouldn’t it be nice to indulge a little and step out of line?”

“Save that for someone you truly like. We’re going back to being just companions in a month anyway.”

“…Hmm. Could it be you have someone else in mind already?”

-You’re my first love, you know? I’ve never liked anyone else, and I don’t think I ever will…

Victoria’s inner thoughts were laced with anxiety, but she forced a playful smile to hide her unease.

“As if. Love is just a kind of drug in the end. Once its effects wear off, you go back to feeling nothing.”
I made up a cynical explanation to push Victoria away.

The truth is, I believe I’m not worthy of love. My sole purpose is avenging my parents, and without that, I feel like I have no reason to live.

“Interesting theory. Love is certainly tied to lust, isn’t it? All the men who claimed to love me were only interested in my body.”

-But not you, Astal. You’re the first man who treated me kindly without ulterior motives.

“For the record, I’m not interested.”

“Really? Your lower half seems more honest than your words.”

Victoria chuckled and continued teasing me with risqué comments. Her presence constantly threw my mind into disarray.

“…Or is it that I don’t excite you at all? That’s a little frustrating. I’m actually confident in myself in many ways, you know.”

-Maybe I should check while Astal is asleep…

-I agree. It’s unfair to make someone fall for you and then run away.

-I-I disagree! How could you do something so shameless? Those things should come after… after confirming your love, slowly…

-Heh, but you’re not saying you wouldn’t do it. You’re just postponing it, aren’t you?

Pervert. Completely consumed by the thought of mating, like two animals passionately entwined in sweat-drenched ecstasy…

Victoria’s inner thoughts once again splintered into various versions of herself, arguing and debating.

“Could you please stop with the dirty talk? It’s ruining the ideal image I have of you. Historically, saints were supposed to be…”

I couldn’t bring myself to voice or correct her behavior outright, so I tried to hint at it.

But then,



“Which other woman, I mean saint, are you talking about? Are you seriously considering straying from such a beautiful girlfriend like me?

Her eyes turned icy, and she ground her teeth with vehemence.

-You belong to me, no matter what anyone says. Don’t even think about running away.

It was jealousy—a sharp, cold blade of possessiveness.

Victoria now radiated a chilling aura of malice whenever I so much as mentioned another woman.



 
  Chapter 34: The Wizard Who Doesn’t Believe in Love vs. the Saint Who Loves (1)


Coming out of the forbidden library and heading back to the Vatican, I was greeted by a familiar figure.

“Brother! Did everything go well?”

The boy in a white mask, who had subdued the surrounding holy knights and made them kneel as punishment, was none other than Wilhelm, the person I had saved in the past.

“…How many times have I told you to stop calling me that, Wilhelm?”

“Ha ha, don’t say such cold things! As the lover of the Saintess, how could I address you casually?”

Wilhelm gave a bright smile, shrugging slightly as if it was no big deal. His casual movements made the others around him flinch visibly.

“Wait… was all of this your doing?”

“Yes! I thought those who insulted you and the Saintess needed to face due punishment.”

The members of the holy knights were covered in bruises and tear-streaked faces, the same individuals who had just been slandering Victoria and me.

It seemed Wilhelm had handled them all with his fists.

Despite his smaller and more delicate stature compared to others, his sheer strength was astonishing.

“Well done. Honestly, I’ve been thinking we need to completely reorganize the holy knights anyway,” Victoria said, nodding at Wilhelm with a grateful look.

She then conjured a small, cross-shaped flame in her palm.

Fwoosh.

“This is…”

“A sacred mark. I’m ensuring the same mistake won’t be repeated this time.”

The sacred mark moved to Wilhelm’s hand, embedding itself on the back of it like a radiant scar.

Typically, this was a sign of divine favor, granted only to those of great faith or chosen by the divine.

“To think you would bestow something so precious upon me! Thank you, Saintess!”

“This is a reward for helping my partner. With this, even the old men of the Vatican will find it hard to oppose you.”

Victoria produced the mark as though it were the simplest thing in the world, a miraculous feat. A small flower bloomed on her body as a result, but she didn’t seem bothered by it at all.

“…Partner?”

“Yes, aren’t we in a relationship with marriage in mind? Why would you find it strange for me to call you my partner?”

She was systematically cutting off all my escape routes.

After defeating the Demon King, Wilhelm would likely become the Pope, further strengthening his influence.

Victoria was steadily adding elements to our relationship, ensuring that our “contractual” romance wouldn’t end easily.

She was leaving no room for separation without inviting criticism from those around us.

“…I really don’t like overly clingy women, though.”

If that’s the case, then I’ll face it head-on.

If Victoria was toning down her aloof demeanor and showing more possessiveness, I could use that to my advantage.

“And why do you think that? What gives you the confidence to make such a claim?”

“Don’t you possess an appearance so striking that even the Succubus Queen would be tempted? That’s also why you didn’t take our lives when we first met, isn’t it?”

Victoria’s expression rarely changed. Her eyes, like starry seas, were often narrowed, making her emotions difficult to read. Yet now—

“I think it’s dangerous for someone like you to be without a woman who can make you delicious breakfasts every morning, bathe you in a fragrance like mine, and say goodnight with a kiss each day.”

-I’ll feed him my cooking, show small but heartfelt gestures of affection, and make him unable to live without me!

Victoria now leaned forward slightly, her alluring smile accentuating her figure in a way that seemed deliberate, as though inviting me to be swayed.

“…..”

Seeing this overwhelming display, I could only avert my gaze. Why was she suddenly acting so out of character?

Even if she tried to seduce me like this, I wouldn’t fall for it. She wasn’t even close to my ideal type.

“Should I perhaps wear nothing but an apron for you? Though I think we haven’t advanced far enough in our relationship for that yet…”

“That’s not a topic we should be discussing here.”

“If you truly wish for it… we could exchange glimpses of what we want to see.”

Wouldn’t it be fine to sneak a look at Astal’s abs or chest muscles? Or perhaps take this opportunity to confirm if seeing me excites him…

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts left me more than a little alarmed.

Was this because of the previous incident? She was starting to show some warped desires.

“Not interested.”


“Are you sure about that? It seems quite indecent to me. Since my chest is rather ample, I can even hold my clothes in place with it, like this…”

Victoria lifted the front of her clothes slightly, emphasizing her figure.

The movement of her soft skin and the faint glimpse of something beneath were enough to capture attention.

“…I said I’m not interested.”

I closed my eyes tightly, but the sway of the overwhelming divine power she had just displayed still lingered in my mind.

“What a shame. I’m in quite a good mood today, so I was willing to indulge a request from my partner.”

-Hmph, even if you deny it, you can’t help but imagine it now, can you? I’ll keep growing my presence in your mind like this!

Victoria hummed lightly as she hooked her arm around mine, paying no mind to Wilhelm’s presence nearby.

“Ah, and please don’t be too jealous of the stigmata… It’s my principle to cherish my lover’s body more than anyone else’s.”

-Instead, I would like you to leave a deep kiss mark on my lower belly…

She was trying to shake my heart with a sweet and dizzying voice, deliberately breathing sticky breaths in my ear.

Moreover, seeing her speak such vulgar words in her innermost thoughts, I was almost confused about who the succubus truly was.

“I, Wilhelm, swear to serve you with all my life to ensure that the marriage between the Saint and the Lord is not blocked!”

Despite witnessing such indecent behavior, Wilhelm, the Paladin, was shedding tears of joy, pledging his loyalty to Victoria.

He was kneeling, making a gesture of being deeply moved by her. How could someone who follows the divine still not react to such behavior from the Saint?

“Don’t do that. We might break up while dating, after all.”

I created an escape route without explicitly stating that this was a contract relationship.

In a month, we’d return to being ordinary colleagues, so there shouldn’t be any crossing of boundaries or physical intimacy.

“We’ve only been dating for a few days, and you’re already saying something like that?”

“I told you before, I hate obsessive women. I don’t care about others’ feelings and don’t like foolish people who expect someone to love them, while being overbearing.”

I spoke in a slightly annoyed tone.

If I hadn’t heard her inner thoughts, I wouldn’t have said it like that.

I probably wouldn’t have even known that she liked me in the first place.

Seeing that I could solve the side effects, I didn’t like that she used Wilhelm to make miracles again.

“Do you remember how much you cursed me?”

“…I see. I’ll try to be more careful.”

-It seems like my sincerity didn’t reach Astal.

Victoria slightly uncrossed her arms, bit her lips, and stepped back a little after hearing that. Her gloomy expression was something I had never seen before.

“I’m a contradictory, sneaky, bad woman, just as you said.”

-Well, living a life with a terminal illness, I must have had the conflicting feelings of thinking I could die at any moment, while also wanting to be with Astal or have children.

Her expression twisted as she said this, and something sparkled from one of her eyes, which had turned red from tears.

“Are you crying? The Saint, who looks like she’d never bleed even if stabbed by a knife?”

It was just a small amount, but it was definitely tears.


Until now, I had vaguely thought that Victoria liked me.

I had never really liked or loved anyone, so when it came to experiences I had never gone through, I could only fill in the gaps through imagination.

“No, you must have misunderstood. There’s no way I’d be hurt by such words.”

-But inside, I was hurt. Please hug me. Pat my head and apologize for saying such harsh things.

“……”

Victoria’s words and her inner thoughts were in conflict at that moment.

What should I do in this situation?

By now, I had somewhat figured out what kind of life she had, having read about her in the forbidden library.

I almost wished I hadn’t known. If I hadn’t been able to hear her inner thoughts, I wouldn’t have cared.

Why does it bother me so much?

I certainly don’t like Victoria.

“Brother, why aren’t you going to comfort her?”

“Wilhelm…?”

While I was deep in thought, I felt a gentle push on my back.

“Do you know that when we met last time, we both seemed like people without any emotions?”

It was Wilhelm, the boy from the village we helped before, bringing up the past and signaling me to move forward with a nod.

Back then, it couldn’t have been helped.

For me, after my parents passed away, I thought that sacrificing myself was the only way to atone for my sins.

For Victoria, having lived with a terminal illness, she probably thought it was okay to die at any time.

“But now, I think both of you are just ordinary people. You laugh and cry, and the love you feel is so great that you’re a bit awkward in expressing your feelings for each other.”

“…I think you’re mistaken.”

I felt a strange competitive spirit as I looked at Wilhelm. I remembered him as a young boy, but now he was trying to teach me something, which struck me as a bit ridiculous.

“I don’t have a bad habit of making women cry, Wilhelm.”

I hugged Victoria from behind, holding her hand so she couldn’t escape.


“Astal…?!”

-So warm and firm… The cold sensation from your hand is also very stimulating… Could it be that you’re trying to comfort me by hugging me because I cried?!

Victoria’s heart was racing louder than ever, and her neck and ears were flushed red.

“From now on, please be more careful with your words. I’m human too, and I can get hurt.”

I told Victoria about the things that had bothered me, as if it wasn’t a big deal. Even though we were fake lovers, I didn’t want to be insulted for the entire month.

“…I don’t know if this will make you feel better, but before we return to the Demon Realm, let’s go eat something delicious.”

Maybe it was because I had seen a picture of young Victoria crying in the forbidden library, but I never wanted to see her cry again.

It’s natural to comfort someone when they cry.

However, it seemed that Victoria had been aiming for this from the start.

“Alright. Then I’ll take you to a secret restaurant.”

“What’s the menu?”

“Heh, it’s a secret. It’s a place that gives you something special when lovers go, and I wanted to go with someone, not alone.”

-They say the food there is good for vitality. Even if the species are different, it increases the chances of conceiving.

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts, I was shocked. I had fallen for crocodile tears.


-Moreover, we might leave proof that we were dating by writing our names.

“Can we go somewhere else…?”

Having already said it, I couldn’t cancel the plan, so I tried to find another way out.

“No. If we do that, I’ll really be upset…”

She was already pulling me along with surprising strength, forcing me to move forward.



 
  Chapter 35: The Wizard Who Doesn’t Believe in Love vs. the Saint Who Loves (2)


The place Victoria led me to was a restaurant with a blatantly suggestive sign featuring men and women entangled together.

Judging by the savory aroma wafting through the air, it specialized in cooking fish similar to eel.

Ordinarily, just the fact that the saint and mage of a hero’s party were visiting such a place would be enough to stir up scandal.

To avoid drawing attention, I scattered perception-dampening magic around me as I surveyed the area.

“Here, this is a mask to conceal your identity,” she said.

-Let’s go with a cat mask for Astal since he always acts cold but ends up saving me anyway…!

Victoria put on a fox mask and placed her finger over her lips in a “shh” gesture, making me imagine a tail swaying behind her.

“…Do we really have to wear these just to eat?”

Looking at our masquerade-like attire, I couldn’t understand why we needed to go to such lengths.

The perception-dampening spell should have sufficed.

“Yes, it’s the rule here to keep the customers’ identities confidential.”

“Then what’s with the names written here?” I asked, donning the cat mask Victoria handed me. Despite the secrecy, there were explicit testimonials written on signs everywhere.

-After eating the jeweled eel’s tail, my neglected relationship with my husband improved. Thank you!

-I came here with my fiancé for the first time today… The effect was amazing. I’ll definitely come back.

-Before discovering this place, I honestly didn’t think love was possible between different species…

Beneath each sign were names of couples, as if they were flaunting their relationships to the world.

“Don’t worry. Few people actually believe those names are real,” Victoria said nonchalantly, taking my hand and leading me forward through the crowd.

“So, people can just write fake names here?”

“Who knows? But if word got out that Victoria the Saint of Flowers and Astal the Harmless Mage were visiting a place like this, it might overturn the entire continent.”

I had guessed as much.

This place was a hub for fabricating rumors about famous individuals, making it impossible to know which reviews were genuine.

Like hiding a tree in a forest, hiding a person in a crowd is the best way to remain unnoticed.

The countless reviews claimed that various heroes had frequented this establishment.

“Are you afraid the world might discover our relationship?” she teased. “It’s not like the rumors won’t spread among the knights soon anyway.”

-Because Astal has a strong pride. If I provoke him like this, he will definitely eat the food and leave a bad review.

“…..”

Victoria knew how to provoke me.

My pride wouldn’t let her get away with this. I was determined to try the food and leave a scathing review.

Crossing my arms, I ignored her provocations and brought up something more pressing.

“Kyle is holding off the gate alone. Don’t you think there might be a dangerous situation?”

Unlike our continent, the demonic realm was crawling with monsters and demons, where even a slight lapse in vigilance could prove fatal.

To ease the burden on the hero Kyle, we needed to return to the demon realm as soon as possible.

“…In that case, let’s get the food to go. I had hoped to have a deep conversation with you in a cozy setting, but it seems that won’t be possible.”

-Oh, I hadn’t thought of that…! I was so happy to spend time alone with Astal that I got carried away…

Victoria hesitated briefly, rolling her eyes in thought before proposing a compromise. She, too, had seen Kyle defending the gate.

“So, what exactly are the effects of the food here? Libido enhancement? Stamina boost? High protein content? What are you planning to feed me?”

Reading the long descriptions written on the restaurant’s wall made me gulp.

The implications of why Victoria had brought me here were beginning to worry me.

“I can’t tell you,” she said with a sly smile. “I was just curious if you might be impotent.”

To keep the contents of her order a secret, she whispered to the server, who nodded and relayed the order in a foreign tongue.

-Convivium Hybridationis—A hybrid pairing course designed to increase the chances of conception between different species. Tonight, I plan to test it by seducing you.

I could hear her inner thoughts loud and clear. Her lack of restraint was dizzying.

“And why exactly is that your concern?”

“It’s just that, despite sharing the same bed with me—a woman as charming as I am—I’ve never seen you… handle it yourself or noticed any, let’s say, physical reactions.”

-Of course, I could check while you’re asleep, but that would be too perverted! Teasing you like this and letting you come to me willingly seems like the best strategy!

Victoria reached out to stealthily grope my thigh with a mischievous grin. I was using magic to block my blood flow to avoid reacting.

“See? Even now, wouldn’t it be unfair to your future lover if you were impotent? Imagine the continent’s strongest mage being… incapable.”

“That’s not it. It’s just that you don’t interest me.”

“Oh my, is that true?”

She kept probing, her hand gradually moving higher.

“If that’s the case, I suppose my pride is a little hurt… but…”

-Your thighs are rock hard… I can’t imagine resisting if he pinned me down with this body… How would it feel to struggle against such overwhelming strength?

“Where do you think your hand is going?”

I grabbed her wrist as her hand ventured too far. Someone else might have enjoyed her advances, but I was not that person.

“If I offended you, I apologize,” she said with a faint pout.

“Have you grown disillusioned with me? Do you think I’m some kind of woman who only enjoys such indecent things?

Or perhaps you’re misunderstanding me… I’m only like this in front of you.”

Victoria trembled slightly, glancing sideways.

She wanted to entice me, but she hated the thought of being disliked even more.

“That’s not it. I mean, you should only do these kinds of things with someone you truly like, not with someone you don’t have feelings for.”

“…If I do have feelings for you, are you saying it would be okay?”

Though she had fallen deeply for me, she feared rejection.

She was terrified of not even being able to remain friends and of the distance that might grow between us.

At that moment, Victoria, gathering a bit of courage, revealed her feelings indirectly.

She cleverly hinted at the fact that she liked me.

“Let me remind you again—we’re in a contract relationship. Once we defeat the Succubus Queen or the one-month period ends, we’re supposed to go back to being nothing to each other.”

I spoke as I placed my hands on Victoria’s shoulders.

I could tell she was trying to close the distance between us, and I wanted to tell her to stop.

At this rate, I felt like we were dangerously close to crossing a line.

I didn’t want to experience the pain of losing someone precious right before my eyes ever again.

I couldn’t bring myself to believe it was okay to love someone.

Perhaps what scared me most was how Victoria seemed to be gradually changing me.

“So, are you afraid you might fall for me?”

“…..”

Victoria looked up at me from below, her starry eyes hidden behind her fox mask meeting mine, creating the illusion that time had stopped.

“Shall I tell you a secret, Astal?”

“What is it this time?”

Fearing it might be a confession, I braced myself for rejection and listened to her words.

“Despite how I may seem, I’m actually quite shy and not good at making friends easily.”


…What?

“…You? Really?”

The words that escaped Victoria’s mouth were unexpected.

“Yes, I’m truly a timid person with a fragile side. Because of severe trauma in my past, I have difficulty trusting people.”

“You’ve never shown me that side of you…”

I found it hard to believe her heartfelt words.

With me, she had always been meticulously cold or overly playful in a brash way.

But now, her emotions seemed calm. Her outward demeanor aligned with her true feelings.

“It’s quite fascinating. You, of all people, always make me smile. Honestly, even when you get angry, it’s not very scary.”

“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“Who knows? Feel free to interpret it however you like….”

-It’s a compliment. If it weren’t for you, Astal, I’d keep others at a distance, never letting them get close.

Victoria chuckled meaningfully and brought over the now-finished meal, linking her arm with mine.


“One thing is for certain….”

Once again, she pressed herself close, her chest against my arm, closing the distance between us even further.


“…When I’m with you, a part of me feels truly at ease.”

-Because I like you.

“…..”

Hearing Victoria’s thoughts, I momentarily hesitated.

Outwardly, she hadn’t said she liked me or made anything resembling a confession.

‘If another guy heard this, they’d easily misunderstand….’

Anyone listening might mistakenly think she liked them. She was clearly using that to draw me to her side little by little.

“Well, if that’s the case, then good.”

To avoid addressing her shocking words, I turned my gaze away and spoke. Normally, when I couldn’t hear her thoughts, I would’ve said something like this:

“It looks like the food is all packed. Shall we go to Kyle now?”

The best way to handle situations like this was to pretend to be oblivious.

“You’re utterly clueless, aren’t you?”

-How much courage do you think it took me to say all that…!

I ignored Victoria puffing out her cheeks and walked out of the store, heading toward the spatial transfer gate.

★★★

When I emerged on the other side of the gate and arrived in the Demon Realm:

“…So, you’re telling me you took this long just to pick up some food?!”

We reunited with the Hero, Kyle, who was catching his breath after cutting down every monster and demon in the vicinity while glaring at us.

“Sorry about that.”

“My apologies…”


We both bowed our heads in apology toward Kyle, who let out a long sigh before adding a comment.

“…Well, as long as you two get along better, that’s fine. But next time, don’t be late without any notice.”

Seeing Kyle smile brightly, as if his earlier exhaustion had vanished, I found myself fearing the day I would part ways with Victoria.

This guy… if he finds out later that this was just a contractual relationship, he’s definitely going to blow his top.





 
  Chapter 36: The Wizard Who Doesn’t Believe in Love vs. the Saint Who Loves (3)


“Then, let me explain our plan once more.”

Hero Kyle gathered all of us, spread out a map, and began explaining.

“Our objective is to reach the Nightmare Theater, ruled by the Succubus Queen, Bellamora…”

Kyle’s voice carried a solemn tone as his eyes burned with determination.

For a year, we had wandered through the demon realm, preparing to subdue the Succubus Queen.

“Our goal is to kill her and reduce the Demon King’s forces as much as possible.”

Kyle spoke through clenched teeth, his tone revealing traces of trauma left by the enemies who infiltrated human dreams and created vividly realistic illusions.

He had a childhood friend, a lover left behind in his hometown.

Once, Kyle had even declared that for her sake, he could gladly kill the Demon King of this world.

Even now, he sent letters to her daily, so it was highly likely that his nightmares involved her.

After all, I had a nightmare about Victoria confessing her feelings to me.

“…So, Kyle, why are you so injured?”

“Indeed. When so much time passed after our meeting time and no one showed up, we began to worry that something might have happened.”

Tarion and Anima noticed something unusual as they looked at Kyle, who was scratched and wounded all over.

We had agreed to meet at 10 o’clock sharp, yet it was already well past the designated time.

“I took a nasty fall on the way here.”

Kyle lied for my and Victoria’s sake.

Despite being undoubtedly exhausted from killing countless demons and monsters, he never once voiced a complaint.

“That’s an obvious lie, isn’t it…”

“Indeed, Kyle. Are you hiding something from us?”

Tarion and Anima started questioning Kyle as they glanced at us, noticing our silence.

Even to an outsider, it was clear that his injuries weren’t from something as simple as falling.

“I had to stop by the Holy Nation of Aurelium because of Victoria’s condition. Kyle went through some trouble because of it.”

“…Astal?”

Facing my companions, I confessed the truth.

Lies, like snowballs, grow the more you try to conceal them.

Besides, thanks to someone by my side, I felt averse to hiding my emotions or lying.

“What, do you have a problem with that?”

I directed a single remark at the wide-eyed Kyle, Victoria, and the rest of our party. I couldn’t bear the thought of watching any of my companions die.

“Th-thank you, Astal… You, you did all that for me…”

-…What am I going to do? I’ll never be able to get married at this rate…

Victoria, her face flushed, couldn’t lift her head and merely stood silently beside me, her hands clasped tightly.

The ticklish sensation radiating from her fingertips felt strangely fascinating.

“Astal, so you really do like Victoria, huh?”

“To be honest, I thought you two were just joking around when you acted like that,”

Anima said, blinking in disbelief at the scene.

Tarion, meanwhile, gave me a satisfied smile as he watched.

“How did you even get to the Holy Nation? The usual spatial teleportation gates wouldn’t have worked.”

“I physically tore through space. Like a needle and thread, I traveled straight to the Holy Nation in a single line.”

“…Wow, you’re completely insane, aren’t you?”

Anima let out a sigh of disbelief and muttered a curse under her breath, her bear-like ears twitching slightly.

“What kind of person thinks of tearing through space with their body? And to not even tell us… Just how important is Victoria to you?”

Anima’s frustration stemmed from something deeper.

Normally, I would have chosen a more moderate and calculated method.

I always analyzed cause and effect thoroughly, aiming for the most optimal magic.

“You two used to fight like cats and dogs—since when did you get this close? I feel a little left out.”

“…Shut up. It was an emergency. I had no other choice.”

“Then, how about summoning the Spirit of Emotions to check your feelings?”

Anima took a step closer to me, grinning mischievously like someone who had thought of a brilliant idea.

The Spirit of Emotions, Phantasma.

It could quantify emotions like affection and display them as objective numerical values.

While it would undoubtedly reveal Victoria’s feelings for me, I had no personal feelings for her.

‘The fake relationship will be exposed…!’

Swallowing hard, I realized the gravity of the situation.

If that happened, it could create a disadvantage when dealing with the Succubus Queen.

Our fake relationship was an asset that only worked if no one else knew about it.

As I deliberated over how to deceive the spirit’s affection readings and what spell I might need to cast silently, something interrupted my thoughts.

“Stop fooling around, Anima.”

“Why? Astal is the one who’s always saying, ‘Love is inefficient,’ and ‘Acting on emotions is nothing but a nuisance!’ Why not back up your claims?”

Tarion gently restrained Anima, lifting her arm like a doll to stop her from summoning Phantasma.

“Anima, isn’t love an emotion that can’t be reduced to mere numbers? There’s no need to test a couple who already seem happy together.”

“Still, they’ve been acting really suspicious lately! My gut says something’s off…”

“Even if my feelings for you could be reduced to numbers, Anima, that wouldn’t tell the whole story, would it?”

Tarion calmly reassured her with a soothing tone, trying to pacify her frustration.

‘Ugh… Those two idiots. What are they even saying…?’

Their overly sweet exchange made me feel queasy. I clasped my hands behind my back, trying to hide my cringe.

If that’s what it looks like to be in love, I wanted no part of it.

Victoria covered her mouth with her hands, looking touched, while Kyle nodded with a knowing smile.

I didn’t understand it, and I had no desire to.

“Tarion…”

“For now, let’s give them some space. Isn’t that the virtue of those who’ve been in love a bit longer?”

Tarion’s words reflected the naivety of someone utterly blinded by affection.

I resolved never to let myself become like that.

My personality wouldn’t allow me to lose my composure over a single person.

“Hmph. You’re lucky Tarion stopped me. I was this close to summoning Phantasma and exposing whatever you’re hiding!”

“Yeah, sure. Thanks a lot,” I replied flatly, my indifference palpable. Even if Phantasma was summoned, it wouldn’t show that I liked Victoria.

“Victoria, what do you even see in a guy like him? I heard he’s the one who confessed first!”

Anima threw her words at Victoria as if to berate me, but Victoria still couldn’t lift her head.

“…Yes. He’s far too good for me… way too good.”


Instead, she murmured softly, her voice shrinking as she fidgeted with her fingers nervously.

-You ventured to the Holy Kingdom for my sake, even willing to risk your life, got angry at the insolent fools who slandered me, and made the painful choice to save me…

Victoria’s true feelings were on the verge of overflowing with praise for me.

It was almost like listening to a shopkeeper rambling at machine-gun speed.

“You always manage to amaze me, Astal.”

-How could I not love you?

Victoria placed a hand on her chest as if to calm her racing heart and began taking deep breaths.

“…Victoria? Are you feeling okay? Did you eat something strange?”

“No, it’s just… I’m feeling rather emotional…”

I could hear her inner thoughts right beside her.

Honestly, I couldn’t understand how someone as saintly as her could so easily give her heart over such small gestures.

“Well, enough excuses. Then I’ll take Victoria with me. Let’s regroup tomorrow and head to the Succubus Queen’s domain.”

I held her hand and pulled her along before she could say anything more embarrassing.

Besides, it wouldn’t be good for the others to find out I had secretly bought some snacks.

Food known to enhance stamina and even increase the likelihood of mixed-blood pregnancies?

Just hearing about it could easily lead to some indecent assumptions.

“Right, it’s already late, and the sun is setting. Let’s each figure out how we’ll escape Velamora’s illusion tonight.”

Watching me, Kyle, the warrior, slowly winked with one eye.

He had sensed the awkward tension between me and Victoria and kindly postponed the plan to the next day.

“A-Astal… You’re walking too fast…! Please, wait a moment…”

With her strength, Victoria could easily resist me pulling her along, yet she obediently held my hand and followed.

-Astal is trying to protect me… This has never happened before…

Hearing her inner thoughts, it was clear she wasn’t thinking rationally due to the situation.

How long would these absurd scenes continue? My head was starting to ache.

★★★

When we arrived back at the inn, we ended up sharing the same room again.

Suggesting separate rooms at this point would’ve been awkward.

‘Maybe there really was something wrong with that food…’

I couldn’t shake the growing heat coursing through my body, with strength building up all over.

I tried to dispel it with detoxification magic.

It didn’t help that I’d hastily eaten everything to avoid being caught by the others.

With Victoria watching, discarding the food had been out of the question.

‘It was awkward how she kept trying to feed me directly, so I just wanted to get it over with…’

Was this a change in my emotions after everything that happened in the Holy Kingdom?

-Open wide. Isn’t this what a loving partner would do?

Victoria had tried to feed me grilled eel with a fork and knife, but I had stuffed the food into my mouth quickly to avoid such cringeworthy behavior.

‘…I should’ve secretly thrown it away.’

Regret came too late, and there was no turning back now.

Even though I knew from her inner thoughts that it was food meant to enhance stamina, if I acted like I realized it, she might find out I could hear her thoughts.

If Victoria ever discovered I could hear the thoughts of such a lewd-minded saint, she might die of shame on the spot.

“Victoria, may I come in?”

Victoria had gone to shower first, and I had exercised to work up a sweat and dispel the food’s effects before returning.

The tension in my body felt as if something might genuinely happen if I didn’t release it. It was akin to the sensation of a eunuch regaining his masculinity.

“Yes, please come in, Astal.”

A sweet voice called from inside the room, and when I opened the door, I couldn’t believe my eyes for a moment.


“I’ve been waiting for you, my fake lover.”


-Tonight, I want to see if Astal will truly be aroused by me.

Victoria was sitting on the bed wearing only her underwear, draped lightly in my oversized robe.

“…Please, go wash up first. That’s basic courtesy, isn’t it?”

Breathing more heavily than usual, Victoria twirled her sweat-dampened fingers and gave me a seductive smile unlike any I had seen before.






 
  Chapter 37: The Wizard Who Doesn’t Believe in Love vs. the Saint Who Loves (4)


To be honest, I couldn’t stand Victoria’s behavior because it felt so unsettling.

She showed no consideration for the person she was showering her affections on.

It’s easy to assume that any man would be delighted to receive the admiration of an unparalleled beauty, but the reality was quite the opposite.

“…You’re making me uncomfortable with this.”

After washing up to try to get some sleep, I ruffled my wet hair with a towel, frowning as I spoke.

It wasn’t because of Victoria’s suggestion.

I just needed to clean myself up after being drenched in sweat from the incidents in the Holy Kingdom.

“Why would you say you’re uncomfortable? From the moment you saved the life of a nation’s saintess, didn’t you already make that kind of resolve?”

-What should I do…? Should I ask if I can lick those perfectly chiseled abs just once because they look so indecently attractive…?

Gulp.

I noticed Victoria’s gaze growing sticky as she stared intensely at my abs and chest, her throat bobbing visibly.

“Of course. I saved you as a comrade, that’s all. I hate seeing people die right before my eyes.”

Even though I knew her intentions, I chose to ignore her behavior.

Just because I understood her feelings didn’t mean I was obliged to act on them.

That would be pity, not love. And I didn’t want to make her feel pathetic.

“Is it because you hate when the memories of the deceased linger or haunt you?”

-Given Astal’s apparent trauma related to his parents, this could be something I should help him heal from as his lover, right?

Victoria seemed to pierce through my thoughts as she spoke.

Her barely concealed body under the robe kept distracting me, her every move numbing my rationality and making it hard to avert my eyes.

“Exactly. That’s why I saved you. I couldn’t bear the thought of having restless dreams if you died.”

“Is that truly all there is to it? You turned your own body into living lightning, avenged my enemy on my behalf, and even publicly declared me your lover…”

“…Shut up.”

“Fufu, your prickly attitude makes you as adorable as a hedgehog. But doesn’t the fact that you saved me prove I’m a woman worth saving?”

“Of course, you’re a saintess. Naturally, you’re worth saving…”

“But just a moment ago, you said you’d save me even if I weren’t a saintess. Your words are so contradictory. Fine, lie down beside me.”

-After all, you mentioned before that your ideal type is a nurturing older woman…!

Victoria patted the corner of the bed, signaling for me to lie down.

Her gesture was like a hunter beckoning prey into a trap.

“Why do you keep doing this to me?”

I frowned, unsure how to handle Victoria’s relentless advances.

Her bold demeanor gave me a headache as I struggled to think of a way to respond.

By the way, the robe she was wearing was mine.

She wasn’t even trying to hide the fact that she was savoring its scent, pressing the sleeves to her nose.

“We’re in a contract relationship, aren’t we? Isn’t it natural for people to try to get the most out of a short-term arrangement?”

-Moreover, I understand that visual, physical, or psychological stimulation can naturally cause a man’s lower half to harden…

Victoria’s gaze had shifted down to my lower body, as though she was analyzing why I wasn’t reacting to her provocative behavior.

“Or are you afraid of what might happen next? Afraid you might fall for me?”

With a sly grin, Victoria taunted me, deliberately shifting the robe at her chest to reveal more.

“Enough. Give me your hand. I think I can deal with another flower in my current condition.”

I decided to focus on what needed to be done. Victoria had used miracles and marked herself with stigmas to pave the way for Wilhelm to become the next pope.

“…Aren’t you overexerting yourself? You must still feel pain, right?”

“Then what does that make you, enduring all this? A monster?”

“That’s quite an ironic thing to say. Perhaps I’ve grown so accustomed to my own pain that I’ve become overly sensitive to others’ suffering.”

Plop.

Victoria leaned against the pillow, lying on her side as though inviting me to lie down next to her.

“What are you doing now…?”

I stared at her in disbelief, momentarily at a loss for words.

“Come on, let’s get it over with. I need to sleep soon.”

-Romance books clearly said that closing the physical distance would bring hearts closer, too!

One thing became clear from her actions.

Victoria didn’t really know how to seduce or attract a man; I was probably her first love.

“Stop messing around and get up.”

“No. After dealing with that lich, my body feels heavy.”

The key is to not come on too strong but to cross the line little by little…! That way, love will blossom in the end!

Victoria tugged at my arm, pulling me onto the bed. Her strength was overwhelming, leaving me no choice but to lie beside her.

“…Astal.”

“What now?”

We were so close I could feel her breath, and it seemed like I could even hear her heartbeat.

“About what happened today.”

“You mean in Aurelium of the Holy Kingdom?”

Still holding me tightly like a doll, Victoria’s soft, warm, and velvety touch was making it hard to keep my composure.

“Did you really do all that for me without any ulterior motives?”

-Step one of hugging successfully completed! This way, he can’t escape…!

“That’s what I said. Why can’t you ever believe me?”

“As I mentioned before, I grew up being abused in my hometown and find it hard to trust people.”

Victoria seemed to be pouring out feelings she hadn’t been able to express before, her fiery and passionate love evident in every word.

As she spoke, rubbing her face against my chest, her voice was steady—she wasn’t drunk or intoxicated.

“So, even if there’s a misunderstanding, I feel like it’s okay if it’s with you.”

“Are you drunk? Or was there something wrong with the food you ate earlier?”

I asked, deliberately pushing her face away to confirm her state.

I couldn’t allow us to cross the line from comrades or fake lovers to something more.

“No, I just wanted to express how significant your actions were to me today, Astal.”

Even if I can’t outright say that I like or love you, I still want to convey my feelings in some way…

Shaking her head, Victoria continued, her reddened eyes hinting that she might’ve cried earlier.

“To be honest, I wanted to personally kill the lich who poisoned the former Pope Raphael. I didn’t even want to offer a prayer for his peace.”

“…..”

“But my status as a saintess prevented me from seeking personal vengeance. If you hadn’t stepped in, I wouldn’t have known the truth, and I can’t even begin to express how angry that made me.”

Victoria continued speaking with a slightly dampened, trembling voice.

Considering that the previous Pope had saved her life and was like a parent to her after she lost her own, her reaction wasn’t surprising.


“You, then… did you already suspect something?”

“Of course. Unlike someone who enjoys drinking so much that they wouldn’t even notice if their drink was poisoned, and then passed away because of it.

The whole situation was suspicious, too suspicious.”

Squeeze.

Victoria tightened her arms around me.

It seemed that in the past, despite her anger and frustration, she couldn’t investigate the truth behind the incident because she was a saint.

Knowing that the previous Pope and she were as close as a parent and child, it was strange that she showed little reaction when faced with the lich.

“Having those emotions is natural. It’s only normal to be angry when someone like a parent is killed.

Even if you’re a saint, I don’t think there’s any reason to maintain your composure in such a situation.”

I gently stroked Victoria’s head, carefully avoiding her antler-like ornaments, to comfort her.

“Really… You always seem to say things that bring me joy, Astal.”

As expected, you see me not as a saint but as an ordinary woman.

Victoria looked up at me with a soft smile, her melodious voice overlapping with her true feelings, making her sound incredibly enchanting.

“…If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t even have been able to face a day like today. Thank you, Astal.”

-The truth is, I wanted to seduce you out of gratitude, but I felt that if I didn’t say something like this, you might run away before I could even express my thanks.

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts, I realized she was overwhelmed simply because she was thankful to me.

However, words need to be spoken directly to be understood.

“So, did you really have to wear my robe over your underwear just to say this?”

“Actually, I didn’t know how else to repay you, so I thought I might help alleviate some of your sexual frustration.

You’ve gone a whole year without even touching another woman or seeking such outlets.”

Victoria chuckled as she playfully touched different parts of my body.

I tried using magic to redirect blood flow, but the food I’d eaten earlier made it hard to hold out.

“I’ve heard male adventurers tend to have strong desires due to the physical nature of their work, but you seem to be an exception.”

As she said, I never visited entertainment districts, nor did I resolve my desires through relationships or other means.

Unlike my other comrades, who were couples, Victoria might have thought there was something wrong with me because of it.

“We’re only pretending to date. You shouldn’t defile yourself over something like this.”

“It’s because I’m worried about you, Astal. I keep thinking you might fall for a bad woman someday and get completely entangled.”

Victoria’s hand crept near my lower abdomen, and her teasing movements made her touch feel strangely sensual.

“Move your hand.”

“Hehe, look at this. You’re so kind to someone like me, who you don’t even like romantically.

What would happen if a truly manipulative woman came along to use you?”

Despite my warning, Victoria continued to slide her hand lower while pressing her body closer to prevent me from escaping.

“Why do you think I control your drinking and smoking, tease you like this, or throw sharp words at you?”

-Because I don’t have the courage to tell you I like you, Astal.

“I don’t know…”

Although I could hear Victoria’s true feelings, I pretended not to understand.

Listening to her sincerity made my heart feel tight and strange.

I then attempted to rise from her embrace, thinking staying in this situation any longer might lead to real trouble. That’s when it happened.

“…You’re really a clueless, emotionless man, aren’t you, Astal?”

-So, even after all this, you don’t like me…

Squeeze.

Victoria grabbed me and pushed me down, pinning me beneath her.

Her warm body heat spread across me as various parts of us touched.

“Do you really dislike me that much?”

Her sorrowful gaze made it impossible for me to respond properly.

“….”

After all, I didn’t even understand my own feelings.

I used to hate the idea of dating Victoria, especially since she always said harsh things to me.

“Look at this. Even when I pin you like this, you don’t react at all…”

Victoria leaned in so close that our lips were about to touch, ready to unleash another sharp remark.

But then—

“Huh? Wait, what…? This can’t be right”

-Why is it so big and hard? This is nothing like what I imagined or read about… It feels like my body is being lifted…”

Victoria froze as she felt something firm brush against her backside.

Her face turned as red as a tomato, and she was rendered speechles.


 “Astal, are you….really getting excited..?”

-The man who didn’t even react to the Succubus Queen… now, to me…♡

Victoria, for some reason, was covering her mouth with her hand, giggling quietly.

A small sense of elation sparkled in her gaze.

Honestly, I wanted to bite my tongue and die from the sheer embarrassment.

To think I’d react like this to a saintess who always hurled sharp words at me.

I had been holding back so well, but I couldn’t manage it at the very end.

“…This is exactly why I can’t stand you, Victoria. Got it?”


Leaving those words behind, I fled from the room as though running away.

It must’ve been the food I ate.

There’s no way I could have felt my heart flutter, even for a moment, for Victoria, who was just a friend until a few days ago.

Love or whatever—I will never believe in it.





 
  Chapter 38 – Ready, Cue, Action! (1)


The Nightmare Theatre of the demon world, a place where the never-ending, splendid lights makes even the night looks like it’s daytime, is a place full of people who seem very happy, despite it’s name.


“Hmm… Have I rewatched this movie too many times…?”

Crunch, crunch.

In the largest building of such a place, seated in the finest chair, there was a figure watching something being shown before them.

“It was truly enjoyable at first. A pure love that transcends race and grudges… It’s something I could never easily achieve as a succubus, so I cherished it as much as I could.”

A woman with long black hair was casually watching something on the screen in front of her while munching on freshly popped popcorn.

Her crimson red eyes and the sharp tips of her ears and fangs revealed her identity as a succubus.

“Lady Bellamora, is there something that displeases you?”

Beside her, a vague, shadowy figure with half its head missing and black tendrils flickering like living flames poured champagne with polite deference.

They were entities who had sold their very souls to Bellamora, pledging eternal servitude in exchange for their deepest desires.

They had traded blood, dreams, lifespans, and ultimately their souls to her.

“How many ‘movies’ are left in our domain? Preferably the high-quality, engaging love stories. Yes, the kind of stories ordinary people would call pure love.”

Bellamora clapped her hands together as she spoke, addressing the shadow as if it were a mere butler or servant.

“Life stories from the audience? Less than five, I’d say. Even though we’ve collected every human life that wanders into our domain, such genres are exceedingly rare.”

The shadow tilted its head in response, counting on its fingers as it replied.

What Bellamora referred to as “movies” were the memories or lives of individuals, sold to her in exchange for blissful dreams.

“Going out to find movies myself always feels more vivid and exciting…”

Bellamora sighed deeply as she pulled a small film reel from between her chest and jacket.

She squinted at the object labeled “Astal Kaisaros.”

The succubus queen Bellamora Rictis possessed abilities far beyond those of ordinary dream demons.

Unlike lower succubi who had to show illusions and steal energy from men, she had no need for such effort.

Bellamora could rework a person’s memories or life into any form she desired, transforming them into dreams or objects like this.

“Sigh… This man’s life is tantalizing enough that I want to binge-watch it all at once. Why don’t such stories appear anymore?”

Bellamora sipped her drink, reminiscing about the first time she met Astal, a wizard whose appearance even a succubus like her could admit was strikingly handsome.

“When I saw the mage in this hero’s party, for the first time, I felt an urge to drain a man’s life force.”

For the first time in her centuries of life, Bellamora had felt her heart skip a beat.

Her chest throbbed with a tightening pulse, and only then did she realize she even had a heart in her body.

“It’s rare for any man to truly despise or scorn me, the queen of succubi. Even the most virtuous paladins usually harbor some level of lust… But his gaze was purely intent on killing me.”

At first, she thought she must have been mistaken.

It was the first time someone had looked at her not with lustful desire or covetous eyes, but with the sole intention of annihilating her.

“Until then, I considered hero parties to be worthless trash not even worth my time. I’d like to meet him again.”

Bellamora let out a languid moan, lamenting the absence of such feelings in her long life.

How thrilling it would be to bring down a man with such fierce eyes, making him love and yearn for her exclusively.

This was why Bellamora, a succubus, was drawn to the genre of pure love.

She had long envied the love shared by ordinary couples.

Pure love—where one sacrifices life or endures agony for another—was something utterly alien to her race, which treated physical intimacy as mere sustenance.

“Astal Kaisaros… The renowned ‘Harmless Mage,’ is it? I recall hearing of him even during my human days.”

“What’s this? Surely I’ve drained every useful or interesting memory from your mind already.”

“When he was at the Magic Tower, he was famed as a genius. The only man who became a mage after working as a janitor because he couldn’t afford tuition.”

Another shadow filling her popcorn chimed in, recounting what they knew of the name.

“That story is familiar to me as well. They say countless noblewomen proposed or confessed to him, yet he never accepted any.”

Despite hearing these tales, Bellamora remained indifferent, having gleaned much of this from countless other wizards’ memories.

“Yes, magic usually demands innate talent or the blessing of lineage.”

“Indeed. His eyes must carry the blessing of Odin. Those detestable gods… treating the man I have my eye on as nothing but a pawn.”

As she spoke, Bellamora crunched her popcorn viciously.

A loyal servant of the demon lord, she had some insight into the secrets gods sought to conceal.

The magical gaze Astal possessed likely originated from the eye Odin had offered to the Well of Wisdom.

Unable to directly influence reality, the gods employed such indirect methods.

“If not for that lewd, overly endowed saintess beside him, I wouldn’t have needed to tread so carefully.”

The holy power of a saintess was naturally her antithesis.

Thinking of Victoria, the saintess who stood beside Astal, Bellamora clenched her popcorn tightly.

The brittle kernels crumbled into powder under her grip.

Victoria’s ample chest was even more imposing than her own, and her piety made her seem more like a temptress than a saint.

“Even if she’s your natural enemy, was it necessary to act so cautiously?”

“That woman could make a move on Astal first. Knowing him was essential.”

In response to the shadow’s question, Bellamora smiled as she held the glimmering film up to the light.

It showed an image of a young Astal weeping in a burning village.

The reason she had spared the hero’s party during their last encounter was simple: she wanted to glimpse into Astal’s memories and understand the life he had lived.

So that she could devise a perfect plan to entice him and drag him into the depths of temptation.

“The perfect movie I envisioned starring Astal is one where a tragic childhood past is redeemed, and two souls mend each other’s wounds in pure love.”

Bellamora let out a delicate laugh, slightly twisting the angle of the film she held in her hand.

As she did so, an image emerged beside Astal, showing a young black-haired girl gently stroking his head as he cried.

“Even the fact that his parents were killed by demons can be altered in a dream, can’t it?”

She was convinced that for such a wonderful dream, he would give her everything.

After all, humans harbor hidden desires within their hearts.

She had even witnessed parents sell their organs or even their children to keep dreaming such illusions.

She was certain that he wouldn’t easily escape her tricks.

“Even if that vulgar saint claims to love Astal, she’s always so prickly and deceitful in her manner…”

Bellamora could read Victoria’s feelings toward him.

They were certainly not hatred but affection.

“If she truly loves him, shouldn’t she confront her emotions honestly?”

Unlike Bellamora, Victoria couldn’t be honest about her feelings because of her position as a saint and her short lifespan.

That was why, when Bellamora disguised herself as Astal and confessed, Victoria was so overjoyed that she nearly fainted.

“Though the dreams and memories of the other hero party members also seem tempting, true connoisseurs savor only the rarest and finest delicacies, don’t they?”

Bellamora licked her lips with a smile.

If she could make them dream of a past where their hatred for demons and monsters was reversed and convince them it was real, what kind of spectacle would unfold?

“…Astal Kaisaros, the magician who doesn’t believe in love, I will make you fall in love with me one day.”

Just imagining it brought her so much joy that she couldn’t help but smile.

“Absolutely, your words are perfect!”


“Indeed, Lady Bellamora!”

“Glory to the endless dream! Eternal praise to the Nightmare Theater!”

The shadowy beings, once human, laughed and cried madly as they shouted.

“Then, I wish you all another day of blissful dreams, everyone.”

At Bellamora’s words, the beings watching someone’s life or memories in the theater rose and clapped in unison.

★★★


Since last night, there had been a subtle change—Victoria’s attitude toward me.

“Good morning, Lord Astal.”

“…”

“Did you sleep well last night? Hehe, I imagine you tossed and turned, thinking about me…”

—I must have excited him last night…

With a smug expression of accomplishment, she chuckled while looking at me.

The venom and sharpness had disappeared from her tone and demeanor.

Usually, she would start with something like,

“Good morning, perverted virgin mage.”

Victoria was still clad in black underwear, barely covered by my robe.

“Enough. Hand over my robe already.”

Trying to look away from the enticing sight, I spoke to her firmly. The robe was a gift from my master, so there was no spare.

“After showing me such a manly side last night… are you really not going to say anything?”

“What could we possibly talk about?”

“Didn’t you say you dislike crude or obscene remarks from me?”

—It seems better to avoid forceful or overt methods to tempt you now.

Ignoring my request, Victoria gracefully folded the robe and handed it to me.

Her bright smile sent a tightening sensation through my chest.

“…We’ll soon arrive at the succubus queen’s domain.”

“Today marks just a week, but it’s a shame, really. Teasing you has been quite amusing.”

We were heading toward Bellamora Rictis’s land, the Nightmare Theater.


Once she was defeated, the troublesome contract relationship would end, and Victoria and I could return to our original dynamic.

“Do you enjoy or dislike the idea of parting ways with me?”

“Well, why don’t you take a guess?”

—Even if we defeat the succubus queen, you won’t escape being my lover. I’ll make sure of it.

Victoria gave me a sly smile, her thoughts crystal clear to me, making me more anxious than ever.




 
  Chapter 39- Ready, Cue, Action! (2)


The races that rule the Demon Realm are originally divided into four kinds.

First, the Demon King, leader of the demons and monsters.

This guy stays holed up in his Demon King’s castle and never comes out.

Despite declaring war on a continent far away and sending various forces, his actions have been entirely contradictory.

In the past, it’s said he turned half the continent into a sea of fire or exterminated entire clans, wiping them out completely.

Why has his approach become so passive now?

“The Demon King and the Four Heavenly Kings are all hiding in hard-to-find places…”

I sighed, glancing around. The surroundings were filled with sweet jazz music that momentarily made me forget this was the Demon Realm.

The second race that rules the Demon Realm are the Four Heavenly Kings, personally chosen by the Demon King.

The memory-eating slime, Memoria.

The undefeated knight, Death Knight Dullahan.

The time-devouring wolf, Romulus.

Lastly, the Succubus Queen called the Endless Dream, Bellamora Rictis.

The territories ruled by the Four Heavenly Kings are said to reflect their unique traits.

For example, in the case of my enemy, Dullahan, his territory renders him unkillable.

The fight continues until one side completely disappears or dies from exhaustion.

Similarly, the territory ruled by Succubus Queen Bellamora also had distinct characteristics.

“Welcome! Our Nightmare Theater welcomes anyone with a story to share, regardless of race, age, or gender!

Leave behind the gloom of reality and enjoy a happy dream!”

Her territory exuded brightness and joy, resembling a paradise on Earth.

The faces of the countless people standing in line were filled with delight and excitement, as if they had traveled long distances just to reach this place.

“We’re saved at last! Now we can finally be happy!”

A human couple, seemingly with their child, embraced each other and even shed tears of joy.

“Mom… I’m tired… And I’m scratched and hurt everywhere…”

The child between them yawned and rubbed his eyes, looking exhausted.

Normally, it would be almost suicidal for ordinary people to cross the Demon Realm teeming with demons and monsters.

Why would they risk bringing their child along such a dangerous path?

“Ha ha ha! I told you! We dwarves don’t have to hole up in the mountains hammering anvils anymore!

Cool beer and delicious, greasy chicken await us!”

Even dwarves from the northern Kardalon Mountains were among the crowd, laughing heartily with their companions.

Usually, they are a race devoted to crafting high-quality ornaments and weapons, considering masterpieces the purpose of their lives.

“I heard they can even cure your illness here… We’re almost there… Hang on just a little longer.”

I also saw an elf man carrying a frail elf woman on his back, her entire body withered and pale.

“Yes! Thank you for waiting, everyone! We will now begin admission for today!

I am Havaya, the creature who will inspect your tickets!”

A white-furred creature resembling a yeti, who appeared to guard snowy mountains, beamed at the crowd, spreading his arms wide.

“I am Hameln, a demon who will assist you if you face any difficulties entering or dreaming.”

A pale-skinned demon man with a sly smile addressed us. Judging from his tail, horns, and wings, he seemed to be a low-class incubus.

“Thank you!”

“Can someone like me enter as well?”

“I sold everything I had to come here! I’ve got nothing but my body!”

As these neatly dressed demons and creatures acting as guides appeared, people rushed forward with questions.

“Of course! In the Demon Realm, the currency is blood, dreams, and lifespan! If circumstances are tough, you can even sell memories here!”

The yeti and incubus spoke cheerfully, their words drawing cheers from the crowd.

People waved their arms and embraced each other in joy, and I could hardly understand their behavior.

“……..”

How could a territory be managed in such a way that species, who would normally be at each other’s throats, now looked forward to something together?


“…This place truly feels unsettling. It must be Bellamora’s domain.

Seeing demons, monsters, humans, and other races all mingling and happily waiting to enter…”

Victoria clicked her tongue as she observed the fur-covered creature stamping people’s hands.

-I should’ve smashed that succubus’s skull with my hammer when I encountered her last time…

Victoria’s mind burned with regret over the previous encounter.

Before we could face the Demon King, we had been wandering the Demon Realm to eliminate the Four Heavenly Kings.

By chance, we encountered Bellamora, who immediately entranced us in her dream illusion and then disappeared without a trace.

-Well, thanks to that wench, I ended up dating Astal, even if it’s just a formality, so I suppose I should be grateful in hindsight.

She was also the one who became the catalyst for Victoria and me to start this contract relationship.

After all, to counter the Illusory Dreams, we had to exploit the dissonance between reality and illusion.

“I think so too. I just can’t understand what could be in this territory that makes people go crazy like this…”

They say sweet and delicious fruit always attracts pests like fruit flies, but this seemed far too excessive.

The land of Bellamora, known as the Endless Dream, was shrouded in rumors even though it was just a name whispered around.

Some claimed it was a paradise where you could achieve anything you couldn’t in reality, while others called it a hell you could never escape.

“Astal, are you sure the perception-interference magic is working properly?”

Anima asked nervously for confirmation.

“Yes, but Bellamora will likely see through our identities. She’s a mage on par with me, after all.”

I said, recalling the Bellamora I’d seen before—a black-haired woman who hid her species’ traits, like wings and a tail, as if denying she was a succubus.

-Oh my, how nice to meet you. Your name was… Astal Kaisaros, wasn’t it?

That was the first time my perception-interference magic had been seen through.

In the past, Bellamora had shown me an Illusory Dream where Victoria confessed her love to me.

I’d used magic to decapitate myself and escape it immediately.

-You’re the first man to escape my Illusory Dream so quickly. Since this must be fate, why don’t we take some time to get to know each other better?

She smiled at me, covering her mouth as if amused.

That was Bellamora.

-If you attack me now, your companions will never wake up from their dreams.

I prepared to cast a spell, but she leisurely looked around, even humming a tune.

Unlike me, my companions couldn’t quickly escape their dreams.

-Think carefully, genius mage of Mavilos Village.

Bellamora mentioned my now-erased hometown, though I didn’t know how she knew about it.

Grinding my teeth in anger, I glared at her.

-Hmm, so forceful methods didn’t work? My apologies, Astal. In that case, here’s a ticket. Please come see me someday.


She nodded politely, appearing courteous as if she realized something had gone wrong.

What I received was a rectangular ticket, black with red accents, which now rested in my robe. It read:

[VVIP – We’ve prepared a fantastical dream just for you.]

I was debating whether to use it.

‘If I use this, Bellamora will know we’re entering her domain…’

I folded my arms, deep in thought.

Ordinarily, Bellamora’s ticket was so valuable it couldn’t be bought even by selling all our blood or years of life.

“Anima, can your spirit replicate this ticket?”

“Impossible. This ticket was crafted directly from fragments of dreams by Bellamora herself.

If we’re exposed as a hero party, we might have to fight everyone here.”

Anima inspected the ticket’s composition with her earth spirit and shook her head.

Her bear ears perked up, alert to her surroundings.

“There are too many civilians here. I could use the wind spirit to evacuate some of them, but…”

“Then we’ll have to minimize damage.”

I stepped forward to the Yeti inspecting tickets.

Using the ticket Bellamora personally gave me was the safest option.

Even if it was a trap, I’d be the only one identified as the enemy.

That would buy enough time to evacuate everyone.

“Astal, let’s find another way. If Tarion, Anima, and I offer blood, we could at least afford a cheap ticket.”

“Right, I might be able to help this time…”

“No. It would require so much blood that someone would end up dead. To meet the quota, we’d still have to sacrifice dreams, lifespan, or memories.”

I shut my eyes tightly as I addressed Kyle.

“Kyle, you need to return safely to your childhood friend back home.

Didn’t you say you wanted to open a little flower shop after defeating the Demon King? I won’t let you sacrifice dreams or memories for this.”

Everyone holding a ticket here had given up something to make it this far into the depths of the Demon World.

I refused to become like them.

“Welcome! Please show me the ticket you possess!”

“…Here.”

“This, this is… VVIP?!”

I pulled out the ticket Bellamora had given me from inside my robe.

The eyes of the Yeti and the Incubus widened and quivered as they recognized it.

Just as I doubted whether this might really be a trap—

“A distinguished guest is entering!! Everyone, please greet them with enthusiastic applause and a warm welcome!”

Boom!

Bang-bang-bang!

The sound of small explosions and the display of fireworks filling the night sky came into view.

“Are the people behind you part of your group as well? Our Nightmare Theater has been eagerly awaiting your visit!”

“Isn’t this ticket just for one person?”


“No, it’s not! This ticket is given only to those personally selected by Lady Bellamora! There are no limits on the number of companions!”

The Yeti and Incubus swung open the once tightly shut iron gates, inviting not only me and my companions but everyone else behind us as well.

“We hope everyone has a day filled with happy dreams!”

They even beckoned the people who had been wandering outside without tickets to come inside.
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As soon as I stepped closer to the territory of Succubus Queen Bellamora, a sound so sweet it made me doubt I was still in the demon realm began to echo.

The harmonious tones of a pipe organ and piano playing together, the crystal-clear chiming of bells, and the unified voices of what seemed like a choir singing as one.

-♪ Welcome to the one and only Gensokyo in this world—a paradise of beginnings and the ultimate refuge. ♪

This delightful symphony was the first sign that this place was fundamentally different from the demon realms I had known.

“…This is… singing. Could it be a device to lure people into dreams more easily?”

I felt uncomfortable.

-The demon realm I knew was a place where demons and monsters mercilessly killed and mocked humans…

Victoria, seemingly afraid to let go of me, held my hand tightly and began speaking.

Her words were met with a multi-armed demon, who smiled brightly and began to explain.

“No, this melody simply signifies that you’ve approached Gensokyo—a place where the boundary between reality and dreams dissolves, much like a Nightmare Theater.”

“For something like that, the name of this territory is pretty unique,” I retorted to the demon, who appeared to be mimicking a guide.

Despite their attempts to conceal their true intentions, incubuses were creatures who invaded human dreams for their own benefit, after all.

“Haha, if that’s how you feel, you’re quite perceptive. Our lord, Bellamora, finds amusement even in the nightmares that terrify humans.”

The demon chuckled heartily, seeming entertained by my reaction.

He was being uncharacteristically polite, likely due to the ticket I held in my hand.

“So, in the end, it’s just about using people’s sorrow and pain for sustenance.”

“That’s what everyone thinks at first. However, Lady Bellamora wishes for every soul in this world to live in blissful dreams.”

“If that’s her true wish, shouldn’t she stop extorting money from people? It’s inconsistent.”

It didn’t add up.

If Bellamora were truly a benevolent goddess trying to save people, she wouldn’t have ignored the pitiable souls we saw earlier.

By dividing access with tickets and creating a hierarchy even among people, she was clearly a cunning strategist.

The structure incited envy and longing among people, making them aspire to climb higher.

“This Gensokyo is still far from perfect. Lady Bellamora must expend her magic to show people dreams, after all!”

“So, she can’t do charity work for free, huh? That’s why she restricts dreams and memories to build power?”

I found myself snapping at the guide, annoyed by his defense of Bellamora’s sophistry, momentarily forgetting that I was under the protection of a cognitive concealment spell.

I despised demons.

Their way of mimicking human emotions and deceiving others while reveling in madness was repulsive.

Even walking alongside such creatures made me feel uneasy.

“Aren’t you being too serious?”

At that moment, Victoria interjected, hugging my arm intentionally to let her chest press against me.

“Darling?”

The unfamiliar term rendered my mind momentarily blank.

Why was she suddenly addressing me as if I were her lover?

“Yes, darling. After all, we’re here as a couple on a date… aren’t we?”

This would make even Astal unable to object! Deception was necessary to defeat Bellamora, after all!

Victoria winked subtly, signaling me to play along.

Her judgment wasn’t entirely wrong.

We were willingly walking into Bellamora’s jaws, so a little trickery was indeed required.

“Right, that’s true.”

Reluctantly, I forced a smile as I looked at Victoria.

Having used a VVIP ticket, there was a high chance Bellamora was already aware of our arrival at the Nightmare Theater.

This meant she could, like before, throw everyone into a nightmarish trance to torment us.

“…We’re here to have blissful dreams, after all.”

I murmured the empty words loud enough for those around us to hear.

Any deviation from typical guest behavior might alert the demons to our true identities.

“Why aren’t you calling me ‘darling’? You’re fine with it in private—are you embarrassed now?”

“….”

-This time, I’ll make Astal call me ‘darling’ too…!

Even without reading her thoughts, Victoria’s intentions were as transparent as glass as she laughed behind her hand.

But I decided to feign ignorance.

This farce would end the moment we killed Bellamora. Our fake relationship was also nearing its conclusion.

★★★

My first impression of Bellamora’s domain was a mix of astonishment and bewilderment.

“Her self-awareness is utterly excessive.”

Everywhere I looked, her image was omnipresent—busts, paintings of her seductive form, and even animated portraits adorning the walls of the buildings.

The countless lights and illuminations made the night appear as bright as day, and the row of buildings adorned with glowing letters made it feel as though they belonged to a different era entirely.

“Exactly. Truly fitting behavior for a succubus who thrives on the vitality of men.

Even though she’s dressed in a way that suggests she wants to be seen as different, that vulgarity is impossible to hide.”

-Annoying, annoying, annoying… Why does it feel like he’s paying more attention to other women than me…?

Beside me, Victoria, wearing a calm expression, gnawed on her nails furiously, expressing her anger.

Listening to her inner thoughts, it was clear that she was upset, thinking I was showing interest in Bellamora.

“…Start by dressing properly before you say anything.”

I frowned as I pointed out Victoria’s outfit. She had altered her holy garments to expose the underside of her chest on purpose.

I could even argue that the attire of Bellamora, the succubus queen, was more modest and composed.


“Hmph, I think this level of exposure is quite appropriate. Or… could it be bothering you?”

-After all, I dressed like this to catch your attention.

Victoria stuck her tongue out slightly, then went as far as using her fingers to widen the heart-shaped cutout in her chest to tempt me further.

The hole was positioned precisely over her heart, drawing attention to an unsettling view.

“Not at all.”

“Then that’s a shame. I thought I was doing my best…”

Victoria sighed deeply and gripped my arm even tighter.

No matter how many times it happened, I couldn’t get used to the soft sensation.

It numbed my rationality, concentrating all my senses on my arm.

-…Last night, you were so rough and passionate with me, lifting me up like that…

Her inner thoughts reminisced about the previous night as she gazed up at me with sly, fox-like eyes.

I could almost feel an invisible tail wagging behind her.

“Now what should I do? If we used the ticket Bellamora gave us, she must already know we’re here.”

Hero Kyle gathered his companions to reassess their plan.

His face looked deeply troubled.


Originally, infiltrating among the audience and assassinating Bellamora without anyone knowing would have been the best course of action.

That was also why they chose to enter legitimately using purchased tickets instead of storming her domain outright.

“…I believe the first priority should be scouting the area and locating Bellamora,” Kyle said.

The archer, Tarion, scanned the surrounding buildings and responded.

His gaze landed on a series of geometrically designed, vibrantly colored signs.

[Ignite your passion for adventure! Treasure Hunter! Experience the life of an archaeologist seeking hidden treasure.]

[Tonight, witness a forbidden love story like no other. Eternal Love – the tale of an immortal elf and a reincarnated lover who remember their past lives and meet again.]

[Lilith’s Kiss. Succubi handpicked just for you offer unparalleled pleasure. Once you experience it, you might not want to return to an ordinary life.]

“What… are these things?”

“They seem to be some sort of illusion, but… there’s something strange about them.”

Tarion moved his fingers slightly, causing the images to shift, revealing faces that seemed vividly lifelike.

It was as though they embodied the actual owners of those dreams or memories.

-Run away now! It’s a mimic with limbs!

-Please remember me. Next time, I’ll remember you.

-Did you know mating with a succubus feels far better than with an ordinary partner? Hehe, you’re so cute… trembling like a puppy.

The shifting, morphing images seemed to invite them into their respective buildings.

How could such a thing even be possible?

Even using a magic-seeing eye, no particularly powerful spell seemed to be at work.


“It’s called a ‘movie.’ Fascinating, isn’t it? By connecting tens of thousands of images in sequence, it creates the illusion of motion.”

A clicking of heels echoed, followed by a silky, seductive voice that seemed to pierce directly into my mind.

“Of course, the raw materials used for this are people’s actual lives and memories. That’s what makes it feel so vivid, don’t you think?”

The black-haired woman who spoke smiled brightly as she looked at us.

When she noticed our arrival was already anticipated, a red carpet lay rolled out beneath her feet.

“…Bellamora Rictis.”

“Oh my, you remembered me. What an honor.”

Unlike before, she wore an overtly revealing red dress, bowing slightly to greet me.

She was none other than Bellamora Rictis, the succubus queen who ruled this place.

“Welcome, Sir Astal, to my domain. I see you even used a VVIP ticket. Were you that eager to see me? Or… was there something urgent?”

“Silence.”

Bellamora’s perception-blocking magic didn’t work on her.

She had already seen through our intentions and greeted us knowingly.

“You’re so impatient. Fighting me here would drag innocent people into the conflict, wouldn’t it?”

We prepared our weapons to attack Bellamora, but she merely smiled and spoke again.

The area was bustling with a crowd, and any battle here would inevitably result in casualties.

“If you plan to kill me, how about a temporary truce for a week? I’ll even prepare a special venue for you by then.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“Didn’t the ticket I gave you prove to be no trap? I could have given you fake tickets that summoned demons to kill you upon use.”

Her words carried some truth, leaving us momentarily uncertain.

She seemed to speak of her potential death with a startling lightness.

“In exchange, I’d like to watch a movie with you, Sir Astal… just the two of us. How about it? Let’s call it a date.”

Bellamora extended her hand toward me, gesturing for me to take it. She winked, sending a clear signal.

“Sorry, that won’t be happening.”

“Why not? Opportunities like this are rare.”

“She’s my girlfriend. Right, honey?”

I glanced at Victoria, who clung tightly to my arm, pressing it to her chest.

Her eyes widened in surprise at my words.

Rejecting such temptations head-on was the best approach.

“……”


Victoria couldn’t hide her blushing face and buried her head shyly.

-He called me ‘honey,’ he called me ‘honey,’ he called me ‘honey’…

Although she didn’t let go of my arm, her inner thoughts were loud and clear—she was overjoyed.

“…What?”

Bellamora’s expression shifted from shock to despair, her voice trembling slightly.







 
  Chapter 41- Ready, Cue, Action! (4)


At first, she wanted to believe it was a dream.

It might seem strange for Bellamora Rictis, the Queen of Nightmares, to think that way, but she didn’t want to accept reality.

‘Lord Astal…? With such a vulgar saint…?’

Bellamora bit her lower lip as she watched Victoria tightly embrace Astal’s arm against her chest.

How could someone who constantly insulted and openly disliked him end up dating him?

It was a situation she couldn’t wrap her head around.

When she had delved into the memories of the hero’s party, Astal and Victoria’s relationship could have only been described as catastrophic.

“Ha ha, what a funny joke. If your intention was to shock me, I must say you’ve succeeded,”

Bellamora said, donning a metaphorical mask, forcing a smile, and feigning composure as she observed the situation.

Perhaps they were lying to tease her or expose her vulnerabilities.

“So, why don’t we put an end to this prank? Even if you’re trying to avoid my proposal, don’t you think this is going a bit too far?”

Honestly, she felt terrible.

Who wouldn’t feel upset seeing the person they love in another woman’s embrace?

“Do you really think this is a joke, Bellamora?”

The voice pierced her heart like a needle.

It was Victoria, wearing a smug smile as though she was mocking her.

“Then, if this isn’t a joke, what is it? As far as I know, Lord Astal detests you.”

“…Oh my, perhaps he acted that way deliberately to avoid revealing his true feelings to someone like you, a harlot?”

Victoria smirked coldly, her piercing gaze locked onto Bellamora as if relishing her clenched fists and trembling lips.

After all, Bellamora, the Succubus Queen, was instrumental in forming her contract with Astal that allowed them to become a couple.

Victoria almost felt grateful to her for that.

“That’s impossible. What nightmares see are pure memories without exaggeration or deceit.”

“Then… maybe, while you were hesitating, my lover’s heart changed.”

Squeeze.

Victoria clung tighter to Astal’s arm, the action like that of a serpent asserting dominance over its prey.

Her venomous gaze warned Bellamora to back off, sharp as a dagger.

“No matter what anyone says, he’s my lover now. Isn’t that right, darling?”

“Yeah.”

“…..”

Hearing them call each other endearing names, Bellamora’s jaw dropped slightly.

A rosy aura emanated between the two—something she had never seen before.

This was undoubtedly the tenderness of first love.

Even when she tried reading their emotions again, she couldn’t detect the disgust or contempt that had existed before.

“You shameless milk-maiden… Is seduction through vulgar gestures all you’re capable of? If that’s how you won Astal over, it’s truly pathetic.”

Jealous, Bellamora spat out biting words to attack Victoria.

That should’ve been my place.

Even if I didn’t confess first, my love for him was more genuine than that of this vulgar harlot.

‘I liked you too…’

Her heart ached as if stabbed by a cold blade.

She thought she would rather die than endure the humiliation of her feelings being rejected so brutally.

How did it come to this?

Had Astal succumbed to base desires like an ordinary man and made an irreversible choice?

For the first time, the Succubus Queen, skilled in seduction and charm, found herself drowning in doubts and assumptions.

“How pathetic, Bellamora. Have you spent so much of your life leeching off the energy of men who admire you that you’ve lost touch with reality?”

Victoria’s words grew harsher as she realized Bellamora’s turmoil.

Unlike lower succubi, Bellamora had never physically engaged with men.

“For your information, I’m a virgin—both above and below.”

Bellamora puffed out her chest, wanting to assert herself.

She despised the stereotype that succubi were promiscuous by nature.

“As if the Queen of Nightmares would degrade herself by acting like those lowly creatures. My realm is as it is because I reject such vulgarity.”

“Oh, so that’s why your words always have the stench of a rotten rag? My apologies for not realizing sooner, Bellamora.”

“Hmph, and what about you? Aren’t you just a shameless wench who walks around barely clothed? What kind of saint dresses in scraps of fabric?”

The contrast between them was striking.

One was dressed in revealing garments, while the other wrapped herself in thick robes.

Their personalities, values, views on love, and ways of expressing affection were opposites.

The only thing they shared…

‘I liked him too…’

‘I’m sorry, but I loved him first.’

They both harbored unrequited feelings for the same man, Astal.

“My lover isn’t interested unless I wear something like this. Just last night, he punished me thoroughly with his magnificent, manly presence…”

Victoria traced her fingers along Astal’s side, exhaling warm breaths near his ear.

The moment she recalled the large, firm object strong enough to slightly lift her body, with the pulsing veins that seemed to beat like a heart…

“Even thinking about it now, it feels like my lower abdomen is heating up.”

Victoria felt a wave of warmth and tingling sensations rise from her lower belly, her body seemingly flushed with heat.

Her gaze and breath were thick with lust and longing, exuding a sticky, sweet intensity.

“…Are you insane? Lord Astal, tell me it’s not true! There’s no way that perverted milk-maiden’s words could be real!!”

Bellamora shouted in a panic, looking at Astal with desperate eyes for an explanation.

From what she could see, he didn’t seem to have been drained of his energy yet.

However,

“Well… it’s a bit embarrassing to admit, but it’s not a lie, Bellamora.”

Astal covered his face with his hand and bowed his head low, not even pushing away Victoria’s hand as it caressed his thigh.

That alone made it clear something had happened.

He even crossed his legs awkwardly, as though trying to suppress the blood rushing downward.

“You two… you’re both still virgins, aren’t you!?”

Bellamora shouted, unable to believe what she was seeing and hearing.

If they had truly crossed the line, their emotions wouldn’t still seem so innocent.

Bellamora had spent countless nights watching the lives of lovers unfold like films, always yearning for an ideal romance herself.

Right now, the two of them resembled friends pretending nothing was happening while secretly harboring feelings and indulging in their desires behind closed doors.

“Where do you think you’re lying? You haven’t even shared your bodies yet, nor are you married…!!”


Bellamora felt steam rise from her head, her fury nearly boiling over.

She wanted to maintain her composure as a noble ruler, but the sight of her current disgrace, with everyone watching, was anything but pleasant.

“Are you jealous, Bellamora? Even if you disgrace yourself like this, I will still be the only woman to have felt Lord Astal’s touch.”

Victoria chuckled, her expression the epitome of smugness, like a victorious rival basking in triumph.

“Even if we aren’t married or haven’t consummated anything, isn’t that enough reason to reject your proposal?”

Astal, too, looked at Victoria with soft, affectionate eyes, as if warning Bellamora not to interfere in their relationship.

“No. I won’t give up. I’ll use this film, and within a week, I’ll make you fall for me instead.”

Rather than backing down, Bellamora’s resolve only grew stronger.

She had seen countless stories like this in other films.

In romantic comedies, the one chosen in the end is always a single heroine.

“You wouldn’t turn down a chance to see your parents again, would you?”

If she couldn’t steal him away now, she would slowly coax him over time.

Snap.

With a sharp snap of her fingers, the world around them shifted, the sky and ground flipping as the scenery began to change.

“The Life of Astal Kaisaros, Now Showing in Theaters! I think that’s all the explanation needed.”

Before them stood a brilliantly lit movie theater, with posters of an upcoming film glowing brightly.

“You… don’t tell me…”

“Yes, that’s right. I extracted memories of your childhood and turned them into a movie. I wanted to know everything about the man I love.”

Bellamora’s lips curled into a sly smile as she gazed at the screen showing a boy and girl resembling Astal, with his younger self crying.

“This is how I love someone.”

“…..”


“What are you doing? Hurry up and come inside. Didn’t you want to know about Lord Astal’s childhood too, milk-maiden?”

Bellamora raced to the theater doors and flung them open, motioning eagerly for them to enter.

★★★

‘What should I do…?’

I felt as if my heart had dropped to the ground the moment I saw the sign.

That’s undeniably my parents.

The Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings, the Dullahan, and their soldiers had killed them, leaving not even their bodies behind.

All the items or paintings that could have helped me remember them were burned, so I thought I’d never see anything related to them again.

I never imagined such an opportunity would arise, especially in the Demon Realm, teeming with demons and monsters.

“How about going to see it, Astal?”

“…Kyle.”

“It should be fine with Victoria. When the two of you argued earlier, no one dared to intervene because of how overwhelming she was.”

The one persuading me was Kyle, the red-haired hero. He had quietly listened earlier while Victoria and Bellamora were arguing.

“Bellamora! In just a week, I’ll be able to fight you in a place with no civilians, right?”

“Yes, of course. I always keep my promises.”

“…While you’re watching your movie, we’ll look for a way to kill her or uncover the secrets of this domain.”

At Kyle’s question, Bellamora responded with a bright smile, but he seemed convinced she was hiding something.

“But fighting her immediately right now is also….”

“Let’s go together, Astal. You’ve been tormented your entire life. This is a chance to leave no regrets.”

Victoria grabbed my arm firmly as she spoke.

Her reasoning was that missing this opportunity would leave me living in regret forever.

“…Besides, as a betrothed couple, we can’t skip an introductory meeting with your parents, can we?”


-I’ve always thought about meeting your parents as your partner someday. And we also need to figure out what that succubus is scheming!

Victoria’s inner thoughts made it clear that she could never imagine losing to Bellamora.


“No matter what anyone says, I’m the one you chose just now”

-And my chest is much bigger, too…!

With a victorius smile, Victoria exuded confidence as she pressed her chest against my arm.



 
  Chapter 42: The Secret of Astal Kaisaros (1)



The interior of the movie theater I entered with Victoria, arm in arm, resembled a beautifully decorated ballroom.

“How do you like it? This is a VVIP-exclusive cinema, a place created just for you.”

A dazzling chandelier illuminated the space, and the sweet scent that wafted through the air tempted all the senses.

Except for us, the place was filled with shadowy figures, their heads seemingly half-missing.

“Disgusting. Bellamora, just how many souls have you enslaved to create this?”

-They’re all just remnants of memories. These shadows mimic their former selves without emotions or souls—mere fakes.

Victoria grimaced in displeasure at the sight, her expression reflecting her disdain.

As a saint, she likely saw these shadows as demonic servants of Bellamora.

“…I’ve never counted. I only turn creatures that meet my standards of artistry into shadows.”

Bellamora folded her fingers as though calculating, then shook her head dismissively, as if abandoning the effort.

“The movies you speak of—aren’t they just reconstructions of other people’s memories and lives?”

“Exactly! No two lives are ever the same! Even twins, who may look alike and grow up in the same environment, are different. You’ve got a good eye for these things…!”

Bellamora grinned, baring her fangs in satisfaction, and tried to wrap her other arm around me as Victoria had.

“…Get lost.”

“You’re so mean. I might cry, you know?”

I shoved Bellamora’s hand away with contempt, glaring at her. She pretended to wipe away tears that didn’t exist.

“You’re quite the actress for someone who isn’t actually crying.”

“Oh my, did you notice? I thought all your brains went to your chest, but I guess not.”

Bellamora sneered and glanced at Victoria’s chest with mockery, as if envious of the divine presence emanating from it.

“Could you even feed a child with that flat chest? I doubt you could manage without at least this much.”

Victoria responded with a small chuckle and pressed herself closer against my arm, the weight of her presence undeniable.

-If I have to feed all 11 children, I might need even more. Perhaps I’ll ask Astal to massage me later—after all, they say it grows if touched by someone you love!

Hearing her inner thoughts, I shuddered. Where did she even get such information?

“Ultimately, being a good wife isn’t determined by the size of one’s chest, is it?”

“I understand your jealousy, but honestly, it’s unbecoming, Bellamora.”

-I could be far more shameless than that succubus for Astal’s sake…

The saint in provocative attire and the chaste succubus queen tore into each other’s flaws, their bickering giving me a headache.

“I could offer an experience far more thrilling than the saint here. After all, intercourse with a succubus is nothing like with a mere human.”

“Is that so? My partner finds my body far more than enough, so I doubt that would ever happen.”

Bellamora smirked provocatively at Victoria, who didn’t back down, her gaze as sharp as a serpent’s.

“Oh? Shall we test that? A little touch wouldn’t hurt.”

“Unfortunately, I’ve already marked this one as mine.”

Victoria clung to me possessively, her intense gaze as fiery as the sparks flying between them.

“Did you two already…? No? Then doesn’t that mean I still have a chance?”

“How pitiful that someone who hasn’t even tasted Astal’s overwhelming presence could spout such fantasies. Your imagination is as lacking as your chest.”

-I want Astal to cry out my name during a passionate night someday—trembling, curling his toes as we share a heated embrace.

As the tension between them escalated, their words grew more explicit, making my head throb.

Victoria’s inner thoughts were running wild to keep Bellamora in check.

“…Can you two tone it down a bit?”

I sighed, addressing both of them.

I’d seen my fair share of jealousy and envy during my time at the magic tower, but this was another level entirely.

“Regardless of what you say, Victoria is my partner. Nothing you do, Bellamora, will change that.”

I gently stroked Victoria’s hair as I spoke, making my stance clear.

After all, we were here not for trivial matters but to eliminate the Demon Lord’s generals in preparation for the final battle.

“You… That’s surprisingly sweet of you.”

-I like it when you stroke my hair…

Victoria hummed in delight, while Bellamora stomped her feet in frustration.

“Hah? Are you seriously siding with that lewd, chest-shaking wench? I didn’t expect this from you!”

The sight of the succubus queen tossing her accessories in a tantrum was almost comical.

It was hard to tell who was the succubus and who was the saint.

How many men in this world are loved by such polar opposites?

Rubbing my temple, I wondered how to handle this.

“…You’re such a pervert. But that’s part of what makes you endearing.”

Bellamora then loosened the front of her dress slightly, attempting to seduce me.

The soft rustle of fabric revealed her pale skin and delicate veins.

“Would this excite you? I think I’m more than sufficient in this department.”

Confidently flaunting her figure, she asked for my opinion.

Any other man might have been tempted, but I felt only revulsion, a bitter taste lingering in my mouth.

“It’s revolting.”

The very person who killed my parents was trying to win me over.

The sight made me want to gouge out my eyes.

Just then, someone’s voice rang out, and my vision was suddenly enveloped in darkness.

A gentle, floral fragrance filled the air.

“Don’t let such sights linger in your eyes. You must not fall for that lewd harlot’s schemes, Astal.”

Victoria leaned close to my ear and whispered in a sweet, sticky voice.

“I never fell for it in the first place.”

“Aren’t you a man brimming with vitality? Lust is a basic human desire, after all.

Please understand that as your lover, I can’t help but feel anxious.”

Victoria unlinked her arms and pressed herself against my back.

The vivid sensation of soft flesh changing shape as it pressed against me was unmistakable.

-Once this is over, I’ll give you the opportunity to touch my bare chest.

Wouldn’t you prefer something large and tangible over something small and untouchable?

“……”

Hearing her inner thoughts, I closed my eyes tightly, hoping everything would pass without incident.

Her occasional sly remarks were so brazen it made me wonder if she truly thought such things.

“Hmm, then I’ll try another approach. In romance movies, they say to win a man’s heart, you must first win his stomach.”

Seeing her seduction fail, Bellamora clicked her tongue slightly and pointed to a distant stall.

With a simple gesture, shadowy figures with partially severed heads scurried around, busily preparing something.

“Would you like anything? Popcorn? Squid? Cola? Just say the word, and every staff member here, bound by your VVIP status, will obey!”


Bellamora laughed as she chewed on the twisted legs of a grotesque creature, sipping bubbling black liquid.

“I’m not particularly tempted… By the way, where do you even get such things?”

Looking at the bizarre foods, unfamiliar except for the fried corn, I couldn’t help but wonder.

How could such exotic items be available for sale in this barren, blood-soaked demon realm filled with demons and monsters?

“I transported them after studying the memories of lunatics from another world.

Thanks to that, I was able to build this grand cinema. Isn’t that a good thing in the end?”

“Lunatics from another world…?”

Could there really be other worlds beyond this one?

Her explanation startled me. I widened my eyes, trying to grasp anything peculiar.

“Oh, you wouldn’t understand if I explained it like this!

Occasionally, gods summon heroes from other worlds to kill the Demon King and send them here.”

…I’d heard of it. There were historical records of heroes from another world.

“Well, no human could possibly kill our Demon King, so calling them lunatics feels like a waste of words.”

“Speaking ill of the dead—is that truly the nature of demons?”

-They’ve likely all been turned into Bellamora’s shadowy servants.

Now I finally understand why this domain feels so distinct from other demon realms.

Victoria shuddered at Bellamora’s words, clenching her fists so tightly that it seemed like she was restraining herself from swinging a hammer.

“Oh, I didn’t kill them. I merely enslaved those who willingly pledged their loyalty to me.

My ultimate goal is for all living beings to dwell in a happy dream.”

“For someone with such a lofty goal, you sure have a twisted way of turning emptied husks into shadows for your employees.”

“Memories were useful, but… Plenty of lustful fools sold their souls just to touch my chest.

That’s why Astal is the only one for me.”

Bellamora smiled smugly at me, and I suppressed the urge to cut her down on the spot.

“Let’s just get some popcorn and cola and watch the movie. I can’t enjoy it without them. I recommend the caramel popcorn!”

“…You won’t get away after the movie.”

If I wanted to see my parents again, I had no choice but to endure Bellamora’s antics for now.

“Shall I place your order?”

“I’ll have caramel popcorn, that fizzy white drink, and those intriguing snacks… No, just give me one of everything on the menu.”

“Victoria…?”

Victoria’s eyes sparkled as she ordered everything on the menu.

I had momentarily forgotten her love for delicious food.

“I need to ensure there’s no poison in what Astal eats. Is there a problem?”

-The variety of food, combined with its tantalizing aroma, just from the smell, they seem incredibly delicious.

I could hear Victoria gulping down her saliva.

In that moment, I couldn’t help but imagine where all that food would go in her body.

“It’s Bellamora’s domain. How can you be sure the food isn’t tampered with?”

“Are you scared? No matter what tricks she tries, I won’t lose Astal. After all, we’re promised to be wed.”

Victoria shot a triumphant smirk at Bellamora, whose jaw clenched in jealousy.

“You seem like lovers. Should I offer the couple’s set? It’s a bit more generous and comes with a special gift.”

The shadowy staff member’s words caught us off guard.

A couple’s set? Such a concept was entirely unfamiliar to me.

“And what might that gift be?”

“Something related to the current movie. For Astal, it’s a ring engraved with the cosmos pattern.”

Cosmos—the flower my mother loved, which my father personally planted in front of our house.

I even used them for my parents’ modest funeral after returning home.

How could they know this?

The thought made me increasingly uneasy about this “movie.”


“Then I’ll take that, please.”


-The same ring as Astal on my left finger…I guess we have no choice but to get married.

Victoria immediately snatched the pair of rings like an eagle, ensuring no one else could take them.

“Hey, you shadow! What are you doing?! You were supposed to secretly hand those rings to me and Astal!”

“Huh? Wasn’t that meant for another shadow? I didn’t hear anything about it.”

Though it seemed the rings had been prepared by Bellamora, they ended up firmly in Victoria’s grasp.
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The first thing Hero Kyle did after sending off Astal and Victoria was infiltrate the back alleys of the Nightmare Theater.

“Kyle, was it really necessary to come to a place like this?”

“Kyle must have his reasons.”

As they left the dazzling lights and welcoming buildings for the dark, foul-smelling backstreets, his companions couldn’t hide their doubts and voiced their concerns.

Why would someone avoid happy, enjoyable places only to venture into such a dismal location?

They suspected that entering a “movie,” or dream, in this place might be the most effective way to uncover the weakness of the succubus queen Bellamora.

“…There’s something I need to confirm here. Places like this usually hide their darkest secrets rather than leaving them in the open.”

Kyle’s reasoning differed. He couldn’t understand why Bellamora was acting so favorably toward them.

No matter how much she fancied Astal, the confidence she had in delaying their deaths by a week was baffling.

Unless she wasn’t truly disillusioned with life and seeking death, her proposal was highly suspicious.

“Let me ask you something. Why do you think Bellamora coaxed Astal into going to see a movie with her?”

To resolve his doubts, Kyle asked his companions for their thoughts, needing to confirm if his reasoning was correct.

“Maybe it’s to keep Victoria in check? Astal and she haven’t been together for long.”

“If that were the case, she could have trapped us in an illusionary dream like before. Why choose a harder method when there’s an easier one?”

“…That’s true. Come to think of it, she deliberately avoided us last time.”

“Last time, the dream was clearly disjointed. It’s strange that she didn’t use her real weapon—endless nightmares or vivid illusions indistinguishable from reality.”

Anima nodded in agreement with Kyle’s perspective.

Dream demons were known to delve into people’s memories and manipulate dreams at will.

If Bellamora wished, she could make them wander in a dream, unable to distinguish it from reality, for what felt like an eternity.

“Exactly. Bellamora’s epithet came from her ability to trap those who opposed the Demon King in endless nightmares, making them destroy each other until they self-destructed.”

Kyle bit his lip as he spoke of what he knew.

His family, renowned as dragon slayers, had lost countless members to Bellamora’s illusions.

Even those with steely minds and strength enough to slay dragons couldn’t endure her manipulations.

It was too suspicious to believe she would spare them out of love for one man.

“The previous illusion was merely a test… Is that what you’re saying, Kyle? To lure us to her home ground, the Nightmare Theater, and kill us all at once?”

“Exactly. Her goal is likely to trap Astal in a dream and either turn him to her side or kill him outright.”

Kyle nodded at Tarion’s insight.

No other explanation seemed plausible.

“Bellamora knows that no matter what, we can’t defeat her.”

The fact that she was confident enough to harbor their party and even give them a week’s reprieve suggested this reasoning.

“What?! Then we need to save Astal and Victoria immediately! We can’t just waste time here!”

Shocked by the revelation, Anima’s face turned pale.

She grabbed Kyle and Tarion, attempting to drag them toward the theater where Bellamora had gone.

“Calm down, Anima. Ultimately, Astal and Victoria are the only ones among us who can truly oppose Bellamora.”

“What?! Why would you say that?”

Kyle placed his hands on her shoulders, signaling for her to calm down, but she tilted her head in confusion, not understanding his reasoning.

“The best way to counter illusions is to create a rift with reality. If you realize you’re dreaming, no matter how Bellamora tempts you, you won’t waver.”

Kyle repeated what Astal had mentioned before.

Though he hadn’t realized it at the time, Astal and Victoria’s contract relationship was a strategy to prepare for such situations.

“Do you really think that’s possible? Last time, none of us could handle the illusion properly except for Astal!”

“If Victoria enters Astal’s illusion this time, I think they have a chance.”

“…What?”

“They’re in a relationship now. Bellamora will likely try to use the dream to break them apart. Overcoming that leaves only one option.”

Kyle smiled confidently.

He was sure after witnessing Bellamora’s jealousy of Victoria earlier.

The fact that she even brought up Astal’s parents to try to win him over showed she had a backup plan.

“You think entering the illusion together and breaking it from the inside will work? There’s no way a cunning demon like Bellamora wouldn’t anticipate that…!”

“No. She’ll know, but she’ll still fall for it.”

Tarion, while speaking, pointed to bloodstains scattered on the ground.

They were fresh, as if someone had recently bled there.

“Most of the people here are those who couldn’t resist Bellamora’s illusions and chose to become her puppets….”

“Or desperate humans who sold their blood, organs, and even children to continue dreaming of what they desired.”

Kyle frowned as he gazed in the direction the blood trailed.

At the end, they saw familiar faces.

“Spill more blood…! This isn’t enough…! I want to dream of becoming rich again!”

“We even sold the memory of having children…! There’s nothing left for us…!”

Thud, splat.

The sound of organs falling to the floor, the sensation of blood soaking the ground, and the acrid smell of stale blood filled the air.

Parents who had just brought their child there stabbed the child with vacant eyes, placing organs and blood into buckets.

“This… this can’t be… How is this possible…?”

Anima could only cover her mouth in shock.

Just moments ago, this place had seemed like a paradise filled with fun and delightful movies.

But now, it had turned into the complete opposite—a hellscape where parents killed their own children to create demonic currency.

“You there… could you spare some blood, a dream, or maybe even a bit of your lifespan? Organs would be fine, too… Uncle and Auntie are just so tired….”

“Yes… we can never go back to life before those dreams….”

The murderers, noticing the hero party, glared at them with gleaming eyes.

They hid their knives behind their backs and forced kind smiles onto their faces.

“…So, could you spare a little something?”

As they raised their knives to attack in the moment of feigned trust, Kyle let out a deep sigh.

“I never believed this place could be full of hope. And unfortunately, I was right….”

Kyle drew his holy sword and swung it at the deranged lunatics charging at them, eager to harvest their organs.

Slash—

“…Dreams created from the memories and lives of others could never be genuine in the first place,” he muttered, walking forward to check on the child’s condition.

But the child was already cold and lifeless.

Their body was a corpse now, with hollowed-out eye sockets where the parents seemed to have sold the eyeballs.

Tear tracks remained visible on the hollow cheeks.

“When Astal said demons and monsters are all just trash, this time I can’t help but agree,”

Kyle said grimly, picking up a ticket that lay on the ground.

The ticket, likely from the movie the parents had just seen, read:


“Instant Fortune! You Too Can Be Rich! Rich Gold!”

What kind of movie could so thoroughly bewitch someone that they would kill their own child?

As Kyle scanned his surroundings, he saw famished, hungry eyes glaring at them, even preparing to scavenge the corpses of the dead parents and child.

“…This place isn’t some paradise or the last remaining haven.

It’s a horrifying hell where people, entranced by Bellamora’s dreams, devour one another,” he said with a bitter laugh.

This was exactly why Kyle had chosen the grimy back alleys over the bustling streets filled with movies.

He had wanted to confirm the truth behind this nightmare.

★★★

The interior of the theater, which I entered after buying food in abundance with Victoria, was a completely empty place that felt eerily deserted.

Aside from me, Victoria, and Bellamora, there was no one else in the dimly lit space.

Only a large white wall loomed before us.

“The movie is about to start soon, Astal!”

Like a child on the day before their birthday, Bellamora’s eyes sparkled with excitement as she looked forward to the situation more than anyone else.

She was sipping her drink loudly, as if parched, and placed a hand over the center of her chest, taking deep breaths as though calming her pounding heart.

“So, why are you sitting next to me?”

“Why not? Even that milk-loving boy you ate with sat next to you, didn’t he?”

I conjured an ice wall with magic to block Bellamora’s approach.

No matter how much she showed affection toward me, she was still a demon, crazy in some way or another.

“…Not everything goes to the chest. I happen to have a fairly balanced figure, after all.”

Irritated by Bellamora’s comments, Victoria grabbed a handful of popcorn between us and began chomping on it loudly.

-Well, some of it goes to the hips too. I’m not sure if you’ll like it later, Astal…

“Pfft.”

Hearing Victoria’s unspoken thoughts loud and clear, I couldn’t help but spit out the cola I was drinking.

“Why are you choking all of a sudden? Were you imagining something indecent?”

“No, but why are you talking like a succubus…?”

“Doesn’t it suit the endlessly perverted preferences of Lord Astal? Or am I mistaken?”

“…..”

As she wiped my mouth with a grin, Victoria chuckled softly.

This playful smile of hers was one of her usual habits.


“…I’m joking. At least for now, I truly wish you’d think of me, your lover, more than Bellamora’s illusions.”


-I love you more than Bellamora, and I can say that with confidence. I don’t want to lose when it comes to seducing you.

Victoria, once again hiding her true feelings in her words, gazed at me with warm, tender eyes.

And at that moment,

—[In the past, I witnessed countless deaths that stung my eyes.]

My childhood self appeared on the white wall before me as a film titled The Life of Astal Kaisaros began to play.
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In the past, I witnessed countless deaths, so vivid they seemed to burn into my eyes.

On my tenth birthday, a day that should have been filled with happiness, I lost everything I loved.

The overwhelming stench of blood, the voices of people crying out for help, the stinging ash and suffocating smoke…

It all blurred together into a hellish scene, like darkened paint smeared across a canvas, unfolding in the village where I was born and raised.

The simple happiness I once took for granted was utterly shattered by the Demon King’s army and one of his Four Heavenly Kings, Dullahan, who invaded my hometown, the village of Mavilos.

Regret came too late.

What if we had noticed the monsters gathering around the village earlier and issued an evacuation order?

What if we had built defensive walls and called for outside help?

Such thoughts endlessly swirled in my mind.

I couldn’t stop the flood of what-ifs from haunting me.

If I didn’t keep thinking, I felt like I might go insane.

-Here, try this apple we just harvested today. It’s sweet and full of honey!

The fruit vendor, who used to treat me so kindly, had a gaping hole where his heart should have been, his face twisted in pain.

The kind man who was friendly to everyone soon became nothing more than a lifeless corpse.

-Astal, show me magic again today! The water droplets turning into stars were so cool!

The little girl who laughed and played with me just yesterday had her arms and legs severed.

I saw her writhing like an overturned insect.

-Big brother, teach me magic someday! I don’t want to be a farmer like my mom and dad—I want to become a mage!

The boy who eagerly asked me to teach him magic was doused in oil, set aflame, and burned alive.

His dream of becoming a mage ended with the stench of burning flesh and his harrowing screams.

Only after seeing the people I knew wither away like dry weeds, meeting such cruel ends, did my young self finally accept the grim reality.

Until then, I thought I was exceptional.

I could see magic power, something others couldn’t.

I had mastered intermediate-level magic before most adults.

I believed everything would be fine.

Even if demons or monsters attacked—even if it was the Demon King’s army—I thought I could handle it.

…Looking back now, it was laughable arrogance.

★★★

Humans die far too easily.

And once a life is lost, it can never return.

As a child, I didn’t understand that truth.

No matter how much I poured my mana into healing spells, the dead remained dead.

Even when I exhausted myself to the point of collapse, I couldn’t so much as scratch the enemy.

The demons laughed as they slaughtered, mocking my futile attempts.

One of them sliced off the flesh from a child’s thigh to their toes right before my eyes, taunting me.

“This is what true magic looks like,” they sneered.

The child fainted from the excruciating pain, unable to endure it.

Watching that scene, I despised myself.

A horrible sensation, like ants crawling all over my body, consumed me.

Why couldn’t I save anyone?

Why was I so powerless?

I couldn’t breathe no matter how hard I tried.

I didn’t want to believe the nightmare before me was real.

No matter how much magic I used, I couldn’t drive back the Demon King’s army.

No matter how much magic I cast, I couldn’t save anyone.

It felt like punching against a cold glass wall.

No matter how much my hands bled or how hard I clawed at it, there wasn’t even a crack.

In that moment, I finally understood.

…I wasn’t a genius.

I was just a foolish child, blinded by fleeting luck.

★★★

The Demon King’s army didn’t even bother killing me.

They toyed with me, throwing the children who once played with me high into the air, laughing as they fell back to earth and turned into lifeless pulp.

I screamed, begging them to stop.

I begged them to kill me instead.

I shouted until my voice was hoarse, banging my forehead against the ground, pleading with the demons and monsters.

“Hey, boss! Come look at this kid! Hahaha!”

“Everything happening here today is your fault, brat.”

All that returned were cold, mocking laughs and the merciless slaughter led by the Demon King’s general, Dullahan.

An intermediate spell learned by a self-taught child couldn’t harm a high-ranking demon or monster.

I lacked the skill, battle sense, and speed to cast spells effectively.

That day, the study of magic revealed itself to me in its cruelest form.

Soon, I ran out of mana.

My body felt as if all its muscles were tearing apart.

My vision blurred, objects overlapping.

Blood poured from my eyes, nose, and mouth as the backlash from overusing my mana core took its toll.

‘Am I going to die here?’

At that moment, as I felt the weight of death pressing down on me,

when I was convinced I would never leave this burning hell alive—

“Astal, you must survive, no matter what.”

A man lifted my fading body onto a horse, and a woman cast a spell to drive it beyond the village’s borders.

“Sorry we couldn’t properly celebrate your tenth birthday, Astal.”

The familiar faces were my parents.

Though they had never wielded weapons, they clutched farming tools with trembling hands, swinging desperately at the demons.

“To protect their beloved son,” they fought with a ferocity unmatched by anything I had ever seen.

“Even if you’re alone, never forget that we’re always with you.”

Their words were a promise, even as they threw their lives into the fray.

“You won’t lay a finger on my son, you filthy minions of the Demon King!”

Then, before my eyes, my parents were ruthlessly slaughtered by the Demon King’s army.


In the past, my father was the butler of the Kaisaros family, but now he leads a simple life as a tenant farmer in the village.

“Let go! I said, let go!”

Crack

Claude Kaisaros died at the hands of a Dullahan, his head ripped off before he could even scream or leave a word of love for his son.

His end was gruesome, and he left nothing behind.

“Promise me you’ll survive, Astal.”

Once a noble lady of the Kaisaros family, my mother, Celine Kaisaros, had fled with my father for love and taken up the burdens of housework.

Holding my father’s lifeless body, she cast a spell.

She did it to protect her fleeing son, to ensure that Claude’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain.

“Our one and only son… even if we were to be reborn, we would love you all the same.”

With those final words, my mother fell, her neck severed by the Dullahan’s sword.

Her once-beautiful brown hair, which I had always admired, was flung into the muddy ground, rolling like a ball as her head tumbled away.

All I could do was watch, powerless, as my parents met their end.

Even as I lost consciousness, I screamed “Father!” and “Mother!” over and over, though my voice barely came out.

And so I was taken to the Blue Mage Tower, where I was rescued. I trained and grew stronger there before returning to my village to retrieve their remains.

But when I came back, it was no longer a village.

It was a wasteland, burned to ashes with nothing left.

Only 20% of the corpses were recognizable; the other 80% were mere heaps of ash.

Among them, I couldn’t even find my parents’ bodies.

All I could do was lay a bouquet of cosmos flowers—my mother’s favorite—on an empty grave.

…Even now, I still vividly remember my parents smiling, welcoming me back to my hometown.

★★★

Maybe it was then that I began thinking, “I don’t care if I die.”

I was the child who survived while my parents perished.

The sole survivor of a village reduced to ashes. A sinner like me didn’t deserve to live.

If not for my master, I might have crossed forbidden lines.

For about a year, I obsessively researched magic that could revive the dead.

I didn’t even care for my health.

Instead, I poured myself into studying magic that could save lives.

It became my daily routine to stay up all night poring over magic theses, earning me the nickname “tenacious bastard” among fellow mages.

When dispatched on missions for the Mage Tower, I threw myself into saving people.

If anyone died, I would spend all my money to comfort their bereaved families.

Once I came of age, I drowned my days in alcohol and even picked up smoking.

Without these vices, it felt as though I would suffocate under the weight of despair.

Whenever I dreamed of the past with my parents, I tried to strangle myself in my sleep.

But humans can’t kill themselves by strangulation.

And so, I survived.

Eventually, I reached the rank of Sage and was chosen as the mage for a hero’s party tasked with defeating the Demon King.

At the time, I thought, “This must be where I’m meant to die.”

If I died fighting the Demon King, no one would mourn.

Even my parents, watching from the afterlife, would praise my efforts.

A hero’s sacrifice was always seen as noble.

But then…

“It’s not your fault.”

During the journey I had embarked on to die, I met Victoria.

“The Demon King and his vile minions are the ones to blame.”

Meeting her changed my life.

★★★

“…I’m a bit jealous. If I weren’t a demon and instead a saint, would I have been able to steal your heart?”

Bellamora sighed wistfully, tapping her lips with a finger, before breaking into a wry smile.

“You bastard…”

My hands trembled as I watched Bellamora’s “movie,” something she had conjured up to reveal my memories for all to see.

It was like exposing my heart to the world.

“You said you’d give me a chance to see my parents again, but this? This is what you meant?!”

Unable to suppress my rage, I ground my teeth, placed my hand on my chest, and drew my core sword, pointing it at Bellamora.

“I meant it sincerely. My theater allows viewers to enter the film and experience the life or memories firsthand.”

Bellamora blocked my sword with just two fingers, her gaze confused as if she couldn’t understand me.

“It’s nothing more than a false illusion using dreams. What meaning does it hold?!”

“Sir Astal…”

I yelled at her, and Victoria, seeing my fury, readied her hammer to fight alongside me.

-I hadn’t always thought poorly of you. my earlier words were simply because of the dark expression you always wore.

-But, if I had known that you carried such a sad past, I wondered if I could have shown you more kindness in the past.

-…I’m sorry. Truly sorry.

Victoria, burdened by guilt, silently apologized for her past actions, regretting the moments she had judged me or hid her feelings.

“Well, it will have meaning now. I’ll shape your memories to my liking, trapping you forever in an illusion where your parents and loved ones are alive, and I am your childhood friend. That is what I call pure love!”


“…Shut up.”

I imbued my core sword with magic and swung it at Bellamora, grazing her cheek and drawing a streak of crimson blood.

“Haha, you’re quite fiery. I didn’t expect you to land a blow on me. Yes, rebellion like this makes taming you all the more satisfying.”

Bellamora licked the wound, her crimson eyes gleaming in the darkness as she exhaled a hot breath.

“Forget reality… In this new fantasy, your parents and loved ones are alive, and I’ll be your lifelong companion. That is what I call true love!”
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“Then, I wish you sweet dreams as well, Lord Astal. Forever.”

Right after that, Bellamora’s voice echoed, and my vision went black.

A sensation of floating, as if my body were drifting on water, swept over me like waves.

How much time had passed?

As I slowly walked toward a space where warm light began to seep through, a very familiar scene started to emerge.

Cool breezes passing through open windows, the warmth felt on my skin, children running and laughing in golden wheat fields.

“This can’t be…”

Seeing the landscape unfolding before my eyes, I couldn’t help but bite my lower lip.

No matter how I tried to rationalize, I couldn’t believe what was happening.

I remembered this scenery more vividly than anyone else.

No, I longed for this memory more desperately than anyone else.

This was my hometown.

The village of Mavilos, wiped off the map after an attack by the Demon King’s army.

“Bellamora, that damn wretch…”

I spat out curses, thinking of the black-haired nightmare demon. She had recreated such a vivid illusion based on my memories.

“Is this some kind of test? This illusion… I’ll end it right now.”

I immediately placed my hand on my neck, attempting to use magic to blow my head apart.

One of the simplest ways to wake up from such a nightmare is to shock yourself awake through death.

But to do that, you must first recognize the gap between dream and reality. Otherwise, there’s always the risk of mistaking reality for a dream and ending your life for real.

However,

‘…Was I always this short?’

Noticing my lowered perspective and my childlike, small hands and feet, I froze for a moment.

As if I had truly returned to the past, the figure reflected in the mirror before me was identical to my childhood self.

‘The gap between dream and reality… It doesn’t feel exaggerated in this dream at all.’

Out of curiosity, I pinched my cheek, and a stinging pain confirmed its authenticity.

Even when I bent my fingers backward, they didn’t snap completely.

Although I knew this was a dream, my senses and memories were muddled, as if it were real.

It was different from the dreams Bellamora had shown me before.

Back then, it had only been Victoria suddenly confessing her love for me.

‘Could it be… time really rewound?’

The thought flashed through my mind.

What if everything I had gone through was just a bad dream, and I had merely woken up in my hometown bed?

The pleasant warmth of sunlight drifted from the blanket and pillow, and the cool breeze swept through the fields of swaying grass.

The idea crept into me like a vine, whispering, “What if this is my real life?”

“…That’s impossible.”

Biting my tongue hard, I denied everything before me. The metallic taste of blood and searing pain barely grounded me back to reality.

“My parents were killed long ago by Dullahan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

With trembling hands, I gripped my neck and overlaid a magic circle.

Perhaps my intellect and emotions had regressed to childhood as well; I found myself hesitating to end it all.

“…Oh my, such strong resolve? Even with double the suggestion cast to make you believe you’ve turned into a child, you resist this much?”

Suddenly, a chilling voice came from behind me.

“Bellamora!!”

“No need to be upset, Astal. Soon, all your painful memories and sorrows will be forgotten, and you’ll live here with me for eternity.”

Bellamora appeared as a girl slightly taller than me, her form matching my created magic circle exactly.

Clink, clatter, snap!

A cheerful sound of gears meshing echoed, dispelling the explosive magic I had prepared for my suicide.

“Because I’ll make it that way. From now on, Astal, I’ll be your childhood friend and lover. That means I can speak casually, right?”

Hiding her succubus queen traits—red eyes, fangs, and pointed ears—Bellamora mimicked a human girl.

Her smile was beautiful, but it felt unnerving, like an insect walking on two legs trying to act human.

“That will never happen…!!”

Resisting Bellamora’s provocation, I placed my hand on my chest, forcing my mana core into overdrive to summon my sword again.

“Ha-ha, don’t make such a scary face, Astal! What would your parents think if they saw you like this?”

“…?!”

Nothing happened.

Not even a drop of blood escaped my nose or mouth. It was as if my body, in this state, lacked the strength to shock my heart into action.

“Did you have a bad dream or something? Your childhood friend—me—came to wake you up today!”

“You bastard… stop playing tricks…”

I cursed as Bellamora clung to my arm with a friendly demeanor.

This illusion, based on my childhood memories, seemed to have affected my physical state as well.

Normally, I would end this by killing myself to return to reality.

But Bellamora kept casting her illusions, blinking her eyes innocently.

“If you keep saying bad things, I’ll tell your parents everything, you know?”

“Ugh… Damn it…”

Her voice, sweet enough to melt my ears, and her scent, so intoxicating it dulled my mind, made me resist by holding my breath and closing my eyes.

And then,

“Astal, what’s going on? I heard a loud noise and came to check.”

“Are you fighting with Bellamora again?”

The tightly closed door creaked open, and someone entered the room.

It was a voice I could never forget.

Something I thought I could never reclaim no matter how much I longed for it.

A voice that made me wake up crying every time it appeared in a dream.

“Father… Mother…?”

My voice trembled, caught in my throat.

The two people standing before me, unable to hide their astonishment as they looked at me, were from the tragedy that unfolded on my 10th birthday.

They were the reckless ones who had taken up farming tools, not weapons, to protect their child and fight against the Demon King’s army.

I had witnessed their brutal demise—beheaded, their brown hair rolling in the mud after their throats were slashed.

“…You’re alive…?”

Claude Kaisaros and Celine Kaisaros.

My parents, who had long since passed away.


They were the reason I survived the village raid and the source of my unshakable guilt.

The memory of laying flowers on their gravestone, empty of their bodies, surfaced once more.

I recalled searching through ashes and wildflowers in the burned ruins of the village to find the cosmos my mother had loved.

“Oh my, our son. Are you crying right now?”

“Did you have a bad dream?”

But this was different from back then.

They were alive.

Breathing.

I could almost hear their faint heartbeats.

For a moment, I forgot entirely that this place was a dream, and tears began to well up in my eyes.

“Yes,” I replied.

My fists clenched tightly, and my teeth ground together.

If this was truly a dream, I wished never to wake.

But I couldn’t afford that luxury.

I had to save everyone. I had to protect what was dear to me.

This was an illusion.

A hallucination crafted by Bellamora’s dream trap.

Even these parents before me were nothing more than fakes.

Eventually, I would have to abandon them and leave.

“It feels like… a terrible, terrible nightmare.”

I wiped away the hot tears with my hand.

Perhaps my young body made my mind vulnerable too.

I didn’t want to cry. I wanted to show them my strength. But the tears wouldn’t stop.

“You must have been so frightened.”

“You don’t need to worry anymore. We’re here.”

Then they gently embraced me, patting my back.

“…..”

It was the warmth of my parents’ arms, a feeling I hadn’t experienced in so long.

Not the cold, lifeless chill of corpses drenched in blood but the genuine warmth of living people.

For a moment, I rested my small, fragile hands on their backs.

These weren’t the hardened, calloused hands of someone who had fought demons and monsters in the demon realm.

Despite the disparity, I remained in their arms for a long while.

“Hope makes tragedy all the more dramatic, doesn’t it? Astal, surely you understand now how generous I’ve been to you,”

Bellamora, who had been watching the scene from the side, grinned wickedly, as if this had been her plan all along.

“If you experience the desecration of your parents and village thousands of times, your perspective will surely change.”

Snap—!

With a sharp flick of her fingers, my vision shifted again.

Before me, the village burned, and people bled.

“Struggle all you like. When your mind collapses to the point that you can no longer distinguish between dream and reality, I’ll pull you out.

If you still wish to escape my movie, I’ll make sure you can’t.”

With Bellamora’s piercing laughter ringing in my ears, the past I never wanted to relive began to repeat.

★★★

Victoria, watching from the theater where Bellamora had vanished, turned to see Astal sleeping beside her, drenched in cold sweat and groaning in pain.

“Sir Astal…?!”

“Ugh… hmm…”

He tossed his head, grimacing, clearly trapped in a terrible nightmare.

“Wake up! You’re caught in Bellamora’s dream trap…!”

Victoria shook Astal’s shoulders, trying to wake him, but it was no use.

Helpless, she clasped her hands in prayer, thinking she might need a miracle to save him.

‘What should I do?! I was told never to use miracles before…’

She didn’t know how much of her body would transform into flowers if she attempted to rescue him from Bellamora’s dream.

Astal had firmly forbidden her from using miracles recklessly, emphasizing their importance.

Even removing one flower a day would take years, given Victoria’s dire physical condition.

[My daughter, Victoria.]

At that moment, a familiar voice echoed in Victoria’s mind.

‘Heavenly God…!’

Her prayers had reached the heavens, and the divine being had descended to deliver a prophecy.

Victoria was so moved that she almost wanted to cry.

Even though there had been no answer during her time in the forbidden library, the divine appeared now.

[To enter Bellamora’s dream, kiss Astal Kaisaros.]

The divine’s message, however, was shocking, no matter how she heard it.

“What? Wh-what sort of nonsense is that?!”

Victoria opened her eyes, flustered.

Even at such a moment, when the person she loved was suffering, trapped in a nightmare by a succubus, the divine had joked about a kiss.

“This isn’t the time for jokes…!”

[It’s no joke, Victoria. This is the only way to save him.]

The divine Lumina spoke with utmost seriousness.


[When have I ever lied to you? I don’t recall ever doing so.]

“Well, that’s true, but…”

Despite her protests and flushed face, the divine did not waver.

[And by the way, it must involve the tongue. A mere peck won’t suffice; a deep kiss is necessary to connect with his soul.]

The divine, seemingly anticipating Victoria’s attempt at a light kiss, emphasized the necessity of a deep kiss involving their tongues.



 
  Chapter 46: The Wizard of the Sleeping Cinema (1)


At the sudden divine oracle, Victoria Everhart’s mind was filled with confusion.

“Are you telling me to kiss Lord Astal right now…?!”

Her face burned red. The urge to hide somewhere or flee the scene surged within her.

Victoria found herself captivated by the glimmer of Astal’s lips under the light from the movie screen, which gave her a slightly indecent impression.

“Even if this is for a rescue mission, this is utterly unconvincing…!”

She shouted loudly enough for the celestial deity above to hear her.

Why on earth would a kiss be necessary to enter the dream demon’s illusion?

While she’d heard of places where people exchanged light cheek kisses as a greeting, this was far beyond that.

A proper kiss involving tongues, as far as she understood, was something lovers did just before expressing their love for one another.

Victoria’s knowledge of intimacy was oddly skewed, a result of indulging in overly provocative romance novels during her time in the Holy Nation.

“T-that kind of thing is for people in love! Lord Astal and I aren’t even…”

Her hands curled inward, and sweat trickled down her forehead as her voice trembled.

She desperately searched for another way to save Astal without resorting to a kiss.

Though the thought of it was undeniably tempting, she feared Astal might resent her for it later.

After all, even if it was for a rescue mission, taking someone’s first kiss while they were unconscious felt unforgivable.

—[But you’re technically already in a contract relationship, aren’t you? What’s the issue?]

The deity, addressing Victoria, maintained a lighthearted tone, as if questioning her overreaction.

Astal and Victoria were, after all, contractually bound as lovers.

“Lord Astal dislikes me…! And besides, didn’t you once say that losing my purity would mean losing my holy power and ceasing to be a saint?!”

Victoria argued with the deity, recalling the teachings of the Holy Nation.

It was historically known that if a woman lost her purity by a man’s touch, she would lose her divine power and revert to being an ordinary person.

Reflecting on her past transgressions, Victoria nervously shifted her gaze.

While she hadn’t succumbed to burning passion, she’d at least sought ways to deal with certain urges.

Now, they were on a crucial journey to defeat the Demon King.

‘Although, for Lord Astal’s sake, I think I’d be willing to give up being a saint…’

A part of her even fantasized about a moment where Astal, driven beyond his limits, would embrace her and make her the mother of his child.

—[A kiss is fine, though.]

“…What?”

Victoria’s mind went blank at the deity’s response, as though her understanding of the world had been overturned.

Wasn’t Lumina, the divine being, supposed to be the primordial light that banished darkness?

A god who spread peace and love to humanity?

“Then how do you explain those saints in history who lost their status and became ordinary people?!”

—[Who knows? If you’re curious, why don’t you two test it out yourselves? See how far you have to go to stop being a saint.]

Lumina’s mischievous suggestion made her seem more like a conniving trickster than a divine figure.

“Deity! This is no time for jokes…!”

—[Haha, sorry. To be honest, watching how much Astal looks after you has changed my perspective. I used to think he was just a bad guy who couldn’t quit drinking and smoking…]

Lumina chuckled softly, continuing to issue oracles to Victoria.

[Now, I’m starting to think he might actually be a man I can entrust my daughter to.]

In a gentle tone, Lumina acknowledged Astal, her voice filled with affection.

—[Dream demons require contact between mucous membranes to steal a man’s vitality. If we use that, we can turn the tables on them.]

“If you put it that way, it does make sense…”

—[You’d better act quickly. The longer you hesitate, the more that vile demoness will toy with Astal’s memories as she pleases.]

Victoria bit her lower lip as she watched Astal drenched in sweat, his expression twisted in agony.

What horrors was he enduring in his dream to make him look like that?

“Fine. I’ve made up my mind.”

Seeing the one she loved in pain, she loathed herself for hesitating over something as simple as a kiss.

“…Lord Astal, please endure a little longer. I promise I’ll save you.”

Victoria gently brushed aside Astal’s damp bangs with her palm, preparing herself to enter the illusion trapping him.

‘I had hoped for a better moment, in a more romantic setting… How disappointing.’

She swallowed nervously and stared at Astal’s lips.

Though she’d often dreamed of stealing a kiss someday, she hadn’t imagined it happening in such an urgent situation.

Victoria longed for a passionate kiss, one that melted them both into one another.

A kiss full of love, excitement, and raw desire.

Not one tainted by worry and hesitation as she stared at her suffering beloved.

‘This isn’t my idea of romance.’

Victoria gazed at Astal with sorrowful eyes, gently stroking his cheek.

She lamented not knowing the depth of his hidden pain.

“How much anguish have you endured alone…?”

She bit her lip, trying to suppress the tears welling up, but sobs escaped through her trembling lips.

“How much sorrow and torment must you have suffered for the past to still haunt you so?”

Victoria’s vision blurred as she overlapped Astal’s struggles with her own past experiences.

The memory of her childhood came flooding back—when she was imprisoned in the village and begged for death instead.

It was a time when she thought there was no hope and no good would come from living on.

Her past was saved by Astal.

Without asking for anything in return, he chose to share her pain.

“You’re truly a kind person. You could have asked something of me, but you didn’t.”

Victoria whispered as she leaned closer to Astal’s face.

She had secretly watched him sleep before, but she’d never had the courage to act on her feelings until now.

“This isn’t because of any command from the divine. This kiss is purely of my own will. Please see it as an honor.”

Victoria felt her breaths burn, her heart pounding as if it would burst.

She spoke deliberately to mask her nervousness and the heat rising within her.

Her mind was already imagining how to intertwine her tongue with his, how to tease his lips, and how to lightly nibble at them.

“This is purely a rescue effort, with no selfish desires involved.”

‘Astal must be having his first kiss too. I’ll just slowly try everything I learned from books…

No, what am I thinking? He’s in pain, and I’m having such crazy thoughts!’

Victoria’s rationality crumbled as her eyes fixated on Astal’s lips—soft and inviting.

A rising urge told her how euphoric it would feel to tease, bite, and savor them.

“…So, this is all your fault. The problem is that you haven’t given in to my charms.”

And so, Victoria opted for self-justification, blaming Astal for not reciprocating despite all her attempts to appeal to him.



“Here I go…”

Victoria pressed her lips against Astal’s, feeling the soft sensation as their first kiss connected.

The overwhelming emotion was enough to leave her mind blank.

It was hot and sweet. No dessert in the world could compare to the ecstasy of the moment.

“Mmm… chu…”

Astal, having cut back on smoking and drinking due to Victoria’s influence, tasted sweet—not bitter at all.

Instead, it was a flavor she could only describe as the taste of love.

“Ah… chuup…”

Victoria grew bolder, lost in the pleasure enveloping her.

She lightly sucked on Astal’s lips and forced her tongue past his teeth, exploring his mouth as if claiming it as her own.

“Mm… huff… chuup…”

She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck, her tongue playfully toying with his, pressing, circling, and teasing.

Her body unconsciously pressed closer, seeking more of him with shameless abandon.

“Chup, chuup… gulp.”

The lewd sound of their mingling saliva filled the room as Victoria eagerly swallowed everything, savoring the blissful moment.

“Hah… Even now, I still feel unsatisfied. Not with you—me.”

Who knew how much time had passed?

Victoria finally pulled back, catching her breath.

Though she was a half-dragon with a strong possessive streak, she nearly kissed him long enough to make him suffocate.

As the silver string of saliva connected their lips and the mingled scent of their bodies lingered, Victoria couldn’t help but think how intimate it all felt.

“Hehe…♡ You’ve now shared your first kiss with me, Astal.”

Victoria gazed at him with heated breaths and fiery eyes, showing off the string of saliva between their lips.

“Just a kiss, yet it feels like my body is giving out… What a terrifying man you are to make me feel such intense pleasure.”

Recalling the kiss, Victoria licked her lips, tasting the faint sweetness still lingering.

“Just as you saved me… I also want to save you.”

Chuu, chuup… ♡

This time, she kissed Astal again with an audible sound, marking her presence as his partner.

“Though I lack the courage to say it now…”

With a gentle but deliberate touch, she began to unbutton his shirt, her hands trembling slightly as she spoke.


“If you must know the reason behind my actions, it’s because of love. One day, I want to tell you that confidently.”

Love—that was the simple truth.

Leaving those words, Victoria pressed her tongue back into Astal’s mouth, kissing him deeply and teasing him even more daringly than before.

She believed this was the only way to convey her unspoken feelings.

Astal and Victoria’s first kiss was sweet and slightly salty, like caramel popcorn.
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A lingering, fishy aftertaste so strong it makes me want to pinch my nose shut.

The sight of people I know, all with their limbs severed, writhing on the ground like worms.

“Help me…! I still have a son at home who hasn’t even been weaned yet…!”

“Please, please… my daughter… run… away…”

Some scream for help, while others, unable to escape, cry and beg their children to flee.

This tragedy unfolds vividly before my eyes.

“Hah…, huff…”

Even as I exhale, all I feel is the searing heat of the burning scene around me, like it could scorch my body, and the acrid ash and smoke that choke me into coughing.

Everything I see before me is ablaze, and the shadows of people writhing in agony look as though they’re dancing.

I have no choice but to remember this scene.

This is the atrocity that took place in my hometown ten years ago.

No matter how much time has passed, the fact remains that everyone died because of my arrogance in believing I was a genius.

Even though I knew this was undoubtedly the illusion created by Bellamora, the sheer realism of the vision left me digging through the rubble, searching for a small dagger.

“…..”

With this, I could stab my neck and wake up from the dream.

This isn’t real.

This is just a cruel demon mocking me with my past memories.

I bit my lip and tried to steady my trembling hand as I picked up the dagger and prepared to stab myself.

“Oho, this one’s pretty decent. Should I play with her a bit before killing her? Humans always feel the most pleasure right before they die.”

A demon held a woman in his massive hand as though she were a toy.

Her tear-streaked face showed a pitiful resignation, as though she had given up entirely.

“Humans really are like insects. Cut off their arms and legs, and they squirm desperately to survive. They’re so predictable.”

A monstrous being with the head of a giant bird laughed as it tossed severed limbs far away, like goalposts, and amused itself by watching their owners crawl toward them.

“Look at this—I made a necklace out of ears and eyes. This way, I won’t have to report how many I’ve killed later, right?”

The moment I saw a demon wearing strung-together human eyes and ears around its neck like a trophy,

“You bastards…!!!”

I couldn’t suppress the nausea and disgust that surged up. I spat out curses without even realizing it.

This is the way of demons and monsters—each of them inherently deranged.

Even those like Bellamora, who preach cooperation or coexistence with humans, are nothing but hypocritical maniacs looking to exploit opportunities for their own gain, as proven by this illusion tormenting me now.

Though I was fully aware this was an illusion created by Bellamora, I couldn’t help but hold my breath and charge at the demons before me.

I couldn’t stand to watch anyone else die before my eyes.

I didn’t want to fail to protect the people precious to me ever again.

I refused to repeat my regrets for a second time.

“If you’re going to kill someone, kill me instead…!!”

I shouted as I ran, sprinting until I could no longer feel my legs, racing toward the people being brutalized by the demons.

“…There’s still a survivor?”

At that moment, a cold, cutting voice pierced the air.

The echoing tone, as if it came from deep within a cave, belonged to someone I could never forget.

One of the Four Generals of the Demon King’s Army—the undefeated knight known as the Death Knight Dullahan.

Clad in jet-black armor, with a helmet tucked under his arm, the headless knight glared at me with burning eyes.

“Dullahan…!!”

“You know me? I’m honored. I didn’t expect my reputation to reach a rural village like this.”

Seeing Dullahan, I immediately prepared myself, casting magic.

I was in the body of my 10-year-old self, and the more time passed, the more my mind and body seemed to synchronize with this younger version.

But…

‘I can’t use advanced magic circles right now. If that’s the case…!’

I was no longer the same as I had been in the past.

Even if my body and mind had reverted to my 10-year-old self, I still possessed the knowledge and experience I had gained over the years.

I cast Ice Blade, creating a sword of frozen shards, and Chain Lightning, which generated a web of electrifying currents.

“A brat who can cast mid-level magic, huh? How audacious.”

Dullahan observed my magic with a disinterested gaze, briefly pausing his motion of decapitating the people before him.

“…But boldness and recklessness are two different things.”

Chill—

The moment Dullahan pointed his sword at me, the sensation of death brushed past my body like a shadow.

Even I, who had survived countless battlefields and brushes with death, instinctively recoiled from the killing intent radiating from the Dullahan.

His spirit and presence were overwhelming.

“Oh, you’re holding out, huh? Now I understand why His Majesty, the Demon King, ordered us to invade this tiny village,” the Dullahan said.

He laughed with a glint in his eyes, like a child discovering a fascinating toy, as blue flames blazed above his severed neck, growing larger with a crackling sound.

“…If I let you live, you’ll grow into something amusing later on.”

“Shut up…!”

I gripped the sword I had conjured in both hands and charged at the Dullahan, determined to wound him.

This attack was different from anything I’d done in the past.

Even though I was aware this was all part of Bellamora’s fabricated nightmare, I couldn’t resist my desire to kill him.

[Oh no, Astal. This isn’t some hope-filled movie. This is a tragic story meant to repeat misery until you give everything to me.]

Bellamora’s voice suddenly rang out, accompanied by the sound of something being crushed.

At the same time, everything around me seemed to freeze, as if time itself had stopped.

[Even if this is a retake, we can’t let the flow or ending deviate from the original story, can we? So, let me make a few adjustments.]

With a sensation of being forcibly pulled back, I found myself once again in the spot where I had collapsed earlier.

“What…?”

The unfamiliar sensation left me gasping in confusion, as though time had been rewound.

“Aaaaargh!!”

A scream erupted from the Dullahan, shaking the air.

The same Dullahan who had hesitated earlier was now slaughtering people recklessly, just as my memories dictated.

“This is like a reversed fireworks show! The sound when they hit the ground and the beauty of their blood-soaked remains are oddly similar!”

Beside me, another demon laughed as if enjoying a spectacle.

The demon tossed the children I used to play with high into the air, laughing maniacally.

The children’s bodies, which crashed to the ground, turned into grotesque, bloodied pulp.

Despite this horrific scene, nothing deviated from the cruel history I remembered.

“Ah… Ah… Aaaah…”


It felt as though invisible strings controlled my limbs, forcing me to witness the tragedy.

I banged my forehead against the ground, screaming in despair.

“Please, stop it…!! Just kill me instead…!!”

I screamed until my voice broke, begging the demons and monsters to end my suffering.

“Hey, come check out this kid, boss! Hahaha!”

But all I received were mocking laughter and ridicule.

One of the demons pointed at me, laughing so hard his mouth seemed about to split apart.

“…Everything happening here today is your fault, brat.”

The voice of the Dullahan, now approaching on horseback, reached my ears.

I bit my tongue, dreading what I knew would happen next.

‘After this, my parents will be killed…’

In the distance, I saw familiar faces rushing toward me with farm tools in hand: Claude Kaisaros and Celine Kaisaros—my parents.

If things continued like this, they would meet their deaths at the hands of the Dullahan.

Bellamora was manipulating my body within this nightmare, forcing events to unfold as they had in the original timeline.

‘It was deliberate… She made me dream of Victoria confessing her love to lull me into thinking these illusions could be easily overcome.’

Only now did I realize Bellamora’s true intent.

The Succubus Queen’s terrifying power wasn’t just creating nightmares—it was stripping away a dreamer’s freedom, making resistance or even self-destruction impossible.

‘I really wish I could see the real Victoria…’

I shut my eyes tightly, unwilling to witness my parents rushing to their deaths.

In the darkness behind my eyelids, her radiant figure surfaced.

She was the only woman who told me the tragedy wasn’t my fault when I joined the Demon King subjugation party to find a grave for her.

The saint who occasionally scolded and teased me but cared for and loved me more than anyone.

Victoria Everhart, the woman bound to me in a contract, pretending to be my fake lover.

Thinking of her, I suddenly felt something odd in my mouth.

“…Mm?!”

Something soft, wet, and tongue-like invaded my mouth, teasing me with an intimate and sensual touch.

The sensations were completely out of place in this hellish nightmare.

This foreign “tongue” brushed against my teeth, clumsily yet persistently wrapping around mine as if asserting ownership.

“…..”

I found myself breathing heavily and swallowing saliva that pooled in my mouth, but it felt as though someone was eagerly taking it all in, continuously drawing me in.

Perhaps it was because it was their first kiss, clumsy and unfamiliar, their unskilled movements of the tongue worked hard to satisfy me, spreading a sensation as if they were trying to devour every part of me.

“..Victoria?”

The moist, soft texture was unmistakably that of a dragon’s tongue—longer and more flexible than a human’s.

I immediately recognized its owner.


“My, my. You really are a troublesome prince.”

When I slowly opened my eyes, I saw Victoria tightly embracing me, her lips locked with mine.

She gazed at me with half-lidded eyes, a faint smile curling her lips as she playfully flicked her tongue, showing off the silver strand connecting us.

“To think a kiss could be the key to entering this nightmare… How surprising.”

“You… You kissed me…?”

“Oh, don’t misunderstand. It was merely a rescue effort. Consider it an unfortunate accident,” she said, feigning innocence.

-And just like that, your first kiss is mine. Since it was a first for both of us, I might have gotten a bit carried away… How many times did we kiss, I wonder…


Hearing her embarrassed inner thoughts made it clear she was the Victoria I knew.

“…So, how does it feel to have your first kiss stolen? Did you enjoy it, my dear perverted mage?”

-Though my mind was floating in a haze from the kiss, I couldn’t help but wonder how much better it might feel next.

Gulp.

Victoria licked her lips like a snake eyeing prey, her gaze fixed intently on me.



 
  Chapter 48: The Wizard of the Sleeping Cinema (3)


There is one thing that is considered taboo for succubi.

And that is true love.

For a race that regards a man’s vitality as sustenance and is bound to lead a promiscuous lifestyle, love is nothing but an unnecessary hindrance.

It is common knowledge that lower-ranked dream demons cannot survive by being intimate with only one man.

After all, if they harbor feelings for a particular man, their only choice would be to abstain from feeding and starve to death.

However,

‘That’s exactly why, among us succubi, love is considered such a trivial emotion.’

But things were different for Bellamora.

Born as a hybrid between a high-ranking vampire and a succubus, she was able to survive without consuming male vitality by nature.

‘Parents who risked their lives to protect their child amidst raging flames… a man who sacrifices his life for his lover…’

Bellamora reminisced about the past, sipping wine as she watched Astal from above.

It was during the time before she was granted this territory by the Demon King, a time when she absorbed human life force instead of vitality.

What could love possibly be, to make someone risk their life to protect or save another by diving into the flames?

Bellamora couldn’t help but be deeply curious about it.

The parents who gave birth to her had abandoned her as nothing more than the result of a one-night affair.

So she had no understanding or grasp of what the emotion of love was or what it could feel like.

‘…What could love possibly be to drive someone to such lengths?’

How could an emotion that constricts the heart, feels as painful as a blade cutting through it, and yet coexists with a happiness that feels like possessing the whole world, even exist?

“That’s why I want to make you a man who loves me truly, Astal Kaisaros.”

Bellamora softly lifted the corners of her lips as she looked at the youthful face of Astal.

A mage from a hero’s party, filled with hatred and hostility toward demons and monsters.

How delightful would it be to make such a man blindly love her, turning him into a loyal pet who follows her every command?

After all, true love, as she had heard, was something that could forgive even an enemy or a sworn nemesis.

“Isn’t this so much better than spending your entire life consumed by vengeance against demons? This is what I’ve learned as pure love.”

Bellamora chuckled as she gazed deeply into Astal’s memories. It was a story that thrilled her no matter how many times she revisited it.

Becoming a hero to avenge his deceased parents was a classic, almost textbook, cliché.

“…That’s why I must torment you in this dream until your mind completely shatters.”

Narrowing her eyes, Bellamora watched as Astal attempted to fight against Dullahan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

What kind of twisted mindset did he have to challenge an undefeated knight like Dullahan with nothing more than the abilities of an intermediate mage?

Even she, despite not being specialized in combat, hadn’t managed to inflict a proper wound on Dullahan—he must have known this well.

“You possess such a noble soul, so pure and transparent, like glass crafted by a master artisan.”

As Bellamora gazed into Astal’s blue eyes, her mouth watered.

Even after she had plunged him into the misery of his tragic past, his eyes still held a glimmer of hope.

“Oh, how I want to possess those eyes entirely…”

Her voice turned sultry as she admired Astal’s gaze, a mix of curiosity and desire tinging her tone.

She let out a faint sigh of pleasure, recalling how different his eyes were now compared to when they first met.

When Astal had first encountered Bellamora, one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings, he had looked at her with a gaze filled with disdain and hatred.

It was the first time she had ever received such a look from a man—a murderous glare promising to end her life.

For someone like her, the Queen of Succubi and the pinnacle of dream demons, it was common for men to approach her unable to suppress their lust.

But Astal Kaisaros was completely different.

His thirst for vengeance had overridden any trace of desire.

“Ah… I’ve gotten a little excited.”

Bellamora trembled slightly and exhaled a heated breath.

She wanted to tear through Astal’s memories right away, reducing him to a mindless fool.

“…But I don’t like that kind of improvisation. In the end, you must beg me to become your lover.”

Otherwise, where would the fun be in that?

Imagining a man like him, with his memories intact, unable to resist and ultimately succumbing, Bellamora smirked darkly and moved her hand.

Swish—

With a motion as if rewinding time, Bellamora lightly swept her hand to the left, and the scene shifted.

Astal, now back in his original timeline, knelt before the demons, begging them to kill him.

“Movies must always follow the director’s vision. After all, I’m the one holding the megaphone.”

Bellamora could manipulate those she had ensnared in her dreams entirely at her whim.

The reason she had conducted a reconnaissance mission earlier was because she had noticed the subtle connection between Astal and the saintess Victoria.

If Astal were to fall in love with Victoria, her chance to experience true love might vanish completely.

“…Moments like this make me grateful to be the Succubus Queen.”

Until now, Bellamora had harbored disgust toward her nature as a succubus.

After all, she considered her kind nothing more than a race that feigned and fabricated love to consume cheap vitality.

That’s why she covered herself with clothes, avoided exposing her skin, and refused to touch male vitality, living as differently as she could.

As a high-ranking species, a queen among succubi, Bellamora was free from the inherent limitations of her kind.

She even entertained the thought that she wanted to meet a man who would genuinely love her for who she was.

“If it’s you, you might understand me. I’ve been abandoned by my parents too, left to survive alone and endure countless hardships.”

In this way, Bellamora’s attraction to Astal felt like a fateful ill-starred relationship.

Knowing his past, she could only grow increasingly obsessed with him in a more twisted direction.

She was a woman standing at the complete opposite end of the spectrum from the Flower Saint, Victoria.

The saint, living a life with an expiration date, outwardly showed a harsh demeanor to the man she liked, while the succubus who lived an eternal life pretended to be gentle on the surface.

One modified her clothes to expose bare skin to attract attention, while the other exploited her partner’s painful past to draw attention.

Because that was the love they had learned.

“Completely breaking you down and recreating you as an untouched, pure, snow-white existence—that’s what I believe is the true form of love!”

Bellamora was elated, as though she was flying. She had successfully distanced the saint, who could interfere with her.

Normally, she would have trapped Victoria in a dream as well, but she didn’t want to waste even a moment of this precious time.

And this carelessness, along with her madness-fueled obsession,

“Huh…? That face…”

became the trigger that led Victoria Everhart to step into the illusion Bellamora had created.

“The pathetic saint of milk, who can do nothing but shake her vulgar fat around, entered my illusion without realizing the value of her life?”

Bellamora, seeing the face of Victoria, whom she hated most in the world, chewed on her fingernails and displayed her hostility.

How had she entered this illusion?

It wasn’t as though Victoria, who would cease to be a saint if she lost her virginity, had engaged in intercourse with Astal.

“…She kissed him, didn’t she? Something even I haven’t done yet. As expected, that vulgar cow-like woman sure knows her way around succubi matters.”

Bellamora grimaced in anger, realizing that Victoria had used another method to make contact with Astal, specifically through mucosal contact.


★★★

To be honest, Victoria’s kiss had been incredibly erotic.

The deep kiss felt like she was devouring me, and what seemed clumsy at first was a deliberate tease, exploring my weaknesses, as her tongue toyed with my palate and tongue relentlessly.

Victoria’s lips and tongue were moist and soft.

“…Do you even realize what you just did?!”

I raised my voice at Victoria and questioned her. The thought itself embarrassed and humiliated me—how could I entertain such a notion?

We were fake lovers bound by a contract, but even so, becoming a couple that had kissed made it hard to imagine how I would explain it to my companions later.

“Well? Isn’t it only natural for a lovely princess to kiss the sleeping prince to wake him? It’s a classic fairy tale trope.”

“…It’s the opposite!”

“Hehe, your flushed cheeks are adorable. Was it too stimulating for you? Or perhaps…”

Victoria chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand, while her own reddened ears betrayed her hidden embarrassment.


“Did you perhaps expect me to say that even though it was my first time, it felt really good?”

-If not for Bellamora’s illusion, I might have continued eagerly seeking my lips, whispering “I like you” as I kissed you endlessly.

Victoria’s inner thoughts reflected her desire for another kiss, her lips making soft, wet noises as she yearned for our contact to continue.

“…What the hell are you even talking about?!”

I shouted in shock, leaping up as Victoria’s strange words filled the air.

Anyone overhearing might misunderstand us as having shared something far more intimate.

“Hehe, I’m joking. I thought you wouldn’t snap out of it unless I shocked you this way.”

“Oh, right.”

Looking down, I saw that my original height and form had returned.

The gap between this illusion and reality had been momentarily broken, causing my body to revert.

“I wanted to keep teasing the younger version of you, Astal, but… considering the situation, I restrained myself.”

-You were so cute that I wanted to bury your face in my chest, hold you in my arms up to scare you in midair, or plant playful kisses all over your cheeks.

Victoria sighed regretfully and shook her head as though lamenting her missed opportunity.

Click, click.

The sound of approaching footsteps echoed, as though noticing her concern, and soon a familiar face came into view.

“…Oh my, have you forgotten you’re still inside my illusion?”

“Bellamora…!!”

An endless dream.

One of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord’s army.

The Succubus Queen, Bellamora Rictis.


“I think Astal’s completely broken-down expression would be even more lovely and alluring.

Maybe his mind would change if he relived his parents’ deaths hundreds, thousands of times?”

Bellamora sneered coldly at me and glared at Victoria with murderous intent as she spoke her terrible words.

“Just say you’ll become my lover! Then I’ll overwrite your filthy lips with kisses filled with love. Because that’s what I believe true love is…!”

Though Bellamora spoke of love, her actions betrayed the heartlessness of a demon, unhesitating to kill or wound others.
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“If you were to witness your parents’ death scene again, wouldn’t that change your mind too?”

“You bastard…”

“Good. That’s the look you should have. Ah, yes… The contempt and condemnation of a loved one—it’s arousing, isn’t it?”

Bellamora snapped her fingers with a face suffused with lust.

She even chuckled as if the gaze I shot her, full of disdain, was somehow endearing.

“…That’s not love. It’s definitely not pure love.”

Victoria bit her lip and trailed off as if Bellamora’s words had struck a nerve.

She glanced at me hesitantly.

-I… I said some pretty harsh things to you too, Astal, but that was just me trying to hide how much I liked you… It wasn’t because I wanted to hurt or trouble you…

Victoria’s inner thoughts were filled with worry—was she no different from Bellamora?

Her trembling voice, filled with fear, was clearly directed at me.

“Who cares? At least you’re on good terms with me. That demon wench, on the other hand, crossed the line.”

Placing a hand over my chest, I clenched my heart tightly, forcibly overloading my mana core.

Hot blood streamed from my eyes, nose, and mouth, making even the act of breathing agonizing.

“I don’t think badly of you. If anything, I just think you’re a bit mischievous and kind of a nuisance at times.”

I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible to reassure Victoria.

After spending a year together, we had built a strong bond and deep connection—more than friends, but not quite lovers.

We’d even seen each other naked while tending to wounds.

Sure, there were moments when her criticism and insults upset me, but knowing she was living a terminal life helped me understand her contradictions.

People facing death often cling to life, no matter how flawed or desperate it may seem.

I joined the Demon Lord subjugation party intending to find a place to die, but meeting Victoria made me want to live just a little longer.

“Oh my, you know that won’t be enough to deal a fatal blow to me, don’t you?”

Bellamora laughed mockingly, brushing her fingers across the wound on her cheek as she eyed the core sword I had summoned.

She was a sage-level sorceress, equal to me in power.

“Victoria, could you place your hand on the core sword?”

“It’s so hot… and pulsating, almost alive. You really are a beast to make a saint touch something so vile and imposing…”

“Don’t turn my mana core into something lewd.”

“I’m joking. I just wanted to lighten the mood. That way, you won’t die from embarrassment, at least.”

-Surely, the object thatAstal lifted for me must have looked just as magnificient.

I only glanced at it briefly when I was preparing for a task back then, so I didn’t expect it to grow bigger and become harder.

Though Victoria was bantering even in the midst of this tense moment, her thoughts were still directed at me.

A saint kneeling and reverently touching my core sword—it was hard not to feel a certain way about the sight.

“So, like last time, I just need to infuse it with holy magic or divine power, right?”

“Yeah. Demonic energy from a succubus and the holy power of a saint are like deadly toxins to one another.”

I nodded, avoiding direct eye contact with her.

This was likely the reason Hero Kyle had us travel together.

Bellamora, a succubus, and Victoria, a saint, were polar opposites.

They despised each other’s very existence.

One was a lascivious demon who infiltrated men’s memories and stole their vitality.

The other was a devout servant of the divine, whose purity was tied to her holy powers.

“I’ll imbue your blade with my fervent breath and prayers.”

“…….”

“May you not perish… Because if you do, I’ll spread rumors across the continent that you were a perverted wizard who harassed me.”

-I hope Astal doesn’t overexert himself again… But I know he’d hate it even more if I used a miracle for him.

Though at the moment, with their words and outfits, it’s hard to tell who’s the succubus and who’s the saint.

“You’re wasting your energy. What’s the point of risking death by pulling out your heart if this is all a dream anyway?”

Bellamora shrugged, narrowing her eyes at the scene.

No matter how much holy energy the artificial sacred sword contained, this was her illusion, her realm.

Any attempts to deal a fatal blow would ultimately be futile.

But—

“It’s enough to buy us time.”

I wasn’t fighting Bellamora alone.

Wiping the blood from my lips with my hand, I steeled my resolve.

Victoria was here, having followed me into this dream.

And outside this illusion, my comrades were scouring the land for any weaknesses in our enemy.

Kyle wouldn’t have decided to send Victoria and me off together without any thought or plan.

Surely, even now, he must be working tirelessly to find a way to save this entire domain.

‘Because the Kyle Dragonica I know would definitely do that.’

I chuckled softly as I thought of the red-haired warrior’s face.

Even after exhausting himself last time guarding the teleportation gate alone, he kept brushing it off, saying he was fine and joking that I should just buy him a meal later.

“Well, fine. If you’re determined to choose the path of suffering… I won’t stop you.”

Before Bellamora could snap her fingers, I gripped my core sword, kicked off the ground, and charged at her.

Each step across the puddles formed by the blood of those I knew came with a squelching sensation and splashing sound, as if those very puddles were trying to trap me in place.

-Brother, why didn’t you save me…?

-Astal… I wanted to be a mage like you.

I could see the dismembered limbs and heads of children I once called friends scattered before me, and with each sight,

I heard voices blaming me, a suffocating guilt tightening around my chest like a hallucination.

Just as a pang of guilt writhed within my mind—

“I’ll cooperate, Astal.”

A soft, warm voice whispered beside me.

Victoria, wielding her pristine white hammer, lunged at Bellamora’s skull with such force that it shattered the ground beneath her and sent tremors through the earth.

“Yeah, that’s just like you.”

Rather than feel despair, I felt relief watching Victoria.

Standing beside her made even such sorrowful memories feel inconsequential.

Something warm stirred within my chest, and even the sad and painful past seemed to float away.

With those burdens gone, I smiled faintly as I looked at her.

“Accel, Strength.”

I overlaid two magic circles onto my core sword, forming a rotating three-dimensional spell inside it and activating it.

Though I could have infused the sword with various elemental magic through rainfall, what I needed now was pure strength and speed.


Bang!

The massive hammer and the sword both carved a clear path toward Bellamora’s neck.

In an instant, both were swung to sever her life.

“It’s pointless, you know. Well, though I did get a bit of a burn that stings my hands…”

Bellamora stopped my core sword and Victoria’s hammer effortlessly, using just her thumbs and index fingers.

Sizzle—!

The sound of burning flesh and its acrid smell filled the air.

Despite the severe burns on her hands, Bellamora brushed them off nonchalantly, flashing a sly smile.

“…This is all my dream, after all. I can control everything here. In a dream, doesn’t everyone believe they’re an immortal, invincible being?”

Snap!

When Bellamora snapped her fingers, the surrounding scenery shifted drastically, and memories I was all too familiar with unfolded before my eyes.

-Astal, make sure you survive no matter what.

My father, Claude Kaisaros, was stoic even as he stood on the brink of death, forcing himself to hold back tears as he hoisted me onto a horse.

-Astal… I’m sorry I couldn’t celebrate your 10th birthday properly.

My mother, Celine Kaisaros, wept uncontrollably as she cast layer upon layer of protective magic on both me and the horse, ensuring I could leave the village safely.

With trembling hands holding farming tools they’d never wielded as weapons, the villagers prepared to fight against the demons.

‘If this goes on… my parents will be killed by the Dullahan.’

I struggled to move my unresponsive body, desperate to stop my parents from fighting.

-Even if we’re not physically with you, don’t ever forget—we’ll always be by your side.

-My son, I won’t let a single finger of yours be touched! You filthy lackeys of the Demon King!

It was like the tragic conclusion of a story already written.

My parents charged at the Dullahan, shouting the words I had known they would, and it was too unbearable to watch.

But then—

“…I’ll do my best to change even a small piece of your past, even if it’s all part of Bellamora’s illusion.”


A platinum-haired woman appeared, knocking aside the Dullahan’s grasp with her hammer.

She winked at my parents as she turned to face them.

“Isn’t this what a girlfriend is supposed to do? After all, I heard that to earn approval for a relationship, you need to leave a good impression on your future in-laws.”

-I’ll carry the weight of your painful past with you—all of it. Even if it’s fake, I’m your partner now, Astal.

It was Victoria Everhart, the saint whose voice reached directly into my heart.



 
  Chapter 50: The Fake Who Wants to Be Real (1)



Victoria Everhart was a natural-born liar.

She feared revealing her true feelings, excelling in crafting lies and deceiving others.

‘…Such altruistic feelings must stem not from my duty as a saint, but from my admiration for you.’

Even now, Victoria swallowed her unspoken words, trying to hide her shameful emotions and interact with Astal as she normally would.

It was the first time she had ever liked someone, and the first time she had feared being abandoned by someone.

Instead of expressing love or affection, Victoria resorted to insults and crude jokes, attempting to belittle him.

‘Though I lie like this now… Once this is over, I want to confess my feelings properly to you.’

A clumsy, immature love.

That was the shape of Victoria’s love.

And now, she was moving to see it through.

Despite her trembling hands and racing heart filled with fear, she pressed on.

“How troublesome you are, truly. To think you would make a delicate saint like me fight against a Dullahan.”

Victoria made thoughtless remarks to Astal, speaking casually as if it were nothing.

In her mind, she already knew she couldn’t defeat the Dullahan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army.

“…Don’t even think about laying a single finger on my beloved.”

Victoria’s love burned deeper and stronger than her doubts or fears.

She gritted her teeth, holding her breath and summoning the courage to overcome her terror.

After all, this was just a dream.

The enemy was nothing more than a puppet performing preordained actions and attacks.

If this were the real Dullahan, this fight wouldn’t even be possible.

The undefeated knight, Dullahan, was renowned for his overwhelming strength and mastery of countless martial techniques.

This was also why Astal had chosen to blend magic with martial arts, seeking to avenge his parents.

“He’s mine to torment and no one else’s.”

Victoria spat out the words with a mix of frustration and determination, her expression twisting.

The thought of Bellamora observing this scene from above only fueled her anger further.

‘Astal is mine. I won’t yield him to anyone.’

As a saint who followed the gods, living a pious and pure life, Victoria now showed unending desire and possessiveness toward one man.

Clang!

Victoria blocked the Dullahan’s sword strike with the long handle of her hammer, deflecting it.

The impact was so powerful that even her formidable strength couldn’t prevent her hands from stinging.

She was pushed back, leaving deep marks on the ground where she stood.

“Even if it’s just a puppet from my memories, don’t you think you’re underestimating the Demon King’s Heavenly Kings?”

Bellamora, controlling the Dullahan like a puppet with faint red threads of light, smirked.

With vampire blood flowing through her veins, she could manipulate blood to achieve various effects.

“That’s all you’ve got? How unimpressive,”

Victoria said, swinging her massive hammer to intercept the attack aimed at Astal’s parents.

Her words were full of bravado, masking her refusal to lose to that woman.

She didn’t want to lose in terms of her looks, her feelings for Astal, or anything else.

Deep down, selfish competitiveness surged.

“Of course not. This battlefield is as advantageous to me as a stage set for my triumph. So…”

Snap!

Bellamora snapped her fingers, and blood-red lines connected to the monsters and demons attacking the village.

Creak, creak.

The grotesque sound of the undead filled the air as they fixed their eyes on Victoria, inflamed with lust at Bellamora’s words.

“…Shall we see if defiling the saint in this illusion will render her a mere human? With a sullied body, you won’t be able to face Astal, will you?”

The horde of past phantoms rushed at her, their gazes laden with obscene intent.

Victoria couldn’t help but feel flustered.

“I’m sorry, but I’m already taken.”

Boom!

Victoria swung her hammer in a wide arc, decimating the enemies around her.

Each movement carried her resolve to protect Astal and his parents behind her.

“…What nonsense. How can someone so crude dress so provocatively?”

“I wear this because someone protects me. You wouldn’t understand how adorable it is when they blush and can’t meet my eyes properly.”

Victoria, panting and drenched in sweat, barely managed to fend off the onslaught from Dullahan and the monsters, yet she never stopped taunting her foes.

Her habit of teasing others to expose their true intentions was a vital part of her playful personality, even in the midst of such a dire battle.

After Victoria changed her mind and decided to treat Astal well, she occasionally played pranks on him for reasons like this.

“This milkmaid with nothing but lumps of fat on her chest…!”

“In public, they call it a pouch filled with love.”

Provoked by Victoria, Bellamora lost her composure, conjuring a large blood-soaked pair of scissors. She pushed off the ground and charged at Victoria to kill her.

To Bellamora, Victoria’s existence was more bothersome than a thorn in her side.

If not for her, Bellamora could have already broken Astal’s mind and turned him into a slave who adored only her.

Clang—!

Sparks and noise erupted as the two women, intent on killing each other, prepared for battle.

“Fine. I’ll cut off your limbs and feed them to the demons here! Your vulgar body and that chest that looks like it’d produce plenty of milk might have some use, at least!”

“Are you jealous of what you don’t have? How pitiful, Bellamora. Big chests don’t need reasons to be loved. They’re different from small ones.”

★★★

Meanwhile, Hero Kyle and his companions were walking into the depths of the back alleys.

The further they went, the more the stench of blood and decaying flesh thickened.

“Ugh… What is this place? Why is it so horrifying?”

“This must be the power source that keeps Nightmare Theater alive. It’s unlikely such a dreadful thing would exist in a bustling district otherwise.”

Anima, holding her nose at the grotesque sight, expressed her disgust, while Tarion silently shot down enemies with his bow as they attacked.

The place they arrived at was a mountain of corpses.

Beyond it, a giant machine was devouring people’s blood, memories, and dreams, accompanied by eerie mechanical noises.

“Knowing Bellamora’s personality, she would have hidden such an important facility in the darkest and most dreadful place.”

Kyle brushed back his hair and surveyed the surroundings.

The area was filled with people already broken by Bellamora’s nightmare illusions—either hollow shells or completely insane.

Some creatures were scavenging corpses, extracting blood, dreams, and lifespans to convert into currency.

Others were cutting into brains or sifting through the dead in search of valuables.

“Demons all pretend to be kind on the outside, but inside, they’re always plotting wicked deeds.”


Kyle narrowed his eyes, staring at the mountain of corpses writhing with maggots, but he maintained his composure and pressed onward.

“Please… Please… It’s been over a week since I had water… I’m so thirsty… Please, take me back to the dream….”

“Reality is hell….”

A procession of soulless, staggering people, dragging themselves on the ground, appeared before them.

Their vacant eyes resembled those of addicts unable to sustain proper lives.

“May the name of Odin grant these people rest.”

Seeing no hostility or murderous intent from them, Kyle did not draw his sword.

Those who attacked or took lives were already far past the point of redemption, like parents who had just killed their children in the most painful way possible.

“How could anyone think of something like this? All that talk about this being the last paradise or bringing happiness to people was just lies!”

“Grinding people into fuel for machines… I never thought it would be this literal.”

Anima and Tarion, standing at the back, remarked as they observed a massive grinder consuming human bodies to generate heat and power machinery.

This place wasn’t a paradise; it was hell, with only a deceivingly beautiful façade.

“Who are you? This is our territory.”

As Kyle and his companions approached the ominous machinery, they were stopped.

A group appeared, made up of a demon with a goat’s head, a muscular orc, winged Celestials, and ordinary humans—all wearing suits.

Covered in blood, their clothing looked as though it had been dyed crimson.

Without hesitation, they drew their weapons to block Kyle’s group.

“…I am Kyle Dragonica, Hero of Flames. I have come to free you from Bellamora’s nightmare.”

Kyle respectfully introduced himself, extending courtesy to gauge the opponents’ intentions while holding back his allies who were ready to attack.

If the machine was truly the lifeblood of this domain, it was only natural for it to be heavily guarded.

“A hero? You’re saying you’re a hero? If you’re a hero, then I’m a dragon, you bastard!”

“These guys are hilarious. Looks like they’re completely addicted to the nightmare! Well, I guess that makes sense.”

Unfortunately, due to Astal’s perception-distorting magic, anyone who hadn’t reached a sage-level understanding could not recognize Kyle as a hero.

“But you can’t go any further than this.”

“Why not?”

“If we told you, why would we bother guarding this place?”

Without hesitation, a human stabbed Kyle in the abdomen with a knife, his face twisted in ecstasy.


“Guys! Leave the blood, brain, and heart intact, as always! We need to extract the dreams, lifespans, and blood, right?!”

“…This place truly is hell.”

At that moment, instead of collapsing, Kyle’s voice rang out.

“Thank you. For allowing me to abandon even the last bit of mercy I had left.”

Kyle grabbed the knife that was meant to pierce him, broke it with his bare hands, and glared with a face filled with unrelenting rage.



 
  Chapter 51: The Fake Who Wants to Be Real (2)


The first thought that crossed my mind when I saw Victoria fighting desperately and bleeding in my past was, “Why?”

Victoria and I were comrades burdened with the task of defeating the Demon King, but this matter was deeply personal.

Moreover, this was a past I had never shared with her.

I had assumed that if my companions discovered the true nature of this incident, they would blame me or grow to resent me.

‘Why is she going to such lengths?’

Now, Victoria was swinging her hammer relentlessly, shedding blood to protect me and my parents.

Though she was frail and had always tried to end fights quickly or avoid unnecessary battles, she was engaged in a war of attrition.

Yet, Victoria seemed determined not to show any sign of struggle.

Her eyes held an unyielding resolve.

With every movement she made or attack she brushed past, petals scattered from her body.

Ordinarily, even the slightest touch would make her cry out in agony.

“Is that all you’ve got? It doesn’t even tickle. After all, anything done by a flat-chested woman like you is bound to be pathetic…!”

-Astal is watching, so I have to act like I’m fine.

Victoria gritted her teeth and forced a smile to reassure me, enduring her suffering.

She barely held back her screams as she moved her arms and legs.

Her true feelings, however, were unfiltered to me, as I could hear her thoughts.

‘Why is she doing this?’

Petals fluttered in the air as the hammer-wielding saintess shattered the trauma that had tormented me.

The sight before me was so beautiful I almost let out the words, “Beautiful.”

Even as I admired the scene, I searched for a reason behind her actions.

‘Was it because I cured her terminal condition?’

No, that was simply what any comrade would have done.

Even if it had been Kyle, Anima, or Tarion instead of Victoria, I would have risked my life to visit the Holy Kingdom to find a cure.

But why?

Why was Victoria fighting for me now?

‘Was it because we’re comrades who’ve shared life and death? Or because of that month-long fake lover contract?’

Countless thoughts flashed through my mind, but I soon realized it was unnecessary to find a reason behind her actions.

No matter how pious or selfless a saintess Victoria was, it was rare for anyone to risk their life fighting in another’s nightmare for such trivial reasons.

No, such selflessness wasn’t her duty as a saintess.

It stemmed from something more—her love for me.

-…After this is over, I want to confess my true feelings to you.

Hearing Victoria’s unfiltered thoughts, I could sense her genuine, profound, and pure love hidden beneath her words.

Even though I couldn’t fully comprehend her actions, the sensation tightening my heart made me realize her feelings.

And then, in that moment—

Slash.

Blood spurted.

Victoria’s right arm was severed as she failed to block the coordinated attack of Dullahan and Bellamora.

‘Victoria…!’

I screamed, but no sound came out.

A bitter metallic taste filled my mouth, and I felt paralyzed as if I had become a painting hanging on a wall.

This hellish past seemed immutable, like a death sentence imposed on a terminal patient.

‘Move, please move…!’

I could see Victoria growing more fatigued, her breaths becoming ragged.

The distance she was being pushed back was painfully evident.

“Stop pretending to be tough. You’ve already lost an arm,” sneered Bellamora, sensing her victory.

Even if this was the succubus queen’s illusion, the pain and suffering felt painfully real.

“…Hah. Do you think Astal will abandon me just because I’ve lost an arm? You truly don’t understand him.”

-Losing an arm would only make it easier to seek his affection.

And it could also bridge the gap in strength that comes from his dragon blood.

Victoria smirked at Bellamora, drawing a holy mark with her remaining hand to invoke a miracle.

-But if this will truly sadden you, then… I’ll bend the rules a little.

The saintess’s miracle.

At the cost of a body part, she could achieve the impossible.

Her long-unseen miracle shone brightly even in this dream, regenerating her severed arm.

I had specifically begged her never to use such a miracle, but now she was sacrificing herself without hesitation.

“The person I admire most in this world is Astal. A man far beyond the reach of someone like you. And most importantly, he is the one I love with all my heart.”

Victoria flexed her regenerated arm to confirm its functionality, then charged once more at Bellamora and Dullahan, striking them fiercely.

She could have given up. She could have fled.

She could have escaped this illusion to regroup with Kyle and find a way to save me.

“And for now, no matter what anyone says, he is my lover.”

Victoria remained in this nightmare with me solely because she loved me.

I still didn’t fully understand what love was, but I could vaguely grasp its meaning from her words and actions.

-For the one I love, I would even walk through the fires of hell.

Victoria’s unfiltered thoughts revealed the depth of her emotions, leaving me unable to fathom the extent of her love.

For the one she loved, she could throw away her life without hesitation.

For the one she loved, she could carry their darkest past and walk beside them.

‘Am I receiving a love far greater than I deserve? Victoria…’

Watching her fight, I clenched my teeth.

This was a devotion no man could ever hope to receive from a saintess.

As someone who had once arrogantly called himself a genius, only to cause the death of his family and villagers, I didn’t deserve this.

Simply because she loved me, I couldn’t let Victoria bear everything alone.

I mustered all my strength to move my body, sliding off the horse and crawling on the ground.

The pain of fractured bones and a crushed body was excruciating, but it was a luxury compared to what Victoria was enduring.

“Freeze everything to the bone… the icy chill of the snowfield.”

Stretching my hand toward Bellamora, I squeezed out the last of my magic.

Though this was an unchangeable past, perhaps thanks to Victoria, I found myself able to act, even if just a little.

“Now… dwell in my hand and become a spear that pierces the enemy…!”

This was the basic spell, Ice Lance.

Due to my current state having regressed to that of a ten-year-old, I couldn’t use a three-dimensional magic circle with my limited freedom.


After much thought, this was the trump card I came up with.

As soon as the incantation was complete, a long icicle shot out from my palm like a cannonball, flying toward Bellamora.

Bang—!

“Oh, how unfortunate. It seems you thought this surprise attack would work on me, but in the end, it couldn’t reach me.”

Bellamora, not even considering that she needed to block such a low-level spell, elegantly dodged my attack with just a slight tilt of her head.

“I wasn’t aiming for you…”

“…What?”

Seeing her reaction, I couldn’t help but cheer internally.

I had been observing with my magical sight to locate this dreamlike world’s weak spot.

In a domain this vast, showing countless illusions would have required more than just individual power, even for the Queen of Succubi, the ruler of nightmares.

Hero Kyle must have known this, which is why he acted separately from me to evade Bellamora’s watchful gaze.

“A place where magic has unnaturally gathered… Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

Crackle, crackle—

A mysterious machine, sparking and emitting noise, came into view.

It seemed to be a magical device projecting these illusions.

“Hahaha!”

Bellamora burst out laughing, unable to hold it in as she watched smoke rising from behind her.

“…Why are you laughing?”

“You’re simply adorable! I was curious about what kind of scheme you were cooking up, so I humored you, that’s all!”

Bellamora laughed so hard she wiped tears from her eyes, casually blocking Victoria’s attacks with her remaining hand.

“It’s a pity, but the projector here is merely a simple power source for showing illusions to people.

Even if it’s destroyed, it doesn’t matter.”

“…..”

“What, did you expect it to end this nightmare? It couldn’t be that easy, could it?

Basic tactics always involve preparing at least two options…”

As Bellamora snapped her fingers, her shadowy minions appeared, replacing the destroyed device referred to as the projector.

“…Then, what if I destroy the true power source at the same time?”

I smiled softly as I watched them and shot a remark at Bellamora.

“…What?”

“It seems Kyle timed everything perfectly. Victoria, thank you for all your hard work so far.”

I nodded toward her, expressing my gratitude.

Everything we achieved so far was thanks to Victoria, Kyle, and the others striving to find the enemy’s weak points.

Whoosh.

Flames erupted from the newly replaced projector, forming a pillar of fire, and soon the dragon emblem symbolizing Kyle emerged.

★★★

“Kyle, I think you’ve got the timing down.”

Kyle stood before the enormous machine that had relentlessly attacked them, having thwarted all his previous attempts to destroy it.


“This thing seems to require simultaneous destruction from multiple sides to be taken out.”

With that, Kyle plunged his flaming holy sword into its core, hoping the most skilled and combat-savvy mage in their party would pick up on his signal.

He prayed their timing aligned.

He prayed they could all escape from Bellamora’s nightmare.

Gripping his holy sword tightly, Kyle twisted it with all his might.
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The dream was shattering.

The pillar of fire created by Kyle and Astal soared to the heavens, melting what seemed like the sky-like ceiling above.

As if it were some sort of signal flare, everything in sight began to waver, and the Demon King’s army, conjured by illusions, dissolved into shimmering light.

“This can’t be happening. Are you telling me that everything I planned is falling apart this easily…?”

Bellamora let out a hollow laugh, staring in disbelief at the gaping hole in the sky.

She had spent decades cultivating this domain.

To live an eternal life of happiness in a dream more blissful than reality—

Since life itself was nothing but pain, Bellamora believed she could use her powers to bring happiness to all.

But where had she gone wrong?

“Astal, are you truly throwing away the chance to see your parents again? I can’t understand this. All you had to do was cast aside a little pride!”

Using Astal’s memories, she had perfectly recreated his parents.

She had already tested this method on others with success.

They seemed as alive as any real person, with emotions and memories of their own, without evoking even a hint of rejection.

“Why? Is it because you truly love that vulgar woman Victoria, with nothing but a large chest to her name? I could’ve handled that much with magic…!”

Bellamora’s expression twisted as she failed to comprehend Astal’s refusal.

All he had to do was abandon Victoria, the so-called saint, and declare her his lover. Was that truly so unbearable?

“…Dreams are just dreams in the end, Bellamora. My parents wouldn’t have wanted to be used by demons, either.”

Astal exhaled heavily, assuming a combat stance.

In his mind, what Bellamora had done was no different from desecrating a grave by exhuming corpses.

He knew his parents, who had left him with their final wish to survive, were no longer of this world.

“Oh, really? Then let’s see if you’ll feel the same after this.”

Bellamora’s lips curled into a sharp smile as she watched Astal’s defiant gaze.

She specialized in reading the deepest desires buried in people’s hearts.

She knew better than anyone the guilt and trauma Astal carried regarding his parents and the villagers.

She wanted to see him break—to see his determined resolve and thirst for vengeance crumble, leaving him to cling to her, weeping.

Her love was destructive, selfish, and uncaring of her partner’s feelings.

That was the nature of Bellamora’s love.

“…How about this? I’ll show you this scene again and again, hundreds of times.

I hope you enjoy endlessly reliving the moment your parents died, completely powerless to stop it.”

With a snap of her fingers, Bellamora pulled Astal back into another nightmare.

It was a dream within a dream. She no longer had enough power to trap the entire domain, but she had plenty of strength to target one man.

Sliccch, crack, squelch.

Accompanied by chilling sounds, the wet splatter of blood spreading across the ground began to unfold before Astal’s eyes.

Bellamora had committed atrocities, using strings made of blood to mimic a Dullahan and either decapitate or rip apart his parents just as they had been in history.

“….!!!”

Victoria’s face turned deathly pale as she failed to prevent the horror.

She was utterly exhausted from enduring Bellamora’s relentless attacks.

Even the miracles of a saint could not dispel physical or mental fatigue.

“Ah… ahh…”

At that moment, despair filled Astal’s eyes.

Like a video endlessly looping, the scene of his parents’ deaths repeated before him in countless variations.

He could only let out gasps of anguish. Neither magic nor physical resistance changed anything.

Even in the brief instant Victoria blinked, Astal felt as if hours passed.

“To make it worse, I’ll add a special touch of trauma. Imagine your parents resurrected as zombies, asking you why you killed them.

Wouldn’t that make for an even more horrific memory?”

Using the blood strings, Bellamora manipulated the corpses like puppets.

The severed heads clicked and moved, their mouths forming words.

“Astal… why didn’t you save your mother…?”

“Our son… it’s so cold and painful here…”

The headless, blood-weeping corpses stretched their hands toward Astal, lamenting as they reached for him.

Seeing this, Astal’s eyes lost their light as memories of the past flooded his mind.

Astal bit his tongue in defiance of Bellamora’s schemes, reminding himself that it was an illusion and not reality.

Yet, the mental state reverted to his childhood and the vivid screams of his parents, which felt more real than reality, tormented him.

“…..”

Astal desperately lashed out with magic and swung his fists, trying to wake from the dream.

Having failed to realize he was caught in a dream within a dream, he endured unbearable agony.

“Astal, please hold on a little longer…!”

Victoria fought to protect the sleeping Astal, drenched in cold sweat, clearing the surrounding demons.

Even as the dream shattered, hands driven by Bellamora’s will still reached out to violate her.

Victoria’s grip on her hammer weakened, her muscles screaming as her physical limits became evident.

“Why not give up already? Even if the core is destroyed and everyone wakes from the dream, there’s no guarantee Astal will remain sane!”

Bellamora sneered at Victoria.

As one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army, she was a woman who always found another way, even if her plans fell apart.

As long as she could completely shatter Astal’s mind before the illusion collapsed and make him hers, nothing else mattered.

Besides, Bellamora had reason for confidence.

Even if the people of the domain woke from their dreams, the spectators who had abandoned reality in favor of the illusions would not turn their blades on her.

The blissful dreams, more vivid than reality, had long been the driving force keeping them alive.

In the back alleys, people were already selling out their families or harvesting organs to survive.

‘A little noise can be silenced. I’ll unleash my shadows and crush everything back to the way it was.’

Bellamora smiled softly, imagining the future.

In her arms was Astal, pretending to be her lover.

Nearby, the vulgar saint was turned to stone, screaming like a beast while being violated by demons.

Lastly, Astal’s companions and the heroes, brainwashed into defending the domain as if it were their own lives.

‘I always get what I want.’

 Bellamora thought, her delight evident.

She wielded scissors and threads stained with blood, slowly tightening her grip on Victoria.

With a bit more effort, she could sever the hateful saint’s arms, preventing her from using miracles.

But at that moment, the unexpected occurred.

“Huh…? How is this possible…?”


Magic, which should have been lost in the dream, pierced through Bellamora’s body with precision, leaving a gaping hole where her heart should be.

Bellamora spat out blood, her gaze fixed on Astal, who now stood before her—not in his child form but back to his original self.

“This… can’t be…”

She couldn’t believe it, even as she witnessed it.

People who escaped her illusions on their own were extraordinarily rare.

And Astal had been caught in a dream within a dream.

The first layer had already collapsed, making escape impossible by layering the illusion further.

How?

It wasn’t something sheer determination or unease could solve.

Repeating traumatic memories based on real experiences would break even the strongest minds.

“Hah… Huff…”

Astal trembled, breathing heavily, and reached out toward Victoria.

‘Thank you… and I’m sorry.’

His voice wouldn’t come out from exhaustion, but his gesture conveyed his gratitude to Victoria.

What finally awakened Astal from the endless despair and sorrow in the dream was the deep kiss and the fake relationship contract Victoria had given him.

‘Because… you became my girlfriend… I realized it was a dream within a dream…’


Unlike his bleak past, where there was no Victoria Everhart, her presence had made the truth clear.

Thus, Astal repeatedly took his life in Bellamora’s dream, struggling to break free and reach her.

Exhausting his final strength to protect Victoria, Astal collapsed, losing his balance.

“Astal!”

Victoria, abandoning her hammer, ran to catch the falling Astal.
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It felt like I was dreaming an endlessly long dream.

A dream where I watched my parents die before my eyes. The regret and despair from the past did not fade with age; instead, they became increasingly vivid.

“Astal, you must survive at all costs.”

“Astal, I’m sorry I couldn’t properly celebrate your 10th birthday.”

Their voices, so dearly missed, pierced my ears as if they were being carved into me.

The sound made my heart ache as though someone were trying to crush it in their grasp.

This was already my 143rd death. How many more suicides must it take to escape this cursed dream?

The usual way to escape the Succubus Queen’s dream trap was to realize the dissonance from reality and take one’s own life to break free.

However, back then, I couldn’t use magic because my mana core was overloaded.

Instead, I resorted to scraping the ground to find a sharp object to pierce my throat.

The cold, sharp sensation of the metal in my hand was followed by the hot, surging feeling of blood and the searing pain that engulfed my mind.

Even though I carried the memories and emotions of an adult, the hands and heart of a child were too fragile to end their own life.

Using sheer force to pierce my throat instead of relying on magic to minimize the pain was unimaginably horrific.

The memory of the pain lingered, causing hesitation every time I tried again.

That hesitation only made the next attempt even more excruciating.

Many times, I wanted to give up.

Wandering endlessly in this nightmare, it seemed easier to simply go mad someday.

‘…Should I give up?’

The rusty knife I held to my throat was dull and barely sharp. Instead of piercing once, I would need to twist it or stab repeatedly to die. I tightly shut my eyes.

I had no idea how many times I needed to die to escape this cursed dream.

In the first place, I had joined the Demon King’s subjugation to die. I thought no one would blame me if I ended up as Belamora’s plaything.

“Astal… Why didn’t you save me…?”

“My dear son… It’s so cold and painful here….”

The corpses of my parents, now headless, slowly approached me. The people I once called my parents were now speaking to me with resentment.

No matter how much I screamed to stop, to save me, no voice came out.

This wasn’t reality. It was a nightmarish dream within a dream, distorted and reimagined based on my memories.

I had already watched my parents die countless times, to the point where I felt I was losing my mind.

Belamora escalated things further by resurrecting their corpses, making them move in a horrifying way.

‘…I can’t bear to see my parents like that anymore.’

I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to turn away, but their voices grew clearer and sharper.

In reality, I couldn’t even find their remains in the burnt-down village. All I could do was place flowers on an empty gravestone, making me feel like a terrible son.

Could someone as pathetic as me really deserve to live? That thought consumed me once again.

At that moment,

-Astal, please hold on just a little longer.

A voice, clearer than anything else, reached me.

In this dream that felt more vivid than reality, the soft, soothing voice sounded as if someone was speaking directly into my ear.

‘Victoria….’

It was Victoria Everhart, the Saint of Flowers and my contractual fake lover.

Her inner thoughts transcended Bellamora’s dream layers, clearing my mind and grounding me.

‘…This isn’t reality. Victoria isn’t here.’

Hearing her voice, I steadied myself and resolved to attempt suicide again to escape the dream.

No matter how much pain I felt, a dream was just a dream.

She wasn’t here—she, who secretly admired me, who hid her affection behind harsh words and lies to avoid revealing her true feelings.

-How could I possibly live without you? I haven’t even had the chance to properly confess yet….

-Even if I die here, even if I’m defiled by monsters and no longer a saint, it doesn’t matter. Please, just don’t give up.

Sometimes, her voice seemed as though she were a little angry, and at other times, it carried a somber tone mixed with a hint of moisture.

-Because you’re more precious to me than anything else.

Hearing Victoria’s heartfelt words, I tightened my grip on the blade in my hand.

It was a moment when my resolve to protect her outweighed my fear of pain.

Even though I was nothing more than a fake lover, unable to truly fulfill the role of a proper boyfriend, I knew I was receiving a love far greater than I deserved.

In the past, I had failed to protect someone dear to me.

That’s why now, I could do anything to protect someone precious.

‘…So this is what this cursed feeling is, huh? Now I understand.’

The trembling in my hand stopped as I clenched my teeth, using the hand gripping the blade to stab forcefully at the part of the neck where the carotid artery passed.

Squish.

Red blood gushed out of the neck, pooling on the floor as my consciousness dimmed like a burning ember.

My body slumped, lifeless, like a rotting straw doll.

It was a motion I had already repeated dozens, no, hundreds of times.

The act that led to death was now a mechanical routine.

‘I treasure you too, Victoria.’

I hadn’t given up hope yet.

The reason I had been able to stay alive so far was largely thanks to Victoria.

At the very least, I needed to save her and die; otherwise, my pride as a man would be shattered.

Besides, just a little more endurance and the contract relationship would be over.

I wouldn’t have to act like I was dating that troublesome woman anymore.

Finally, if Victoria ceased to be a saint, it would significantly weaken our forces.

For our group, gathered to defeat the Demon King, she would only become a burden.

With such justifications in mind, I tried to find a reason to save Victoria.

‘…I must be nearing the end, huh? This is embarrassing.’

Looking back, it was a truly ridiculous thought, and I let out a faint laugh, even in the face of death.

I wasn’t someone who deserved to live.

The fact that Victoria loved a wretch like me was utterly incomprehensible.

Even now, I could see the corpses of my parents crawling in front of me, asking why I had killed them.

Though they never voiced it, if their thoughts had been audible like Victoria’s, they would surely have resented me.

No parent, no matter how much they sacrifice for their child, would wish to endure the pain of having their head torn off or witnessing such grotesque violence while alive.

After countless suicide attempts, my body understood what my mind couldn’t.

There isn’t a single person in this world who can easily overcome such pain.

Biting my lip, I repeated the act of stabbing my neck with the blade gripped tightly in my trembling hand.

Squish, squish, squish.


Splatter─.

Red blood sprayed endlessly before my eyes, and I could feel my sanity slowly eroding away.

That’s the kind of person I am.

I failed to protect those I considered precious, and now I’m a despicable survivor standing atop their corpses.

Even as I exhaled, all I could feel was the suffocating heat of a fiery disaster and the acrid, smoky ash that burned my lungs, making me cough violently.

I no longer wanted to witness people dying before my eyes.

I hated that I couldn’t protect those I held dear.

The place I ran to in desperation—this was all it amounted to.

-Disappear. You’re not really Astal’s parents!

Victoria struggled with all her might to save someone like me.

‘…Maybe this kind of woman is my type after all.’

Not an older, nurturing sister figure with a strong sense of tolerance, but a younger saint who could be trusted and offered warmth as a steadfast support.

While I used to find her condemning and scornful attitude unbearable at times, now I realized that perhaps such a woman was more to my liking than I cared to admit.

Thinking about her, I suddenly wanted to smoke and drink after a long time.

I couldn’t comprehend the emotions driving her to save trash like me, and it gave me a splitting headache.

‘Honestly, even now, I’m plagued by the thought that I just want to die in the real world.’

After countless suicide attempts, my rationality was eroding.

The notion that it would be better to truly die surged from deep within my heart.

I could have given up everything and chosen to be Bellamora’s lover.

Even keeping it a secret from Victoria and my companions, I considered sneaking away from the party to end my life.

But,

‘…At least I should save you before I die.’

I forced a bitter smile and changed my mind, continuing my attempts at self-destruction without stopping.

Even amidst this torment, if there was a glimmer of light, it would be you.

The person precious to me.

The person I most desperately didn’t want to see hurt or dead.

You had grown so large in my heart that even when I closed my eyes, you were all I could think of.

‘Even if it’s fake, for now, I’m Victoria’s lover.’

Giving a name to this feeling felt embarrassing and shameful, so I chose to express it indirectly.

★★★

Kyle and his companions ran toward the cinema where Astal and Victoria were.

As the illusion shattered, the decorations and buildings filling the estate lost their luster and began to vanish.

Watching this scene, Kyle became certain that something must have happened to Astal.

There was no way Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army, would stand idly by while her estate crumbled like this.

“Get on! The Wind Spirit King will take us to Astal!”

Anima, saying this, immediately summoned the spirit, creating a tailwind to speed their journey to the cinema.

Carrying the others, they moved swiftly.

Although Anima often doubted Astal and Victoria’s relationship and meddled in their affairs, now, she wanted nothing more than for the two of them to remain unharmed.

“Thank you, Anima.”

Kyle bowed his head to the spirit summoner in gratitude.

Illusions were deadly traps, with every passing second posing a critical threat to those caught within.

When Kyle and his group finally reached the cinema,


“…Oh my, the cute little rats have arrived?”

They were greeted by Bellamora, her chest pierced with a gaping hole where her heart should have been, and one arm severed.

Her grotesque smile chilled them to the bone.

“Please, please… Wake up, Astal….”

They also saw Victoria, tears streaming down her face as she clung to the unconscious Astal, her sobs echoing through the desolate hall.
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Victoria looked at Astal, who had collapsed, and felt an emotion surging from the depths of her heart.

A hollow sensation in her chest, accompanied by a stinging ache as if bruised, brought forth a feeling called regret.

“Get up… You’re not someone who would just lie here like this…”

Victoria kept holding Astal, speaking words that received no response from his vacant eyes.
It hurt so much.

Even though she had experienced similar situations during her journey through the demon realm, this time it felt as though someone had stabbed her heart with a knife.

Why was this happening?

She couldn’t breathe.

It felt as though someone was gripping her heart and squeezing it tightly.

Was it because she knew about the man Astal’s sorrowful past?

Because, even while trapped in a dream within a dream, he had saved her and then lost consciousness?

Victoria’s mind was desperately trying to find a reason for this pain.

She couldn’t bring herself to believe the scene unfolding before her eyes.

‘At least I shouldn’t have said harsh words… I should’ve just been honest about how I feel…’

Even when she pressed her ear against Astal’s chest, she couldn’t feel the faintest heartbeat.

An eerie silence.

The fact that the heart of the person she loved had stopped made her hands and eyes tremble uncontrollably.

“Hahaha! Who told him it was a good idea to go up against the Succubus Queen in a dream?!”

“….”

Bellamora laughed, baring her teeth as she watched the scene. From the beginning, her concept of love had been twisted and warped.

“Ah… Actually, it’s been my dream to die at the hands of the one I love, and it’s really come true, hasn’t it? Dying together on the same day… don’t you think it’s quite romantic?”

Bellamora touched the wound Astal had left on her as if it were a symbol of love, her face flushed with an unsettling affection.

Even in that brief moment, Astal had chosen the most efficient way to kill her.

“To think he destroyed my core by hurling the Coresword at me in an instant… How unyielding his will must be!”

The Coresword imbued with Victoria’s divine power had crossed the boundary of dreams and dealt a fatal blow to Bellamora in reality.

But it had come at the cost of Astal’s life.

His unconscious body, now with a stopped heart, was the consequence of that sacrifice.

“Ahhh… You truly are the best, Astal. To be stabbed by the person you love—it’s so thrilling, so fiery.”

Despite knowing the truth, Bellamora wasn’t thinking of saving Astal. Instead, she was excited by the idea of dying with him.

With a sultry voice and flushed cheeks, her blissful smile remained as blood dripped from where her heart should have been.

“…You madwoman.”

Victoria bit her lower lip and hurled a curse at Bellamora.

It was the first time in her life, as a saint, that she had truly cursed someone.

Victoria loathed Bellamora.

How could someone speak of pure love while engaging in such a twisted version of it?

To Victoria, pure love meant being willing to risk your life for the one you love, but also striving to protect them from harm at all costs.

“Haha! Well, yes, that’s what love means to me.”

For Bellamora, love meant using any means necessary for the sake of her own feelings—even tormenting the other person to death or holding their past hostage as blackmail.

Knowing this, Bellamora laughed cheerfully at Victoria’s scorn.

After all, to her, love was indeed madness.

“It’s such a shame. If only I had met Astal a little earlier, perhaps it would have been me by his side instead of a sanctimonious saint with nothing but her piety to offer.”

Bellamora sighed deeply, recalling the Demon King’s old command:

A hero who could slay her would be born in a remote village—she was ordered to kill everyone there.

What if she, not the Dullahan, had led the assault on that village? Bellamora couldn’t help but wonder.

“And you have the gall to say such nonsense after tormenting Astal like this?!”

“And didn’t you also insult and belittle Astal while hiding your true feelings? Aren’t we the same in that regard?”

Feeling the flame of life flickering away, Bellamora refused to back down as she addressed Victoria with defiance.

Her intense jealousy of Victoria, simply because she had taken Astal’s heart, fueled her spite.

“…I am not like you.”

Victoria, watching Bellamora’s twisted behavior, clasped Astal’s hands tightly and prayed.

She was willing to die tomorrow if it meant saving him today.

Even if her body turned entirely into flowers, she couldn’t bear the thought of the man she loved dying.

“I… truly love Astal with all my heart.”

Pouring every last bit of her divine power and miracles into him, Victoria desperately tried to make Astal’s stopped heart beat again.

Even as her fingers and the rest of her body began to transform into beautiful flowers, she didn’t utter a single cry.

She feared that even a hint of pain might cause her to lose her tenuous grip on Astal’s fragile life.

She feared that if she showed any weakness, it might sadden him.

The anguish in her heart far outweighed the physical pain she endured.

“…So please, don’t die before me.”

Victoria whispered softly as she gazed at Astal.

For the first time, she spoke her true feelings aloud—the love she held in her heart for him.

★★★

The hero Kyle rushed to Bellamora ahead of anyone else, swinging his flaming holy sword in an attempt to end her.

He quickly realized the danger of the situation—Astal had collapsed, and Victoria was holding him, crying.

“Oh my, such a fiery man isn’t really my type,” Bellamora teased.

“I knew you were trash, but I didn’t think you’d let Astal die…”

Kyle ground his teeth as he raised his voice, his flaming holy sword blocked effortlessly by a single finger of Bellamora.

Astal’s core sword was embedded in the distant outer wall.

Without retrieving it, even pouring out miracles wouldn’t be enough to keep him alive.

“…Even if he’s someone I love, I’m still one of the Four Heavenly Kings serving the Demon King!”

Bellamora smiled widely despite Kyle’s curses.

Her life was like a candle flickering in the wind, yet she seemed to revel in the moment.

“You’ll never defeat the Demon King. He’s a godlike being who has mastered everything,”

she said, recalling Demon King Ergossum, an entity with multiple arms and the power to manipulate reality.

To Bellamora, the hero’s party seemed like moths drawn to a flame, deluding themselves into thinking they could defeat him.

“Even if you escape alive, the Demon King will eventually claim Astal’s life.”

Bellamora placed her hand over where her heart should be, as if feeling her own nonexistent heartbeat.

“…That’s why I’ll be waiting for Astal at the gates of hell, where I’ll claim him before that loathsome saint can.”

Bellamora knew the afterlife existed—it was one of the secrets hidden by the gods who created this world.

The celestial beings, referred to as stars, didn’t directly intervene despite the Demon King’s rampage.


Instead, they relied on pawns like heroes and saints.

“That’s what I call love!”

“What a horrifying notion,” Kyle retorted.

“If that doesn’t work, I’ll reincarnate and aim for Astal’s child born from that wretched saint,”

Bellamora said, maintaining her composure despite her fatal wounds.

She found endless amusement in the ignorance of humans who lived unaware of such secrets.

“That will never happen. I’ll drag you to the deepest pits of hell myself.”

“Oh my, how terrifying. Go ahead, if you can—”

BOOM!

Before Bellamora could finish her sentence, a deafening explosion drowned out her voice.

A massive meteor shower of flames approached from afar.

Anima, using the Fire Spirit King and Earth Spirit King, launched the attack at Bellamora.

She couldn’t bear to see her friend and companion, Victoria, cry any longer.

Though she had doubted Astal and Victoria’s relationship, it was clear from the wounded saint cradling the fallen mage that they had fought to protect each other.

“Thanks to you, I retrieved the core sword. Thank you for creating an opening, Anima, Kyle,”

said Tarion, the archer, as he brought the core sword back to Astal’s side.

Victoria, pouring endless miracles into Astal’s lifeless body, let out a hoarse sigh as she saw the core sword.

“Ah… thank you… Thank you, Tarion…”

Victoria’s body had largely turned to flowers from overusing miracles, but tears of joy fell from her eyes at the thought of saving the one she loved.

After all, bringing the dead back to life was supposed to be impossible, even with miracles.

“…You should never have existed, Bellamora,” Kyle muttered coldly.

Slash!

Confirming that Victoria and Astal were safe, Kyle finally put all his strength into severing Bellamora’s iron-like neck.

Already fatally wounded by Astal, Bellamora couldn’t resist as her magic and illusions failed.


Sensing her end, she closed her eyes.

“What a shame. If I had just a little more time, I might have truly experienced love…”

Bellamora gave a candid smile as she breathed her last. Her expression showed no regret or remorse.

“That’s not love. It’s just grotesque obsession,”

Kyle said, glaring at her with contempt as he crushed what remained of her head.
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When Bellamora died, the true nature of the Nightmare Theater she ruled began to reveal itself.

The streets, stripped of their lights, were shrouded in twilight, with darkness taking their place.

Those who awoke from the fantastical dream complained of an unquenchable thirst.

Even the shadows that once followed Bellamora had turned into brittle black ash, leaving no one to manage the domain.

“Send me back… Send me back to that dream…!!”

“This is a nightmare. This is fake. This isn’t real….”

The emptiness was filled with screams and cries of despair.

An elven couple, whose loved one was stricken with an incurable illness, had come here as a last resort, unable to find medicine.

Among them were dwarves with bloodshot eyes from overwork and familiar faces from a hero’s party they had seen before.

Clinging to the broken projectors and power sources, they desperately attempted repairs.

“You must flee from here. The demon realm is a hell teeming with monsters and demonkind.

Now that Bellamora is dead, her absence will attract enemies vying for her place…!”

Kyle was already trying to persuade those aimlessly toiling with vacant eyes.

“Kyle, give up. It’s already hopeless.”

Anima shook her head as she witnessed the scene.

Some had already succumbed to longing for the dream and taken their own lives.

“If it weren’t for that damned hero…! Bellamora wouldn’t have died…!!”

“This can’t be happening… Even our fellow elves betrayed us and came to the demon realm….”

Unaware of Kyle’s true identity, they lamented over the one who had killed Bellamora.

The only ones capable of killing someone like her, one of the Four Kings of the Demon Realm, were likely the hero’s party, renowned for their exploits across the realm.

“More importantly, we still have injured people, don’t we?”

“…..”

Anima sighed deeply, glancing at Astal, who was being carried on Victoria’s back.

Although the mana core had been returned to his heart, he had yet to regain consciousness.

Victoria, struggling to suppress her emotions, bit her lip as tears streamed down her face.

“It’s fine. I believe saving even one more person is the right thing to do. That’s what Astal would have wanted.”

Victoria had learned everything about Astal, the mage once called the Harmless Magician.

She now understood why he was obsessed with saving lives and why he seemed indifferent to her attempts at seduction.

Astal was deeply mired in self-loathing.

Because of this, he could recklessly throw his life away fighting the Demon King’s minions.

It was also why he couldn’t quit drinking and smoking, even as he suffered.

“Victoria…”

Kyle, seeing the tearful expression on Victoria’s face as she carried Astal, was at a loss for words.

At first, he didn’t think they were truly in love.

His sharp instincts had told him they were pretending to date for some reason.

‘…But now, it doesn’t feel like just a joke or a contract.’

Kyle recalled the scene he had witnessed earlier: Victoria had used a miracle, even transforming most of her body into flowers, just to save Astal.

Despite Anima’s countless attempts to stop her, Victoria had repeatedly acted irrationally, unable to regain her composure.

Even though the mana core had been restored and Astal’s heartbeat returned, he still hadn’t awakened.

‘Something must have happened between them when Bellamora was alive.’

In fact, Victoria had refused all offers from her comrades to carry or escort Astal in her stead.

The moment anyone so much as touched him, she would glare at them as if she might kill them.

Normally depicted as the most devout and gentle saint in the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium, Victoria now bore an expression of anger and despair over her inability to save Astal.

“Fine, I’ll respect your decision. I’ll leave this domain last. Everyone else should escape first.”

Kyle spoke firmly, staring straight into Victoria’s eyes, now filled with darkness.

He believed someone had to stay behind to save as many lives as possible, as per Astal’s beliefs.

“No, it’s too dangerous…”

“Astal knew it was dangerous when he tried to save you. Am I wrong?”

“…..”

Kyle’s words struck Victoria as she held back tears.

Normally, they would be quick to argue or show their disdain for each other.

“So this time, you save Astal.”

That was likely the reason.

“Understood. Please take care of yourself.”

Victoria nodded, seeing the resolve in Kyle’s gaze. Of all people, she believed he was trustworthy.

If anyone were to embody hope and inspire the world to be better, it would undoubtedly be Kyle Dragonica.

“Are you really sure? Even without Bellamora and her shadows, this is a demon realm full of monsters and demonkind.”

“Yeah, saving Astal is important, but this is far too risky…!”

Tarion and Anima expressed their concern for Kyle. Even as a hero, they doubted he could save everyone in the domain.

“I’m a hero. If I don’t endure hardship now, who will?”

Kyle, seemingly aware of their worries, responded with a small, confident smile.

“Go ahead. If Astal doesn’t wake up, Victoria might lose it completely.”

Victoria, already running ahead to get Astal to safety, silently expressed her gratitude toward Kyle.

‘Thank you, Kyle. No matter what, I can’t help but think the man on my back is more important than everyone else in this domain….’

Victoria, shocked by her own irreverent thoughts, repeated them to herself as she ran.

The weight on her back and her own exhaustion didn’t matter.

What mattered was Astal Kaisaros’s survival.

Victoria desired only one thing, so even though most of her body had turned into flowers, she felt no pain and gave no thought to the future.

‘Unworthy of being a saint.’

Victoria felt a deep disgust rising from within her. How could someone harbor such selfish thoughts?

-Aren’t you the same? You insulted and belittled Lord Astal while hiding your true feelings, didn’t you? At this rate, aren’t we both just alike?

Victoria recalled the words Bellamora had spoken earlier.

Though she tried to hide her feelings of love, her contradictory emotions clashed, born from her desire to experience love one last time while living on borrowed time.

Her mind was clouded with negative thoughts, making it difficult for her to discern anything clearly.

‘Get a grip, Victoria.’

As she felt the warmth of a man’s body behind her, she regained her focus and thought about what she needed to do.

“…After this is over, I’ll properly confess my feelings.”

The end of their contractual relationship drew near, and the fate of this man and woman became increasingly urgent and poignant.

★★★


When I opened my eyes from Bellamora’s dream, an unfamiliar ceiling greeted me.

‘Where… am I?’

Just moments ago, I had been at Nightmare Theater, Bellamora’s domain.

But now, I found myself lying on a soft bed.

A stabbing pain, as though pierced by a blade, coursed through my body.

Even the slightest movement of my fingers made me want to scream.

‘…It doesn’t feel like a dream.’

Seeing Victoria slumped by the bedside, sleeping in a crouched position, confirmed that this wasn’t a dream.

My heart, which should have been destroyed, was miraculously restored, and Victoria’s body was largely covered in flowers, indicating she had gone through immense suffering.

‘Why on earth would someone like her…’

I couldn’t help but wear a pained expression as I looked at her.

The nightmare I’d endured repeatedly dredged up dark memories, making me wish for death.

Yet, the saint who rescued me was now in a life-threatening state because of me.

‘At this rate, Victoria could die tomorrow…’

Her condition, as seen through magical sight, was dire.

Most of her body had already turned into flowers.

Her heart, lungs, kidneys, even the gaps between bones and muscles—flowers had invaded them, inflicting unimaginable pain.

“Astal…”

“…….”

Victoria murmured my name in her sleep, her lips trembling and fingers twitching as if to keep me close.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t stand by and watch you die.”

Saying that, I glanced at the calendar on the bedside table.

By coincidence or fate, today was my 21st birthday.

It also happened to be the anniversary of my parents’ death—a day that always made me loathe myself so much it became hard to breathe.

“…Even if it costs me my life.”

I etched Victoria’s face into my memory for the last time as I began transferring the flowers from her body into mine using pain-nullifying and silence spells.

Once all the flowers were in my body, I used invisibility magic to leave quietly.

The moment the pain-nullifying spell wore off, I knew I might die from the shock or agony.

Before that, I planned to wade into a deep lake and end my life.

It was my final act of penance as the trash who caused my parents’ deaths—and my selfish desire to avoid seeing someone dear to me die again.

★★★

I don’t know how much time passed.

“Even if you were suffering from the aftereffects of Queen Bellamora’s nightmare, I’m astonished you would throw your life away so easily.”

A voice called out.

“Victoria…?”

Splash. 

Victoria had noticed my absence at dawn, followed my trail, and pulled me from the lake where I had tried to drown myself.

“Did you really think I’d be happy if you saved my life by sacrificing yours?! How dare you!”

Victoria’s usual warm or playful demeanor was gone, replaced by raw anger.

Her hands trembled visibly.

“Even if you were struggling because of Bellamora’s nightmare, I never thought you’d do something so foolish!”

Hearing her genuine emotions, I began to question why she would go so far for someone like me.

A so-called genius who couldn’t save his family or his village, and who forced her to shorten her life by abusing miracles.

“Why would you save someone like me? I’m not worth saving…”

“…That is such a foolish question. Why would you think saving someone requires a reason?”

Victoria gave me an odd look, then hoisted me out of the water in her arms.

“You might see this as a sacrifice. But for me, saving someone is as natural as breathing or drinking water.”

I couldn’t understand her.

Why was she so genuine about saving others?

Especially when the records I read in the forbidden archives of the Holy Kingdom revealed her past—a past where she was held captive in the village chief’s basement for six years after her parents were taken hostage.

Her platinum rosary, always close to her heart, was her father’s keepsake.

Even the Holy See had deemed her case hopeless.

Despite pleading for help, the world abandoned her, and everyone she trusted betrayed her.

“For something so natural, reasons aren’t necessary.”

How could she say such things so easily?

With a calm smile and slightly raised lips, she answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“If I must give you a reason…”

Victoria placed me gently on the ground, lit a fire to warm us, and prepared to speak her final words.


“It’s because I love you deeply, Astal.”

“I love you with all my heart.”

“…What?”

Her true feelings and spoken words aligned—a confession.

Hearing Victoria’s heartfelt declaration for the first time, I was left with countless thoughts about how to face her from now on.
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“…You liked me?”

I pretended not to know anything in response to Victoria’s confession.

The fact that I could hear her inner thoughts was something I had decided to take to the grave.

After all, the way Victoria had always treated me consisted of nothing but harsh words and criticism.

“Honestly, I can’t believe it…”

It wasn’t strange to deflect like this.

“That’s understandable. After all, I’ve always been a born liar.”

Victoria gathered her wet hair with her hands as she spoke candidly to me. The flickering campfire light danced in her eyes.

“The truth is, I’ve been living on borrowed time. Because of that, I believed I had to hide my feelings. But…”

Her words felt like a direct expression of her true heart, and before I knew it, I nodded unconsciously.

“Love is such a contradictory emotion. Because I didn’t want to be forgotten by the one I liked, because I didn’t want to be hated, I ended up choosing this approach.”

Victoria’s voice trembled slightly as she spoke to me.

Even though she was a saint, revealing her true feelings like this seemed clumsy and awkward.

She kept one hand over her chest, as if trying to calm her racing heart.

-It’s beating so fast it feels like it might break… I really hope this confession succeeds…

What if he doesn’t accept it? What if we can’t even go back to being friends? What if he hates me—how will I handle it?

Despite her calm exterior, her inner thoughts were a chaotic storm of worries and fears.

“For someone who claims to like me, you sure spent a lot of time berating and insulting me. If you’d really liked me, you could’ve been a little kinder.”

“…That’s because the only way I knew to love someone was like that. I selfishly hoped to keep my feelings hidden while still earning your affection.”

As the crackling campfire cast a dim light over us, Victoria gently touched my cheek with her slightly cold hand.

Her actions and expressions spoke louder than words. Even in the smallest of her breaths, I could sense the overwhelming emotion of love.

“What do you know about me…?”

I couldn’t understand Victoria. I thought she, of all people, would know better, having shared in my past.

The screams of the villagers as they burned, the sight of my parents dying while I escaped—Victoria had smiled in relief as I ran away.

Those memories still haunted me vividly.

“I’m a worthless bastard. I couldn’t save anyone while the people in my hometown were massacred by the Demon King’s army…”

I bit my lower lip as I spat out the words.

Despite being hailed as a genius mage since childhood, I was nothing more than a fool who saved no one.

“Listen to me carefully. No matter how much guilt you feel, it wasn’t you, Astal, who killed your parents and the villagers.”

“…..”

“No matter how many nightmares you’ve relived in the illusions of Bellamora, it wasn’t your fault.”

-How many times must you have witnessed people dying in the past…? To the point that someone as resilient as you would suddenly attempt suicide…

Victoria brushed my damp hair to one side with a bittersweet smile.

Her once-floral crown was now gone, and her beautiful face was fully revealed.

“To burden a mere ten-year-old child with such a heavy sin and hold them accountable—if that’s the work of a god, I’d curse that god to no end.”

Victoria’s eyes, glowing like a sea of stars, were filled with hot tears as she expressed her anger on my behalf.

The saint, known for her devout life and unshakable faith, was saying these things for my sake alone.

“I think it’s wrong for you to sacrifice yourself. Blaming a clueless child for not saving the world is no different.”

“You mean to say…”

And then, Victoria repeated the words I had once said to her.

“…It’s similar to what you told me before, isn’t it? I’ve always wanted to return those words to you.”

She said this with a small smile, letting out a chuckle she couldn’t suppress.

“Do you understand now?”

-Do you see that I love you?

Even with water muffling my ears, her gentle and soft voice lingered in my memory, impossible to forget.

Her actions and demeanor made her feelings for me abundantly clear, even if she hadn’t spoken them aloud.

I nodded.

After hearing Victoria’s heartfelt resolve, I couldn’t help but acknowledge it.

I realized just how heavy and intense her emotions truly were.

“Phew, look at this. My clothes are completely soaked because of you, Astal. Ah, but if you keep staring at me like that, I’ll get embarrassed…”

“…..”

“So, you are a man, after all. I honestly thought you might be an incompetent eunuch or something.”

Victoria wrung the water out of her saintly robes with both hands and playfully stuck out her tongue, as if trying to lighten the heavy mood.

-Acting like it’s no big deal is probably better to charm Astal than covering myself with my arms, right…?

Or maybe she was just embarrassed.

Seeing her ears turn beet red and her widened eyes, it was clear she hadn’t anticipated how transparent her soaked clothes would be.

“…Astal, come here.”

Victoria approached me, tears still in my eyes, and gestured for me to come closer.

“Even if it’s just leaning on the shoulder of a generous older sister like me, find some peace of mind.”

She let my head rest on her shoulder and whispered softly in my ear.

The soft touch of her skin and the faint floral scent that lingered in the air mixed, brushing against my nose.

“…Didn’t you say your ideal type was an older woman? I’m just matching your tastes, so if you’re uncomfortable, let me know.”

-If I act like this, he’ll definitely like it, right…?

“It’s unsettling when you act out of character.”

Trying to hide the ticklish feeling and warmth rising to my face, I responded to Victoria’s words with a needless retort.

Victoria’s cheeks flushed slightly as well, revealing her own embarrassment despite her attempts to appear composed.

“…You’re obviously enjoying this but pretending not to.”

“I’m not.”

“Then how do you explain your neck turning red all the way up? Your body is more honest than your words.”

Victoria lightly traced her fingers along my neck, avoiding the parts that had turned into flowers, as if teasing me.

“Astal.”

Victoria spoke my name as if to steady her resolve, then began to release the true feelings she had kept buried inside.

“If you have nightmares every night, I will be the one to wake you every time.”

She knew about the torment I endured from Bellamora’s illusions and the haunting trauma of an unerasable past.

Victoria understood that my attempt at suicide today was due to Bellamora’s influence.

After all, I had tried to take my life by transferring all the flowers blooming on her body to mine.

“If the endless dreams cause you suffering, I will whisper reality to you and give you peace of mind.”

-In this one life we have, I want to create beautiful memories with you so that you never give up on yourself.

Victoria continued her confession in a small whisper close to my ear.


Always awkward in expressing her emotions, she spoke her true feelings with a trembling voice.

“I can confidently say, as a saintess, that you are a kind and good magician like no other. A world without you would be full of darkness.”

The sound of crickets that adorned the night was drowned out by the loud thumping of my heart and Victoria’s heartbeat.

“Hmm, you look like you don’t believe me. In that case, let’s make a promise together.”

Victoria proposed something to me.

“From now on, promise me you won’t ever try to end your life.”

She extended her pinky finger toward me and smiled gently, as if to reassure me.

“I’ll even swear on the name of Luminous, the divine being I believe in…”

Victoria, who never missed a day of prayer while I was away battling the Demon King, invoked the name of her deity.

“You need to cherish yourself more.”

Why would she go so far for someone as insignificant as me?

As I hesitated to make the promise, questioning her motives, she spoke softly yet firmly:

“…So please, don’t die.”

With that, Victoria pulled me into her arms, pressing my face tightly against her chest.

The weight of her love was so intense it nearly suffocated me.

Thump, thump.

“Can you hear my heartbeat? It’s proof that I love you and a compass to remind us that we’re here in reality.”

-Did I do it right? These were the words I’d been rehearsing in my head… They aren’t strange, right?

Victoria, hiding her embarrassment, continued her heartfelt confession, even as her rapidly beating heart betrayed her nervousness.

“My heart wouldn’t beat this fast for anyone but you. You can be proud of that.”

She gently stroked my head, which was buried in her chest, with her free hand.

After a moment, she pulled me away slightly, looking me in the eyes.

“I admire you, Astal.”

—I love you.

Victoria began to share the words of love she had been preparing for me.

Her confession, laced with raw honesty, made my heart race in response.

“I don’t want to be a fake lover for just a month; I want to be your true partner.”

-I love you, Astal.

Victoria handed me a cosmos ring she had prepared and lightly pressed her lips to mine.

Soft, moist, and fragrant like flowers, her touch lingered on my lips.

“…Will you be my boyfriend?”

The moment she asked me to be hers, my once lonely and painful birthday transformed into a sweet and beautiful memory.


Every emotion, every bit of warmth I felt from her in that moment, was filled with love.

But…

“…I’m sorry, Victoria.”

I had no choice but to reject her confession.

“Let’s end this here.”



 
  Chapter 57: Why does life fall into a deep sleep (4)


“Let’s break up now.”

I declared the end of our contract relationship to Victoria.

From the beginning, I had told her I’d act as her fake lover until we defeated the Succubus Queen, Bellamora, and now, there was a reason I couldn’t continue this relationship any longer.

“Why…?”

Victoria bit her lower lip tightly and, with a pale face, questioned me again.

From her perspective, it seemed she couldn’t understand why I was doing this.

-Rejected. Rejected. Rejected… Why? I thought Astal liked me, too…

Her inner voice swirled with despair.

She was on the verge of tears as she pressed me for a reason.

“…..”

Instead of answering, I stayed silent.

Firstly, I had ended up living a life with an expiration date in Victoria’s place.

I had taken on the miraculous side effect that turned my entire body into flowers, and it wouldn’t be surprising if I died tomorrow.

‘…This was the only way to save you.’

I swallowed the words I wanted to say to Victoria.

Even when I attempted to drown myself, it was because I didn’t want to die in front of her eyes.

A body submerged in water decays quickly; I thought my identity would be unrecognizable after some time.

“I’m sorry. I don’t think I can respond to your feelings yet.”

“Why can’t you respond? My love for you is so deep and sincere…”

-Even if you hate me, it’s okay. I’ll just love you even more to make up for it.

Victoria’s thoughts and words pierced my heart like a sharp skewer.

Each word she spoke felt like it was choking me.

“…I think I’m just not ready.”

I managed to choke out the bitter words, gently stroking her hair.

I pushed aside the strands stuck to her wet cheeks.

“You’ll find someone better than me.”

Secondly, I found myself liking Victoria far more than I’d intended.

If I nearly died taking down just one of the Four Generals, I didn’t think I could forgive myself if she lost her life to the Demon King.

I might die in the next battle, and I didn’t want to leave anything unfinished.

At the very least, I wanted to accept her feelings after killing the Demon King and bringing peace.

“…Are you, by any chance, gay?”

“No.”

“Then is there someone else you like? You’re not impotent, are you?”

“None of that.”

Victoria kept questioning me as she looked on the verge of tears, wondering why I was rejecting her confession if there wasn’t anyone else or any reason.

“Then why…? Why are you pushing me away? Don’t you know that your clumsy kindness only hurts me more?”

-You’re the worst. You crush someone’s heart even though you know how they feel…

Victoria trembled, weakly pounding my chest.

It seemed like she was trying to vent her frustration, so I let her.

-If I had been a little kinder to you, if I had known your past earlier and consoled you, would the result have been different?

Victoria regretted it deeply.

She thought that if she had refrained from sharp words and been more genuine, things wouldn’t have turned out this way.

“I’m sorry. I’ll do better, so please don’t say we should break up… Or at least give me a month to sort out my feelings…”

She sobbed uncontrollably, her voice gradually losing strength, as if she realized she couldn’t hold onto me.

Her pitiful appearance, drenched in rain like a lost puppy, was the complete opposite of her usual playful and confident self.

“When you push me away, it feels like my heart is being stabbed with a knife.

Your kind words choke me as if they’re strangling me…”

“…I’m sorry.”

I hugged Victoria tightly, trying to comfort her.

It was the last kindness I could offer her.

Our relationship, which had been marked by endless arguments and fierce battles, was ending in the worst way.

“I love you. I really do…”

-I love you…

The nighttime rain pouring from the sky concealed the tears streaming down both our faces.

The campfire that had brightly illuminated us went out, and complete darkness enveloped us.

“…Don’t tell me, have you moved all the flowers to your body?

Do you have only a few days left to live?

Is that why you’re trying to make me hate you on purpose?”

Victoria observed my faint floral scent and the condition of my body in the dark.

She seemed to piece something together and let out a dry breath.

Until now, she had been too shaken by my rejection to say anything coherent.

“Please, answer me.

Your body’s turned into flowers to this extent; there’s no way you’re okay!”

“…..”

“I… I would’ve died to save you. Why did you do something so foolish?”

I felt the same way.

I didn’t mind dying as long as she could live.

But I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud.

“…I had no other choice.”

In this world, I had already seen countless instances where things were supposed to turn out fine, only for one side to end up dying.

I knew too well the pain of reckless promises and love that had nowhere to go.

“I’ll speak to the Celestials, no matter what it takes.

I’ll do anything to save you, so please, don’t leave my side…”

Victoria’s trembling hand grasped mine.

I could feel the coldness of her rain-soaked skin.

“I won’t insult you anymore, or call you names, or tease you…”

She couldn’t even meet my gaze properly anymore.

Her eyelids fluttered slightly, as if she’d been utterly shaken.

“Please, just once, give me another chance.


I’ll make sure you fall for me.”

Even as she swallowed her tears, Victoria firmly expressed her resolve.

“Victoria…”

“Don’t answer me.

I know you’re trying to make me hate you on purpose.

Don’t make me feel any more miserable.”

Just as I was about to say something, Victoria pressed her lips to mine, silencing me with a deep, passionate kiss.

Smooch. Smooch… Chu…♡

Victoria passionately kissed me, her affection evident in the deep and fervent way her tongue moved.

-I like you, I love you. If you can’t believe in my love, then I’ll have no choice but to etch it onto your body myself….

Despite having been rejected by me once, her inner feelings grew bolder instead of retreating.

“…After all, I’ve already done something like this to you before. I’ll take it as my karma and accept it.”

Saying so, Victoria slipped a cosmos ring onto my ring finger and smiled, as if everything was fine.

“So, just think about how you’re going to love me from now on. If you regret it later, I’ll scold you each time.”

Then, she hugged me tightly again, pressing her body as close as possible, displaying a mischievous charm.

“From now on, I’ll make sure your love for me outweighs your self-loathing. So, prepare yourself.”

Victoria set aside her usual formal speech, planting another kiss on my cheek with a soft laugh.

★★★

“…Did you two have a fight while I was gone?”

Kyle’s first words upon returning were blunt and suspicious.

“Why do you think that?”

Though his words pricked my conscience, I feigned ignorance.

I had a feeling that explaining it might lead to him scolding me harshly.

“First off, the flowers that bloomed on Victoria’s body have all disappeared, and most of them have transferred to you.”

Kyle rested his chin on his hand, scanning me from head to toe.

Despite my efforts to cover them with my robe, it seemed it wasn’t enough.

“So what? That can happen.”

“Second, have you noticed how Victoria has stopped snacking altogether lately? She used to go out with you to buy treats all the time, but…”

Kyle looked at me with narrowed eyes.

“…she doesn’t do that anymore, does she? As if something’s weighing on her.”

“…..”

Kyle’s observations were painfully accurate.

After I rejected her confession, Victoria had visibly withered.

Her visits to her favorite restaurants stopped, and leftover food and water began to pile up on the table.

Though she smiled more often, her expressions felt forced.

These subtle changes were hardly noticeable to others, but to me, who had rejected her, they were glaring.

“Though now, when we watch, she tries to kiss you or cling to your arm all the time… It doesn’t seem like her feelings have faded.”

Kyle seemed troubled as he spoke. This brief moment while Victoria was away was the only chance to discuss such serious matters.

Normally, she would hold onto my arm tightly, even when I just needed to use the restroom.

“…I’ll try talking to Victoria.”

I sighed, replying to Kyle’s concerns.

After midnight tonight, the pain-suppression magic would wear off, and my life could truly be at risk.

There had already been moments when I nearly collapsed from shortness of breath or lost balance, only to be supported by Victoria.

“Yeah, when you collapsed, Victoria was incredibly worried about you. She stayed by your side, crying, without leaving for three days and nights.”

“…..”

Kyle patted my shoulder, as if reading my hesitation.

“Even if she acted like she disliked you before, don’t you think you owe her a response to her feelings?”

“…You don’t hate Victoria, do you?”

I couldn’t give Kyle a proper answer.

Admitting my feelings would mean I could no longer reject her love.

★★★

After ending my conversation with Kyle, I returned to the inn’s room, only to be greeted by Victoria dressed scandalously.

Wearing nothing but my robe, she had wrapped my bandages around her ample chest to cover herself.

“…The deity has delivered a new oracle, Astal.”

Victoria had turned off all the lights in the room, leaving only a small aromatic candle lit. Her gaze toward me was alluring.

The fragrant, overpowering scent dulled my senses, while her provocative appearance kept pulling my attention.

“That outfit…”

“It’s ceremonial attire. Is something wrong with it?”

“No, but that’s mine…”

“You like my large chest, don’t you? I concluded this was the most effective way to excite you.”

-Having received permission from the deity, I won’t hold back any longer.

Hearing her inner thoughts, I realized something was terribly wrong. I felt like a small mouse before a massive snake.

“Astal, how do you handle… your sexual urges?”

“…What?”

“I mean… um, self-relief. From now on, I’ll help you with that. Since I must preserve my virginity according to the commandments, manual assistance will be the limit….”

-H-How could I… Saying it out loud makes it so embarrassing… It’s my first time too, so I might be clumsy… Would that be okay…?

Victoria’s voice trembled. I wanted to believe I had misheard her, doubting my ears in disbelief.

It was unthinkable for a saintess, bound by the commandment to maintain her purity, to assist a man this way.

Such acts were considered blasphemous unless they were for the purpose of conceiving children.

What on earth had led the deity to grant permission for this?

“…I’ve secured a promise that performing such acts will gradually remove the flowers from your body.

By committing this transgression today, we can ensure tomorrow, and the day after that.”

Victoria, her ears flushed red, clenched her eyes shut and spoke resolutely.

“After being rejected, I even considered forcing myself on you to become an ordinary woman again. But…”

“That would be a crime.”

“If staining my hands can save your life, I will do it willingly.”

Victoria spoke with determination, crawling on all fours toward me. Her trembling hands began undoing the belt of my trousers.

“This is so swollen… it’s hard to pull down. Could you make it… a little smaller, please?”


-Even with both hands, it seems too big to grasp. Can I really do this properly?

Her inexperience as a virgin was painfully obvious in this situation.









 
  Chapter 58: Because I need to protect the virgin (1)



Victoria had prepared extensively for this moment.

She prayed day and night to the celestial god Lumina, searching for a way to save Astal, who was on the brink of death.

Though the pain of heartbreak made it hard for her to eat or drink properly, she tried her best to act as though everything was fine so as not to affect him.

To sexually stimulate Astal, she wore clothing that highlighted her figure using his robe and bandages.

Eventually, following the divine revelation from Lumina, she obtained permission to extend Astal’s life by helping him through self-pleasure.

‘…Victoria, no matter the circumstances, lying is wrong.’

Astal sighed deeply as he watched Victoria’s hands attempt to remove his lower garments.

It seemed he firmly believed that the celestial god Lumina, who valued the virginity of the saintess, would never permit such obscene behavior.

“That celestial god Lumina… The one who remained indifferent as you were dying… suddenly changing their mind like this? That can’t be true.”

“It’s not a lie.”

Victoria shook her head in response to Astal’s words. She had indeed thought about wanting to raise a child who carried his blood.

‘Of course, I have the overwhelming desire to… cover you and raise a child who looks exactly like you someday…’

Victoria valued Astal’s life more than her own personal desires.

Even if it meant her limbs would be severed and she would be sold off somewhere, she was unafraid as long as it was for him.

It was merely assisting in self-pleasure. By using her hand to substitute for his, the man she loved could be saved.

“If I proceed slowly to erase the ‘flower,’ in the same way you once taught me, it wouldn’t be impossible. I’ve received confirmation of that.”

“So what you’re doing is…?”

“Yes, self-pleasure. Also known as masturbation—stimulating a man’s genitals by rubbing them with a hand to sexually arouse him and induce ejaculation.”

Victoria explained the definition of self-pleasure in the driest tone she could manage.

Due to the celestial god’s decree that she maintain her purity, she had ironically become deeply interested in such matters of knowledge.

Though speaking these words and phrases was clumsy and embarrassing, she believed this method was the most effective way to arouse Astal, who had a distorted sense of desire.

“Originally, I planned to appear wearing only an apron, but it was difficult to find such an item here in the demon realm.”

Victoria glanced down at the loosely tied bandages around her chest.

The curves of her soft, plump breasts were further emphasized by the tight wrappings.

“…Wearing your robe over my bare skin and covering my vulgar chest with bandages was the best I could manage. I hope this satisfies you.”

“…..”

Astal chose not to respond.

The rush of blood to his lower body and the growing stiffness of his member were already tormenting him.

Ordinarily, he would have pushed Victoria away, but seeing her working so earnestly to save his life weakened his resolve.

“Ah, it’s finally coming off now.”

Victoria spoke cheerfully as she tugged Astal’s lower garments almost entirely off.

It had been a struggle since they seemed tightly secured, only moving with significant effort.

And then, it happened.

Thunk.

Victoria felt something brush against her face.

It pulsed like a heartbeat, radiated heat like fire, yet was as unyielding as steel.

“Ah…”

Looking up at Astal’s cock, which extended well beyond what her hands could cover, Victoria felt an overwhelming sense of defeat rise from the depths of her heart.

Even when facing enemies stronger than herself, she had never experienced this kind of emotion.

But now, as a mere female before a male, the thought that she could not possibly win against him crossed her mind.

No matter the difference between a half-dragon and a human male, the thought of that entering her made Victoria feel as though it would overwhelm her completely, leaving her helplessly moaning and collapsing her womb.

“Are all men… naturally equipped with something so large and terrifying? This is practically no different from a weapon…”

Victoria trailed off as she gazed at Astal’s member, its veins bulging fiercely and throbbing as if ready to claim her at any moment.

“I don’t think that’s the case. Honestly, I’ve had my share of difficulties because of this size,”

Astal responded, clenching his teeth as he barely managed to speak.

He tried his best not to fully arouse himself in front of Victoria, but ever since he confessed his feelings for her, even the slightest contact with her sent him into a state of heightened sensitivity.

Now, Astal’s member was fully erect, proudly displaying a size and length that seemed utterly unattainable for anyone to handle.

‘…I see. Truly, you possess an impressive and magnificent asset,’ Victoria thought to herself.

Seeing this, Victoria felt a small sense of relief.

She had once worried that Astal might not be interested in women and that she wouldn’t be able to excite him.

Gently, Victoria reached out and lightly held it in her hand. Most of it was hard, but the tip was soft and squishy, almost giving off a faintly endearing impression.

It was a sensation she was experiencing for the first time in her life.

‘It’s like seeing another side of Lord Astal. Outwardly cold and firm, yet warm and oddly cute inside… it’s so similar.’

Victoria curiously ran her hand up along the shaft, then back down, wondering how such a thing could release the seed that created life.

“I’ve read in certain forbidden texts that from this tip emerges a sticky, white substance that impregnates a woman.

That act is called ejaculation, isn’t it?”

Victoria spoke aloud the knowledge she had, all the while moving Astal’s member in various ways with her hands.

She thought that if she continued like this, the liquid called semen would soon emerge, leading to ejaculation.

“…Judging by your expression, you look almost pained enough to cry. Am I perhaps doing something wrong?”

Could it be that this wasn’t the correct method?

She recalled that self-pleasure involved stimulating by rubbing with the hands.

Should she use both hands to rub? Or perhaps grip and shake it instead?

The gap between the knowledge in her mind and the sensations she was experiencing in reality left Victoria hesitant, unsure of how to proceed.

“Gently grip it and move your hand up and down at a steady pace. Not too fast… slowly…”

Surprisingly, it was Astal who offered the solution to Victoria’s hesitation.

Ordinarily, he would have preferred to quickly resolve his arousal on his own using his hand, but he doubted the celestial god would have allowed it.

The one Victoria blamed for letting her innermost thoughts slip out to him was none other than the celestial god Lumina.

“…Ah, so you’re just a beast who eventually succumbs to lust, aren’t you? To think you only ask for my help in moments like this—truly, you’re an irredeemable brute and a perverted fool.”

Hearing Astal’s words, Victoria’s eyes narrowed mischievously.

She began to think that if she handled this situation well, she could turn it to her advantage.

The man who had so stubbornly rejected her confession just yesterday was now practically begging her to help him release today.

“Huuh…”

Even after hearing Astal’s instructions, Victoria deliberately exhaled a long breath onto his member, acting as though she had no intention of ending things quickly.

As her cold breath touched him, Astal’s length twitched violently, growing even larger and harder in response.

“Oh Mother in the heavens above, please do not let me become a woman who succumbs to lust…”

Kneeling down with her eyes closed, Victoria gently wrapped both hands around Astal’s member as she began to pray.

“The Saintess Victoria humbly pleads—please grant permission tonight for me to relieve the pent-up desires of the man I love.”

The saintess, considered the most devout and pure in this world, now found herself holding a man’s member while offering a prayer to the heavens—a scene of utter blasphemy.

“…With proper permission granted, my actions will surely be overlooked. As long as I resolve everything with my hands alone, it matters not how much of your seed ends up covering me.”


“…..”

Victoria, saying this, continued stroking and stimulating Astal’s member.

She targeted the sensitive head with her palm, skillfully searching for his weaknesses as she moved her hands.

“…It’s said that many men and women in the world don’t engage in romance but spend just a single night together, purely to satisfy their desires.”

As she spoke, Victoria recited words she’d once heard from the nuns of the Holy Kingdom, as though justifying her actions to herself.

“What exactly are you trying to say?”

“In the end, we’re nothing more than fake lovers, aren’t we? Bound by rules and contracts, just a hollow, superficial relationship.”

Victoria was aware of the sticky, transparent fluid continually dripping from her lower region.

Because of it, the robe she wore over her bare body kept clinging uncomfortably to her most sensitive area.

‘Now I understand why those forbidden texts described things like the womb descending, the lower abdomen trembling, or releasing fluids out of a desperate instinct to conceive…’

Victoria had once thought such descriptions in those texts were exaggerated to excite men.

‘But in the end, before this man, I’m not a saintess—I’m nothing more than a mere female…’

Simply by seeing and touching Astal’s member, Victoria came to realize that none of this was a lie.

“Why not just leave it to me for today and think of it as simply resolving the pent-up desires you’ve kept locked away?”

As she spoke, Victoria gently nibbled on Astal’s earlobe, while with her other hand, she guided his member to rest against her stomach.

The tip of his length pressed firmly against the protruding part of her lower abdomen—exactly where her womb was located—almost as if it instinctively knew how to drive a woman mad with desire.

She couldn’t help but wonder how incredible it would feel if he were to actually insert it.

In Victoria’s mind, lewd thoughts surfaced, wondering if she would let out vulgar, animalistic moans like a beast.

“Fufu, it seems like you’re quite honest down here. They say lovers grow alike over time, and it’s a bit pleasing that even this part of us has become similar.”

“……”

“Mm… chuup… fuuh… haaup… chuu…♡ Does a kiss like this excite you…? I can clearly feel your member twitching against my stomach…♡”

As Victoria gave Astal a deep, passionate kiss, she continued stimulating his manhood.

His length, throbbing against her stomach with a heated pulse, seemed to beg for release as if pleading for her to help him finish.

“Hehe…♡ No… I won’t let you off tonight. I’ll tease you until the night is over… I’ll make you remember only me, and feel so good you’ll lose your mind…♡”

Each time, Victoria adjusted the strength of her grip and the speed of her strokes, carefully stopping just before Astal could climax, skillfully teasing and training him.

Astal watched as Victoria methodically discovered every one of his weaknesses, almost frighteningly precise in her approach, and he felt like he could no longer endure it.

At this rate, he genuinely thought his member might burst and kill him.

“Victoria, seriously… How much longer are you going to torment me? A man goes insane when you do this…”

Astal grabbed Victoria’s chest firmly with his hand, starting to unravel and remove the bandages wrapped around her.

“I… I am merely performing a sacred duty in accordance with the celestial god’s revelation. Hah…”

Each time his fingers lightly tapped her erect nipples, a sweet, trembling voice escaped from her lips.

Though they had originally been slightly inverted, the excitement had caused them to harden and become more prominent, making her far more sensitive than usual.

“There’s no room for personal feelings to get involved… Ahh, hngh… None at all…! Haa… Lord Astal… Please stop…!”

“Stop lying. Just from stimulating your nipples like this… look at how wet you are down there.

You might need to give up your title as a saintess. Not even a succubus would be this sensitive.”

As Astal gently caressed her chest, Victoria’s body trembled uncontrollably, her legs giving out beneath her as she collapsed to the ground.

Having never explored her own body before, she was now discovering her erogenous zones for the first time.

“…Spread your legs, Victoria.”

Caught in the waves of pleasure, her toes curled tightly as Astal spoke to her in a firm, commanding tone.

“In the end, I won’t touch your virginity. Using just my fingers will be enough…”


Astal glanced at the floor, already drenched with her arousal, and slowly began to rationalize his actions.

Since they were merely fake lovers, this could simply be seen as a straightforward way to relieve lust.

The sight of the saintess, trembling with her entrance subtly twitching and dripping sweet nectar as if begging him to enter, was incredibly arousing to him.

“I’ll help you with this. You look like you’re really struggling right now.”

Astal carefully inserted one thick finger into her, moving slowly and gently to avoid harming her hymen.



 
  Chapter 59: Because I need to protect the virgin (2)


“Your entire body is so dirty. Despite being so wet, you’re unbelievably tight inside.

At this rate, I can’t even help you masturbate…”

Victoria’s pussy was so tight that even a single one of Astal’s fingers was too much, showing an inexperienced reaction to anything sexual.

It was as if she wanted to bite down on him right away, dripping with fluids, yet her insides were tightly closed and wouldn’t loosen up.

“Spread your legs a bit more. It won’t go in like this. It’s not like you’re trying to show you’re still a virgin…”

With his rough hands, Astal forcibly spread Victoria’s legs, positioning her in a way to insert his fingers even deeper into her precious place.

Although Victoria had shown her naked body to Astal before for the sake of treatment, this was the first time the hole, meant solely for mating, was forcibly spread open and exposed to someone else.

On top of that, right in front of her eyes was a massive, intimidating manhood, twitching as if it was about to violate her at any moment, proudly displaying its overwhelming presence.”

“‘P-Please finish this quickly… Your fingers… they don’t feel good at all… haah…?!’

Victoria covered her face with both hands, pleading desperately for him to finish quickly.

Despite her usual strength, which could have easily pushed him away, she didn’t resist.

‘Astal is… trying to violate me… with his fingers. Since he can’t put his manhood inside me… he’s trying to satisfy his desires in another way…’

Thump, thump.

Deep inside Victoria’s heart, a surge of joy boiled over.

She even displayed a cunning effort to hide the corners of her mouth that kept rising, using her hands.

Normally, no matter how much Astal was provoked or how hard she tried to excite him sexually, he never crossed the line.

But now, stirred by Victoria’s touch, he was sexually aroused, unable to hold back anymore, his pleasure-filled eyes glistening as if he was ready to lose control.”

“It seems more honest to ask the lower lips rather than the upper ones. Look, even now, your insides are twitching as if trying to squeeze and hold onto my fingers, how hungry for cock have you been?”

“D-Don’t say such things aloud! Do you even understand a woman’s feelings…?”

“And yet, you’re the one who always called me a virgin wizard or mocked me as a lustful monkey.

Meanwhile, the so-called saintess who gets aroused just from the scent of my manhood is dripping wet down there.”

Astal was intentionally using harsh words and acting rough, seemingly aiming to provoke Victoria’s resentment.

He had realized that, to remove the “flower” on her body, he would need to perform acts like the one earlier a few more times.

Astal thought it was better to scare Victoria and create some distance between them rather than continuing to let her take the lead and subject him to acts resembling sexual torment.

“I… I am not aroused… Hngh…?!”

“Just be honest. If you do, I’ll be gentle with you.”

In addition, he also harbored a subtle desire for revenge for all the insults he had endured from her until now.

Astal carefully probed Victoria’s insides with his fingers, gently tapping and searching for her sensitive spots.

Victoria, as if trying to resist, closed her legs tightly and seemed to make an effort not to reveal her erogenous zones.

‘So, when Astal harbors lust for me, he acts this reckless with his words and touches… I thought he wasn’t attracted to me at all…’

In reality, she was merely trembling with anticipation, waiting for the pleasure her beloved man would bring her.

Astal appeared confident, teasing her as if he were experienced, using harsh words to intimidate her.

‘But I can sense the nervousness and trembling in his voice and breathing… He’s just trying to hide the fact that he’s inexperienced, too…’

As he gently and tenderly caressed her most sensitive area, Victoria quickly realized that his demeanor was just an act, masking his true self.

It was a woman’s intuition—something she could feel without needing words.

Since Astal and Victoria’s hearts were now connected both physically and emotionally, she could sense his thoughts clearly.

“Are you really not going to say anything? If that’s the case, I’ll have to take action.”

“W-What shameless behavior….”

Victoria deliberately raised her voice, swallowing hard as she secretly anticipated what Astal might do next.

Even the small taps of his fingers inside her felt so good, and she knew he could take it further if he wanted.

“So, in the end, what the gods allowed was not the mouth, the chest, or any other body part, but only the hand for masturbation, right?”

“It’s not masturbation—it’s… manual stimulation… Please, choose your words more carefully, Astal…”

“Carrying such vulgar and enormous breasts, I don’t think you’re in any position to lecture me. Honestly, people would believe you’re a cow, not a saintess.”

As Astal said that, he slowly withdrew his fingers from her intimate area.

A heated, regretful sigh of “Ah…” escaped Victoria’s lips, blending excitement and longing.

His fingers glistened with the saintess’s fluids, and a thin, white thread stretching from her body to his hand sparkled as if symbolizing their connection.

“Do you really think I’m vulgar? Even back in the Holy Kingdom, I struggled because of men who stared at my chest or hips as if they wanted to violate me…”

Hearing Astal’s crude words, Victoria felt a slight urge to cry.

She had thought he was different, that he wouldn’t view her the way the other men on the streets did. But in the end, was he just like all of them?

‘I thought that at least you would tell me my body was beautiful or pretty… This makes me feel a little sad…’

At that moment, Victoria’s gaze met Astal’s, and he looked at her with a soft smile.

“…You’ve finally spoken honestly.”

“W-What…?”

Astal slowly stroked Victoria’s head, trying to comfort her after she had finally shared her true feelings.

“To be honest, I think your chest is beautiful and lovely. And those small, cute, pink nipples I saw for the first time today… they might be my favorite.”

He believed that leaving emotional scars during this kind of intimate act could later become a barrier in a genuine romantic relationship.

Setting aside his act as a “bad guy,” Astal chose to be honest with the woman who cared for him.

Her fully swollen chest felt heavy even when lightly lifted with his hands—it was enough to fill both palms completely.

They were so large that even holding them with both hands didn’t feel sufficient.

It was now clear why his former adversary, Bellamora, had used the derogatory term “cow saintess” for her.

“…One of the reasons I quit drinking and smoking was because of the shameless thought of wanting to touch your chest.”

As he said that, Astal gently cupped Victoria’s breasts with both hands, softly kneading them.

Their shape changed with his touch, their smooth, slightly sweaty texture felt addictive, and the way they bounced like rippling waves under his hands made them almost overwhelming to look at.

“Hngh… Hah… Haa…”

Victoria, unable to hold back any longer, tilted her head back, sticking out her tongue as soft, breathless moans escaped her lips.

She seemed far more sensitive when her nipples were teased—whether circled with fingers or gently tugged—than when her lower parts were stimulated.

“You don’t usually pleasure yourself, do you? Your nipples are so sensitive, but you’re so tight down below that I feel like I should start from the top first.”

“I… I’ve never done anything so sinful… Haa… hngh…?!”

“Still lying? Then I guess I have no choice.”

Swish, swish.

Astal pulled out a bandage and slowly brushed it over both of Victoria’s nipples.

Already inverted and hyper-sensitive, the area became even more desperate for attention.

“W-Wait a moment…! I’ve… thought about you, Astal, while rubbing my pussy against my robe, underwear, or even a pillow…! Ahh…!”

Unable to withstand the teasing with the bandage, she finally confessed the truth.

She now understood that when a woman experienced such stimulation, it could drive her to madness from sheer pleasure.

A sensation like electricity ran through her, tingling as it shot through her waist.

Her hips bucked slightly as she released a flood from her lower lips, betraying her climax.

“That’s right, you need to be this honest. From now on, if you’re about to come, you have to tell me. If you don’t, I’ll tease you even more.”

“W-What do you mean by ‘climax’…? I’ve never heard of such a thing…”


“That feeling when your mind feels like it’s floating and everything turns blank and white while pleasure overwhelms you. Well… to be honest, it’s my kind of thing too.”

Since he was already playing the role of the bad guy, Astal openly revealed his preferences to Victoria without hesitation.

Although his intention was to create distance by acting in a way that would make her lose affection for him, his words seemed to have the opposite effect.

“Understood. If that is your wish, I will follow it. As the saintess Victoria, I believe I have already climaxed once at your touch…”

Victoria smiled softly and obediently admitted the number of times she had reached her peak.

For her, seeing the man she loved being this honest brought her joy.

“…….”

Hearing her words, Astal couldn’t help but reflect once more on how heavy and sincere Victoria’s feelings for him truly were.

She had gone so far as to defy the celestial god she trusted and followed.

At the very least, it felt right to help her resolve her desires in a way that brought her pleasure.

“Then I’ll help you masturbate again. It seems like your pussy has finally loosened up now…”

Astal spoke as he glanced at the wet stains Victoria had left on the bed.

Her pussy, twitching as if it wanted to swallow him whole, continued to tempt him.

‘The only thing permitted by the gods this time is my fingers… If she loses her status as a saintess, it could jeopardize the mission to defeat the Demon King…’

Using two fingers, he focused on rubbing her reddened and swollen clitoris.

It had been hidden earlier, but now it stood out, sensitive to every touch.

“If I stimulate your clitoris along with the inside, you’ll definitely come, right? I read in a book that if you stimulate this spot properly, women go crazy from it.”

“Ah… Haa… This feels strange… That place… Please don’t tease it… Hngh…?!”

Victoria’s hips instinctively bucked upward, and, overwhelmed by the wave of pleasure crashing over her, she tried to close her legs to shield her sensitive spot from further stimulation.

“No, if you want me to stop, grab my cock and stroke it. Make me come first, and I’ll stop.”

Astal placed his legs over hers, forcing her legs apart to expose her most precious place.

“You mean… the manhood in front of my eyes…?”

“Not that—my cock.”

“Y-Your cock… I see…”

Her innate ability to drive men wild.

Victoria, who always pretended to be the most devout and pure, was, in truth, more depraved and lascivious than anyone else.

‘Ah… So the one I must serve from now on… isn’t the celestial god… but your cock…’

Listening to Victoria utter obscene words from her own lips, Astal felt the sadistic side of his inner self awaken.

“This part is called the cervix. It’s the area that will kiss the semen when it enters later.

It’s not usually stimulated in ordinary ways, but if you press down slowly like this on your lower abdomen from above… How does it feel?”

“Hah… Hngh… Haaah…!”

Victoria couldn’t even manage to say she had reached her peak; she simply let out moans, shaking her head from side to side in ecstasy.

“So this spot is sensitive too. Maybe we should change your title from ‘Saintess’ to ‘Vulgar Saintess’”

As the area where her womb was located was stimulated both inside and out, Victoria felt her lower belly quiver as a new, unfamiliar sensation awakened within her.

She couldn’t help but think that Astal’s manhood could easily reach her deepest parts to stimulate her, yet he deliberately chose to torment her with fingers and skillful teasing.

“I-I’m not that vulgar of a saintess…! You’re the virgin here, so… how do you know so much about a woman’s body…?”

“You kept mocking me for being a virgin, so I studied books and taught myself. It’d be embarrassing to act like a clueless virgin on the bed later, wouldn’t it?”

“T-That’s unnecessary… Because your first and your last… will both belong to me…”

At that moment, Victoria began stroking Astal’s manhood intently, not wanting him to think or mention any other woman besides herself.

As if she now understood the weaknesses of a man’s body, she adjusted the pace and strength of her movements, wrapping the tip with her other hand and gradually increasing the range of stimulation.

“…This small protrusion below is called the G-spot. Normally, it feels good when sucked or stimulated with the tongue. It’s a shame I can’t use my mouth or chest to pleasure you properly.”

Astal, feeling the increasing intensity of her touch, started to sense a growing urgency.

In response, he hastily stimulated her clitoris and pussy simultaneously.

“T-Then I will try harder… Haa… If I pray to the celestial god, perhaps I’ll receive permission… Ahh… I’m coming… I’m coming…!”

The heat between them grew steadily, accompanied by the moans escaping their lips, strands of hair clinging to their sweat-drenched skin, and the wet, slapping sounds created by fingers and fluids.

Victoria and Astal continued pleasuring each other while locking eyes, a moment so intimate and raw that it was hard to believe they were once people who had rejected each other’s confessions.

Their gaze exchanged a scorching, clinging desire.

“Ugh… Wait, slow down a little…!”

“Haa… Hngh… I’m going… I’m going… I’m already there… with your fingers…”

The instinctive movements of Victoria’s hands, combined with the tightness of her pussy, worked simultaneously to draw out Astal’s climax.

Eventually, clear fluid began to drip from the tip of Astal’s manhood, while Victoria’s vaginal walls tightened abruptly, ready to reach her peak.

“Hahh… Haaah… Haaaahhh!”

Victoria continued to let out moans, her breath ragged, as she expressed how much she enjoyed Astal’s touch.

She believed this was the only way to convey the feelings she hadn’t been able to put into words.

“Astal… Astal… I love you… I love you… Haahhh…!”

Feeling like this was her only chance, Victoria called out the name of the man she loved, her voice trembling with pleasure.

“I’m sorry, Victoria… I can’t hold it back any longer…!”

With Astal’s words, his manhood, swollen to the point of bursting, began to tremble.

Sensing this, Victoria quickened her movements, her hands working with urgency to bring him to climax.

The slickness of her fluids coating his fingers and the pulsing of her tight walls made it feel almost as if her body itself was directly pleasuring him.

“Please release it. I’m begging you. You can even do it on my face… Hahhh… Hngh…!

Mark me as your woman… ♡”

Victoria clenched her pussy tightly around his fingers, pleading for Astal to spill himself on her body, leaving his mark.

‘I need to make Astal cross the line and impregnate me. I know he’s the kind of man who’ll take responsibility if a child is involved…’

Having come this far, she couldn’t afford for this encounter to end without a continuation—her carefully laid plans would be for nothing otherwise.

“Hngh… Ahhh…! Haahhhh…! Haaaaaahhh!!”

Victoria was completely lost in the pleasure radiating from the fingers stimulating her lower abdomen, unable to form coherent words.

Like a bitch defeated by lust, she bit her lip, tilted her head back, and let out continuous moans, surrendering to the overwhelming sensations.

Burut, bururururuk~!

Fyuut, fyushu, fyushushushuk…

Chororororok…
Ruk… ♡

Without knowing who reached it first, both Astal and Victoria climaxed at the same time.

Looking directly at each other, they ended up spraying each other’s faces with their thickly scented fluids.

“Haa… Huh… Heh…”

“……”

After the intense release, both Victoria and Astal, faces flushed, panted with ragged breaths.

The pleasure left them so speechless that they couldn’t say a word.

“You came so much… with my hands… My face is marked with the scent of your semen… Hehe, you truly are an incorrigible pervert.”

A little while later, Victoria smirked as she looked at Astal’s semen dripping between her fingers.

The sheer size of his manhood had required her to use both hands, and despite being inexperienced, the sheer amount of his release proved her worries unfounded.

“…And yet you were dripping your own juices everywhere too.”

“T-That’s embarrassing… Please think of it as holy water from the saintess… Hngh… Wait, if you pull out now—! Haaaah…!”

Astal sighed deeply as he looked at Victoria’s pussy, still clenching tightly around his fingers, unwilling to let go.

She was trembling, savoring the lingering pleasure as if she couldn’t get enough of it.

“You’re seriously a genius at driving men crazy. How does it make sense that all I used were fingers, yet you’re gripping so tightly like this?”

Astal glanced at Victoria’s pussy, certain that if he entered her now, it would only heighten her frenzied state, and threw a teasing remark to provoke her further.

“…Because I love you. In front of the man I love, a woman becomes endlessly lewd.”

“Don’t fall for someone like me…”

“…And yet, your lower half was quite honest. Just how much did you release? If you had done it inside my pussy instead of on my face, don’t you think I’d already be pregnant?”

“…..”

At that moment, a curious thought arose in Victoria’s mind as she wiped the semen off her face with her hand.

What would a real man’s cock feel like?

If such sticky and viscous liquid were to actually enter her womb, would it result in pregnancy?

‘The scent is so strong and intense… I wonder what it tastes like…?’

The semen of the man who had just reminded her of her primal nature as a female.

Inhaling its pungent and thick scent, Victoria unconsciously swallowed hard.

Instinctively, her hand began to move toward her mouth.

“What… are you doing?”

“N-Nothing at all…!”

Astal, noticing her strange behavior, spoke up, and Victoria quickly hid her sticky hand behind her back, still wet with the warmth of his semen.


Her right hand, now coated with the evidence of their shared intimacy, became a token of the act they had just engaged in together.

‘Next time, I should allow her to use her chest, tongue, or mouth. That might make us even more honest with each other.’

Even after their intense exchange, the two remained silent, hesitating as they glanced at each other.

Meanwhile, in the celestial realm, someone looked down at the pair with an amused smirk.

[What a troublesome couple they are.]



 
  Chapter 60: Using Me as Your Side Dish (1)


Victoria and I ended up exchanging such shameful acts that I can’t even bring myself to describe them.

For the first time, instead of resolving my desires on my own, I relied on someone else’s hands to alleviate them.

“….”

“….”

After that, an awkward and heavy silence lingered between the two of us.

“This feels frustrating. Stopping right before the finish line like this, instead of fully indulging, only makes my body feel even more restless, like I might go crazy.”

-If it’s now, I feel like I could definitely bear Astal’s child… even if it means no longer being a saintess…

I could understand why Victoria was saying such things to some extent.

After all, the excitement and memories of last night were overwhelming enough that, if not for my trauma, I might have succumbed to her completely.

Even though we didn’t engage in a full act of intimacy, as dictated by the Heavenly Decrees, the sheets were drenched and dirtied, causing the innkeeper to scold us.

“…It still feels like the warmth and scent of last night linger on my hands. Indeed, male desires are such that they corrupt women and drag them into a pit of lust.”

Even after showering, Victoria kept opening and closing her hand or sniffing it occasionally, exposing her lascivious thoughts and making things awkward for me.

At one point, she even brought her fingers to her mouth, acting strangely enough that I, being able to read her thoughts, had to stop her multiple times.

This time, it was only her fingers that the Heavenly God permitted.

If she were to use her mouth for anything sexual, she might lose her status as a saintess.

“So, do you regret it?”

“Yes, I regret it. Despite thoroughly enjoying my lewd body last night and hurling insults, you ultimately didn’t cross the line.”

As she said this, Victoria looked at me with seductive eyes.

Perhaps because she had climbed one step on the ladder of adulthood, I found myself under the illusion that she seemed more mature.

Last night, I learned for the first time just how soft and white Victoria’s skin was.

Her voluptuous chest and lower body kept flashing through my mind.

“…And yet, you always insulted me before.”

“That was to ensure you wouldn’t hold onto any lingering attachments to me.

Ah, but now the situation is reversed. You’re pushing me away because of your past guilt.”

“…..”

Hearing her words, I sighed deeply, covering my face with my hands.

There was no denying what she said. I was too embarrassed to meet her gaze directly.

“So, I get that the flowers have disappeared… but if this could solve the side effects of the miracle, why didn’t you do it earlier?”

After spending the night with Victoria, I noticed that the flowers blooming on my body had vanished, which struck me as strange.

It was widely believed that gods couldn’t directly interfere in the mortal realm.

That’s why they appointed saintesses or heroes as their agents to carry out their will.

But why did they suddenly choose to intervene this time and remove the flowers from my body?

 No matter how much I thought about it, the conclusion didn’t make sense.

“Do you remember the mural we saw in the forbidden archives of the Sacred Nation?”

Then, Victoria brought up an unexpected topic.

“Yes, it was a giant figure resembling shards of glass with countless gods fighting against it.”

The mural depicted eleven gods battling some unknown entity. Recalling it, I nodded at her words.

Given that it was hidden in the forbidden archives of Aurelium, the Sacred Nation, it was clear it held some secret. But why bring it up now?

“…When I prayed day and night to save you, the Heavenly God Lumina mentioned that mural.”

“The god who had remained silent all this time spoke?”

“Yes, and after hearing the story, I understood why she had to remain silent.”

-Would he believe what I said? Or would he just think I’m a loose woman making excuses to seduce Astal with something indecent?

Victoria’s inner thoughts were hesitant, as if deliberately dragging out the conversation while pondering whether to reveal the truth.

“…I’ll believe whatever you say, so just be honest.”

Reading her hesitation, I gently placed my hands on her shoulders and looked into her eyes.

Her gaze trembled with anxiety and worry, fearing that our relationship might become even more distant.

“When gods influence the mortal world, another being from another realm awakens and exerts its power simultaneously.”

“…What?”

“It’s like a reflection in a mirror. If we raise our left hand, the being in the mirror raises its left hand too.”

Victoria, her lips trembling, revealed this shocking truth.

Until now, I thought our enemy was simply the Demon King Ergossum.

“…So, there’s another enemy?”

“To be precise, think of it as another god-like being that supports the Demon King. That’s why your village was attacked.”

“And why are you telling me this only now?”

“Because we were the only ones who succeeded in defeating one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings.”

I only learned this last night. I feared that revealing the truth too soon might drive you to take your life again…

Hearing Victoria’s words, I raised my eyebrows.

Judging by the absence of deceit or agitation in her thoughts, it didn’t seem like a lie.

“And what does that have to do with anything?”

“Because among all the hero parties, we were the only ones to achieve results, which earned us the right to know the truth.”

-I’m sorry, Astal. I thought it would be better to explain this truth later, prioritizing your survival first.

Victoria lowered her gaze and began slowly explaining everything.

Hearing her thoughts, I realized how much she had deliberated before making this decision.

“Yes, I always thought it was strange that Dullahan, one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings, would lead an army to destroy a small, insignificant rural village.”

“…..”

“If they wanted to overthrow the continent, assassinating the Emperor or targeting the northern Grand Duke would’ve been far more effective!”

They could’ve disguised the Emperor’s death as an assassination by a foreign nation or killed the northern Grand Duke, unleashing monsters from the borders to wreak havoc—without even needing an army to destroy the world.

“But the Demon King didn’t do that. And now you’re telling me that… what? There was another force pulling the strings behind the scenes?”

Unable to contain my frustration, I let out a hollow laugh and raised my voice toward Victoria.

The gods’ hypocrisy was utterly intolerable.

“I’m sorry for not telling you sooner, Astal.”

Victoria lowered her head deeply, offering an apology. Despite having suffered from miracles herself in her youth, she still spoke sincerely.

“That’s enough. In the end, you’re saying it’s not your fault. The side effects of the miracle are also due to causality.”

As the pain-nullifying magic dissipated, pain began to creep into my body.

I could feel, without fail, the level of pain Victoria had endured to save me.

I clenched my teeth tightly and couldn’t bring myself to scold her.

After all, she was a saint who sacrificed everything just because she liked me.

“So… if that’s the case, why did the Demon King invade my hometown of all places? Didn’t Bellamora say something similar last time?”

“…It’s just speculation, but I believe it’s because you’re the only one who can defeat the Demon King.”


-I’ve thought about it on my own, and that’s the only explanation that seems to make sense.

Victoria said while gently stroking my cheek.

Her hand was trembling slightly.

“Aren’t those roles meant for heroes or saints? I feel like Kyle would be a much more reliable guy than me.”

“…If it weren’t for you, Astal, this party would have been annihilated a long time ago.

Do you truly not understand why I’ve fallen in love with you? Women are naturally drawn to men who save them.”

“…..”

Victoria bluntly expressed her feelings for me.

Her playful or sarcastic demeanor had vanished, and she placed her hand on her chest as if savoring the beating of her heart.

“Astal, my beloved. I have three requests for you.”

“…What are they?”

“First, until the flower completely vanishes, let’s continue following the word of the Celestial God and cling to life together.”

“Even though I might do shameful things to you? Who knows how much worse I might act next time…”

I tried to dismiss her suggestion by playing the role of a bad guy.

Last night, to deliberately lower her affection for me, I had said indecent things about her figure and body parts.

“It’s fine. No matter how vulgar my figure may be, if it serves to seduce you, I’ll gladly accept it.”

“Really…?”

“I felt a bit flustered.

The same person who had tried so hard to push me away was now staring at me with eyes gleaming with desire, saying she had seen something.”

-Because you went as far as to taunt me with cruel words to make me recognize myself as nothing more than your lewd saint… I won’t deny it.

Victoria blushed as she spoke, her ears reddening and her body radiating warmth.

She fanned herself with her hand as if trying to cool down.

“…I’m not impotent, you know.”

“Yes, I know that very well now. I know just how magnificent and firm you are.

It’s a good thing I’m a devout saint. If it were any other woman, she’d have begged you to throw her into the pit of lust.”

-Of course, I wanted to beg as well… But more than that, saving your life and achieving vengeance was more important.

Victoria licked her lips while eyeing the lower part of my pants hungrily, and I couldn’t help but feel a chill at her gaze.

I wondered just how strong her libido was to think such things inwardly, yet her self-control seemed extraordinary.

Despite resolving our desires so fervently that the bed was soaked, we still hadn’t crossed a certain line.

“…Second, let’s extend our contract relationship until we defeat the Demon King.”

“Why until then? There’s no benefit for me in this.”

“By then, you’ll surely come to love me. If, after that, your feelings remain the same as they are now, I’ll sort out my heart. And also…”

“…there’s this benefit too. We’ve now seen precious parts of each other that we can never show anyone else…”

Victoria grabbed my wrist and slowly guided my hand to her left breast.

She forced me to feel the soft, malleable, and heavy sensation of her flesh while curling her lips into a small smile.

“In exchange for refraining from drinking or smoking, I’ll let you indulge yourself in my chest all you want. I want you to live a long life.”

“Isn’t this a bit too perverted?”

Victoria even showed the meticulousness of deliberately not wearing underwear.

Between the yielding sensations, I felt something catch on my fingers.

“Despite using me as a side dish to quench your desires last night, you’re now concerned about such things?”

“You were just as excited last night, weren’t you? Shouting my name and making a mess of the bed—”

At that moment, I was about to refute her, but the sound of someone opening the door made me freeze.

“Victoria, Astal, why haven’t you come out of your room? The morning sun is already shining…”

It was Anima Silverbroom, the brown-haired spirit summoner with bear-like ears.

She paused upon seeing the messy state of the room, the disheveled clothes and underwear scattered across the floor, and the damp, gray bed soaked with glistening liquid.

“Oh, sorry! Am I interrupting? Take your time! Now that I know you two are dating… I’ll let Kyle know you’re running late!”

Anima covered her mouth with her hands, then quickly averted her gaze as if pretending not to see anything.

She closed the door in a hurry and disappeared.

“Wait, wait! Anima, this is a misunderstanding! I can explain everything!”


“It seems we’ve found yet another reason to continue our contract relationship,”

Victoria whispered as she approached silently, embracing me from behind and pressing her chest against me.

“Surely, you’re not planning to deny the relationship after being the one to awaken me to sexual ecstasy… right?”

-If you do… then I’ll have no choice but to throw away my title as a saint and come for you as an ordinary woman. I won’t hesitate to ruin you.

Victoria revealed her unsettling inner thoughts as she clung to me tightly.



 
  Chapter 61: Using Me as Your Side Dish (2)


After that day, Victoria’s expressions of affection toward me became much more proactive.

It became a daily occurrence for her to kiss me on the cheek when I was sitting still or to press her chest against me, leaving me with the sensation of her body.

“So, what do you think about my proposal? You could have something no one else could—a relationship with a saintess. And in addition, you can satisfy your desires using this lewd body of mine.”

-I like you. I like you. I like you.♡

Victoria was clinging to me, continuing to talk about extending the “contractual relationship” she had suggested earlier.

She was no longer hiding her emotions and had begun blatantly seducing me.

“I think it’d be better if you let go of my hand while we’re talking.”

“Why would you say that?”

“You’re still forcing me to touch your chest…”

Even now, Victoria was guiding my hands onto her chest with a sly smile.

When I tried to push her away, she used her surprising strength to press harder against me.

“What an odd reaction. I’m simply testing the old belief that a woman’s chest grows when touched by a man she adores.

After all, it’s a well-proven fact that they grow during pregnancy, isn’t it?”

-Since I realized how much you enjoyed my chest last night, I thought it might be nice if they got a bit bigger.

Victoria tilted her head as if my reaction was strange.

Her deliberate actions—letting out subtle moans like “Huff, ahh…” while softly pressing her chest against me—were overwhelmingly provocative.

“Also, I think my chest is quite firm and well-shaped, don’t you agree? Look at this.

Even under your rough handling, it still maintains its round, waterdrop-like shape, doesn’t it?”

“……”

Honestly, Victoria’s chest was so captivating it was almost criminal.

The smooth, porcelain-like skin, with faint blue veins showing through, and the small mole beneath her chest gave it an alluring charm.

It felt like touching freshly made cheese—soft, yielding, and so pleasant that I could see myself touching it all day without getting tired of it.

“Extending the contract relationship until we capture the Demon Lord… Does that mean we also have to deal with the divine being behind him for it to truly end?”

I swallowed the bitterness pooling in my mouth as I spoke.

I began to understand Victoria’s mindset, even if it was a bit flawed.

She didn’t want to lose the person she loved, nor did she want to end up in an ambiguous relationship.

‘How much must she like me… for her to be this reckless and clumsy?’

A girl blinded by love—those words perfectly described Victoria in her current state.

Her actions, like letting me indulge in her body to relieve stress, made me question whether she was a saintess or a succubus.

“Yes, that might be the case. But before that happens, I am confident I’ll make you completely mine, Astal. After all, you don’t truly hate me, do you?”

“…And what if I do?”

I deliberately asked Victoria back.

Accepting her feelings seemed too dangerous in a place like the Demon Realm, where threats lurked everywhere.

A comrade I saw alive today could become a cold corpse tomorrow.

Even Bellamora, whom we barely managed to defeat, warned us we’d never kill the Demon Lord.

The thought of Victoria dying was worse than my own death. That’s why I had no choice but to push her feelings away.

But then,

“If you dislike me, I’ll just have to work harder to make you like me. That’s what love is, in my opinion.”

Victoria calmly stated her feelings, her tone unwavering.

The close proximity, where even her breath brushed against me, reminded me of last night’s memory.

“And besides, last night, you were so passionate… Don’t tell me you didn’t hear me calling your name and yearning for your love in that voice of mine.”

-Flushed skin, labored breaths, gazes filled with longing for each other, and faces melting with desire… Those expressions will forever remain unknown to other women.

Hearing Victoria’s innermost thoughts, I couldn’t help but vividly recall just how seductive and alluring she had been last night.

Expressions unknown to other women?

How could a saintess even think to say such indecent words?

“…If we’re going to continue, let’s at least do it safely.

Rushing things too much might lead to you suggesting another ‘contractual relationship’ like this again.”

“For someone so honest down there, do I need to push you further to get you to admit your true feelings? You’re hopelessly lustful.”

“Didn’t you say you wouldn’t insult or say harsh words to me?”

I grabbed Victoria’s shoulders and adopted a slightly firm tone, but she merely closed her eyes gently as if giving me permission and waiting for what would happen next.

“With how you acted last night, provoking me like this, your body practically begging to be taken… You can’t blame me for wanting you, can you?”

Someday, I hope to lie beneath that magnificent body of yours, becoming your wife and bearing your children while reveling in the joy of it all…

“…Alright. Then let’s extend the contract relationship again.”

As I listened to Victoria’s honest confession, I couldn’t shake the fear that if I ended this fake relationship, I might end up becoming a father.

Considering Victoria’s strength, that wasn’t an impossibility.

Even now, she was forcibly guiding my hands to her chest under the pretense of helping me quit my dependence on alcohol and nicotine.

“Yay!”

“…..?”

For the first time ever, Victoria clenched her fists in triumph and let out a cry of joy.

Her face, however, remained expressionless, revealing none of her true emotions despite her words.

-Of course! I knew Astal would easily fall for me!

Although you resisted your desires before, once a person crosses the line, the second time becomes much easier!

In the end, I’ll make sure you… conceive my child…!

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts, I could tell how elated she was. She was even imagining bearing my child in the end.

“I wish you’d stop doing strange things with my robes or bandages now.”

I sighed deeply, looking at the bandages and robe that still carried the warmth and scent of last night, even after being washed once.

I’d heard rumors that dragons, being possessive of their belongings, release pheromones to mark their possessions so they can detect them from thousands of meters away.

“…This smell of yours is way too strong.”

I didn’t expect the scent to be this intense.

It was as if Victoria had hugged me with her bare body, and her scent was now blooming all over me.

“What’s the problem? I’m just marking the man I love to keep other women away,”

“…..”

Victoria said, sniffing the air and nodding as if she was completely justified.

She even argued back, wondering what the issue was.

“Didn’t you call me a seductive genius who drives men crazy just by looking at my body last night? I simply acted in line with that role.”

I couldn’t refute Victoria’s retort. Her argument was so irrefutable that I could barely open my mouth.

Whether it was because I gave in to the temptation and desire in front of me, I ended up humiliating her last night by whispering lewd things that would make anyone blush.

“If you want revenge, you can dirty my saintess robes with that sticky, smelly, white liquid. Then, wouldn’t we be even?”

-Just thinking about that smell again made my lower stomach flutter uncontrollably…♡


Though I felt an urge to confess to Victoria that I could hear her inner thoughts, her lascivious intentions made me hesitate.

-Ah, if only these feelings of love could fully reach you, then there’d be no problem with me taking you…

But now, knowing that I can hear her inner thoughts, Victoria might try to justify it as consent and assault me outright.

“Or… don’t tell me, you can’t stand unless it’s me now?”

“I was perfectly fine this morning.”

“Really? From now on, I’ll need to check daily. The man who will become the saintess’s husband shouldn’t have any issues, after all.”

Victoria, as she spoke, moved her hands down as if she were about to pull down my pants.

“Hey, wait a second, stop!!”

“When you touched my chest earlier, you were so swollen it looked painful. Aren’t you hurting? Let me help you…”

“No need!”

“If you ever need it, just let me know. I even received the divine’s permission to use my chest or mouth earlier.”

She spoke such outrageous words with a calm face.

★★★

Barely managing to resist Victoria’s strength, I escaped the room, only to find Kyle and the other party members waiting for us.

“You guys… I know you’ve been through a lot, but you should be careful considering your condition.”

Kyle spoke with a ridiculous expression, unable to suppress his grin.

Judging from their looks, it seemed Anima had already spilled the beans about what had happened between Victoria and me.

“…Sorry.”

“My apologies.”

I couldn’t even explain the misunderstanding or provide an explanation to Kyle.

There was no way I could lie and say we weren’t involved after having touched the saintess’s chest—a forbidden act.

“I’ve already covered the cost to replace your bed and blankets. I don’t know how intense it was, but congratulations on becoming the third couple in our party.”

Kyle jingled a leather pouch that was heavier than usual.

It seemed to contain money given by the people we had saved in Bellamora as a reward.

“Even though Victoria loses her saintess powers if she loses her virginity, I trust you’d have sweet-talked the gods into forgiving her.”

“…..”

“By the way, you’re using contraception, right? You know it’d be dangerous to have a child before we defeat the Demon King.”

“We’ll handle that ourselves.”

“Sorry, I just had to tease you once. You two always bickered, after all.”

Kyle chuckled as he looked at Victoria and me, then unfolded a map to continue the conversation.


He pointed to a place on the map a short distance away and began explaining our next course of action.

“Our next target is to slay the Dullahan Death Knight. If anyone has objections, speak now.”

The next foe Kyle had set his sights on was the Dullahan—my parents’ and hometown’s mortal enemy.

“…Please let me be the one to end its life. I’m begging you, Kyle.”

Clenching my fists tightly, I made my determination clear to Kyle and the rest of the party.



 
  Chapter 62: Using Me as Your Side Dish (3)


The culprit who brutally murdered my parents and burned down my hometown.

Just thinking about the Dullahan made my hands tremble so much that my body reacted faster than my mind.

“Astal…”

Victoria placed her trembling hand over mine, trying to calm me down.

Her gentle and warm touch dispelled the unpleasant emotions that had been surging up.

I recalled there were more important things than letting vengeance consume me.

“I have something to tell you all.”

“What is it? You’re not going to tell us you’re marrying Victoria, are you? That should come after we defeat the Demon King…”

“No, it seems like there’s someone backing the Demon King.”

Shaking my head, I addressed Kyle with a serious tone, despite his slight smirk.

If things stayed as they were, we could end up facing an even greater danger before defeating the Demon King.

A presence that explains why the gods cannot intervene in this world—something depicted in the mural within the Forbidden Archive.

“If it weren’t for that, it wouldn’t make sense why my hometown was attacked by the Dullahan.

Why would one of the Four Heavenly Kings bother to burn down a tiny rural village?”

“This is something even the Celestial God vouched for.

They said that the reason the gods cannot influence the mortal realm is because of that being,” Victoria added to my explanation, showing her trust.

Her expression revealed both determination and composure.

Hero Kyle listened to the two of us while resting his chin on his hand, wearing a serious look.

Considering how much trouble we had taking down Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, the arrival of a new enemy was unsettling.

“In summary, you’re saying there’s a hidden force supporting the Demon King?

And it’s not something publicly known, like a demon god or a dark deity?”

“Exactly.

In the mural we saw in the Forbidden Archive, even the gods of the Demon Realm were depicted fighting against an unknown, shard-like entity.

So the possibility is high.”

Recalling the mural from the archive, I spoke.

The archive is a secretive place that holds objects classified as heretical by the Holy Kingdom—items that must not be made known to the public.

A mural in such a place couldn’t have been meaningless.

If such a being existed, it would explain everything: why the Demon King didn’t target Kyle or Victoria’s hometowns but specifically aimed for me, a mage from a remote village.

It would also clarify why Bellamora said the Demon King could never be defeated and why previous hero parties were completely annihilated.

“So, you’re asking us to be cautious about this hidden force behind the Demon King just based on what you and Victoria are saying?”

Kyle stared at me intently, as if trying to see through me.

Then, noticing Victoria and I holding hands, he smirked.

“…Judging by your actions, you’re not lying.

Well, honestly, I had a hunch.”

Kyle nodded slightly, as if he had already guessed some of what we were saying.

“You already suspected this?”

“Just a theory.

Otherwise, how could gods, who supposedly can’t influence the mortal realm, be worshiped as state religions or appoint heroes and saints?”

Chosen by the Supreme God as a hero since childhood, Kyle admitted he had pondered this and tried to find answers on his own.

Victoria, too, was chosen by the Celestial God and granted the ability to perform miracles, yet she couldn’t escape the misfortunes surrounding her.

“…I was a half-wit who couldn’t even hold a proper sword in my family.

Back then, I was so afraid of people’s gazes that I walked around wearing that stupid bucket helmet.”

Kyle had been chosen as a hero, but the only power granted to him was a single holy sword wreathed in flames.

“I spent a lot of time wondering about it in my childhood.

What were the gods thinking?

Why would they choose someone like me to be a hero tasked with killing the Demon King?”

Kyle sighed deeply and pulled out a letter tucked between his cloak and clothes.

The paper was crumpled and worn from being folded and unfolded numerous times.

“What saved me from brooding over my resentment toward the gods who chose me was my girlfriend, Stella, back in my hometown.”

It was a reply from Stella, Kyle’s lover.

He had been keeping in touch with her using magically created messenger birds, but it had already been a year since he left the continent.

“Even if most of the previous heroes died at the hands of the Demon King, I couldn’t bear the thought of the continent, where my girlfriend lives, falling into that monster’s hands…”

Kyle would often secretly wipe away tears or drunkenly call out Stella’s name, longing for her.

“…So that’s why I joined this campaign to defeat the Demon King—to protect the person I cherish and to create a world where the one who saved me can live safely.”

Kyle forced a bitter smile, trying to look bright, but it was clear he was struggling to maintain the facade.

“Kyle…”

“I completely understand that feeling.”

Victoria offered comforting words to Kyle.

It seemed she recognized how deeply he cared for his lover.

“If it were for Astal, I’d crush the Demon King’s skull, regardless of whether it’s a destiny decreed by the gods or not.”

-And afterward, I’d build a small cabin in a peaceful world, where we’d make love like wild animals every day and raise children together.

Victoria placed her hand over her heart as she spoke.

Then, glancing to the side, she flashed a mischievous smile while lowering her gaze toward my lower body.

“Victoria. Don’t you think you’re oversimplifying things? According to legend, the Demon King is said to be a being capable of shattering the world with a mere gesture.”

I pressed my fingers against my throbbing temple as I looked at Victoria.

Considering this guy has been around for centuries without being defeated, he must be an incredibly powerful and terrifying enemy.

“What does it matter? With Astal on our side, our party is invincible. Didn’t we already take down Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, ourselves?”

Victoria spoke confidently, predicting our inevitable victory without a hint of doubt.

It seemed she placed more hope in an uncertain future than in accurately assessing the present reality.

“Are you saying you trust that lascivious wench… I mean, Bellamora’s dying words more than the words of your beloved partner?”

“Well, it’s just… shouldn’t we be a bit more cautious? Both of us almost died this time.”

“I appreciate your concern, but… shouldn’t we remain positive during times like these?”

Victoria pouted, then leaned in to hug me, pressing herself against my side.

-Well, I think eleven kids would be ideal. I’ve always envied the idea of having a big family.

By then, you might not be allowed to touch my chest as freely as you do now… after all, it wouldn’t be right for the kids’ father to sneakily indulge himself…!”

She giggled, her words becoming more outrageous as she went on.

-Let’s name our granddaughter Merak and our grandson Sirius. Or perhaps we could decide together… Ah, just imagining it makes me so happy.

Victoria’s thoughts had already spiraled into fantasies of a future where we’d planned out our children’s names and lives.

Watching her hum to herself and murmur the names of hypothetical grandchildren, I couldn’t help but feel a shiver of unease.


“…Anyway, as I pondered all this, I began to suspect that the gods were hiding something.

And now, I think I’ve finally caught onto a clue.”

Hero Kyle cleared his throat as he watched Victoria trying to sneak a kiss from me, her tongue daringly attempting to enter my mouth.

Bringing the focus back to the topic, he resumed.

“However, I believe our immediate priority isn’t the Demon King’s mastermind but rather the elimination of the Death Knight, Dullahan.”

Kyle spoke as he traced his finger over a map of the Demon Realm, calculating our strategy.

“Here, do you see? Dullahan’s territory is the closest, and according to rumors, it’s a vital stronghold that keeps replenishing troops.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that in Dullahan’s domain, soldiers who die are resurrected endlessly,”

I replied, nodding at the location Kyle indicated.

He tapped the map twice with his finger, affirming his point.

“I’ll write to His Majesty, informing him about the potential forces supporting the Demon King from the shadows. That should prompt some kind of response, don’t you think?”

Kyle smiled warmly, as if assuring me not to worry.

Moments like these reminded me of how fortunate we were to have him as the leader of our party.

“So don’t worry too much. We’ll defeat the Demon King and bring peace to the world. Astal, you trust me, don’t you?”

No matter what anyone said, Kyle was the embodiment of a hero, fitting perfectly into the role.

“Yes, I’ll continue to count on you,” I said, clasping Kyle’s hand to show my trust in him.

★★★

As we prepared for the journey ahead, Anima quietly approached Victoria and whispered into her ear.

“Victoria… don’t you think you’re getting a little too close to Astal lately? You always acted like you hated him before…”

Though I had sensed that Victoria and Astal had grown closer since the battle with Bellamora, what Anima had witnessed that morning was shocking.

Astal, his face red, was touching Victoria’s chest while she let out excited gasps and moans.

“Oh, that? It’s not a big deal. We simply had some… physical communication. It helped us be more honest with each other,” Victoria replied nonchalantly.

“Physical communication…?”

“Well, last night, Astal didn’t let me sleep. He kept calling me a lewd wench and tormenting me in such a… deliciously cruel way.”

“W-What?”


“…..”

“Turns out, he’s no impotent man. With his robust staff and firm muscles, he completely overpowered me… ♡”

Victoria deliberately shared these details with the others, ensuring that Astal wouldn’t be able to break their contract relationship without facing the consequences.

If he ever tried to end things, she’d make sure he’d be seen as the worst scumbag imaginable.

 Slowly but surely, she was laying the groundwork to tie him down as the father of her future children.



 
  Chapter 63: Using Me as Your Side Dish (4)


I was calming my trembling heart by fiddling with the ring Victoria had placed on my hand.

If she had seen me like this, she would have told me to calm myself by holding my chest.

The cosmos flower my mother loved. The flower engraved on the ring also grew in the flower bed near our home.

“When I see things like this, I can’t tell if that experience was a dream or reality.”

I sighed deeply, recalling the images of my parents I had seen in my dream.

The faces and smiles of the people I longed for all my life were not something easily forgotten.

If I had accepted Bellamora’s proposal, I would have been trapped in the past, living in an endless illusion.

“But there’s no way my parents would have ever accepted someone like Bellamora as a daughter-in-law…”

I muttered to myself, unable to hold back a small laugh as Victoria came to mind.

It reminded me of something my father said—he told me to let him know immediately if I ever started dating someone.

He had been curious about how beautiful a person would have to be to win my heart.

“…If it were Victoria, maybe it would’ve been okay.”

In addition, my father had given me one piece of advice.

He told me that if I ever fell for someone, I would need the courage to do anything to protect them.

As someone who had fallen in love with someone of an unattainable status as a butler in a noble family, my father had experienced hardships when he fled to the countryside with my mother.

Perhaps he had already sensed that I, who inherited his blood, might tread a similar path.

“Victoria is a woman who likes me, and while her words and actions are sometimes playful, she’s always polite to her elders.”

Thinking of Victoria’s usual demeanor, I couldn’t help but smile.

She devoted her entire life to helping and healing the injured and the sick, earning her the reputation of being the embodiment of sincerity.

One of her eyes had turned into a flower, and her senses in both ears and tongue were gradually fading.

Even her sense of touch had dulled to the point that she barely felt pain when she bled.

‘If my parents were still alive, maybe I would have accepted Victoria’s feelings.’

I let out a deep sigh and ruffled my hair.

To be honest, this was already the second time I had risked my body and life recklessly to save her.

It was hard to deny that we had shared physical intimacy and even mental comfort.

‘…Really, I’m such an idiot.’

I cursed at myself internally.

If I asked anyone passing by, they’d say that if a saintess likes you, it’s only natural to date her.

Even as I thought about wanting to be with Victoria, the thought of her dying at the hands of the Demon King made it hard to breathe.

I suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to smoke a cigarette, instinctively bringing my fingers to my lips as if holding one.

Losing someone precious to the Demon King once was more than enough.

‘…..’

Wandering through the nightmare Bellamora had created, regretting it hundreds or thousands of times, had etched that thought into my bones.

‘At the very least… after I kill the Demon King…’

I mulled over the words I had heard from the depths of Victoria’s heart.

I imagined a world where everything was peaceful after defeating the Demon King, where we lived in a small cabin together.

Of course, I could vividly picture her talking about having 11 children or showing the dragon’s characteristic possessiveness by pouncing on me in bed.

‘…Could someone like me even be happy?’

Maybe that level of selfishness wasn’t too much to ask.

If I could kill the Demon King, avenge my parents, and prevent any more of my loved ones from dying, it might just be worth it.

“I went to the restroom, and now you’re making such a serious face. What’s the matter?”

-Ah, even your worried expression is attractive… When you look at me so nonchalantly, I can’t help but feel…

Victoria returned from the restroom, tilting her head as she spoke.

Though she maintained a composed expression, her heart and actions had grown more reckless ever since we crossed a certain line.

Victoria no longer left my side unless it was for something like going to the restroom.

She even insisted we bathe together at times.

For now, I managed to compromise by stroking her hair.

Thankfully, I hadn’t yet encountered the misfortune of seeing her naked or being asked to bathe her.

Since I could hear her inner thoughts, I could somewhat avoid the traps or schemes she had prepared.

“…I just thought this might be how you’ve always seen the world.”

I spoke as I watched Victoria hug me tightly from the side, my vision only half-clear.

Right now, I was barely alive thanks to the grace of the gods.

One of my eyes had turned into a flower, and my senses in both ears and tongue were gradually fading.

Even my sense of touch had dulled to the point that I could barely feel pain even when bleeding.

“I’ve started to understand why you kept stumbling, why you wandered in search of good food.”

It was also why I had rejected Victoria’s confession.

I began to understand the pain and discomfort that had driven her to act cruelly toward me in an attempt to push me away.

It felt as though the concept of death was slowly tightening its grip on my neck, sending chills down my spine and shrinking my body in terror.

“Lord Astal… I hope you don’t have to go through the same pain as I have. No matter how much I love someone, I don’t want to share this kind of misfortune with them.”

Victoria ran her hand along my cheek with a sorrowful expression. I felt the cold touch of metal against my skin.

It was unmistakably a ring.

The bond that connected my parents now seemed to acknowledge the relationship between Victoria and me.

“If you bleed, I would suffer so much that I’d want to replace all that blood with my own.”

“Victoria…”

“If you were bedridden with illness, I would tenderly care for you, even accepting all the vomit and filth with love.”

Victoria whispered words of love into my ear as though she were pouring out her soul, leaving kisses all over my face as if a bird’s beak were pecking at it, as though she would never let me go.

“So, please, don’t push yourself too hard.”

The sound of short kisses, “mwah, smooch,” echoed, leaving me feeling ticklish and flustered.

“This is the love I wish to share with you. I am your salvation—the one who makes it possible for you to love yourself.”

-I want to make you my real boyfriend and lead a happy life together.

Victoria lightly bit my ear and licked the edge with her tongue, producing a sticky sound.

“Haa… Even your ears are soft, making me feel strange.”

Victoria’s love felt so deep and heavy, like sediment that would sink if placed on water.

“Do you have anything you’d like to do after killing the Demon King?”

Watching Victoria’s actions, I decided to ask her for the first time about her true feelings.

After all, there was a huge difference between saying something out loud and leaving it unsaid.

“Me?”

She sounded surprised.

-I didn’t think you’d be interested in my feelings, as if you’d want to keep your distance from me.


Victoria let out a brief hum and seemed to struggle with finding an answer to my question.

“Hmm… I’m not sure. For now, my only wish is to become a good mother and raise children.”

“…Not that. I mean something entirely for yourself.”

Hearing her answer, I shook my head. It was still about sacrifice or consideration for others.

“In my case, after killing the Demon King, I want to visit my parents’ graves with you all.”

“…Your parents’ graves?”

“Yeah. I want to tell them that I avenged them, that even though it’s late, I succeeded. I want to pour a drink and talk with them openly.”

I absentmindedly touched the ring Victoria had given me.

The urge to give up on life, which lingered even without alcohol or cigarettes, seemed to fade away.

“And then, I’d tell them that their son has made such amazing friends. You all are more than I deserve.”

“Isn’t there something you’re forgetting?”

Victoria poked my cheek with her finger before pointing to herself, silently appealing to me.

As I wondered what I might be forgetting, her thoughts began to surface.

-By then, I’d have made you the father of my children. How naive of you not to realize that. It’s adorable.

“You should also tell them you’ve found yourself a wonderful wife. Not a rabbit-like wife, but a dragon-like one.”

“…..”

By then, if our contract relationship hadn’t ended, perhaps Victoria might not just be a fake but a real lover.

“Fufu, your face is all red! What kind of wild thoughts are you having on your own?”

Victoria laughed, covering her mouth with her hand as she looked at my blushing ears and cheeks.

It was the first time I realized she could make such vivid expressions.

“…Shut up. It’s your fault for always rubbing up against me and tempting me with dirty words.

Even Kyle and the others are misunderstanding our relationship.”

“And what does it matter if they misunderstand? I like you, and as long as you don’t dislike me, all that’s left is to wait.”

“Wait for what… mmph!”

“Be quiet…♡ Don’t ruin the mood I’ve worked so hard to create… mm… chu… smooch…♡”

Victoria sealed my lips with hers before I could finish my sentence, kissing me deeply, her tongue intertwining with mine.

The sound of our passionate kiss echoed, and people nearby stopped to stare.

“…Astal. After you’ve defeated the Demon King, how about we go to the beach together?”

She finally stopped when I could no longer resist and surrendered.


“There, I’ll show you my swimsuit. Ah, I’ll wear something shameless and daring that you’ll like, so you can look forward to it.”

While saying this, Victoria imagined something lewd all on her own.

-Maybe the swimsuit string will accidentally come undone, and I’ll secretly show you my bare body, Astal.

Then you’ll be so aroused that you’ll find a secluded spot between the rocks to relieve yourself with me.♡

Her vivid imagination left me speechless as she smiled mischievously.



 
  Chapter 64: To Avenge My Parents (1)


When Victoria and I returned after a brief chat, Kyle was explaining the upcoming operation.

“The territory ruled by the Dullahan is said to be a place where no one can die, no matter the method used.”

Forsaken Hollow.

This is why it’s known as a place where battles continue until one side completely disappears or is reduced to a state of utter exhaustion.

“Due to this peculiarity, the Dullahan holds an annual tournament, enjoying the spectacle of selecting the strongest warrior alongside the residents of his domain.”

“That lunatic relishes despising and trampling on the weak.”

I added, recalling the atrocities committed in my hometown.

The vivid image of him ripping people’s heads off or cruelly tearing apart their insides while reveling in slaughter was still fresh in my memory.

And worse, his words blaming me for all of it had left an unshakable sense of guilt lingering inside me.

“That’s right. So, the best way to handle this is to use this tournament as an opportunity to infiltrate as warriors and assassinate the Dullahan,”

Kyle said, nodding at my comment as he elaborated on his plan.

“He would never imagine that we’d walk straight into the arena he operates, just like hiding a tree in the forest.”

However, I identified a flaw in his plan while tapping the table with my fingers.

“Kyle, my perception-dampening magic isn’t perfect. Last time, even the succubus queen Bellamora saw through it.”

If the Dullahan’s level of magic was on par with or superior to mine, deception would be impossible.

Moreover, experienced warriors sometimes relied purely on instinct to pierce through perception-altering spells.

We couldn’t afford to let our guard down, especially since this was about avenging my parents.

“So, you’re saying there’s a chance he’ll see through us and counterattack?”

“Yes. We’ve already been ambushed in Bellamora’s domain. She lured us in with promises of reuniting with my parents.”

I sighed deeply, the thought of that nightmare sending chills through my body and making my hands tremble.

I hadn’t been able to sleep or eat properly for a while afterward.

“But back then, there wasn’t much choice. I thought it was better to regret trying than to regret doing nothing.”

Kyle looked at me with a sympathetic gaze.

He was sharp and perceptive enough to pick up on my past, though I hadn’t explicitly told him.

“Because of that, I became even more determined to kill the Demon King.”

I said this while touching the ring on my finger, its cosmos-shaped engraving constantly reminding me of my resolve to never forgive the demons or monsters.

“Wouldn’t it be more ideal to assassinate them one by one and draw the Dullahan out instead?”

I suggested, glancing at Tarion’s bow beside him.

Known as the Divine Archer of the Forest, his arrows were famous for hitting targets even from hundreds of meters away.

“I agree. Fighting the Dullahan in his advantageous territory, as an undead classified as a Death Knight, is far from ideal,” Tarion said, nodding as he combed his green hair.

Undead entities couldn’t be permanently defeated unless purified by Victoria’s holy magic or physically obliterated entirely.

We’d seen this with the lich we faced in the underground of the Holy Kingdom, whose life vessel had to be destroyed to truly kill it.

“Then, Astal and I could use magic and spirits to cause loud noises or explosions to divert attention!”

Anima suggested, seeking agreement from others while responding to her lover Tarion’s input.

But suddenly, I felt a chilling aura nearby.

“Sir Astal must stay with me. No matter what, I won’t allow you, Anima, to act with him.”

“Victoria…?”

The one glaring at Anima with a piercing, knife-like gaze was none other than Victoria, a saint renowned for her warmth and compassion.

Yet, she clung tightly to my arm and puffed her cheeks, as though determined not to let me be taken away.

The soft, warm sensation pressed firmly against my arm.

-You turned down my confession, so I can’t leave any room for you to meet other women. What if you end up getting close to someone?”

Victoria’s obsession with me was growing to the point that she’d even suggested we share a bathroom.

-Or maybe you’re into women with animal ears? Should I get a cat ear headband and tail? If I seduce you as your personal kitten, maybe you’ll give in…”

Hearing her unfiltered inner thoughts, I realized I had to clear up this misunderstanding quickly before it got out of hand.

“Victoria, this is just part of the operation, isn’t it? There’s nothing you need to worry about. Besides, Anima is already dating Tarion!”

“That’s right, Victoria. You’re the one I’m with, so why would I go after Astal for no reason?”

Anima and I quickly waved our hands, denying it.

It was a huge leap to suspect that a temporary partnership between couples with their own partners could lead to something inappropriate.

“Well, you never know. Maybe Astal’s preference is to steal women with partners and drag them into the depths of lust.”

“What nonsense are you spouting now…?”

“I read it in a forbidden book. It said there are men who corrupt women already in relationships or married by using their lower instincts.”

“….”

I couldn’t respond, only pressing my fingers to my temples, trying to stave off the dizziness caused by her absurdity.

‘This is supposed to be a saint?’

I thought, overwhelmed by how vulgar and scheming Victoria’s thoughts were.

“Do you really think I’m that kind of man?”

“Yes. Last night, your words and actions were exactly like the men described in that book.

You called me a genius who could arouse men just by being looked at, or complimented my cute and beautiful chest, saying—”

I quickly clamped my hand over Victoria’s mouth before she could say anything more ridiculous.

The atmosphere grew cold in an instant, and I broke into a cold sweat, unsure how to fix this.

I had deliberately acted crass and harsh to push Victoria away, but it seemed to have backfired.

‘If she spreads rumors like this, in the end, I’ll be left with no one but her.’

Chills ran down my spine as I realized how far Victoria’s inner thoughts had gone.

How could someone scheme to isolate the person they liked, even socially, just to have them to themselves?

“Astal, what did you do to Victoria? Did you blackmail her or threaten her somehow?”

Anima, sensing the strange tension between us, shot me a suspicious look.

Her eyes radiated distrust.

After all, no normal couple would be groping each other playfully, as Anima had seen this morning, or spouting obscene remarks while doubting their partner, like now.

“…We had a little fight.”

I mixed a bit of truth as I turned my words toward the other companions.

Lies grow the more you tell them, like snowballs.

The fake relationship between Victoria and me had started the same way.

At first, we agreed to get consent before any physical contact. But now, that rule had long since been ignored.

“What could you have fought about for Victoria to doubt you so much that she’d act like this? She wasn’t like this before.”

“…I’m trash. Sorry.”

I had cruelly rejected the confession of a saint who had loved me for a year and sacrificed everything to save my life.

There was no better way to describe myself.

“If you know you’re trash, starting today, wake me up with a kiss every morning.

Of course, make sure to use your tongue and whisper that you love me as you do.”


“…..”

Victoria seized the moment to demand what she wanted right after I admitted my guilt, overpowering me and freeing her mouth with surprising strength.

“Shameless…”

“How much must Astal have tormented Victoria for her to say this…?”

Tarion and Anima blushed and looked flustered as they listened to us.

Even if we were a couple, such sensitive topics weren’t easy for them to process.

It seemed meddling in a couple’s matters was beyond their comfort zone.

But judging from Victoria’s words, they assumed I must have truly done something terrible.

“Guess it’s true.”

Even Kyle, who usually defended me, sided with Victoria this time.

After all, she had built an image as a devout and revered saint.

“I can’t exactly deny it…”

Faced with Kyle’s gaze, I had no choice but to swallow my words and admit my guilt.

After all, it wasn’t easy for someone who had loved me for over a year to let go of those feelings.

‘Ultimately, Victoria’s cooperation will be crucial against the Dullahan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings. Keeping her in a good mood is essential.’

I tried to reason things out in my head.

The Dullahan was far stronger than the lich we’d faced before, and as a saint, Victoria’s help would be indispensable.

“Let’s put an end to this for now…?”


I tried to repeat what I’d done before, pressing my thumb to my lips and leaning toward hers.

“Hah… Hmph… Chuuup…♡ Smooch… Smack…”

But Victoria grabbed my hand and, as if she had anticipated my move, began sucking on my finger greedily and suggestively.

“I won’t hold back anymore with these childish gestures.”

It was as if last night’s actions hadn’t satisfied her at all.



 
  Chapter 65: To Avenge My Parents (2)


After Victoria’s intense display of affection, Kyle called me aside. Her actions had seemed problematic to anyone watching.

“Astal, why are you so oblivious?”

Having distanced himself from Victoria, Kyle let out a deep sigh, scratching his head in frustration, as if he couldn’t understand me.

“I even paid for the blanket and bed. Just how wild were your nights for Victoria to be this obsessed with you?”

“……”

Even if I had two mouths, I had nothing to say.

After all, this was the result of my efforts to avoid tainting Victoria’s purity.

I had already rejected her confession and couldn’t promise to take responsibility even if she ceased being a saint.

“No matter how much you fought, you can’t let it interfere with subjugating the Demon King. If it affects the morale of those around us, it’s a problem.”

Kyle placed his hand on his face, looking at Victoria, who had been trying to follow us.

The wrinkles on his face seemed to increase in real-time.

“…I’m sorry.”

“You know how much Victoria likes you. Do you have any idea how far she carried you on her back alone in Bellamora’s domain? Even when we offered to help, she stubbornly refused.”

“…..”

I recalled the moment I woke up after sacrificing myself to save Victoria. She had stayed up all night tending to me, ensuring I didn’t die.

I had rejected Victoria’s confession because the upcoming battles would be on a completely different level.

I didn’t want to experience losing someone precious again.

That’s why I chose to run rather than protect.

“…So, do you have any ideas?”

“That’s for you to figure out. When it comes to relationships, advice from others doesn’t really help.”

I had asked Kyle for help just in case, but he shook his head, making his refusal clear.

I had assumed that, having been in a long relationship with Stella back in his hometown, he would be knowledgeable about this sort of thing.

“Love is entirely between two people. Marriage, on the other hand, is about uniting families.

Among nobles, marriage is often used as a means of social advancement or for political and economic reasons.”

Kyle seemed surprisingly cautious about these matters.

He scrutinized me from head to toe, carefully observing any changes.

“For now, the scent of dragon pheromones is overwhelming.

Any species with a sensitive nose will immediately recognize that you belong to Victoria.”

“…Is that a problem?”

“It depends on the situation. If people find out that a nation’s saint belongs to a single man, most won’t react positively.”

Kyle scoffed as if even he found the situation ridiculous.

He knew that the position of a saint typically did not allow for any male involvement.

If that weren’t the case, Victoria might have already taken things further with me.

In a way, I should be grateful that didn’t happen—just as I was thinking that…

“…It’s different if the person in question is you. Astal Kaisaros, the insane magician who went a whole year in the Demon Realm without losing a single ally.”

Kyle pointed at me as he spoke. But the credit for that belonged more to Victoria than me.

Whenever someone was injured or gravely wounded, she would miraculously heal them.

Of course, to reduce her burden, I had stubbornly refused to receive her miracles, enduring with potions and basic healing spells instead.

“Victoria must have fallen for that part of you. Even a devout saint, who follows the words of the divine, would be moved by your unwavering dedication to humanity.”

“Kyle…”

“I should take this chance to thank you, Astal. The reason our party has made it this far without losing anyone is all thanks to you.

Honestly… I never thought we’d be able to defeat Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

Kyle pounded his fist against his chest as if paying his respects.

The hero who had wielded the Holy Sword of Fire and fought to save the world was surprisingly pessimistic in his words.

“…Were you always like this?”

“I’m the hero everyone relies on, so I try not to show weakness. But I have worries and fears too.”

Kyle laughed heartily, admitting it. Just earlier, he had spoken of his past and how he doubted even the gods.

Unlike me, Kyle had been chosen by the chief deity, Odin, yet he doubted his own role as the hero.

“Besides, when I return home, I have to marry Stella. There’s no way I’m dying.”

“……”

Kyle’s reason for enduring countless dangers and continuing to send magical carrier pigeons was simple.

Smiling bitterly, he spoke his fiancée’s name—the woman waiting for him back home.

Every time I heard words like that, my heart would clench, and I’d see flashes of a grim future—just like what had happened in my hometown, where everyone I knew died, and I was the only one left alive.

“…Kyle, no matter what, I’ll make sure the Demon King dies—even if it costs me my life. So don’t say things like that.”

I made my intentions clear to Kyle. If someone had to die in this journey, it should be me—the one without anyone waiting for him.

Victoria’s feelings for me were clear, but I still wasn’t sure how to handle them.

“Don’t you think Victoria would spend her whole life cursing you? I feel like she’d chase you all the way to hell with a hammer.”

“No way she’d do that.”

“She absolutely would. Can’t you see her trying to eavesdrop on us from over there?

With that level of obsession, of course she’d do something like that.”

“…You’re right.”

I suddenly felt a chilling gaze from behind and turned my head.

There, I saw Victoria’s horns—one of the physical features she couldn’t quite hide.

“So, don’t even think about dying. I don’t know what happened in Bellamora’s Dreamscape, but… you have someone to take responsibility for now, don’t you?”

“Got it. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I nodded as I watched Victoria striding toward us from a distance, her footsteps loud and determined.

-I need to know what you two were talking about. There should be no secrets between husband and wife, after all.

A terrifying instinct told me that if I slipped up even a little, my skull might end up crushed by the hammer Victoria was holding.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell Kyle that we were in a contract relationship or that we had to engage in sexual activities due to the oracle’s decree.

“Is your conversation finished? I’ve come to reclaim my treasure.”

“…Victoria.”

I sighed briefly as I looked at her, now pressing close to me while growling at Kyle.

She was acting so much like a territorial cat that I was starting to have doubts.

“I think this level of obsession is excessive. Shouldn’t you at least avoid interfering when I’m fighting enemies?”

“Dragons have an instinct to collect and protect things they consider valuable.

That’s why we have places called lairs. Since I share dragon blood, I can’t help but follow my instincts.”

-I have a strong desire to tie you up and hide you away in an unknown cave, but we have a duty to kill the Demon King.

Victoria concealed her true thoughts as she stared at me with her dragon-like irises. Her sharp gaze was suffocating.

“…I can’t take this anymore. From now on, no kisses or hugs. No linking arms or any physical contact at all.”


I pulled out the ultimate countermeasure against Victoria.

Her excessive physical contact with me was starting to feel burdensome.

“Do you believe you have a choice in the matter? Choices are only for the strong…”

“Then I’ll just refuse life support and die.”

I opted for the most efficient method of communication. If she kept pushing her emotions on me unilaterally, it would only be a nuisance.

No matter how much she liked me, Victoria constantly crossed lines and disregarded propriety.

“Please, don’t even joke about that…”

“I’m not joking. In the end, we have to take down the Demon King. The greater cause must come before personal emotions.”

“…..”

I intentionally spoke coldly to Victoria, and in response, her eyes—like a sea of stars—filled with tears.

She clutched my sleeve tightly, pleading with a voice soaked in sorrow.

“O-okay… I won’t get jealous ever again… Just please don’t abandon me…”

Victoria clung to me desperately, looking up with pitiful, rain-soaked kitten-like eyes.

“…Ugh, trash.”

“I’m not!!”

Kyle jeered at me as he watched the scene unfold, and to resolve the situation, I pulled Victoria into a tight hug to comfort her.


★★★

“So, our plan is to sneak into the celebration banquet that the Dullahan holds for the champion of the arena and assassinate him there.”

“Understood. I will follow the plan.”

Only after clinging to me for about 30 minutes, repeatedly begging me not to abandon her, did Victoria finally calm down and agree to the team’s strategy.

“Then let’s move out. Our destination is the Undying Arena—Forsaken Hollow.”



 
  Chapter 66: To Avenge My Parents (3)


At the moment when Astal’s party decided to depart for Forsaken Hollow, in a certain place in the Demon Realm, the Four Heavenly Kings were gathered, engaged in conversation.

“Bellamora Rictis is dead.”

The first to speak was Dullahan, the headless knight known as a Death Knight.

He tapped his fingers on the table, revealing his unease.

This was the first time that one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army had been killed by human hands.

It served as a stark reminder that even beings considered overwhelmingly powerful were not immune to death.

“That… can’t be… possible…”

A slime-like creature, its massive green gelatinous body filled with moving human and animal bones, spoke in a slow, halting manner.

Memoria refused to accept reality.

A monster that devoured the memories of other living beings endlessly, like a hungry ghost.

To it, Bellamora was an entity that no one should have been able to kill.

“In the dream world… no one should be able to kill her… Couldn’t this just be misinformation…?”

Memoria’s words were not entirely unreasonable. Bellamora wasn’t just any low-ranking demon—she was the Succubus Queen.

It was hardly strange to believe that no one in existence could kill her.

A nightmare demon that could freely move between dreams and reality.

Even if one perished in a dream, it did not equate to actual death.

To truly kill Bellamora, a preliminary step of dragging her into the real world was necessary.

“……The central power source of Nightmare Theater was destroyed. Because of that, everyone was forcibly awakened from the dream.”

A tiny opening, created by the combined attack of the hero Kyle and the mage Astal, became the key to Bellamora’s demise.

“…?!”

“….”

At Dullahan’s words, the other two flinched, unable to hide their shock.

After all, there were very few beings in the Demon Realm who could pull off something like this.

“The hero…”

“I knew this would happen in the end. I told you, didn’t I? We should have torn Kyle and Astal to pieces and killed them long ago.”

For over a year, the hero’s party had been operating in the Demon Realm, hiding their identities and appearances.

Remembering Kyle’s face, the werewolf Romulus growled lowly.

Under normal circumstances, Romulus had the ability to disrupt timelines, freely traveling back and forth through the past.

Even now, he felt an overwhelming urge to return to the time when the hero’s party were mere infants and strangle them in their cradles.

“I have no idea what the Demon King is thinking! I told him we should have raided the hero’s village and wiped them all out, but instead, he sent us to some random countryside town!”

“Moreover… you… left one alive… didn’t you…?”

Romulus and Memoria raised their voices, recalling the events of ten years ago.

No matter how much they thought about it, they could not understand the Demon King’s decision.

They had expected him to identify the chosen hero and mobilize an army to eliminate him, yet instead of sending the full force of the Four Heavenly Kings, only Dullahan and his subordinate forces were deployed.

And on top of that, Dullahan made a grave mistake—he let one person survive.

“There was someone different from the rest. The moment I saw him with my own two eyes, I immediately understood why the Demon King had given me such an insignificant order.

Why that village had to be burned before we even got to the hero.”

Dullahan chuckled as he recalled Astal’s blue hair and eyes.

Unlike his parents, his unusual traits signified a body blessed by magic.

That was the reason why the lords of the magic towers often had hair and eyes that matched the color of their specialized magic.

“He was proficient in water-based magic. Even though he wasn’t even a teenager, he was already casting intermediate spells. You all should have seen it.

Ah! He was a genius who could have even aimed for the position of the Azure Tower Master.”

Dullahan shuddered as he recalled the Astal from a few years ago.

His unyielding determination and instinct for battle were terrifying.

Despite being a mere child, he had made Dullahan feel something he had never felt before—the possibility of death.

An undead who did not die even when his head was severed. For the first time, the Death Knight Dullahan felt the thrill of battle coursing through him.

“I still think you shouldn’t have let him live for such a petty reason. The one who survived back then…”

“Astal Kaisaros…”

Ignoring the Demon King’s direct orders, Dullahan had deliberately spared Astal’s life.

“That’s right. He’ll likely come straight for my domain. It’s the closest to Bellamora’s territory, and he’ll want to avenge his parents.”

Dullahan barely restrained the urge to draw his sword and fight Astal right then and there.

For a warrior like him, battle was a sacred ritual that determined the strong from the weak.

How much stronger had Astal become by now?

How fiercely would he burn with vengeance, seeking Dullahan’s death?

The anticipation sent a thrill through Dullahan’s entire being.

“……That guy actually became the mage of the Hero’s party. Now I finally understand why the Demon King wanted him dead.”

Before Kyle, the previous Hero’s party had never posed a significant threat to the Demon King or the Four Heavenly Kings.

Many heroes had challenged them, fought, and perished, turning into nothing but blood and flesh.

“My body itches for a fight…”

But Kyle’s group was different.

Astal’s mastery of magic allowed him to craft perception-disrupting spells, enabling them to move freely in the Demon Realm.

Because of this, the strict security became utterly useless.

“That’s why we should have killed him even more! When the prophecy declared that a human would slay the Demon King, what kind of Heavenly King would ignore it and do whatever they pleased?”

Romulus bared his fangs, showing his intent to attack Dullahan.

To him, sparing a human capable of killing the Demon King just because of a personal whim was an act of treason.

“…Do you really believe our Demon King will die? The one who has annihilated countless parallel universes and led everything to death—do you mean that absolute being?”

Dullahan remained still despite Romulus’s hostility.

Adding a single human to the equation didn’t make him think the Demon King was in danger.

“But the prophecy clearly stated…!!”

“Do you still believe in that detestable god who abandoned us?

The one who labeled us as evil and made us targets for extermination, just because our religion and faith differ?”

“What…?”

Dullahan rattled his helmet as he continued speaking.

From the very beginning, the so-called god who issued the prophecy had always been suspicious.

Dullahan knew that even while the Demon King, Ergossum, pretended to listen, he secretly harbored doubts about this entity.

“Even if it’s a god from another world who claims to help the Demon King achieve his goal, there are too many questionable aspects.”

A massive figure, like shards of broken glass forming a humanoid silhouette—Dullahan recalled its image and intensified the flames burning atop his severed neck.

The moment he laid eyes on the being that called itself a god, a spine-chilling sensation crept over him, like insects crawling under his skin.

His instincts screamed that such an existence should not be allowed in this world.


Why on earth would the Demon King seek to make deals with such a being?

Why should they follow its prophecy?

Countless questions flooded Dullahan’s mind, and they were the very reason he had mocked Astal back then.

“Honestly, I can’t even say the Demon King isn’t crazy. Destroying the world over a single girl….”

“…Shut up, Dullahan. You are not someone who can speak so carelessly about him! Show some respect!”

Boom!

Romulus slammed the table in front of him with overwhelming force, cutting off Dullahan from continuing any further about the Demon King’s affairs.

After all, the reason Demon King Ergosum sought to destroy the world, the reason he gathered and raised monsters to establish the Demon Realm—it was all tied to this.

“I’ve already died once. Dying again doesn’t scare me.”

Dullahan tilted his head, looking down at the shattered table.

The story of someone becoming a Demon King over a lost woman seemed far too childish to him.

The power to shatter continents was already complete, and with just a single gesture, the Demon King could take everything.

Yet, Demon King Ergosum had chosen not to.

“Bellamora is already dead. And we might be next…. But the Demon King remains eerily silent, almost as if he wants this to happen. So, I’ll do as I please.”

Deciding that further conversation was pointless, Dullahan slowly rose from his seat and turned away.

How long had it been since he last had the chance to stain his blade with blood, to fight on the very boundary between life and death?

If he missed this chance, he might have to wait centuries for another.

That was why he was already moving.

“Oh, and by the way, I actually intend to give the Hero’s party a grand welcome. They’ll probably try to assassinate me… but I prefer honorable duels.”

Dullahan deliberately spoke with a relaxed tone, loud enough for the other Heavenly Kings to hear.

In his domain, every battle was a survival of the fittest—only the strong had the right to take everything.

“…I’m also curious to see how much that kid has grown.”

Dullahan laughed heartily, thinking of Astal.

★★★

Having arrived at Forsaken Hollow to assassinate Dullahan, we immediately sensed that something was off as we took in the sight before us.

The arena, where the fights should have ended and the banquet should have begun, was still brimming with battle heat, filled with monsters and demons as if they were all waiting for us.

[If you want to kill me, enter the arena. No matter if you’re a hero, I’ll give you a fair fight.]


[Don’t you want to take revenge for your parents with your own hands?]

The message, seemingly left behind by Dullahan, was written in blood—using a human’s severed head as a pen, impaled upside-down.

“This bastard….”

Clenching my jaw, my hands trembled with rage at Dullahan’s provocation.

The veins on my clenched fist bulged visibly.



 
  Chapter 67: To Avenge My Parents (4)


As soon as I heard the Dullahan’s declaration of war, I realized that all the plans we had made up until now had gone to waste.

From the start, perception-disrupting magic wouldn’t work against a magician of similar skill to me, and if I failed to act convincingly, any awkwardness could give us away.

This place was supposed to be hosting an event celebrating the end of the tournament—a feast of abundant food and drink in honor of the victor.

“Fight and kill! Fight and kill! Fight and kill!”

The crowd was chanting the same phrase over and over, shouting excitedly, swinging their fists, and eagerly anticipating the battle that had yet to begin.

We had intentionally delayed our arrival to catch them at their most unguarded moment.

But as if they had seen through our plan, the Dullahan never opened the arena in the first place.

Instead, he gathered his people in one place and set a trap to detect our arrival.

“The weak have no reason to survive! The weak have no reason to survive! The weak have no reason to survive!”

“Uwaaaaaah!!”

No matter where I looked, all paths of retreat were blocked. Like fish caught in a trap, we were already ensnared the moment we approached the bleeding man.

In the demon-infested realm, using a single human life like a disposable resource was so common that unless you were a hero or a fellow human, you wouldn’t even care.

The Dullahan had exploited my thirst for vengeance, using it to identify us despite our perception-disrupting magic.

“Prove your strength! Fight until only one remains!!”

“That bastard….”

Cursing under my breath, I untied the man who was hanging upside down, lifeless, and closed his eyes.

Judging by his state, he hadn’t been given a swift, merciful death.

His face was twisted in agony, his teeth completely shattered.

It was clear that they had deliberately prolonged his suffering to extract as much blood as possible.

Demons and monsters were fundamentally different from humans in values and thought.

They were the kind of beings I wanted to eradicate, even if it cost me my life.

“…Astal, stop. Dispel the perception-disrupting magic.”

Grinding my teeth, I prepared a spell to wipe out all the monsters and demons in the area at once, but Kyle grabbed my shoulder and shook his head.

“Why…? After being provoked like this, shouldn’t we just destroy everything instead of playing along with their arena?”

“Look between the crowd. There are children tied up, and other humans kneeling in tears.

They’ve taken hostages to stop you from acting recklessly.”

Hearing Kyle’s words, I forced myself to stay calm and observed my surroundings more carefully.

Sure enough, I could see innocent people mixed in.

“…Damn it. So that’s the kind of trap they set up. This bastard is meticulous to a creepy degree.”

I sighed deeply as I took in the scene.

They had deliberately provoked me using my parents, knowing I would refuse their offer, and placed innocent humans in the mix.

As the so-called “Harmless Mage,” I lived by the belief that I would protect everyone around me, ensuring that no one died under my watch.

“Accepting the invitation to the arena might be the safer option. If they’ve prepared this level of a scheme, rejecting them will only lead to something even worse.”

“You actually believe what the demons say? The Dullahan brutally murdered my parents and serves as a pawn for the Demon King!”

For the first time, I opposed Kyle, the hero. Entering the Dullahan’s arena was exactly what that bastard wanted.

An event where everyone except the winner dies.

A slaughterhouse where the weak are trampled, and only the strong survive.

“That bastard just wants to watch us fight and kill each other. We can’t fall into his trap!”

Anyone with a bit of sense could see that.

But—

“…I’m a hero. Even if I die, I have to save as many lives as I can.”

As the roars of the demons and monsters died down, I could hear human sobs and screams from within.

Kyle gave me a bitter smile, looking at me like a man who had already accepted his fate.

He was prepared to sacrifice himself to save the many lives here.

“Besides, you don’t want to watch innocent people die, do you? At least if we enter the arena, we have a chance to save them.”

“But…”

“Also, more than anything, I believe in you. Astal, if you wipe out all the demons in the arena with your overwhelming power, maybe none of us will have to be sacrificed.”

Kyle was presenting the best possible outcome he could think of to convince me and our comrades.

It was an unlikely possibility—but we had achieved the impossible before.

Right now, more than ever, Kyle’s expression was full of trust in me and our team.

From earlier, I had found it strange that he kept avoiding eye contact and staring at something else.

“…This is far too dangerous a gamble, Kyle.”

The first person to voice an opinion similar to mine was Victoria.

She had been offering a prayer for the dead man with a troubled expression.

“In the end, one of us will die. After all, there is no honorable surrender for warriors fighting in the arena.”

Victoria wanted no sacrifices. She was hoping we would reject Dullahan’s proposal.

“Even if our identities have been exposed, if we detonate the entire area with holy magic, only the demons and monsters—the wicked ones—will die. That would be a better option…”

“If it’s on that scale, it wouldn’t be holy magic anymore, but a miracle, Victoria.”

Because I could see through her thoughts, I was the first to notice her lie. When I pointed it out, she was left speechless, unable to refute it.

If she had truly been able to unleash holy magic on such a scale, we could have purified the entire demon realm we stood in.

“……”

-Even if part of my body turns into flowers, I can endure any pain if it means saving you, Astal…

Ever since her body started turning into flowers, Victoria had felt guilty about any injury or pain I suffered, no matter how small.

How much does love change a person?

At first, she had seemed like someone who wouldn’t shed a single tear even if stabbed with a needle. Yet now, she was on the verge of tears—for me.

“I’m against it too. Assuming that following the enemy’s plan will lead to a good outcome is wishful thinking from the start.”

“That’s right. Last time, we went to that theater run by Bellamora, and Astal and Victoria nearly died.”

Tarion and Anima also expressed their opposition, agreeing with me.

No matter how much we wanted to save people, this plan carried far too much risk.

“Let’s find another way, Kyle. There has to be a way to rescue the hostages without fighting each other.”

I said this to persuade Kyle, but the situation had already taken a turn for the worst.

Judging from the reactions around us, our disguises had been completely blown.

And now, the demons and monsters were grinning in eerie anticipation, as if ready to slaughter all the hostages the moment we refused to participate in the arena.

“What other way is there…? Are you planning to combine Victoria’s holy magic with yours and blow up the entire area? The hostages will die first.”

Kyle was the most pragmatic among us.

With all the humans here in danger, he was suggesting a path where only the minimum number of sacrifices had to be made.

“If only one of us—the Hero’s Party—fights and survives, we can save all the hostages, Astal.”

At that moment, Kyle gave me a subtle signal with one eye.

And as I saw it, I finally understood what had been bothering me all this time.


Kyle, the one most befitting of the title “Hero,” had deliberately chosen to accept Dullahan’s proposal without resistance.

‘…Dullahan is watching everything. Kyle is trying to flip the board and turn this to our advantage.’

And the reason he had been prolonging the argument was suddenly clear in my mind.

Because the true mastermind behind this scheme was not here.

If Dullahan had truly set this up, wouldn’t it be strange that he wasn’t present at this moment?

Just as Kyle hinted, Dullahan wanted to see us fight.

More specifically, he wanted just one of us to slaughter everyone here.

And that person was me.

The man who survived alone when a small village was burned to the ground—Astal Kaisaros.

“I’ll be the only one participating in the arena. On the condition that everyone’s safety is guaranteed.”

I smirked as I dispelled the perception-disrupting magic.

Then, I turned my gaze toward the figure Kyle had been staring at this whole time and declared:


“…So until then, wash your neck and wait for me, Dullahan.”

“I knew you’d figure it out. If none of you had realized my presence and had all agreed to join the arena, that would have been boring.”

Clap. Clap. Clap.

From the shadows of a demon, Dullahan emerged, clapping his hands in amusement.

“If you couldn’t even see through such a simple trick, I would’ve deemed you useless as warriors and killed you all on the spot.”



 
  Chapter 68: Fair and square, my foot! (1)


The enemy my parents have been searching for their whole lives is right in front of me.

A knight clad in pitch-black armor, the one I saw in the dreamlike illusion of Bellamora.

And I could see that same figure cruelly desecrating everything precious to me, as if it were happening again.

“Dullahan…”

I bit my lips in rising fury, glaring at the enemy.

My heart pounded, screaming for me to strike at its neck right away, but against that instinct, my mind remained colder than ever.

The hairs on my body stood on end, and a sharp killing intent crawled up my spine like an electric shock.

If I even relaxed for a second or made a rash move, I had an instinctive feeling that the comrades here would die.

“Welcome to my domain, Astal Kaisaros. Or should I call you the harmless sorcerer now?”

The Dullahan, looking at me, seemed to be lost in thought before suddenly offering his hand for a handshake.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that his hand was covered in blood.

Even though it was just a simple black gauntlet, I could almost smell the stench of blood and feel the remnants of the people I held dear, as if their blood and flesh had stained it.

Like when I saw it ten years ago, the strong scent of blood made me feel as though my precious loved ones’ blood was still on it.

I could only glare at him as if I would kill him.

“We’ve met before, haven’t we? Now that you’ve become strong enough to come here, I don’t think there’s any reason not to accept a handshake, do you?”

“Shut up. Stop pretending to be a noble warrior. You’re just an underling of the Demon King, aren’t you?”

The Dullahan, as if he couldn’t understand me, flared up the blue flames on his neck even more, and I spat out some harsh words.

If the Dullahan truly cared about honor as a warrior, he wouldn’t have used innocent people as hostages to set traps like this.

He wouldn’t have slaughtered my defenseless hometown folks either.

What kind of warrior takes pleasure in abusing the weak, those who can’t even properly hold a weapon?

Even considering the Beastkin, who worship the Beast God Fenris, the deity of war and survival, such actions would not align with what it means to be a warrior.

“Hahaha! Quite cold-hearted, aren’t you? I thought you’d come charging at me, filled with rage, swearing to avenge your parents… or begging for your life, on your knees.”

A loud laugh erupted from the head the Dullahan held in his hand.

His head and body were separate, so they could move independently, which allowed for this kind of situation.

“…I’ve been given the chance to crush your skull myself, but why should I do that?”

I let out a weary, almost bitter laugh as I stared at the helmeted head.

Unlike my powerless childhood, I now had magical knowledge and allies who could support me.

“That courage of yours is admirable. I think it was a good decision to spare you against the Demon King’s orders.”

The Dullahan tightened his grip on the reins and slowly approached, his voice growing excited as he began to reminisce about the past.

He was the one who had gruesomely slaughtered everyone in my hometown, making sure no one survived by executing the survivors.

Yet, why had he allowed me to escape, to flee the village?

The answer to that question was now being casually explained by his own lips.

“…So it was the Demon King’s orders.”

“Right. I was sent to kill the hero who was supposed to appear in the backwater village of Mavilos and slay the Demon King. But when I saw you, I found someone rather amusing.”

The Dullahan chuckled at those words, shaking his body as if he couldn’t hold back his laughter.

It was as if he were mocking me, relishing the situation.

In the end, Victoria’s suspicion had been correct.

The Demon King had sent him to eliminate me before I could grow strong enough to threaten his life.

“Well, in the end, you became a powerful sorcerer because of that event, and now you’ve come looking for me. You even killed one of the Four Heavenly Kings, Bellamora.”

“……”

At this point, I had no desire to continue this conversation.

The Dullahan’s thoughts and reasoning were twisted beyond comprehension.

Demons and monsters were known to live in ways humans couldn’t understand, but still…

“…Disgusting. Is that all you have to say?”

Looking at the Dullahan, who felt no guilt or sadness for the humans he killed, I was overwhelmed with an urge to crush his face right then and there.

“No. A new challenger has appeared, so we should proceed with the tournament as planned.

The other comrades shouldn’t harm anyone within our domain, so there’s no need to worry.”

The Dullahan raised his hand to the air, signaling the monsters and demons around us to retreat.

The sound of ropes snapping echoed all around, and the people who had been bound in the crowd were now being freed.

“Do you think I’ll believe that?”

“…A promise is a promise. I’ll fight you even if it costs me a fortune.”

The Dullahan nodded up and down as if he had done something generous, but I immediately realized that this was nothing but a vile hypocrisy.

If I lost, he would kill everyone he had taken hostage, including my precious comrades, without a second thought.

“I’m glad I spared you after all.”

“….”

The Dullahan opened his arms, looking pleased, and my stomach turned at the sight.

“Everyone here, listen up! A new challenger has appeared to join the arena! His name is Astal Kaisaros, the mage of the famous hero party known by the alias ‘The Harmless Mage!'”

“Wooooooah!”

The Dullahan raised his voice, announcing to everyone around that he would be participating in the arena, and the crowd responded with loud cheers and excitement.

Demons and monsters, their faces, hands, and bodies covered in blood as if they had just fought, seemed especially delighted, grinning more widely than anyone else.

“…As expected, this is truly a den of lunatics.”

The thought that all demons and monsters must be killed again crossed my mind strongly.

★★★

“No matter how I think about it, that was too reckless of an action. Kyle.”

The day before the Dullahan’s arena opened, after we had settled the commotion, we entered a tavern, hiding our identities, and began discussing things.

The Dullahan had told us that it was fine to go around without using the concealment magic, but I couldn’t trust a demon’s word so easily.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean the fact that you anticipated what Dullahan wanted and led me into action. What if I hadn’t noticed that?”

I spoke while sipping my drink, which I hadn’t had in a while.

Just thinking about it made my hands shake, and I couldn’t handle the situation back then, so I had finally gotten Victoria’s permission.

If Kyle hadn’t made the first move, someone here could have ended up losing their life at the hands of Dullahan, creating the worst possible situation.

“…But that’s what a comrade is for, right? Plus, you’re quick to pick up on things except in matters of romance.”

“…….”

Kyle gave a somewhat awkward laugh while taking a sip from his own cup.

Victoria, sitting next to me, nodded strongly, showing her agreement.

“Still, I don’t like the current outcome. What will you do if Astal ends up losing and dying in the arena?”

Victoria glared at Kyle, her eyes cold and sharp, completely devoid of any saintly appearance.

Her gaze was like that of a snake, angry after something precious was touched, ready to strike at any moment.

She didn’t seem like someone who would back down even against a hero.


“If that happens, I’ll stop eating and drinking, and spend my life longing for one man until I die.”

-…It’s not a joke. Do you even know how much I cried and mourned when you collapsed last time? You bad man…

Victoria crossed her arms and rubbed her chest forcefully.

She seemed dissatisfied that I chose to drink for comfort instead of physical contact with her.

“I won’t die until I avenge my parents. Not before that, Victoria.”

I expressed my resolve to her. With my parents’ enemies right before me, I couldn’t just die carelessly.

“I don’t believe in promises like that. If you want to ease my mind, show it through your actions, Astal.”

“Actions, you say…”

“Leave behind seeds, conceive, and let your descendants prosper. Even if I stop being a saint.”

“……”

She carefully stroked her lower abdomen as she spoke.

The words that followed from Victoria were so lascivious and desperate that I quickly tried to erase them from my mind.

“Wouldn’t that make it easier to believe? Even you would develop paternal feelings once you have children, and you’d cherish your life more.”

“…Even so, that’s a bit much. We still haven’t caught the Demon King.”

“We can think about the future. The children we have together will grow up, become adults, and then kill the Demon King. Doesn’t that sound safer?”

Victoria looked up at me as she spoke, her eyes turning red, as if tears were about to fall, and her voice, slightly trembling, carried sadness.

“Besides, I don’t want to push onto my children what I can’t do myself. If we can finish it in our generation, we should do our best.”

I tried to reassure Victoria by gently patting her head and speaking as calmly as I could.

“Honestly, don’t you two think it’d be better to just get married and live happily in the countryside? I’ll take care of the Demon King myself…”

Kyle, seeing this, sighed enviously while taking another drink. His eyes reflected the loneliness of not having a partner by his side, unlike the others.


“…That’s absolutely not happening.”

“It’s not happening. After all, once we kill the Demon King, Astal can take his revenge and live happily with me for the rest of his life, right?”

I was actually more frightened by the fact that Victoria wasn’t kidnapping me straight to the countryside, but was planning for a distant future instead.

“Now that I know you’re thinking about having children with me, I’ll follow the opinion of the one who will be my husband.”

I couldn’t help but feel that Victoria’s love was much stronger than I had initially anticipated.



 
  Chapter 69: Fair and square, my foot! (2)


The rules for the arena proposed by Dullahan were simpler than expected.

First, all participants in the arena must fight until one of them can no longer move or until one is completely annihilated.

This was a characteristic unique to Forsaken Hollow, as the creatures here could not die due to Dullahan’s powers as a death knight.

No matter how much blood they lost, how their muscles were torn apart, or how all their bones were shattered into dust, they couldn’t die.

To make the loser more comfortable, there was even a ritual to drag them out of the arena and close their eyes.

“Do you really have to go?”

A voice called me out as I was preparing to depart for the arena from my inn room.

Victoria, her platinum-blonde hair fluttering as she clasped her hands tightly, tried to hide her anxiety.

“I don’t want you to get hurt, Astal. The flowers still haven’t been fully removed from your body, have they?”

Victoria knew this well, so she spoke to me with a worried tone. As she said, the flowers on my body hadn’t been fully removed yet.

“Even if we reach the end of the arena, Dullahan might break his promise. Are you really going to accept the opponent’s proposal?”

“…He wants to fight me. If it weren’t for that whim, he would have killed me by now.”

Victoria mentioned the second rule of the arena that Dullahan proposed.

If one survives and wins, they earn the right to face Dullahan one-on-one.

To avenge my parents, defeat the Demon King, and bring peace to the world, this was something I had to do.

“Besides, I’m the wizard of the hero party. If I didn’t intend to die for the world, I wouldn’t have joined this journey in the first place.”

Even knowing how Victoria felt, I said these words with a heavy heart, knowing they would pierce her.

If we didn’t do it, no one could kill the Demon King.

We, the first hero party to defeat one of the Four Heavenly Kings, were the only ones with any hope.

As Victoria said earlier, there was too much I carried on my shoulders to just abandon everything and live with her.

“I can’t even imagine a life without you now. Just thinking about it makes it hard to breathe, my heart tightens, and I have an impulse to just die instead.”

-…Because I love you. Even if people call me a traitor to humanity for being with you… I’d rather just run away somewhere with you.

She hugged me gently, as if her words and actions were a plea to stop me from going to the arena.

With her strength, she could easily prevent me, but she didn’t go that far.

“But I know that supporting and trusting you is what a loved one should do.”

Despite her words, I could hear the trembling in Victoria’s voice.

As though she was desperately trying to hide her anxiety, her arms around me tightened slightly.

“Victoria.”

“Why do you say that?”

I slowly spoke her name, not wanting to cause her any worry, as she was my companion through countless struggles, and someone who cared for me.

To be honest, I felt like a coward.

Victoria’s confession—rejecting it because she was scared I might die—was probably an excuse I made when faced with the risk of dying.

“Do you think I’m going to die?”

“…I don’t think so, but last time you barely survived, didn’t you?”

When I turned to look at her, I saw tears welling up in her eyes.

She usually maintained a stoic attitude with little emotional expression, so seeing this change made my heart feel heavier than a lead weight.

There should be no personal emotions in this contract romance.

“I want to live the future with you. I want to tell our heroic story to our children, and casually reminisce with people saying, ‘That happened back then.’”

Even I, who didn’t understand romance with a partner, could feel how genuine her feelings were.

To be honest, I also wanted to defeat the Demon King without anyone dying.

If possible, I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Victoria, laughing and crying together.

But…

“You know, even if you appeal to my emotions, nothing will change, right?”

“…Yes.”

Hope is just hope, and reality is reality.

The gap between the two often leads to despair and horrific consequences.

“If we retreat here, more people will die. We’ve barely gained the upper hand by defeating one of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

I knew this better than anyone, so I gently stroked Victoria’s hair to comfort her.

“Even if there’s no hope, we have to keep fighting for the people. That’s what I believe a hero party is.”

In that moment, as Victoria’s beautiful platinum blonde hair brushed my fingers, I realized once again how beautiful she was.

A divine daughter of the gods, a half-blood with both Gold Dragon and human blood, a hero known as the Saint of Flowers…

‘… More precious than anyone else, and a companion who loves me.’

I couldn’t bring myself to speak the words that were racing in my heart, so I expressed it in a different way.

These feelings were something that, if not conveyed after defeating the Demon King, might leave only regrets for both of us.

In famous novels or plays, don’t characters who leave behind heartfelt promises before a great war or battle inevitably die?

“… But, I was afraid of losing you. It’s scarier to see my whole body turning into flowers and my days growing shorter than it is to see you die now.”

-I don’t want you to die… So, just run away…

Victoria was confessing her true feelings to me, something she had been holding back.

It was the complete opposite of her past, where she hid her emotions with deception and lies.

“If I could be with you, Lord Astal, I would give up the status of the Saint, my future life, wealth, and even honor… Wouldn’t you do the same?”

-I wish you had the same feelings as me. To love me and cherish me more than anyone else… So that we wouldn’t be doing such dangerous things.

She had tried to act strong when our companions were around earlier, but the tears flowing down her cheek now were speaking her true feelings.

“Please think about it once more. We can find a substitute. Or maybe, with the money we’ve gathered, we can hire mercenaries to fight in our place…”

Thud.

Now, almost kneeling, she was begging me not to enter the Dullahan’s arena, and as I saw this, I felt that some extraordinary measure was needed.

“Keep this safe. I’ll definitely come back victorious.”

A large, blue-glowing orb, like a big droplet of water, was carefully handed to Victoria.

“What is this?”

“This contains my will. It’s something I’ve recorded since we started the Demon King’s subjugation. It must be handled carefully.”

I casually explained to Victoria the identity of the object. Normally, I would have prepared a will in case I might die at any moment.

“Why are you giving this to me now…? You’re not trying to play a prank on me, are you…? Are you really planning to die?!”

Hearing this, Victoria bit her lower lip and began pounding my back with her fists. The shock from the blows was so strong that I felt it might leave a bruise.

“Calm down. It’s become more like a diary than a will now…”

I shouted almost desperately to clear up her misunderstanding.

If I wasn’t careful, I might get injured before even stepping into the arena.

“A diary…? This huge crystal ball?”

“Yes! I recorded my thoughts and feelings in case I might die. But now, it’s also a promise that such a thing won’t happen!”

Normally, the magic inscribed in this magical item would be the “Last Word” spell, which allows the will to be revealed to the first person who finds it after death.

“But now, the will inside will never be activated because I’ve survived for a whole year in the demon realm.”


“…Why are you giving this to me?”

Victoria examined the orb, her face showing hesitation. She couldn’t shake off the ominous feeling.

“It contains my real answer to the confession you made. I swear, I will never die, and I will definitely return it to you, so trust me.”

I honestly revealed the secret hidden in the will magic, and when Victoria heard it, her eyes widened in shock.

“Really…?”

Her eyes sparkled, and she smiled brightly, as though she couldn’t believe she had been crying just a moment ago.

“Hey, wait a minute…! You can’t break the magic on purpose!”


“Why not? I want to know the answer inside it right away. Isn’t there a chance that what I’m thinking is right?”

Victoria, in her impatience, threw the orb on the ground or tried to crush it with her strength.

From this, I could tell how much she was hurt by the confession.

-If I could only hear his true feelings… maybe I’d get a second chance…

Unaware that I could hear Victoria’s true feelings, she was showing signs of clinging to me.
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Victoria was trying to break the orb containing my final will with a hammer or even praying to the celestial gods in an attempt to uncover what was inside.

The Saint of Flowers, considered the most benevolent and devout person in the world, was showing such obsession over a single man.

“Why… Why did you make this magic so difficult?!”

Victoria bit her lip and glared at me as if blaming me.

Her face was already stained with fatigue, making it clear to anyone that she was exhausted.

“I’m sorry, but that’s just how uniquely crafted magic works. If it’s created by an original caster, its structure and weaknesses are nearly impossible to discern….”

Seeing her like this made me feel slightly guilty.

After all, I had designed this magic to be as secure as possible in case demons or monsters tried to kill me and steal my final words for deception.

“……Then what you’re saying is that I just need to seize your weakness and shake you until you break. Fine. Take off your pants this instant.”

“How does it come to that?!”

“You’re slow to act. Do you perhaps have some vulgar fetish where you want a woman to undress you? Fine, I shall assist you.”

But my words must have sounded like a provocation to Victoria, as she immediately grabbed my lower garments and began pulling them down with both hands.

With the immense strength characteristic of dragon hybrids, my pants started sliding lower and lower, and I had a terrible premonition—I was about to lose something precious as a man.

“Hey, my pants are coming off! Wait! Wait a minute…!”

“No. Do you even realize how much thought and sincerity I put into my confession? Even at a time like this, you’re still being a coward!”

I shouted at Victoria, pleading for her to stop, but she ignored me and continued pulling down my clothes.

“If what’s inside this orb is truly your response to my confession, then there was no need for you to push me away so coldly and harshly…!”

Victoria had abandoned her usual formal speech and was now appealing to me with raw emotion.

Her face wasn’t flushed with excitement or lust—she was biting her lip tightly, desperately holding back tears.

“In the end, this is no different from you saying that you’re going to die…!”

Seeing my unusual response, Victoria realized that the situation was turning grave. What kind of insane person leaves behind a final will for the person they love, only to be read once they’re dead?

“That’s why I entrusted it to you and promised to come back alive. Victoria, please, calm down and stop crying.”

“No. Do you even remember how many times you’ve nearly died? Do you even understand how many times I’ve had to watch in agony, fearing for your life?”

“…..”

Honestly, it wasn’t strange for Victoria to be this worried.

I had always used magic by putting my life on the line, and my comrades—especially Victoria—had to bear the burden of dealing with the aftermath.

Even with potions and basic healing magic, there was no way they could feel at ease watching me constantly push my body to its limits in battle.

“If this is how things are going to be, then… I’d rather just give up being a saint and live as an ordinary woman.”

-Because if you were to die, then no matter what answer is inside this orb, it would all be meaningless.

Victoria sobbed, looking at me with sorrow-filled eyes. Even though our current posture and actions were completely inappropriate, none of that mattered right now.

“You can hate me if you want. Call me a cowardly woman. Even if this means defying the celestial gods… I don’t care, as long as you don’t die.”

“……”

“Every hero’s party before us has been completely wiped out, so you created this will in case the same happened to us. Isn’t that right…?”

In the end, Victoria had figured it out. She understood why I had left behind a will like this.

We were nothing more than disposable pawns, chosen by emperors and gods, mere sacrifices to be thrown away at any moment.

Every time a hero’s party was assembled and sent to infiltrate the demon realm, the demonic invasions on the continent would naturally slow down.

That was the entire strategy.

Because of this, I believed that if someone had to die on this journey, it should be me.

“Yeah. I knew it, which is why I prepared my will in advance. Life should be as thoroughly planned as possible, don’t you think?”

I created this magic so that those left behind—my comrades, my teacher—wouldn’t be burdened with regret or lingering attachments.

“That’s just… too sad.”

“But you know this too. Our chances of defeating the Demon King and making it back alive are slim to none.”

I helped Victoria to her feet and gently wiped away her tears.

This was the very reason I hadn’t properly responded to her confession.

Even if we were to fall in love and share something meaningful, someone was bound to die in the end.

According to all the ancient records, the Demon King Ergossum had multiple arms that could bend reality to his will.

No one in history had ever been able to wound him, let alone bring him close to death.

It was impossible to assume that everything would work out in our favor.

“…The only reason we managed to defeat Bellamora was because we were lucky, wasn’t it?”

I looked down at the various flower petals still clinging to my body as I spoke.

If not for the fickle favor of the celestial gods, one of us might have already died.

“I don’t care if I die… as long as I can send all of you safely back home. If I try my best, maybe, just maybe, I can pull off a miracle.”

I recalled a conversation we had over drinks.

Kyle had once said that after defeating the Demon King, he planned to return home and marry his girlfriend, Stella.

Anima and Tarion had a goal: they wanted to establish a small school in their own names and become teachers who would educate children marginalized by society.

Lastly, Victoria had mentioned that she wanted to see the sea at least once.

“…At the very least, I want to save you all.”

I pressed a small kiss to Victoria’s forehead, showing my resolve.

Even though we weren’t actually in a relationship and were only pretending to be lovers in this way…

“…..!”

“This way, you’ll believe me, right?”

At this moment, I just hoped Victoria wouldn’t cry. Instead, I wished she would smile bravely and tell me to win no matter what.

“…If you do it just once more—no, maybe twice—I might feel a little less angry.”

-Coward. If you’re going to kiss me, at least do it on my cheek.

What’s wrong with doing it on the lips? If you act like this, it makes me wonder if I can expect something more.

In the end, I couldn’t win against Victoria’s stubbornness, so I had to give her at least five more kisses, feeling terribly embarrassed.

Only then did she finally smile at me and let go of my arm.

★★★

After that whole commotion with Victoria, I was finally able to head toward the center of Forsaken Hollow, where the arena was located.

The deafening cheers of the crowd and the pounding of war drums filled the air.

In that place, battles so fierce they were almost unbearable to watch were taking place.

I saw an orc barbarian swinging his axe even with one of his arms severed, his exposed bones visible, while his monstrous opponent attempted to rip him apart with its enormous jaws.

“We are warriors! Warriors who do not know death! Fight and kill! The weak have no right to survive! Prove your worth!”

The various demons and creatures watching the match shouted in unison, echoing similar words to what I had heard before.

They worship strength and despise weakness.

It was a slogan that perfectly reflected the beliefs of the Dullahan who ruled this land.

After all, he had even defied the Demon King’s orders and let me live simply because he believed I was strong.

Boom!

The orc barbarian swung his massive war axe, as tall as himself, and in an instant, the monster before him was reduced to nothing more than shredded meat.


‘A perfectly calculated movement, without the slightest hesitation.’

He first severed the opponent’s arms and legs, cutting through the muscles inside the ankles to prevent movement, then split the skull open to eliminate any variables.

It happened so fast that unless someone had extraordinary eyes like mine or had survived countless battlefields, it would have been impossible to perceive.

‘…Can I even defeat someone like that?’

As the orc barbarian raised his arm in victory and roared toward the crowd, I found myself wondering.

Mages inherently have a critical weakness in close combat.

To compensate for that, I had learned hand-to-hand combat and used weapons like the Core Sword to reduce the gap between me and my opponent.

In battle, survival depended on instincts honed as sharp as a blade and split-second decisions.

‘I might get lucky once or twice, but after that, I could really die.’

This thought took root in my mind.

If I didn’t want Victoria to find out that the words I left her were actually a farewell message, I needed to change the way I fought.

I observed a few more matches between different warriors, but the most remarkable combat style I had seen was still that of the orc barbarian.

“Hey, would you be willing to be my sparring partner?”

“…You, a mere human? What could a weakling like you possibly do with that frail body of yours?”


After much deliberation, I decided to follow the orc. I bought the most expensive bottle of alcohol I could find and approached him.

Of course, I had already considered the possibility that he might reject me.

Even though I was fairly muscular for a human, I probably looked pathetically weak by orc standards.

“If you don’t like it, why don’t you fight me and see for yourself?”

That’s why I chose to provoke him by challenging his pride—something no real warrior could ever ignore.
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Orc Barbarian Graktar originally had a tendency to look down on the human race.

Compared to other powerful races, humans had small physiques and lacked strength.

Having survived numerous battles against formidable opponents in Dullahan’s arena, he knew better than anyone that the most important factor in combat was not personal effort but innate talent.

Precise judgment honed through battle experience and an individual’s natural combat sense—such racial differences could not be overcome simply through effort.

However—

‘Well, well. You’re not afraid of me?’

Graktar immediately sensed that something was off.

He had always lived without restraining his killing intent, as there were constant threats against his life—people who tried to assassinate him or intimidate him due to his victories in the arena.

Normally, just being in this area was enough to make weak-hearted individuals foam at the mouth and faint or, at the very least, wet themselves in terror.

Yet the blue-haired mage standing before him showed no reaction whatsoever.

How could that even be possible?

“If you have a problem with it, why don’t you fight me first and then talk?”

Not only that, but this human had the audacity to provoke him, even striking at his warrior’s pride. He knew how to turn the flow of battle in his favor.

After all, in war, justification was of utmost importance. Deliberately goading an opponent into a fight was a well-known and traditional tactic.

“Haha! Quite the bold human. Are you actually requesting a duel, knowing that I am a warrior renowned in the arena?”

Orc Barbarian Graktar deliberately laughed off the conversation while carefully observing his opponent’s fists.

From the well-developed shape and size of Astal’s muscles, he had already deduced that the man was a martial artist who primarily relied on his fists.

The first step in any battle was reconnaissance.

By identifying an opponent’s strengths and weaknesses in advance, one could avoid being caught off guard later.

‘So, he mainly uses his fists… Judging by the amount of mana I sense, he’s at least at the level of a Sage-tier mage. That means he could be from the Black Tower.’

Orcs were often stereotyped as unintelligent or dim-witted, but Graktar had chosen to survive by using his brain to its fullest.

Losing due to ignorance was the most painful defeat of all.

If one understood the cause of failure, they could improve for the next time.

But without even knowing the reason for failure, there was no way to grow.

“My name is Graktar, warrior of the glorious Abyssus.”

Graktar extended his hand toward Astal, deliberately initiating a handshake as a test of strength.

“The Demon God Abyssus. The god of chaos and destruction. That tattoo on your body must be his mark…

I thought that anyone participating in the arena was required to chant Dullahan’s name. But I guess not?”

Astal did not immediately grasp Graktar’s hand.

Like him, he was carefully observing his opponent, engaging in his own reconnaissance.

Moreover, from Astal’s perspective, hearing the name “Abyssus” was not something he could take lightly.

Unlike the gods worshiped by humans and other friendly races on the continent, Abyssus was venerated in the Demon Realm.

‘But in the forbidden library’s murals, even such dark gods were depicted fighting against beings like fragments of glass…’

Astal scratched his chin as he gathered his thoughts.

The Demon God Serena and the Demon Beast God Abyssus.

These beings were typically regarded as evil gods, and in the Demon Realm, he had seen nightmare creatures impersonating clergy, running churches, and offering human flesh and blood to their idols.

“Well, Dullahan-sama doesn’t interfere with the warriors participating in the arena, except during the battles themselves.”

Graktar let out a deep, rumbling laugh and revealed his orcish fangs.

Just as he said, in the arena, as long as one was strong, any kind of behavior was tolerated.

As someone who usually harbored a deep hatred for monsters and demons, Astal had something he needed to confirm with Graktar—just in case.

“Do you also enjoy eating humans?”

He was asking whether Graktar had the twisted hobby of brutally killing and consuming humans.

Since demons had different values and ways of thinking compared to humans, it was necessary to figure out where their moral compass had been distorted.

“…Is that even necessary? It’s completely irrelevant to battle. If anything, devouring large amounts of monster meat would be far more beneficial. It’s packed with protein, after all.”

Graktar snorted, as if the question was absurd.

Though the god he worshiped was one that thrived on destruction and chaos, surviving in the arena required a more refined approach.

“So, what’s your name? Refusing a handshake for this long seems quite rude, wouldn’t you say? My arm’s starting to go numb.”

“…Astal Kaisaros.”

Acknowledging Graktar’s remark, Astal finally revealed his name and reached out to shake hands.

By this point in the conversation, he would have noticed anything suspicious.

As a mere formality, he dispelled his perception-blocking magic, allowing his distinctive face and attire to be clearly seen by those around him.

“Aha, so you’re that famous member of the Hero’s Party.”

Graktar smirked, seemingly unfazed by the revelation.

Crunch.

With that, he tightened his grip around Astal’s hand, attempting to assert dominance with sheer strength.

His green skin bulged with veins as he applied pressure.

“Well, I am somewhat of a renowned figure.”

Not willing to back down, Astal cast a silent strength-enhancement spell.

Some might find such antics childish, but among warriors, there were certain unspoken rules.

Losing in this kind of contest would mean failing to gain what they truly wanted from each other.

It was a battle neither could afford to lose.

“…Was the Demon Bellamora strong? I’ve heard quite the rumors about her in the Demon Realm.”

“She was tough to take down. Honestly, I nearly died.”

Hearing Astal’s candid response, Graktar felt reassured that the man wasn’t a liar.

Normally, weaker individuals tried to cover up their shortcomings by boasting in front of a stronger opponent.

That honesty made Graktar like him even more. In life-or-death battles, giving an honest assessment of one’s enemy was an important virtue.

“Your physique is unusual. I thought human mages were supposed to stay in the backlines and support their allies. Do you also fight on the frontlines?”

“That’s right. In the Demon Realm, you need to use everything at your disposal to survive.”

“Impressive.”

Graktar nodded in understanding.

He too had done whatever was necessary to survive in Dullahan’s domain.

When he was weak and powerless, he had resorted to begging on the streets just to stay alive.

Later, he had honed his skills in the arena, killing his opponents while studying the most efficient ways to end a battle.

That was why he had abandoned the stereotype of orcs being nothing but dull-witted brutes.

He had chosen to think, strategize, and outmaneuver his enemies.

“…So, why me? If we meet in the arena, we’ll be enemies. You don’t think I’ll analyze your fighting style and spread information about you?”

After their brief contest of strength, Graktar scratched his bald head, puzzled.

He knew that the Hero’s Party’s mage was participating in the arena, but it was foolish to train with a direct competitor.

Even now, Graktar was deliberately keeping his new techniques and strategies hidden, just in case he had to use them in an actual match.


Why would Astal willingly expose his own weaknesses and fighting style?

“Because I’m confident I’ll win even if my information gets out.”

“…What?”

“To be honest, I’m also curious to see how effective my new spell is.

I’ve been observing the other fighters in the arena, and… I doubt anyone but you would even be able to react to it.”

Astal tapped his temple with a finger as he spoke. In the end, magic wasn’t just about raw power or scale—it depended entirely on the wielder.

The same water-based spell could be used to put out a fire or drown a person.

The outcome depended on who was casting it.

“What kind of magic are you talking about?”

“It’s a technique where I dismantle a magic circle and weave it around my fist like a thread.”

Graktar sensed a frenzied passion in Astal’s eyes.

It was often said that mages were obsessed with their craft, but this man’s madness was on another level.

“There have been many mages throughout history who have attempted such things… but I’ve never heard of a single one succeeding.”

“So, are you going to fight or not?”


“That’s an absolutely ridiculous idea…”

Astal already knew what the answer would be, but he asked anyway. Warriors who turned down a fight were few and far between.

“…But I did owe you for the drink.”

A faint smile appeared on Graktar’s lips as he reached for his war axe, which had been resting on the table.

“Let’s fight. Right now.”



 
  Chapter 72: Men’s Friendship (1)


After Astal left for the arena, Victoria secretly followed him.

She carefully muffled her footsteps and hid behind walls as she moved, making sure not to be noticed.

‘…This is all because you’re too attractive.’

Justifying herself with such an unreasonable thought, Victoria bit her nails and continued walking.

Emotions are like water in a cup—once they overflow, they become impossible to control.

‘If only you were a little uglier… or if you didn’t act in ways that made other women interested in you… I wouldn’t have ended up behaving like this.’

Having already experienced the pain of a rejected confession once before, Victoria struggled to gauge the proper distance.

Only those who have had their feelings denied know the true sting of rejection.

Lately, Victoria found herself unable to sleep without Astal by her side.

When he wasn’t around, she felt so anxious that she couldn’t do anything.

How did it come to this?

When did she become so weak?

She only pondered these thoughts for a brief moment.

‘…Found you.’

All her worries and anxieties melted away the moment she saw Astal.

Instead, a warm sensation filled her chest.

It was a feeling so soft and cloud-like, so overwhelmingly happy, that she began to understand why people called it love.

But then—

‘Wait, why is he with that huge, burly orc?’

Victoria had found Astal in a tavern, but the sight before her seemed strange.

Standing in front of him was an orc, at least twice the height of an average man.

His massive body was covered in bulging muscles, and thick veins stood out along his skin—a warrior in every sense of the word.

“You’ve got guts. I like that. And you’re not bad-looking either… Someone like you would be a great match for my little sister back home.”

“I heard orcs have different aesthetic preferences from humans.”

“To be precise, we value strength over looks. If you truly are as strong as the rumors say—if you’re the man who slaughters demons and even defeated one of the Four Heavenly Kings, Bellamora—then you’re more than worthy.”

Thud—

As she overheard Graktar’s conversation, Victoria felt her heart drop.

She had thought that through all their shared moments—intimate and embarrassing—they had begun to understand each other.

But now, watching Astal hesitate instead of immediately rejecting the offer, jealousy surged through her.

‘So in the end, any woman would do, as long as she’s female?’

If things had come to this, she had only herself to blame.

Her constant insults and harsh words had likely driven him away. Compared to her, any woman would be a better choice.

‘So all the sweet words and gestures you gave me… do they mean nothing now? Are you losing interest now that you’ve already caught the fish?’

Victoria bit her nails harder as she imagined Astal marrying an orc woman he had never even met.

She pictured herself as a saintess, standing at their wedding with a forced smile, clapping while swallowing her tears.

She even imagined their half-orc children, and the very thought made her stomach churn with rage.

“……Sorry, but I’ll have to decline. I understand what you mean. You’re asking me to take care of your sister in case you die in the arena, right?”

Unaware that Victoria was watching from the shadows with such a serious expression, Astal refused Graktar’s proposal.

“You catch on fast. As a well-known warrior from the Hero’s Party, I figured you could take care of my poor sister if something happened to me!”

In the first place, this was nothing more than a transaction.

Graktar had calculated that by indebting Astal through a sparring match, he could secure a guardian for his family in the event of his death.

In a world filled with demons and monsters, trustworthy allies were rare.

And in this arena, a hellish place filled with battle-crazed fighters, such a connection was invaluable.

However—

“…You’re known as the ‘Harmless Mage.’ You wouldn’t harm innocent people, especially my family.”

If there was anything that could be called the embodiment of good, it was the Hero’s Party—traveling the world, saving people, and eliminating evil.

That was why Graktar had chosen to trust Astal.

“Sorry, but I already have someone I’m dating.”

“You haven’t gotten married yet? Even though your body is practically drenched in the scent of a dragon? That’s surprising. I thought you had the luxury to take in concubines…”

“…What did you just say?”

Graktar sniffed with his green nose, tilting his head as if something didn’t add up.

Such a strong scent usually only clung to a married partner—what on earth had happened for things to turn out this way?

“I meant exactly what I said. Right now, anyone can tell at a glance that you’re a ‘claimed man’ because you’re covered in an overwhelmingly strong dragon pheromone.”

“I do have some idea of why that might be the case.”

“Most small animals and insects won’t even come near you. That scent carries a murderous intent that basically screams, ‘Touch him, and I’ll kill you.’”

Victoria lowered her head, too embarrassed to meet Graktar’s gaze.

It was true that she had deliberately covered him in the scent to mislead others, but she hadn’t expected an orc with such a keen nose to analyze the situation so accurately.

★★★

Graktar and I moved to an empty clearing with almost no surrounding obstacles.

We were looking for an environment as close as possible to the arena where we would eventually fight.

“…The Dullahan’s arena gathers powerful warriors from all over. It’s a wise decision not to blindly trust your usual fighting style. There are just too many variables.”

Graktar swallowed the sharp hissing sound at the back of his throat as he gave me advice on fighting in the arena.

Normally, it wouldn’t be a good idea to share information with a competitor.

Maybe he appreciated my straightforward fighting spirit. Battle-crazed races were often willing to do anything if it meant they could fight stronger opponents.

“For example?”

“There’s the vampire. At first, they pretend to be an ordinary human, feigning death.

Then, when their opponent lets their guard down, they strike, draining their blood… leaving them in a dazed state.”

Graktar stroked his chin as he continued, his expression darkening as if recalling an unpleasant memory.

“If you’ve never encountered it before, you won’t know how to counter it.

You need to deliberately let out some of your own blood, but how could you possibly know that in advance?”

“Well, when it happens, everything starts doubling in your vision. Everything around you blurs and shakes, making it impossible to focus.”

“…Huh? You’ve fought a vampire before?”

I nodded.

Graktar looked at me with intrigue as I silently confirmed it.

Having survived in the Demon Realm for an entire year, there were only a handful of enemies I hadn’t fought.

“I managed to defeat one by driving a silver stake through its heart. These days, even a mid-tier mage can perform basic material transmutation.”

“Unfortunately, that method won’t work in the arena. Even if you rip out their heart while they’re still alive, they won’t die here.”

Graktar shook his head in disapproval.

In Forsaken Hollow, victory could only be achieved by completely reducing your opponent to a pulp until they could no longer move—or by erasing their existence entirely.


“My recommendation is to aim for the muscles on the inner side of the joints. Even if they don’t die, they won’t be able to move. That makes it easier to subdue them.”

“I saw you use that technique in your last match. It looked pretty refined. But even if their skeletal muscles are different from regular creatures, does that method really work?”

I recalled the attack Graktar had used.

If the enemy’s bone structure was similar to that of a beast or a human, it wouldn’t be a problem—but there were always exceptions.

“If you were able to analyze that much, you might be alright. I always study how my opponent moves first, figuring out where their muscles and bones are before I make a move.”

Graktar let out a booming laugh as he looked at me. From his perspective—someone who could slice through all of an opponent’s muscles before they had a chance to react—just being aware of such techniques was already proof of considerable talent.

“…If you mainly use your fists, incorporating kicks could help. Watch your opponent’s toes, fingertips, and breathing patterns to predict their next move.”

As he spoke, he slowly reached for the massive battle axe on his back.

The flow of air changed in an instant.


The sheer battle spirit reflected in Graktar’s eyes was overwhelming, suffocating.

He was unmistakably a warrior of great strength.

“Graktar, warrior of the Abyssal God Abissus. I shall give my all for this glorious battle.”

“…Astal Kaisaros, the Unharmed Magician. Let’s have a good fight.”

I unraveled my magic circle, wrapping the strands around my fists as I took my stance against Graktar.



 
  Chapter 73: Men’s Friendship (2)


There was a question my master once asked me.

“What do you think is the most important thing in magic?”

It was something she had asked me as a test when she first discovered my talent while I was working as a janitor at the Blue Mage Tower.

A typical magician would have undoubtedly spoken about power or scale, emphasizing how important it was to wield strong magic.

After all, a mage tower is a place for researching magic that doesn’t exist in the world and for nurturing more powerful and efficient magicians.

Even if each tower had different values and goals, the harsh reality remained the same—weak magicians were destined to be weeded out and discarded.

While working as a janitor in this tower, I had seen many such people.

Those who had no talent, those who did not inherit magical blood from their parents, those whose comprehension or learning ability was inferior to others—no one remembered the names of those who left the tower.

But—

“…I believe it is whether magic can save people.”

Having lost all my precious ones in the past, I had no choice but to think differently.

No matter how powerful the magic, no matter how grand and beautiful, if it couldn’t save a single life, then it was meaningless.

“Oh? And why do you think that?”

“In the past, I was arrogant because I believed I had talent. That arrogance blinded me, making me unable to see reality properly. I once thought that magic only needed to be strong.”

I continued speaking with a heavy heart.

My body was covered in dust and grime, but what hurt more was my mind.

Trying to save everyone was as difficult as deliberately choosing all the wrong answers on a test.

When it came to human lives, there was no such thing as a correct answer.

“So, is that why you went so far as to secretly observe my lectures and teach yourself magic in secret? You’re quite the stubborn one.”

“Yes. I believed there might be an answer in your magic. Unlike others, you taught magic that was practical and useful in daily life.”

Hearing my response, Charlotte Snowrain, the master of the Blue Mage Tower, smiled gently.

I later learned that if I had simply spoken about the scale or beauty of magic, I would have been expelled from the tower on the spot.

Those who obsessed over visible qualities like strength and aesthetics without a noble purpose or determination were bound to become twisted magicians.

Magicians, by nature, were beings obsessed with something, and it was not uncommon for them to become corrupted in such ways.

“…You must already know what I often tell my students.”

“You often say that magic is the study of failure.”

“Indeed. Can you guess why?”

As she spoke, Charlotte casually flicked her hand, instantly removing all the dust from my body.

It was a silent incantation—a level of magic only those who had reached a certain level of mastery could perform.

Noticing her softened demeanor, I instinctively realized that I had passed some sort of test.

“I don’t know. Perhaps to remind us that everyone is capable of failure?”

I answered honestly, deciding against pretending to understand her intent or putting on airs.

“…Close, but that’s not quite the answer I was looking for. Shall we take a walk? Walking is the best way to organize one’s thoughts.”

Charlotte suggested a stroll, leading me out of the imposing and authoritative mage tower.

As we walked around the vast, open lake, she continued the conversation.

“Who do you think was the first person to create fire magic?”

My master—Charlotte Snowrain—asked this question to teach me what she believed to be the most important aspect of magic.

“Perhaps a magician from the Red Mage Tower? If not, maybe a housewife preparing a meal…?”

“No. It’s not that simple. Think more fundamentally—imagine who would have desired fire the most.”

Hearing my answer, Charlotte shook her head.

As curiosity filled my mind, wondering who might have originally longed for fire—

“…It must have been someone shivering in the cold. Someone desperately struggling for even the slightest bit of warmth.”

She spoke an unexpected answer.

It was not the renowned magicians of the Red Mage Tower, famous for their fire magic.

Nor was it ordinary people who needed fire in their daily lives.

“Magic is the study of defeat. It was likely created by someone weak—someone who lost their loved ones to the cold and had to find a way to survive, no matter what.”

“…..”

“It’s ironic, isn’t it? A powerful magic that can burn people to death can also be used to save those shivering in the cold.”

As she spoke, Charlotte raised her index finger and conjured a small flame.

A simple spell, yet one that could determine a person’s life or death.

It was such a basic thing, yet it was also an easy truth to forget.

“In the end, that’s what magic is. Depending on the user, it can be a beacon of hope or a source of despair.”

“…I will remember that.”

Charlotte nodded and handed me a blue robe.

It was a garment that only the top students of the Blue Mage Tower were allowed to wear.

Yet she told me that since I understood her ideals, I was more than qualified.

“You are now a full-fledged member of the Blue Mage Tower. Congratulations, Astal.”

From that moment on, I no longer underestimated magic that saved people.

I had realized that even the simplest and weakest spell could save countless lives.

★★★

The reason I was now dismantling my magic circle and wrapping the energy around my fist was an extension of that philosophy.

Even though I had learned hand-to-hand combat to compensate for my weakness in close quarters, I still needed to account for as many variables as possible in real battle.

‘…I could embed magic into four parts of my body in total.’

Following Graktar’s advice, if I alternated my footwork, I could actually use more than just two spells at a time.

On my right hand—a binding spell.

On my left hand—a paralysis spell.

On my legs—a freezing spell and a fire spell.

Since I was still in the experimental phase, I wasn’t using high-tier magic yet—it carried too much risk.

“Uoooooohh!!”

Graktar, seeing that I was ready, let out a deafening roar that shook the ground.

This was a trait of Barbarians—frenzy.

A battle cry fueled by rage that heightened their resistance to slashes, strikes, and physical impact.

“I won’t hold back or play mind games from the start! What you want isn’t a battle of calculations—you want real, hands-on combat experience!”

With those words, Graktar charged at me.

A sudden gust of wind surged, and his movements became so fast that I could barely see them.

‘…It’s similar to how Victoria starts a fight.’

The way he used raw draconic strength to propel himself forward was nearly identical to her technique.

But after spending a year watching and learning by her side, I no longer relied on sight alone—I trusted my instincts to read Graktar’s attack.

Clang!


A sharp metallic sound rang out as his axe clashed against my magic-infused right hand.

“Oh? You reacted to that? Looks like you’ve got potential! You might actually be worth training!”

His eyes widened slightly as he noticed the roots sprouting from my hand, attempting to entangle his weapon and disarm him.

Realizing my intent, he immediately retaliated by launching a kick at my abdomen to send me flying.

That was the instinct of a born warrior.

Even in the midst of battle, when unexpected situations arose, he knew how to adapt instantly.

“Thanks for the compliment.”

I activated the magic circle on my left leg, freezing the ground beneath me to slide out of the way.

His kick missed me by a hair’s breadth, skimming through my hair as I evaded.

“So you’re thanking me already? That just means I’ll push you even harder!”

Graktar smirked before pulling a small hand axe from his pocket, immediately attempting to smash my skull with it.

He had already anticipated that he might be disarmed and was prepared for it.

“…Is that so? I think I’m still doing fine.”

I caught the small axe with my other hand.

I had heard rumors of Barbarians who fought by throwing weapons, but this was my first time experiencing it firsthand.

Even though I kept up a confident front, I could tell—every time we exchanged blows, I could feel his overwhelming strength.

If this were a real fight in an arena instead of a training match, I would have already been beheaded.

“Put more strength into your strikes. Attack with the intent to kill. Use your full body weight and combine it with your magic for more impact.”

Thud. Thud.

Dull impacts echoed as we exchanged punches.

Every time I let a hit through, my entire body staggered from the sheer force.

“What’s wrong? Where’s that spirit from earlier? Or are you some kind of eunuch who can’t put his hips into it?”

Graktar taunted me, deliberately provoking me with crude words.

But after training under Victoria, I was already immune to such insults.


If she had been here, she probably would have nodded in fierce agreement.

That thought made the corners of my lips twitch into a small smirk.

“No way.”

I unraveled my magic circles further, wrapping them around my entire body.

Originally, I had been saving this for my fight against the Dullahan, but now wasn’t the time to hold back.



 
  Chapter 74: Men’s Friendship (3)


Graktar was someone who would do anything for his family.

His younger sister and parents, whom he cherished more than anything.

From a young age, the only ones who had supported him, believed in him, and stood by his side were his family, as he was gifted with a stronger physique and mind than others.

To repay that love, Graktar struggled to provide for them, even if it meant taking increasingly dangerous risks.

After all, in the demon realm, where the basic currency was dreams, blood, and lifespan, living an ordinary life required immense effort.

“…The skeletal structure is the same as that of a typical human male, and the muscles are well-developed, showing clear signs of extensive training.”

Graktar analyzed Astal’s movements, reading his body structure.

He was familiar with warriors modifying their bodies for more unorthodox fighting styles.

Having worked as a butcher carving up monster meat, he had learned how to wield a blade, and along with that, he had come to understand the basic structure of muscles and bones.

That was why, even when facing an unfamiliar monster in the arena, a bit of observation was all he needed to discern its weak points and movements.

“So all you did was dismantle a magic circle and wrap it around yourself… That’s it?”

Graktar’s eyes widened as he grabbed Astal with his massive hands.

In a close-quarters brawl like this, he had no doubt that he held the upper hand.

A few years ago, when his younger sister fell gravely ill, Graktar had been forced to enter an underground fighting arena to earn money for her treatment.

In a place like the Dullahan’s Colosseum, where pure strength ruled above all, he had no choice but to put all his power and skill to the test.

There, he had learned how to use his fists and feet, how to subdue opponents much larger than himself.

Having survived until the very end in that pitch-dark stage, his strength had been recognized, earning him an invitation to the Dullahan’s Colosseum.

“Hup…!”

Graktar immediately lifted Astal and hurled him far into the solid ground with monstrous strength.

He wasn’t stupid enough to just stand still and take an unfamiliar spell head-on.

Right now, he had no main weapon, and all of his throwable items were gone.

All he had left were his own two arms and legs.

Boom!

Astal, wrapped in countless magic circles like tangled threads, crashed into the ground with a dull thud.

For an ordinary human, the impact would have been enough to shatter their spine and kill them instantly.

But this was Forsaken Hollow, a place where death was not an option.

Even if you were covered in blood and had broken bones, you had to keep fighting—that was the rule here.

“Get up! If you pass out from just this, you’ll lose instantly in a real battle!”

Knowing this, Graktar deliberately called out to Astal, trying to wake him.

If he didn’t grow accustomed to this kind of fight, he was as good as dead.

Graktar had been there when the Dullahan took innocent humans hostage.

He had witnessed firsthand how the Dullahan forced a mage from a hero’s party to enter the arena by using helpless people as bargaining chips.

It was an unfair act, and Graktar had despised it.

He couldn’t help but wonder—what if, instead of random humans, it had been his own family taken as hostages?

The demon realm operated on the principle of power, but seeing the Dullahan resort to such underhanded tactics made him sick to his stomach.

“You have people you care about too, don’t you? Have you never thought that, for their sake, even your own life wouldn’t be too high a price?”

The reason Graktar had a favorable impression of Astal was because he had seen how the latter refused to be toyed with by the Dullahan’s tricks and instead willingly entered the arena.

If it had been his own family at stake, he would have done the same.

“…Yeah, I think the same way. Isn’t it obvious? Guys like us, who fight with everything we’ve got, are all the same.”

Hearing those words, Astal got back on his feet.

His face was obscured by the tangled magic circles, making his expression unreadable.

But there was no doubt—his voice carried the unmistakable tone of a warrior.

A voice filled with the thrill and exhilaration of battle.

“That’s more like it! Now you’re worthy of being part of the hero’s party that I approve of!”

Graktar laughed heartily as he looked at his opponent.

The distinctive snorting laughter of an orc—“Chwik!”—echoed freely, without restraint this time.

A battle where pure strength and skill collide.

That was the only thing that made the hearts of these two men race.

He had already heard of the infamous Hero’s Party while living in the Demon Realm.

They were known for cutting down demons and monsters without a word, bringing death wherever they went.

“…I’ve learned something new. So, it’s possible to throw an opponent like this, huh?”

“Throwing isn’t limited to just objects or weapons!”

However, the man named Astal, whom he saw with his own eyes, was clearly different from the rumors. He was a rational person.

He even asked a monster like him if he practiced cannibalism before attacking.

And for the sake of victory, he was willing to seek help from beings who were normally in a kill-or-be-killed relationship.

‘He was excessively rational. As if he would do anything for victory….’

That part of him was so similar, like looking into a mirror, that Graktar couldn’t help but smirk.

Normally, humans would either beg for their lives or scream and flee at the sight of a demon or monster.

“You can do it too! If you enhance your strength with magic or increase your body size, you’ll have enough of an advantage in battle!”

The opponent standing before Graktar was radiating an undeniable warrior’s aura.

★★★

Unraveling the magic circle like a coil and wrapping it around his body had multiple advantages.

First, unlike when only using his hands and feet, it acted like armor, allowing him to block incoming attacks.

‘If not for this, my spine would’ve been broken just now…’

Feeling a cold chill run up his back, he gulped.

Of course, since he was an immortal Forsaken Hollow, he could recover with Victoria’s healing or by using potions.

But if a similar situation had occurred in an arena match hosted by a Dullahan, his opponent wouldn’t have given him the chance to recover and would have crushed him.

That would have meant defeat and, effectively, his death—being expelled from this domain.

‘So he’s deliberately fighting like this to teach me how to battle in the arena.’

With every exchange of blows with Graktar, he felt as if he was being taught something.

It wasn’t just a fight to the death but more like a student and teacher exchanging knowledge.

Astal had already revealed all his techniques—his barbarian frenzy, his way of throwing weapons and opponents, and his close combat skills.

“Clench your fists tighter! Strike with more force! Mix in your legs to exploit openings!”

Graktar pointed out that he had a habit of using his right hand and foot too often, leaving blind spots. He then struck at those gaps with his fists.

Although the magic circle absorbed the impact, there was no telling when it might fail.

“…Thanks for the advice.”

Saying that, he altered the nature of the magic circle surrounding him.

His control was still unrefined, so he couldn’t embed multiple spells at once.

‘I’ll follow Graktar’s advice and enlarge my body to create a difference in weight class.’


For now, he decided to obey. It felt like the greatest show of respect toward him.

“Yes! This is how a magician should fight! Unlike those fools who rely only on weapons or brute strength, you have to use your brain!”

As he activated the gigantification magic, Megamorph, his body expanded, taking on a form akin to that of a giant.

Seeing this, Graktar let out a chuckle.

This was the second advantage—being able to maximize the effectiveness of the same magic.

Boom! Thud!

A dull, heavy sound rang out as his now-massive fist crashed down toward Graktar’s position.

Even against such a brute-force attack, Graktar gritted his teeth and blocked it with both arms. His sheer strength was truly astounding.

“With this level of power, you could wipe out half the arena! But if you want to face a Dullahan, you’ll need even stronger magic!”

Declaring that it still wasn’t enough, Graktar reached out with his bare hands to tear apart the magic circle surrounding his body.


“Desire it more! Crave survival with all your being! That is the answer as I see it!”

Rip!

The magic circle was torn apart, leaving a momentary opening. Graktar grinned at him.

“Don’t worry! Even if I die—I’ll make sure you survive, Astal!”

As if he were greeting an old friend on the street.



 
  Chapter 75: Men’s Friendship (4)


After my battle with Graktar, I began receiving guidance from him on overall combat techniques.

“You’re saying you make a sword using your mana core? What kind of mage comes up with something like that?”

As we exchanged blows, he observed my style.

The combat and swordsmanship I had learned up to this point were nothing more than crude imitations of what I had seen others do.

Ultimately, I needed the guidance of someone who truly knew their craft.

Normally, I could have learned from Kyle, but given my goal of achieving final victory in the arena, it made more sense to heed the advice of Graktar, who had fought countless battles.

“Hmm, your grip and angle aren’t bad. Looks like you’ve picked up something from somewhere.

As expected of a hero? I did hear you were from the Dragon Slayer family…”

As I swung my iron sword, Graktar pointed out and corrected my mistakes.

Instead of focusing solely on cutting down my opponent, he emphasized the importance of deflecting attacks and maintaining a solid defensive stance.

“No, that’s wrong. Try again. Just now, I left an opening at my waist, didn’t I? The most efficient move would be to deflect and then strike immediately.”

“But wouldn’t that put you at risk of getting hurt?”

“This is Forsaken Hollow! As long as you don’t kill someone outright, minor injuries can be healed anytime!”

Graktar let out a hearty laugh and patted my back with his massive hand.

At first, I had my doubts about whether I could fully trust him—after all, monsters and demons had different ways of thinking and valuing things compared to humans.

“…Aside from his obsession with fighting and family, he’s surprisingly down-to-earth.”

As I shared drinks with Graktar, I realized that even in the demon realm, filled with lunatics, he was one of the few with a relatively normal mindset.

Maybe this shift in perspective was due to my contract relationship with Victoria.

In the past, even if it was to win in the arena, I would have never sought help from a monster.

“Men grow stronger through fighting! Astal! This kind of wound doesn’t even count as a scratch!”

With his drunkenness setting in, Graktar’s voice grew louder as he laughed.

He was usually calm and rational, but when speaking to a warrior he acknowledged, he would drop his guard and act more like a friend.

“You should have another drink! When you make a new friend, it’s a warrior’s duty to celebrate!”

The alcohol I had bought for Graktar was fairly expensive, making it a good way to relieve the tension and fatigue from battle.

He kept offering me more with a contented smile.

“…There’s someone who would get mad if I drank too much.”

I only took the first drink he handed me and avoided drinking any further.

I was worried about how Victoria might use this as an opportunity to tease or seduce me if she found out.

“Don’t tell me… it’s that dragon?! Well, now that you’ve got her scent all over you, she definitely won’t leave you alone!”

Graktar looked at me with envy before downing another drink.

I could hear the loud gulping sounds as he swallowed.

“That’s exactly why I’m worried. People like us never know when we’ll die, so I’ve been trying to keep my distance emotionally…”

Was it the alcohol I hadn’t had in a long time, or was it the fact that Victoria wasn’t around, making me let my guard down?

For whatever reason, I found myself sharing concerns I hadn’t been able to voice to anyone else.

Maybe it was because I didn’t consider Graktar a long-term companion, just someone I would part ways with eventually.

“What? Why are you being so cowardly about this?”

The moment Graktar heard my words, his face twisted in disbelief.

It was such a stark contrast from his usual carefree demeanor that I almost mistook him for someone else.

“If someone cares about you, you should cherish them even more! Astal, I didn’t take you for a coward!”

“None of the past hero parties have ever survived, you know that. The Demon King is unbelievably strong.”

I let out a deep sigh.

Every hero’s party starts out full of hope, but in the end, all that awaits them is tragic despair.

However—

“…Are you sure about that? The first hero is still alive.”

Graktar suddenly dropped a bombshell.

I had heard bards sing songs and spread rumors that the first hero, who had fought the Demon King, might still be alive, but I never thought it could be true.

“Wait… That was real? I thought it was just a rumor…”

Graktar’s tone and attitude made it clear he wasn’t joking.

“Of course, it’s true. The guy’s a Dullahan now. Everyone in this territory knows it.”

“…What?”

“It’s been so long that he doesn’t even remember his human name.

Then again, considering how humanity likely labeled him a traitor, maybe it’s his way of rationalizing everything.”

I was left speechless.

The idea that the being who had killed my parents and slaughtered my village had once been human was too much to process.

“Wasn’t the first hero’s name Vermillion?”

I recalled what I knew about the first hero, a figure so legendary that the Empire had built a statue in his honor.

The thought of him being a Dullahan seemed impossible.

“That was probably the second hero. The continent most likely erased all records of the true first hero.”

“How do you even know this?”

Graktar simply shook his head in response. His vast knowledge piqued my curiosity.

Just how did he come to know all these hidden truths?

“I’ve been through a lot of places, scraping by at the lowest levels of society. I clawed my way up from the very bottom, where only the abandoned and forgotten people gather.”

Graktar continued speaking, showing the scars on his face and body instead of providing a detailed explanation.

The marks were clear evidence of a harsh life.

“Anyway, since Dullahan was once a human like you, I assume he knows a thing or two about cruelty.”

Graktar spoke as if it were nothing, tearing off a piece of well-cooked turkey.

It was baffling why he was sharing such valuable information with me, someone who could very well be his enemy.

“Why are you telling me this…? We might end up as enemies in the arena.”

“A true warrior can get a sense of someone’s life just by exchanging blows with them. Besides, you already confided in me about your troubles with women, didn’t you?”

Graktar explained that trust is not something given by one side alone but is built through mutual exchange.

Unlike the brutish and reckless image often associated with orcs, Graktar had a bold yet intelligent demeanor.

“Besides, in the arena, you meet all kinds of people. Someone you thought was an enemy might save your life, while a so-called friend might betray you in the blink of an eye.”

Graktar gazed into the distance as he spoke.

His hands trembled slightly, and I had a feeling he was holding back sorrow.

Because the place he was looking at was a list—the names of those who had lost their lives in the arena.

“Do you think nothing remains after death, Astal?”

“…..”

“I don’t believe that. Even if a person ceases to exist, the emotions and memories they leave behind remain forever.”

Graktar poured himself a drink.


Watching him, I couldn’t help but take a sip as well.

From his serious tone, I could tell that he had pondered the same thoughts as I had.

“I once had a woman who loved me. She was a half-orc who fell for me after watching me fight. At first, I kept my distance, just like you.”

“Because she was a distraction in battle?”

“Yeah. I believed that developing personal feelings would only get me killed. Besides, I only wanted to focus on providing for my family and nothing else.”

Graktar opened the locket hanging around his neck.

Inside was an old, faded photograph of a man and a woman.

“Sharana would cry even from a small cut on her skin, so honestly, she wasn’t exactly my type.

Since she had human blood, she was much smarter than the average orc, too.”

Graktar’s eyes reddened slightly as he looked at the photo.

“Could it be that all the strange feelings I had about you…?”

Suddenly, everything clicked into place.

The reason Graktar shared values similar to humans, why he showed kindness even to me—a member of the hero’s party—was all because of her influence.

“Yeah, I learned a lot from Sharana. That’s also why I never eat human flesh. She was far too good for me.”

Graktar nodded as if confirming my thoughts.

Then, as if nothing had happened, he closed the locket and took a deep drink.

I followed suit, raising my glass.

“…Didn’t you say you were only having one drink?”

“Stories like this are hard to tell without some alcohol.”

“You’re more flexible than I thought. That’s why I like you.”

Graktar smirked, and our glasses clinked together in the dimly lit tavern.

“Later, Dullahan found out about my relationship with Sharana, and in the end, we were forced to fight as enemies in the arena. But do you know the most foolish part?”

“……”

“She deliberately lost to save me. She didn’t even block my axe with her shield like she usually did, and she let my attacks land, taking fatal wounds on purpose.”

On the list Graktar had been looking at, her name was there, along with a date—probably a day of remembrance.

“In the end, I survived without ever telling her how I truly felt. Until then, I had desperately clung to life, but now… it all seems meaningless.”

“So that’s why you wanted me to take care of your sister.”

“Yeah. If you want to kill Dullahan, you’ll have to defeat me first. I just don’t want you to make the same mistake I did. And honestly… I want to see that bastard dead myself.”

Now it made sense why Graktar harbored no loyalty toward Dullahan, the ruler of this territory, or even the Demon King himself.

I pressed my lips together in silence.

Instead of offering empty words of comfort, I felt that simply listening was the better choice.

“Anyway, my advice is that you need to be more confident. Even if you have to avenge your parents, even if death is looming over you… don’t you think it would be a shame to die without ever having loved, Astal?”

“…I understand. I’ll keep that in mind.”

I nodded at Graktar’s words, and in that moment, my perception of him shifted.

Just then—

“By the way, I saw a woman watching your fight from a distance earlier. She looked like your lover.”

“…What?”

As Graktar spoke, I felt a familiar presence.

Sensing that something was off, I turned around—


“Hello. I’m this gentleman’s lover. May I join you?”

A platinum-haired woman sat down with a bright smile, as if nothing were amiss.

It was Victoria Everhart, the one known as the Saintess of Flowers.

-I told you last time too, instead of drinking, you should touch my chest… Do I really need to punish you this time? Should I tie you up tightly so you can only look at me…?

Hearing her inner thoughts, I swallowed hard like a guilty man caught in the act.



 
  Chapter 76: Always Put Me First (1)


Victoria saw me drinking and clicked her tongue with a tsk sound.

She seemed displeased, probably because I had broken a promise to her.

A sharp glint flashed in Victoria’s eyes as she deliberately sat down next to me with an audible thud.

“Victoria, what are you doing here…?”

“The sun is about to set, and you still haven’t returned to the lodging.”

As she intentionally linked her arm with mine and pressed her chest against me, I couldn’t help but shudder.

Victoria was jealous—even of the men I was friendly with.

-Good thing I followed you just in case. I almost lost Astal… I won’t let that happen again.

Reading her thoughts, I realized she had been tailing me from the start. I had no idea how to handle her growing obsession.

“Am I being a nuisance by joining you here?”

“No! In fact, we were just talking about you!”

Graktar let out a hearty laugh at Victoria, showing no fear despite how terrifying she could be when angry.

His nonchalant attitude in dealing with her was almost admirable.

“Oh my, what were you talking about that was so amusing?”

-From what I had just overheard and the way he was being friendly toward Astal, he didn’t seem like a bad monster.

Well, protecting my husband’s reputation is part of my duty as his wife.

Victoria covered her mouth with her hand and gave a reserved laugh, acting shy.

It felt odd—she never cared about appearances when she was with me.

“I was just telling Astal to act more like a real man instead of pushing you away like a coward!”

“…..”

Graktar’s words left me speechless.

Even after rejecting Victoria’s confession, I was still worried about hurting her.

I thought about how timid and passive I must have seemed and couldn’t bring myself to lift my head.

“But I actually like that kindness in Lord Astal. After all, the reason he won’t accept my feelings is because he’s afraid I might die.”

Victoria gave me a soft smile and placed a gentle kiss on my cheek.

Even in front of a burly orc barbarian, she showed no sign of fear.

Yes, this was who Victoria Everhart had always been.

“Even if you claim to dislike me, my love for you will never waver. I will simply wait, endlessly.”

Some might call it stubbornness, while others might see it as noble devotion.

No matter what misfortunes life threw at her, she was the kind of person who would keep walking her own path with unwavering determination.

“Ha! You two are a perfect match! I don’t even understand why you asked for my advice!”

Graktar seemed to be pleased with Victoria’s response, downing his drink in one gulp and letting out a satisfied sigh.

“May I ask for your name?”

“I’m Graktar! I just became this guy’s friend—a proud orc barbarian!”

He extended his massive hand toward Victoria for a handshake, but she shook her head regretfully.

“I am Victoria Everhart, the Saint of Flowers. I apologize, but my body is not permitted to have physical contact with other men.”

“Ah, is it because of the Celestial God? Well, if it’s her, that makes sense!”

Observing Victoria’s reluctance, Graktar scratched his chin with a knowing expression.

“Do you know something about the Celestial God?”

“Of course! This is the Demon Realm, after all! The Demon God Serena is actually her sister!”

Graktar burst into laughter as he began recounting what he knew.

He spoke of Serena, the Demon God worshiped in this land, as well as Abyssus, the God of Monsters—figures vastly different from those revered on the continent.

“Wait, is that true? The Celestial God and the Demon God are sisters? I’ve never heard of that before.”

My eyes widened in shock.

Suddenly, the mural I had seen in the Holy Kingdom’s forbidden archives made sense.

Perhaps this was why all the other gods had turned against one particular existence.

“It’s only natural that this wouldn’t be known on the continent. Just as light cannot exist without casting a shadow, they are two beings who oppose yet are inseparable…”

“…Good and evil in life cannot be strictly divided. We must bear the shadow and move toward the light.”

That was a verse from scripture that Victoria often recited.

As I recalled those words, I finally grasped the connection to Serena, the Goddess of Darkness and Night.

The gods maintained the balance of this world.

If the concept of good and evil was merely one example of that balance… then it wasn’t impossible for other aspects to follow the same principle.

“That’s right! Here in the Demon Realm, we have the opposite version of that verse: ‘We must bear the light and return to the darkness.’“

Graktar nodded enthusiastically at my words, clearly pleased.

Since he was the first genuinely friendly figure I had encountered in this realm, I was gathering more valuable information than I had expected.

“I have no interest in the heretical doctrines. In the end, aren’t they nothing more than beings who cruelly massacre and violate people?”

-You’re too quick to trust others. What if he’s lying to you? And yet, you’re speaking so openly while the Celestial God Lumina’s saintess is sitting right next to you…

Hearing this, Victoria bit her lower lip slightly.

Even though she prayed for her enemies and offered solace to the dying, there was no way she, as the saintess of the Celestial God, would take an interest in the opposing dark god.

She was the one who had led the charge in smashing Serena’s idols with a hammer and slaughtering the succubi who impersonated clergy.

“…Even if it is a heretical path, I believe there is something to learn from it. If I’ve forced this conversation upon you, I apologize.”

BANG!

“…!!!”

Before I could react, Graktar slammed his head onto the table in an apparent act of apology.

A trickle of blood ran down his forehead, but he didn’t seem to care.

“There was no need to go that far….”

“You are the saintess of the Hero’s Party, representing humanity.

You walk a path completely opposite to the Dullahan who reside here. If I misspoke, it’s only right that I apologize!”

It was a simple and brutish gesture, but strangely enough, it made Graktar’s words feel more credible.

In a realm where deception was the norm, it was rare to find someone so trustworthy.

He was distinctly different from the demons and monsters I had encountered before.

“…Victoria, how about you have a drink as well? It’s hard to have these kinds of discussions while completely sober.”

“Are you trying to turn me into your accomplice? Have you forgotten that you were the one who told me to abstain from drinking?”

Victoria clung tighter to my arm, clearly expressing her discontent at my broken promise.

“Well, just for tonight, I want to drink with you.”

“…What did you just say?”

“What, is it so strange for lovers to share a drink together?”

I raised my glass as I spoke, meeting Victoria’s gaze.

If I didn’t express my feelings in moments like these, I might truly regret it one day—just as Graktar had warned.


“…….”

-He said ‘lovers.’ He said ‘lovers.’ He said ‘lovers.’

Victoria’s eyes widened in shock before she coughed a few times, as if trying to compose herself.

“You’re unexpectedly good at setting the mood. Fine, I’ll indulge you just this once.”

Gulp, gulp.

Victoria immediately downed the drink I poured her, while Graktar, seeing this, eagerly ordered more food and drinks.

“Owner! Bring us some well-roasted metalbird meat and a bottle of aged fruit wine! It’s on me!”

“I didn’t intend to owe you a debt…”

“What are you talking about? You’ve already given me something valuable in return. I’d hate to see your love become something unfulfilled.”

Graktar looked at us with warm, almost parental eyes, smiling gently.

Knowing that he could have easily been an enemy, yet seeing him cheer for our love, I felt emboldened.

If I could survive this arena, if I could get one step closer to defeating the Demon King…

Maybe—just maybe—I could finally tell Victoria how I truly felt.

“Lord Astal, no matter what happens, shouldn’t you always prioritize someone as adorable as me over your friend?”

“What…?”


“Look, I’m right here, the cutest Victoria in the world.”

With just one drink, Victoria’s face had turned red, and unlike her usual self, she was rubbing her face against my chest with an affectionate pout.

“…Always think of me first.”

-I’ll pretend to be drunk, confess the feelings I’ve been holding back, and then seduce him in bed later…! If I say it was just a drunken accident, I can get away with it…!

Hearing her devious thoughts loud and clear, I instantly realized—Victoria wasn’t drunk at all.



 
  Chapter 77: Always Put Me First (2)


The woman named Victoria Everhart was more scheming than I had expected.

Contrary to her saintly status and carefully built image, all she ever thought about was ambushing me at any moment to make things a done deal.

“I don’t think it’s right for you to go drinking with friends when you have an adorable Victoria right here… You know I get lonely so easily….”

Victoria was deliberately pretending to be drunk, acting all cute and affectionate, trying to exploit the weak spots in my heart.

“You weren’t always like this. Where did the cold, rational, and devout Saint Victoria go?”

I placed a cold ice spell on Victoria’s neck, hoping it would help her come to her senses.

“Huh? What are you talking about? The only Victoria here is the most adorable one in the whole world….”

Unlike when we first started our contract relationship, Victoria didn’t even attempt to drop her act.

She was shamelessly pretending to be drunk, unfazed by calling herself in the third person, and didn’t stop being affectionate with me regardless of whether people were around or not.

“Hahaha! You must have really made your lover anxious if she’s acting like this just because of a few drinks!”

Graktar chuckled, sipping his drink while enjoying the ridiculous spectacle before him. His expression was full of amusement.

Right now, he had cast a perception-dampening spell around us to keep the other patrons in the tavern from noticing our behavior, but…

“Long story short, I guess I really did mess up.”

“That’s right! You’re absolutely at fault! How could you not accept my love…?!”

Victoria continued planting kisses on my neck, cheek, shoulder, and collarbone as if to mark her territory.

I started wishing for a hole in the ground to crawl into and hide.

“You didn’t accept my confession…! You didn’t keep your promise to quit drinking and smoking with me…! You don’t even hold me warmly every night…! Mmmph—! Mmff!”

“…Sorry for causing a scene.”

As Victoria seemed to be rapidly spiraling out of control, I had no choice but to clamp my hand over her mouth, breaking into a nervous sweat.

“Well, that happens. I was just as clueless when I first started dating. But don’t forget—someone who sincerely loves you like this is rare.”

“Exactly! That’s exactly right! This man needs to treasure me more! Where else could he find such a kind and devoted saint?!”

Victoria easily overpowered my attempt to silence her, forcing my hand away and continuing to say whatever she pleased.

Originally, we were supposed to keep our contract relationship a secret from our companions.

Since she had no one to confide in about her bottled-up emotions, she was just letting them all out now.

“You used to curse at me and call me a pervert all the time…”

“That was then! This is now! And besides, I wasn’t exactly wrong, was I? You’re not even impotent or anything…!”

Victoria yelled as she ran her hand along my thigh under the table, touching places that a supposed saint should not.

“And back then, I was living on borrowed time! I wanted to get rid of my feelings for you, but I just couldn’t, so I acted out instead!”

Leaning into me even more, Victoria clung to me with a desperation fueled by the alcohol—or rather, her act of being drunk, since she wasn’t actually intoxicated in the slightest.

“Do you dislike me, Astal?”

“I… don’t dislike you, but….”

“Then why won’t you accept my feelings?! Victoria is very angry! If you don’t give me a kiss on the cheek, I’ll be upset!”

She puffed up her cheeks and wrapped her arms tightly around me.

The softness of her body pressed against mine, making it increasingly difficult to decide where to direct my gaze.

-This is a bit embarrassing, but… I have no choice if I want to seduce Astal! Yep, this is all your fault!

Since I could hear Victoria’s inner thoughts, her flustered voice echoed in my head as she threw away her pride and any pretense of being a saint, choosing instead to bare her true emotions to me.

“As a third party, I think I should take my leave now!”

Graktar laughed heartily as he stood up, settling the bill with the tavern’s staff with impressive foresight.

“Wait, hold on! What about all this food and drink we ordered?!”

“Isn’t it obvious? You and that woman can finish it yourselves! Anyway, I’ll see you at the arena tomorrow!”

Without looking back, Graktar waved his hand and left the tavern, giving me a thumbs-up as he went.

I understood the implied encouragement, but I hadn’t expected him to abandon me like this.

“…Now it’s just the two of us, Astal.”

Gulp.

Watching Victoria swallow dramatically, like a predator eyeing its prey, I couldn’t help but shiver.

★★★

One by one, the glasses emptied, and in the heated, intoxicating atmosphere, we momentarily forgot about the fact that demonic beings and monsters were our enemies.

“So—, the problem is that Astal is too much of a coward. You never know what could happen. This might be our first and only chance to defeat the Demon King and bring peace to the world!”

“Many hero parties have already tried to kill the Demon King. But not a single human has ever survived.”

Our differing opinions and emotions clashed.

Victoria couldn’t understand me, and I couldn’t understand her either.

“But that Dullahan guy survived! As long as I can be with you, I don’t care if this world is destroyed.”

“…Are you being serious right now? You, the saint of the heavenly god Lumina, are saying something like that…?”

I couldn’t hide my shock at Victoria’s words.

I never imagined that a saint, chosen by the gods, would ever think that the world could just as well be destroyed.

“I was born as nothing more than a pawn for the gods.

Do you know how painful it was to live a life where all I could do was use miracles while being imprisoned by demons, unable to save my parents?”

“……”

“I don’t know what the heavenly god wants from me, but I never once wished to become a saint.”

Victoria’s voice sounded sadder than ever.

It was rare for her to talk about the sacrifices she had been forced to make just because she was born a saint.

“Like a caged canary, I was locked away in a place where I couldn’t eat or sleep properly, forced to use miracles endlessly.

Eventually, the holy knights of the Papacy rescued me.”

She spoke slowly, swallowing back her emotions as if she was recalling those painful memories.

I knew from reading the restricted archives of the Holy Kingdom that, like me, she had also lost her parents to demons.

Victoria’s hometown, known as the ‘Village of Miracles,’ had been a place filled with people whose selfishness led them to turn a blind eye to her suffering.

“That’s why I thought I had to live as a saint. After all, the only reason I survived was because of the heavenly god. But do you know what’s funny?”

“…Victoria, you’re too drunk. Stop drinking now.”

Seeing her flushed face and slurred speech, I reached out to take her glass away.

She had started drinking excessively out of frustration, since no matter how much she tried to seduce me, I wouldn’t give in.

“No. You never listened when I told you to quit drinking and smoking. Do you know how worried I was that you might get poisoned like the previous Pope or fall sick and die?”

-…If you really die, I’ll live as a widow for the rest of my life. And I’ll carve your name in big letters on your tombstone so people can make fun of you for being a eunuch…

Her inner thoughts were more transparent than ever.

The fact that her words were spilling out so unfiltered meant she had already drunk way past her limit.

“You were the only man who treated me like a normal woman instead of a saint.

Whenever other people saw me, all they ever did was pray, saying things like, ‘Lady Victoria, please heal my illness. Please make me rich…’”

Victoria traced circles on the back of my hand with her fingertip, gazing at me with the softest expression.

I had only treated her as a regular person because I believed that was the right thing to do.

“But that’s because… it is the right thing to do.”


“That’s right. You’re that kind of righteous person. That’s also why you keep postponing giving me an answer about my feelings.”

-If Astal were the type to flirt with just any woman and constantly think about dirty things, I wouldn’t have fallen for him in the first place.

She chuckled as she spoke, watching my reaction.

She had told me countless times before—how I was the first man who didn’t lust after her even after seeing her naked, but instead, worried about her well-being.

Whenever she walked down the streets, men would stare at her with lewd gazes because of her voluptuous curves.

She had even confessed that she wanted to die whenever she became the subject of their crude jokes and indecent rumors.

“…And so, I realized.

Ah, this person could love me not as Saint Victoria, but simply as Victoria.”

Her evaluation of me was incredibly favorable, completely opposite to how others viewed her.

“Then why don’t you ever prioritize me? Even if our relationship started as a contract, you know by now that I truly love you.”

Victoria picked up the will I had written and placed it on the table.

Her teary reflection shimmered on its transparent surface.

“Even after I’ve been this honest, is my love still too much for you?

Do you think leaving me behind with just a will and dying is the end of it?”

“No, that’s not what I—”

“Ugh, fine. Whatever.”

Victoria suddenly leaned in and left a light kiss on my lips.

It wasn’t her usual passionate kiss, but one filled with lingering regret.

“…I’ll wait for your real answer.

So don’t you dare die.


And next time, tell me you love me in a more romantic place. Promise?”

She hugged me one last time before saying she’d go back to our lodgings first.

-No matter how I think about it, I’d be much happier if you held me because you truly wanted me, not because of some drunken mistake.

—Isn’t that what real love is?

As I listened to the quiet echo of Victoria’s inner thoughts fading away, I felt my heart beat just a little faster.



 
  Chapter 78: Fight in the Arena Where You Can’t Die (1)


Thus, a new morning dawned upon Forsaken Hollow, and once again, I was making my way toward the Dullahan’s arena.

The heat of battle and the roaring cheers echoing from afar were still something I couldn’t quite get used to.

Due to the unique nature of this domain—where death did not exist—the sight of combatants endlessly fighting, day and night, remained an uncanny spectacle no matter how many times I saw it.

It felt almost like hell itself—the sight of warriors refusing death as they clashed, while spectators dismissed it all as mere entertainment, consuming the battles with glee.

“…It’s a shame I can’t fight alongside you.”

Kyle spoke as he watched me heading toward the arena’s waiting room.

From the perspective of a hero like him, with the head of one of the Four Heavenly Kings practically within reach, it must have been frustrating to send a comrade in alone.

“Right? If you were helping, we could probably take down the Dullahan in no time.”

As he kicked at a stray pebble in frustration, his behavior seemed so uncharacteristic of him that I couldn’t help but chime in.

“…Really? Do you actually think that?”

“Of course not. That was a joke. We struggled so much just to take down Bellamora—how could we defeat something even stronger that easily?”

“No, wait. It might actually be possible. If we drop the Dullahan’s helmet into the sea and let it sink, or bury it deep underground…”

Kyle’s face immediately brightened with amusement as he spoke playfully.

It was hard to believe that he was also a chosen warrior of the divine, just like the Dullahan—his carefree attitude painted a stark contrast.

Thinking about the opponent who had taken innocent humans hostage just to force us into this arena, and who had carefully orchestrated this entire scenario, I clenched my teeth in frustration.

“I don’t like this. In the end, it just means Astal has to sacrifice himself again. He was barely clinging to life just a few days ago…”

Anima looked concerned as she glanced at the flowers still clinging to my body.

Since she was close friends with Victoria, she knew better than anyone how painful and agonizing these flowers were.

“If things had gone wrong, we might have ended up fighting among ourselves. It’s unfortunate, but this is the best course of action.”

“No matter what, we’re a hero’s party, Tarion! We live together and die together—we’re comrades!”

Anima and Tarion had differing opinions on me entering the arena alone.

To be honest, Anima wasn’t wrong.

For the past year, we had fought side by side, crossing countless battlefields.

Rather than surviving at the cost of someone else’s sacrifice, we had always wished to survive together.

Even I, who once had no will to live, had slowly changed my mindset after joining the hero’s party.

“I believe in Astal above all else. He has saved us from battlefields surrounded by countless demons and monsters.

He even dealt a fatal blow to Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

Tarion continued speaking, barely managing to calm his lover.

He admitted that if anyone else were sent into the arena, he would have tried to stop them at all costs.

“Right now, in this place, the person with the highest chance of killing the Demon King is objectively Astal. Don’t you all agree?”

Without a hint of hesitation, Tarion made an outrageous statement.

Not the chosen hero of the gods, but me—a mere warrior—was the one with the greatest chance of slaying the Demon King.

“…What?”

I was at a loss for words, utterly dumbfounded.

This party, assembled under the leadership of Kyle—the kindest and most trustworthy hero I had ever met—was now placing their trust in me instead of him.

“…I agree. It’s almost unbelievable that the divine Odin didn’t choose Astal as a hero.”

Kyle clapped a hand on my shoulder, agreeing with Tarion’s statement.

There was no trace of falsehood in his expression.

“Well, that’s true… But Astal can’t be the one solving every problem forever.

And if he dies, Victoria said she would stop eating and follow him to the grave…”

Anima’s voice trailed off into a whisper.

As Victoria’s close friend, she must have been the one hearing all the details about my so-called “contract relationship” with her.

“Victoria…?”

“Is something the matter?”

At my call, Victoria, who had been praying for my victory in battle, slowly opened her eyes.

In the past, whenever people praised me like this, she would immediately lash out, telling me to know my place.

But now, she remained silent.

“I’ve told you over and over—I’m not going to die.”

“…Forgive me, but just the thought of losing you… It fills me with such despair, as if the entire world were crumbling.”

Victoria, who had been clasping her hands in prayer, suddenly let them fall as she wrapped her arms around my waist and whispered into my ear.

The tickling sensation of her breath and the warmth of her embrace nearly made my mind falter, but I gritted my teeth and barely managed to resist.

I was on my way to avenge my parents—I couldn’t afford to show weakness now.

“…Now I finally feel a little more at ease.”

Victoria buried her face in my chest, taking in deep breaths, before looking up at me with a softened expression.

“Victoria, you’re not saying anything about Astal entering the arena? Just a few days ago, you were nearly in tears, telling me how worried you were…”

Anima spoke as if she found something strange while looking at me and Victoria.

It was understandable—despite knowing that my lover was walking into a deadly situation, I remained far too calm.

She said that because she didn’t know just how much Victoria worried about me or how obsessively she cared.

“The man I love is someone who values everyone’s happiness more than just his own survival. He is a truly selfless person.”

-Of course, I’m worried. If he were to really die, I might even make a contract with an evil god just to bring his corpse back to life.

I remained silent as I watched Victoria utter such blatant lies without hesitation.

The mere thought of a saintess, chosen by the celestial god, relying on the dark powers of the evil god Serena to resurrect me sent chills down my spine.

Since last night, I had started to feel a bit of distance between us. I unconsciously took a step away from her.

“…? Don’t move away.”

Noticing this, Victoria puffed up her cheeks slightly before taking a big step toward me.

One step apart, one step closer.

Seeing that, I couldn’t help but think that this mirrored our relationship perfectly.

Even though we were bound by a contractual relationship, and even though I had a duty to defeat the Demon King, preventing me from confessing my true feelings, this push-and-pull dynamic between us felt familiar.

“You’ll win brilliantly, right? I’m looking forward to the gift you’ll bring me later.”

“A gift?”

“Isn’t that obvious?”

Victoria curved her lips into a faint smile as she looked at my confused expression.

For a moment, I thought she was going to say something ridiculous—like asking for my child or telling me to get her pregnant.

I instinctively shut my eyes tightly.

But that wasn’t what she truly wanted from me.

After everything we had been through—the drinking incident, the near-death confession—her desperation and suspicion toward me had settled somewhat.

“You said that after your revenge is complete, we would go visit your parents together.”

“…Ah, y-yeah, I did.”

Victoria softly pressed her lips against mine, leaving a light trace of her presence.


It wasn’t a clinging kiss full of desire but more like a blessing, as if wishing for my victory.

There wasn’t even time to ask, Since when?

After all, we couldn’t let our companions know that we were in a contractual relationship.

“…If you defeat the Dullahan, you’ll finally be free of your guilt, and then we can live a peaceful life together.

We can whisper sweet words to each other, have silly arguments over who loves the other more.”

“…Yeah. I’ll make sure to win.”

“I believe in you. I’ll be cheering for you, so make sure to watch me, okay?”

Victoria playfully ruffled my hair like I was a puppy, clearing the path for me to move forward.

My hair became a mess, but I simply smiled and accepted her affectionate gesture.

“Enough, I really have to go now.”

“Do your best, my love.”

At that moment, just as I turned my back, I heard her true thoughts.

-If we really start dating, let’s do all sorts of naughty things and make that flower disappear. Who knows? Maybe one day, you’ll even allow me to continue my saintly duties while pregnant.

“……”

I momentarily froze at her words but didn’t look back.

Instead, I silently pressed on.

Wanting to become a family with the one you love, wishing to have a child that resembles them—that was a natural desire, something anyone could wish for.

Even if Victoria’s true feelings were much shyer and more shameless than she let on.

She had gathered the courage to confess her feelings for me, while I, unable to promise her survival in this journey, had only responded with lies.

‘Now, it’s my turn to answer Victoria’s true feelings.’

With that resolution in mind, I headed toward the arena where the Dullahan awaited.

★★★

“Hello, everyone!! Welcome to Forsaken Hollow, the 4,321st Arena Battle! Once again, I’m your commentator, Lan!”

Not long after Astal stepped into the arena, a woman with the lower body of a fish and bird-like wings on her back shouted, fueling the already intense atmosphere of the arena.

“Today, we have a special guest! A legendary wizard, infamous for bringing death wherever he goes!”

The woman, who had the appearance of a siren straight out of myth, introduced herself as Lan and raised her voice toward the audience.

“Give him a round of applause or shower him with boos! The detestable wizard of the hero’s party! The living nightmare of monsters and demons alike! The mad sorcerer—Astal Kaisaros!”

As Lan’s introduction echoed through the arena, Astal, clad in a deep blue robe, stepped onto the battlefield.

A torrent of jeers and mockery rained down upon him.

Among the entire crowd, only one person—


Victoria Everhart clenched her seat tightly, barely suppressing the overwhelming urge to destroy this entire arena.

“I don’t like that introduction. That filthy whore, who knows where she’s been rolling around, dares to talk about my love so carelessly.”

“…..”

Her choice of words was far from what one would expect from a saintess.

Her companions all fell into a tense silence, making sure not to provoke her any further.



 
  Chapter 79: Fight in the Arena Where You Can’t Die (2)


As I walked out of the arena, all kinds of criticism and jeers poured down on me.

From the perspective of the audience who had come to watch the fight, I must have looked like a madman who massacred demons and monsters, so this kind of reaction was something I had already expected.

The hero of humanity, in contrast, holds the same meaning as a cruel killer in the demon realm.

Originally, Graktar, who had treated me kindly, was the exception.

“Kill him! Tear apart Astal Kaisaros!”

“Glory to Demon King Ergossum! Glory to Forsaken Hollow!”

Hearing the voices filled with resentment from demons and monsters, I strangely felt that I had lived my life correctly.

Among those shouting like that, there wasn’t a single one who hadn’t killed or eaten humans.

I had intentionally avoided harming innocent monsters or demons.

The ones I killed were only those who had threatened me first or crossed certain lines by committing crimes.

“…A mad wizard, huh. That’s not wrong.”

I couldn’t help but laugh when I heard Siren’s words introducing me.

After all, I was a wizard who had to do mad things to save others.

I had spent my entire life researching magic to make sure no one ever died in front of me again.

To achieve this, I joined a hero party as a wizard, wrote my will, pretended to date the Saint Victoria while we had a contract relationship, and did foolish things like rejecting her heartfelt confession.

If anyone found out I did all that while hearing Victoria’s true feelings, they would definitely call me insane.

-How dare some prostitute-like woman from somewhere try to bring down my beloved Astal?! I couldn’t even turn the arena upside down with a hammer…

As I heard Victoria’s heart from afar, I thought to myself that I absolutely could not lose.

I was living on borrowed time due to the flower blooming on my body, and the Saint, who had once used harsh words to hide her feelings, had fallen in love with me.

“Astal-sama! Hang in there!!”

Even in the midst of the enemy’s ranks, Victoria was shouting to cheer me on.

Because a perception-inhibiting magic had been cast beforehand, only my companions and I could hear her voice.

To respond to her feelings, I clenched my fist and raised my arm high toward the sky.

If I waved my hand or acted like I knew where the voice came from, it could put Victoria or my companions in danger.

“The mad wizard, Astal’s opponent is…! A legendary monster known as the Ghost of the Desert, which has never been defeated in all of history! It is Sahart!”

Right after Siren’s introduction, my opponent appeared.

A monster that stirred up a sandstorm, distorting my previously clear field of vision.

“Kirrroooorrrr!!”

Sahart, which looked like a giant ant ghost with several human arms attached, let out a shrieking sound that nearly split my ears the moment it saw me.

★★★

As soon as I saw the monster, I remembered what Graktar had told me yesterday.

In the end, no matter how a living creature looks, if you observe its movements closely, you can predict how it will attack and defend.

And in this arena, where no one could die, the most important thing to win was to incapacitate the opponent first.

“…I guess I have no choice but to try.”

The monster in front of me was something I had never seen before, even though I had survived in the demon realm for a whole year.

Even if I used the Core Sword to cut it down and incapacitate it, the fatigue and pain from the recoil could negatively affect me in the next battle.

“Human, delicious… I will eat you! I will tear you apart with my jaws!”

“You’re not even an orc, and yet you’re speaking so foolishly. Is that the only thing you can say, that weird scream?”

“No! Human, I will kill you!”

As I watched Sahart clash its enormous jaws together with a metallic sound, I immediately dismantled the magic circle and surrounded my entire body with it.

For now, I needed to be especially cautious of those jaws.

Normally, this creature would dig a sand pit called an “ant lion” to hunt its prey.

Fwump─!

Perhaps angry from my provocation, Sahart dug into the ground and turned the entire ground I was standing on into sand, showing its power.

From what I had been observing, the flow of mana in the air and the elemental transformations happening around its jaws, I realized it wasn’t just a physical fighter.

‘The opponent is a mage who uses earth magic. And quite a high-ranking one, too.’

At least a dragon-level mage, just below the level of a sage.

A being capable of controlling space in this way, summoning sandstorms and transforming elements to turn solid ground into a sandy wasteland is rare.

“No matter how skilled of a wizard you are, human, you cannot escape my sand hell!”

The steep inclines and the swirling ground.

The arena floor, now completely transformed into sand, had become so unstable that it was hard to stand properly.

With human arms attached to its jaws and back, Sahart moved in grotesque ways, sprinkling sand and dropping it into its own mouth.

“Aah―! Here it comes! Sahart’s signature move! ! By scattering sand with interference capabilities, it blocks all the spells the opponent holds!”

Siren and the audience cheered loudly as they supported the opponent.

It seemed they thought that using this method would ensure that the wizard would be helpless and die.

They didn’t seem to know, but magic nullification only works when the mage’s level is the same or lower than the opponent’s.

That was the reason why Bellamora and Dullahan were able to pierce through my perception-inhibiting magic, and the reason why Sahart couldn’t block my magic now.

The rules Odin, the god who defined all magic and taught it to humanity to prevent demons and monsters from devouring them, established were absolute.

Unless, of course, you’re like me, who can briefly transcend those boundaries by combining various magic.

To respond, I cast the Megamorph spell, just like I did last time, using the magic circle that enveloped my body like threads.

In an instant, my body grew larger, like the great giants of myth, towering over the audience sitting at the highest point of the arena.

“…Impressive. Normally, Megamorph doesn’t make someone this large. Did unraveling the magic circle like a thread cause some unexpected effect?”

From the upper levels, the Black Knight, Dullahan, watched and laughed.

He seemed to find the scene amusing, even clapping.

By unraveling the magic circle like a thread and wrapping it around my body, I could expand the range of magic application over my whole body, allowing me to flexibly respond to attacks as if I were wearing armor made of magic.

Thanks to my increased size, Sahart’s sand hell no longer had any effect on me. I grabbed its jaw and lifted it, which was thrashing beneath my feet.

Watching Sahart struggle like a tree deeply rooted in the ground, trying not to break free from the sand, I almost felt pity for it.

“What’s going on!? The invincible technique that has devoured so many wizards has been pierced! Sahart is in danger…!”

Hearing Siren’s comment, I realized that Sahart had eaten other humans before.

“Hey, you idiot! You should have torn off its limbs before trying to use magic!”

“If you win here, you can burn the hero party alive or have your way with the women!!”

Seeing the audience, who were more focused on raping and killing my companions than cheering me on, I started to change my thoughts.

As expected, Graktar, the orc, was the only exception to how strange things could get.

It was impossible for monsters or demons to ever repent or stop their evil deeds in this world.

“Kiriririk! Let go, human…!! I will kill you and rise to become one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army…! I cannot die here…!”

“Oh, really? The Four Heavenly Kings here seem to be like the Death Knights who begged the Demon King for mercy and became what they are…”

I wrapped my hand around the entire sand hell where Sahart was and spoke.

It was better to reveal shocking facts when all eyes were on me.

“Maybe if you die and are reborn, you could become one of the Four Heavenly Kings… though it probably wouldn’t be worth much.”



With a loud bang and a whooshing sound, I slammed Sahart into the ground.

Watching it squirm like a broken insect, I couldn’t help but smirk.

“I’m not dead yet…! The match must continue…!! Soon, you’ll celebrate your victory by drinking the blood and flesh of the one you love!”

─Crack!

Disgusted by Sahart, who was still screaming after its defeat, I stomped on it until it was crushed, bringing the match to an end.



 
  Chapter 80: Fight in the Arena Where You Can’t Die (3)


Dullahan couldn’t hide his discomfort as he watched Astal’s match.

The Four Heavenly Kings present here seemed to have begged the Demon King for their lives, becoming Death Knights in the process…

And that was because of something Astal had just said.

It had forced him to recall memories so old that they had almost faded away—memories he had no desire to revisit.

“Do you think you will be any different…?”

A sigh escaped from the flickering flames atop Dullahan’s head.

At moments like this, he regretted not having a physical head.

If he did, he could furrow his brows at Astal’s actions or express his displeasure through anger.

This was the mark of his defeat against the Demon King.

A punishment akin to having one’s arms and legs severed, ensuring they would never dream of revenge again.

Leaning back into the comfortable, cushioned chair, Dullahan lamented his armored body.

“…I miss it. I used to be like that too.”

He muttered to himself as he watched Astal claim his first victory in the arena.

Eyes that held no trace of despair.

A hero’s party advancing forward, receiving the unwavering trust and support of their comrades.

Dullahan had once believed, filled with the same hope, that he too would one day vanquish the Demon King.

“The Demon King, Ergosum, is not a being you can defeat so easily. He is closer to a nameless god.”

Dullahan could never forget the moment he first faced Ergosum.

Even though so much time had passed that his own name, his friends, comrades, and lover had all faded from memory—

That sight had burned itself into his mind.

White-haired, bleeding, kneeling with multiple arms raised in prayer—

A form so alien it could not be called human.

A god who had transcended human limitations.

Like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon, Ergosum’s presence was more sacred than repulsive.

“…Before him, all will return to dust, and they will beg for their lives, groveling with hands and feet alike.”

As the first Hero, Dullahan had realized at a glance—

Ergosum was not a mere Demon King but a being akin to a god.

The demons and monsters around him prayed with closed eyes, as if worshiping a divine prophet from myth.

Among them were zealots who tore their own lips open in frenzied smiles and crushed their own eyes to shed tears of blood.

The world believed that a Demon King was an evil ruler, leading the charge in the slaughter of humanity.

Yet the sight before him was almost too sacred to describe—

A vast field in full bloom, a scene of overwhelming beauty.

“You too will taste despair, Astal. The Demon King is a being who could decapitate everyone here with a mere flick of a finger.”

Dullahan overlapped Astal’s comrades with his past.

For he had once fought alongside heroes, only to watch them, like himself, be beheaded and reduced to cold corpses.

So much time had passed now—

He could no longer remember their names or faces properly.

But he was certain that their party had been structured just like Astal’s.

A saintess, a hero, a mage, and a warrior.

Dullahan ran his fingers over the ring on his left ring finger, recalling memories long buried.

“Even if that means losing the ones you cherish—your comrades, your lover.”

Once, when they had defeated the Demon King, he had promised to marry and spend the rest of his life in a peaceful world.

But now, there was no one left to keep that promise with.

“…Who knows? You might end up like me, stabbing your lover’s heart just to save your own life.”

His gaze fell upon his now-dulled holy sword,

Recalling the bloodstains that would never wash away, no matter how many times he tried.

A sword that had slain countless demons and monsters in the name of righteousness, yet could not even scratch the Demon King.

And he could never forget how Ergosum had meticulously crushed his comrades to death,

How he had severed their limbs, leaving them to writhe like overturned insects—

A scene so grotesque that laughter would have been impossible.

In the end, Dullahan had been forced to kill the first Saintess in front of the Demon King.

And in return, he had sworn allegiance and become a Death Knight.

This was why the celestial deity Lumina had, from that moment on, forbidden all Saintesses from ever making contact with men.

For the tragedy of an unborn child being murdered at the hands of its father was something Lumina never wished to see repeated.

★★★

As I finished off Sahart and prepared for the next match,

I could sense a subtle shift in the atmosphere within the arena.

It was unclear whether it was because I had badmouthed the Dullahan at the end or because I had shown an unwavering stance against a powerful monster.

“The, the winner is—! The Mad Mage, Astal Kaisaros! What an incredible display of magic! Who would have thought of using gigantification magic this way?!”

The siren, who was in charge of commentary, remained silent for a moment before finally confirming the match’s conclusion and announcing the results properly.

Even if they were demons or monsters, seeing someone massacre them as easily as one would crush ants must have sobered them up.

“Ugh… Ah… Kill… me…”

Sahart, who had been trampled under my giant form until he was unrecognizable, groaned in pain, desperately pleading for me to end his life.

Seeing him in that state, I did feel a twinge of pity, but he was already as good as dead.

The only reason he hadn’t died outright was because of the unique characteristics of Forsaken Hollow, which prevented him from fully succumbing to death.

Around Sahart, demons with horns gathered, collecting his flesh and blood before carrying them outside the territory.

“What the hell? Weren’t you guys saying Sahart was definitely going to win?”

“Up until now, all the humans who stepped into this arena were weaklings. Even if they were from a hero’s party, I thought the rumors about them slaying demons and monsters were exaggerated.”

Defeated warriors were exiled beyond the territory to meet their end.

The audience, having witnessed the fate of the loser firsthand, began murmuring among themselves, reevaluating their opinions of me.

“I bet on Astal from the start! You idiots!”

“Yeah, I heard this hero’s party was different from the usual. That guy’s the one who killed Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

Some cheered for me out of pure excitement.

Others had heard of our growing legend spreading across the demon realm and were beginning to change their views.

And some were simply in it for the thrill and pleasure of battle.

“As long as they keep fighting and killing each other, who cares?!”

It seemed like most of the people here acted purely on instinct rather than reason.

“Fight and kill! Fight and kill! The weak have no right to survive!”

After a brief uproar, the resounding chant of Forsaken Hollow’s motto once again filled the air, urging the next battle to commence.


-[Are you alright? You’re not hurt anywhere, are you?]

A soft voice, more gentle than anyone else’s, echoed in my ears.

It was Victoria, speaking to me through a small wind spirit lent to me by Anima, the spirit conjurer.

“Of course. My opponent was just a weakling.”

-Even so, don’t let your guard down. It’d be terrible if something happened to you.

Through the small green whirlwind that had formed into a tiny bird, Victoria chirped at me, begging me not to die.

“Relax. I won’t die until I’ve taken the Dullahan’s head.”

-I hate that you always prioritize revenge over everything… Shouldn’t you say you’ll survive for the sake of your adorable lover instead?

Hearing Victoria’s sulky tone made me smile without realizing it.

The saintess, who had once treated me with nothing but cold disdain when we first met, was now openly expressing her love for me.

-Don’t laugh!! Ugh, if only I could just kidnap this dumb man…

“Haha, sorry, sorry. I didn’t expect you to act so cute.”

-If you understand, then give me a deep, passionate kiss when this is over.

“Sure, if I manage to make it out of here alive.”

I chuckled and stroked the small spirit carrying Victoria’s voice.

With a tiny chirp, it flapped its wings and flew back toward the audience.

Then, the next opponent’s name was announced—and I could hardly believe my ears.

“The next challenger to kill the Mad Mage…! Our eternal warrior, the Orc Barbarian Graktar!”

The one who had been friendliest to me over the past few days.

The only monster who had treated me, a human, with kindness.

Graktar now approached me, displaying his massive battle axe and his green-skinned, muscular physique.

“…Graktar?”

“So, this is how it ends! Let’s fight without regrets, Astal!”

Despite his best efforts to hide it, Graktar’s expression showed a hint of sadness.

Just like when we first met, he extended his hand for a handshake.

“…The Dullahan rigged the match, didn’t he?”


“Of course! You let his secret slip, after all!”

Graktar let out a boisterous laugh, as if finding amusement in the situation.

Rather than being angry or upset, he seemed to relish the idea of getting back at the Dullahan in some way.

“That bAstald loves forcing friends to fight each other! You don’t have to feel bad about it!”

As soon as I heard those words, my mind raced, desperately searching for a way to save Graktar.



 
  Chapter 81: Fight in the Arena Where You Can’t Die (4)


Graktar forced a smile as he reached out for a handshake, but I could feel the emotions struggling beneath his expression—he was desperately trying to hide his sorrow.

Even the necklace he always wore was missing today, making it clear that he had already accepted his defeat.

“…Why won’t you shake my hand, Astal?”

The marks of countless battles were etched into time itself.

Looking at Graktar’s calloused, scarred hand, I couldn’t help but sink into deep thought.

A human and an orc.

A mage and a barbarian.

Our races, bodies, names, and origins couldn’t have been more different, and yet, our paths in life had strangely mirrored each other.

“…Do we really have to fight?”

I muttered as I looked down at my own hand—one that looked just like Graktar’s.

If we had met somewhere else, under different circumstances, perhaps we could have been friends instead of mortal enemies.

“That’s right! Unless you kill me and refuse to move on to the next match, there’s a good chance the Dullahan won’t even acknowledge you as a challenger!”

Seeing my hesitation, Graktar pounded his fist against his chest—thump—as if telling me not to worry.

But his actions only deepened my unease.

No matter how much of a natural warrior he was, there was no way he could be fine with killing someone he knew.

“…Don’t tell me you’re just trying to die in this arena so you can see your dead lover again?”

“Hah! You got me, Astal! I figured you were a pretty sharp guy.”

Having had his true intentions exposed, Graktar scratched the back of his head with a hearty laugh.

That feeling… I knew it all too well.

That foolish belief that life was no longer worth living.

That it would be better to sacrifice yourself for someone else.

“If my opponent is a mage from the hero’s party, then so be it! Even my lover, Sharana, would understand!”

“…Are you a fucking idiot? You think saying that will make me go easy on you?”

I couldn’t hold back my frustration at the sight of Graktar, who had already accepted his own death.

“Use everything you’ve got against me. Don’t you dare hold back and claim later that I went easy on you. That’s what you owe your dead lover.”

There was a time when I had written my own will, thinking the same stupid thoughts.

But after my contract relationship with Victoria, I had realized just how foolish it all was.

“….”

For a moment, Graktar’s face stiffened.

He had been the one who said he wanted to struggle to survive, the one who wanted a fight without regrets.

So I deliberately goaded him, even throwing in profanity, to force him to live.

This was an arena run by the Dullahan.

If Graktar lost after intentionally holding back against me, there was a good chance that the spectators or even the referees would finish him off.

“…I guess people here don’t really know my real title.”

I had been mocked as the Mad Mage, the Living Nightmare of Monsters and Demons.

But instead of breaking me, those insults only fueled my determination.

My true title was The Harmless Mage.

I didn’t want to let that name become meaningless.

“HAHAHAHA! Fine, let’s see you struggle! I don’t want to go down without a fight against that damn Dullahan either!”

Perhaps he had finally understood my intentions, because Graktar bared his teeth in a grin and let out a booming laugh.

Seeing that, I finally accepted his handshake.

“…Let’s have a fight with no regrets, my friend.”

“The same goes for me, Graktar.”

I nodded and smiled at him.

A battle in the arena where neither of us could afford to die.

Even if it meant spilling my guts or losing my limbs, as long as I could keep fighting without dying…

“The warrior of the great Orc tribe, Graktar! I challenge you to a battle!”

“I am Astal Kaisaros, the Mage of Harmlessness and a member of the Hero’s party.”

After all, faking his death and secretly rescuing him from the outside seemed to be the safest and fastest method.

★★★

The deafening cheers and roars of the arena echoed through the air, shaking the ground beneath us.

Graktar and I stood face-to-face in the middle of this battlefield, our fighting spirits colliding like clashing swords.

“Our hero, Graktar, who rules the arena with his mighty axe! Will he be able to bring Astal’s life to an end? Let the match… begin!”

The voice of the announcer, the Siren, rang out, and at the same time, both of us charged at each other.

A fierce sound of the wind being cut apart filled the air.

Sharp blades clashed against the magical barriers that surrounded my body, sending sparks flying in every direction.

Immediately, I aimed a kick at Graktar’s legs and lowered my body to avoid the trajectory of his swinging axe.

Through our clashes, I had realized a weakness of barbarians—they execute large, forceful movements, which consume a lot of energy.

A slight disruption to their balance was enough to exploit this flaw.

“Rather than trying to use my own strength against me… you should focus on my fingertips, toes, or gaze—find an opening and strike!”

Graktar, however, was well aware of this weakness himself.

He was not one to fall so easily. Instead, he confidently offered me advice, just like when he had been my sparring partner.

He pointed out my weaknesses and shortcomings, just as he had done back then.

And just as he had said, my attacks felt like I was striking solid steel with my bare hands.

His body did not waver in the slightest.

If I had his level of knowledge about muscles, bones, and the structure of living beings, I might have been able to find a way to exploit it.

But I had yet to reach that level.

“Your weakness is that you rely too much on your magic circles, Astal!”

With his words came a heavy, dull thud!

A powerful impact struck me square in the solar plexus, where my magic circle was layered like a cocoon.

The barrier, which was supposed to protect me like armor, was useless against the shockwave of his punch.

“Urgh…!”

I gasped for air, my legs nearly giving out beneath me.

But I forced myself to stay focused and countered with a punch of my own.

This was the Forsaken Hollow’s arena—a place where one could never truly die.

I had trained countless times to grow accustomed to this kind of pain and injury.

Even if I lost my limbs, I had to keep fighting.

It was the only way to kill Dullahan—the one who took my parents from me.

“Yes! That’s it! Keep your feet moving and beat your opponent like you’re trying to kill them!”


Our battle grew more intense.

Blood and flesh flew through the air, but neither of us stepped back.

It was still too early to reveal our trump cards.

“Astal, I honor you! It is my fortune to have met a friend like you!”

Graktar roared toward the heavens and entered a frenzy.

The warm-up was over. Now, he moved with the intent to kill.

“…I feel the same.”

Watching him, I activated the Hellfire spell within the magic circles that surrounded my body.

Flames hot enough to melt steel in an instant erupted around me.

I had no doubt that my strategy wouldn’t work unless I used such devastating fire magic.

Fwoooosh!

Flames roared to life, engulfing the space around me.

Yet Graktar, unafraid of being burned, swung his axe without hesitation.

The berserker’s rage transformed pain and injuries into raw power, making him even stronger.

“You think a little fire like this can stop me? It doesn’t even tickle!”

It wasn’t that he was immune to pain—he simply didn’t care.

He had adapted to the arena’s way of fighting.

In a place where death was not absolute, warriors learned to defy it and continue battling.


And that was exactly what I had been counting on.

My plan was to use the fire to melt Graktar’s weapon and stage his fiery “death” with a massive explosion.

The magic circle that wrapped around me like a cocoon wasn’t just for myself—it could be applied to others as well.

‘You won’t get what you want, Dullahan.’

I smirked inwardly, knowing that Dullahan was watching from afar, relishing this fight more than anyone else.



 
  Chapter 82: The Harmless Wizard (1)


Graktar smiled as he watched Astal, whose entire body was engulfed in the flames of hell.

After all, this was the fighting style he had recommended.

Among all the pains a living being could experience, searing pain was said to be the most unbearable.

Very few would dare to challenge an opponent wrapped in Hellfire, a flame that never extinguished once it latched onto its target.

Even though Forsaken Hollow was a place where no one could truly die, there were few who could endure living with fire that would never go out, no matter how much water was poured on it or how much sand was used to smother it.

But—

“You should know that my frenzy turns pain into power, Astal!!”

Astal’s opponent was none other than Graktar—the very man infamous for his madness in the arena, and the one who had helped devise this brutal fighting method.

Through countless battles in the arena, Graktar had forged a body that would neither collapse nor become incapacitated from mere pain or injuries.

His entire existence had been dedicated to avenging his fallen lover.

One day, he would win this arena and utterly destroy the wretch known as Dullahan, who sat atop it all.

“You’re still too soft! If you wanted to defeat me, you should have used a different spell!

Haven’t I told you before? You need to fight with the intent to kill!”

Graktar shouted, unable to understand why Astal had chosen to use Hellfire against him.

If he was holding back out of pity, Graktar’s warrior’s pride would not allow it.

Astal had sparred with him many times and should have understood both the nature of Graktar’s frenzy and the unique characteristics of Forsaken Hollow.

So why choose a magic that could be countered, at least to some extent, by his frenzy?

Freezing him solid and then hacking him to pieces would have been a far more effective strategy.

Thud!

With a dull impact, Graktar’s fist smashed through the searing flames and landed squarely on Astal’s face.

Blood sprayed from his nose as he staggered backward, reeling from the force of the blow.

Had he become overconfident just because he was using Hellfire?

If he had seared his opponent’s eyes first, the battle might have gone more in his favor.

Instead, Astal was throwing reckless punches and kicks, utterly wasting his advantage.

“If you plan to die in my place, then stop right now!”

The truth was, Graktar also wanted to save Astal.

That was why he had warned him before—freezing him solid or trapping him in a swamp where escape was impossible would result in an instant disqualification.

Watching Astal hold back on purpose, Graktar clenched his teeth, forcing himself to suppress the emotions welling up inside him.

“This is an arena where only those who kill can survive! Didn’t you say you’d fight without regrets?!”

Just moments ago, Astal had declared he wouldn’t hold back.

Yet now, he was clearly trying to manipulate the battle to save Graktar instead.

Whooosh—!! BOOM!!

Graktar seized Astal by the waist and hurled him toward the distant arena wall.

A massive cloud of dust erupted, obscuring the battlefield, making it impossible to gauge the full extent of the impact.

“Uwaaah!!”

“N-no way—!! Graktar just threw the flame-covered Astal against the wall!! It may be a simple brute-force tactic, but against an opponent wrapped in inextinguishable flames, it’s quite effective!”

The spectators, who had been holding their breath, erupted in cheers, many of them already assuming Graktar’s victory.

However, contrary to the hopeful commentary of the announcer, Graktar’s clothes and flesh continued to burn.

His skin was blackened, his wounds oozing, revealing just how severe the burns were.

‘In the end, even Hellfire will vanish if the caster dies. You know that too, don’t you, Astal…?’

Graktar gritted his teeth, enduring the pain that wracked his body.

Astal had promised to fight with everything he had—so that no one could later say he had gone easy on Graktar.

If he had flown into the air after igniting the flames or stalled for more time, the battle would have swung in his favor.

“Kahahahaha!! So this is the best the mage of the hero’s party can do?! You actually thought you could face me head-on?! You’ve got some nerve!!”

Graktar laughed loudly, pretending to play to the crowd.

In reality, he was subtly hinting at a better strategy—Astal had a chance to win if he focused on wearing him down instead of engaging in direct combat.

He hoped that Astal would take the hint.

He hoped that Astal would find a way to defeat him.

He hoped that this brutal arena battle would finally end—so that he could reunite with his beloved.

“…Who said I was fighting you head-on?”

Just as Graktar had hoped, Astal was already rising to his feet in the distance, a massive magic circle forming in his hands.

A colossal, intricate web of energy spread across the arena, its swirling threads of mana drawing in the surrounding heat, compressing it endlessly.

“You know this one, don’t you? Compress mana to its absolute limit, create a burning star, and then drop it. …Supernova.

This should be enough to turn even you to ash. Took me a while to cast, though…”

Originally, I thought that using a magic circle like a spool of thread would be most effective when applied to the human body.

But I never could have imagined using it in this way.

“…Yeah, this is exactly the kind of thing I’d expect from Astal.”

Watching as Astal unraveled a magic circle like thread to replicate a spell once used by the dragon, Huryong, Graktar let out a hollow smile.

BOOM! KWA-AAAAAH!!

A massive explosion and intense heat filled the entire field of vision.

No creature could possibly survive such an attack.

★★★

The title of “Harmless Mage” was the ideal I had always aspired to.

After losing an entire village due to my own arrogance, I had vowed never to let anyone die before my eyes again.

‘If my timing was even slightly off, Graktar would have been reduced to ashes, completely burned to death.’

As I repeated that title in my mind, I focused on the most crucial parts of my carefully laid-out plan.

It was an absurdly naïve ideal.

But precisely because it was, the challenge of making it a reality was all the more captivating.

The Hellfire spell was already consuming his body, and once I delivered the finishing blow with Supernova, there would be no room for objections from the audience.

Normally, the inextinguishable flames of Hellfire and the explosion of a Supernova—capable of obliterating the entire arena—were not mere illusions.

‘However, with my abilities, I can pull this off…’

Unraveling a magic circle like a spool of thread allowed for spells and effects that would normally be impossible.

Even a dragon overflowing with mana found it difficult to wield Supernova, a spell so powerful it could sweep away everything in its path.

Yet, I had managed to replicate it.

Amidst the explosion, I reached toward Graktar.

Canceling the Hellfire spell I had cast earlier, I suppressed the flames devouring his body.

With injuries of this degree, he could be healed later with a simple potion or healing spell.

I had deliberately avoided targeting vital areas like his eyes for this very reason.

Through the explosion, I saw Graktar, eyes closed, lowering his weapon—as if he had already accepted his fate.


Even in the midst of the raging destruction, he didn’t use magic to protect himself. He had placed his complete trust in me.

To save Graktar, I cast a time-acceleration spell on myself.

Then, as I wrapped him in a protective thread of pre-prepared magic, I used the same dimensional shift technique I had previously employed to travel to the Holy Kingdom.

To the audience, it would appear as though the enormous explosion had completely consumed Graktar, reducing him to nothing.

The only trace they would find would be a pile of ashes—mere remnants of burnt clothing.

‘…Thunder Lord.’

With a clap of my hands, I transformed my entire body into living lightning once more and carried Graktar away at an incredible speed.

Then, after leaving him near Wilhelm in the Holy Kingdom, I swiftly returned to the arena without anyone noticing.

My true title was “Harmless Mage.”

I couldn’t let such a minor challenge destroy the name I had earned—the title that meant I would harm no one.

★★★

“…There’s only one person visible in the arena! C-could it be…!! We are receiving reports that contestant Graktar’s status remains unknown!!”

As the shockwave and blinding light of my Supernova faded, Siren, the announcer, trembled as she struggled to contain her astonishment at the sight of me standing alone in the arena.

And then—

“T-then… the victor is—!! The Mad Mage, Astal Kaisaros!!”

As I listened to the monsters and demons still calling me by that name, I smirked and raised my fist toward the sky.


“Astal! Astal! Astal!!”

At this, Dullahan would likely believe I had killed my close friend for the sake of avenging my parents.

“…That’s not it. I’m the Harmless Mage.”

That was the truth.

I would never become someone who sacrificed comrades or abandoned my path as a hero just to survive.



 
  Chapter 83: The Harmless Wizard (2)


“What on earth… is going on…?”

As he took in the pure white landscape filling his vision and the clergy surrounding him, Graktar couldn’t help but wear a bewildered expression.

Just moments ago, he had been in the Demon Realm—specifically, in the arena of Forsaken Hollow, ruled by one of the Four Heavenly Kings, Dullahan—locked in battle with Astal.

Unlike the Demon Realm where succubi ran churches and offered prayers to deities, the clergy here were clad in gleaming white armor and robes.

“Ah, please don’t move yet! Your wounds haven’t healed!”

Among them, a masked boy seemed to be leading the others.

Dressed in silver armor, he was using healing magic while praying over Graktar.

That appearance—it was unmistakable. A Holy Knight.

Ordinarily, those warriors were known to purge wicked monsters and demons, acting in accordance with the will of the Celestial God Lumina.

So why were they healing him?

“Have I… arrived in heaven?”

Graktar muttered as he observed the halo of light surrounding his body. That seemed to be the only possible explanation.

Astal’s Supernova had been powerful enough to turn him into ashes.

The way he unraveled the magic circle like a thread and surpassed human limits was beyond comprehension.

“There’s no way mere frenzy could have withstood that heat….”

Recalling the moment the supernova exploded before his eyes, Graktar clenched his fist.

He was astonished to feel sensation returning to his fingers.

“Don’t say such ominous things! Anyone can reach heaven by following the teachings of the Celestial God Lumina!”

At that moment, the Holy Knight before him playfully smacked the back of his hand and smiled.

The sting that traveled up his arm proved that he wasn’t dead after all.

“I am Wilhelm, a Holy Knight of the Sacred Kingdom of Aurelium! I was asked to heal you by my elder brother!”

“I am Graktar. Elder brother…? You don’t mean Astal, do you?”

“Yes! The only elder brother I acknowledge is him! There isn’t a soul on this continent who doesn’t know of the Harmless Mage, Astal Kaisaros!”

Graktar couldn’t help but chuckle in disbelief at how politely Wilhelm treated him despite him being an orc.

So this was what it meant to be a member of the Hero’s party, humanity’s champion.

Even within Dullahan’s arena, Astal had gone out of his way to find a way to save him.

Wouldn’t it have been easier to just kill him, advance to the finals, claim victory, and slay Dullahan?

“…Elder brother tore through space at an incredible speed and left you here before vanishing!”

Wilhelm’s story was even harder to believe.

To save him, Astal had transformed himself into living lightning, unraveled layers of defensive magic like tangled threads, and deployed them all at once.

“How do you know all that?”

“I was born with a body immune to magic! The moment I touched that cocoon-like thing, an injured orc popped out, so I put two and two together!”

“And you weren’t afraid that I might be an enemy? You’ve got guts, kid.”

Seeing Wilhelm laugh brightly, Graktar couldn’t help but smirk.

How could he be such a mirror image of Astal?

Normally, humans and demons—or monsters—held fundamentally different values and perspectives, making mutual understanding impossible.

Yet, the two of them in this room were an exception.

Of course, the priests and knights surrounding Wilhelm still trembled slightly at the sight of an orc like Graktar.

“Come on, my elder brother has a title, you know. He wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble just to save someone he was meant to kill.”

Wilhelm’s words reminded Graktar once again of Astal’s true title.

In the Demon Realm, he was called the Mad Mage or Living Nightmare—titles filled with fear and disdain.

But his real title was The Harmless Mage, given to him because he ensured that no one was ever harmed.

“The Harmless Mage… I never understood why he used such a strange term, but now it makes sense.”

“Yes! My elder brother is the hero who saved my hometown when I was a child! Thanks to him, no one died!”

“…A hero, huh. Yeah, that guy is definitely a hero.”

Graktar sighed deeply and muttered to himself.

Astal had gone out of his way to find a way to save him in an arena where someone had to die for the match to end.

Not only that, but he had even gathered these clerics just to heal a mere orc like him.

“Ah, right! Elder brother also told me to give this to you!”

Wilhelm reached out and handed something to the still-dazed Graktar.

The moment he saw it, he knew he could never forget this item.

“This is….”

“He said it was something you lost.”

A locket, containing a picture of him and his beloved Sharana.

He had tossed it onto the arena floor just minutes before his battle with Astal, hoping someone might pick it up after his inevitable defeat.

Seeing it now, tears welled up in Graktar’s eyes.

Because a miserable past flashed through his mind—one where he had to kill his beloved with his own hands just to survive in the arena.

At first, he thought he had to honor her will, remembering how she deliberately exposed her vital points or stepped into the line of fire to ensure his survival.

But after fighting in this arena dozens, even hundreds of times, he finally realized that he had been wrong.

In the end, if you truly love someone, you must live together or die together.

Knowing this better than anyone, Graktar had given Astal his advice.

“…I don’t deserve to have this. I already abandoned it.”

“Unfortunately, as a paladin, I can’t accept bribes either!”

Wilhelm showed no signs of backing down as he faced Graktar, who refused to wear the locket again.

Before Graktar could even wave his hand in dismissal, Wilhelm took the initiative, swiftly placing the locket back around his neck.

As a knight, Wilhelm was a highly trained elite warrior, and overpowering an injured and exhausted orc wasn’t difficult for him.

“It suits you well, as expected!”

Wilhelm beamed as he looked at Graktar wearing the locket once more.

That pure, innocent smile was something even Graktar couldn’t respond to easily.

“Heh, damn it…”

Watching Wilhelm, Graktar couldn’t help but let the corners of his lips rise in a smirk.

He had stepped into the arena prepared to die, yet his opponent had turned out to be an unarmed mage.

After defeating Graktar (though in reality, he had secretly hidden him in the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium), I was finally able to ease my burden.

★★★

Moving faster than anyone, I cut down the arena’s warriors one by one and made my way to the finals.

“Astal! Astal! Astal! Astal!!”

After countless battles, even demons and monsters now shouted my name in support.

Of course, to prevent any leaks or eavesdropping, I never told anyone that Graktar was still alive.

There were a few times when Victoria gazed at me with sorrowful eyes, but each time, I simply nodded silently and smiled at her.


The cunning Dullahan, known for his dirty tricks, even went so far as to implant a magic stone in Graktar’s body to track his location.

But I had already used fire to burn and destroy the magic stone inside him, so no one could possibly know that I had let him live.

Still, one could never be too sure.

“Fight and kill! Fight and kill! The weak have no right to live!”

Hearing the infamous chant of Forsaken Hollow, urging combatants to slaughter their opponents as brutally as possible, I couldn’t help but frown.

What kind of depraved minds did demons and monsters possess to see the torture and consumption of humans as mere entertainment?

To reach the finals, I had faced countless formidable enemies—

A hydra with multiple heads,

A basilisk known as the graveyard of mages,

And even a renowned archdemon with massive horns.

I had used every method Graktar taught me:

Freezing them solid before shattering their limbs, or incinerating them into ashes with Supernova.

“…So this is the last one.”

I swallowed dryly as I looked at the massive tentacle monster before me.

Its bizarre anatomy made it impossible to tell where its eyes, mouth, or weak spots were.

Had I not followed Graktar’s advice and focused entirely on its movements, I would have already been captured by its tentacles and torn apart.

“W-Wait…! Spare me! I’ll give you whatever you want! Women? Power? Gold? Even a dragon’s heart! Please…!!”


“I have no need for any of that.”

I spoke coldly as I froze and incinerated the creature, erasing its existence entirely.

Now, at last, I had earned my chance to fight Dullahan.

“My only desire is revenge.”

Muttering to myself, I turned my gaze toward the VIP seats where Dullahan watched the match.



 
  Chapter 84: The Harmless Wizard (3)


The original rules of Forsaken Hollow were simple.

The participants of the arena would be considered defeated when they could no longer move or when their very existence was erased.

The fight would continue until only one person remained.

However—

“…Impressive. Your magic is truly extraordinary.”

Even though the winner had already been decided, there was still one final battle left.

A knight in jet-black armor approached me on horseback, the last obstacle standing in my way after I had vanquished every other opponent.

One of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army.

A Death Knight, said to be immortal.

The first hero, and the one who had brutally murdered my parents.

“I knew keeping you alive was the right decision. Don’t you think so too?”

“What a load of crap.”

The Dullahan adjusted his helmet in front of me, preparing for the battle to come.

As he grasped his bloodstained sword and shield, his eyes—like blue flames—flickered within his faceplate.

“If I had killed you that day as per the Demon King’s orders, I wouldn’t have had the chance to witness such a spectacle.

Look around—you see how many have gathered, shouting in anticipation of our fight?”

With a voice as cold and lifeless as a blade pressed against my throat, the Dullahan tilted his head, surveying the surroundings.

Just as he said, a vast crowd of demons and monsters had gathered, their voices rising in excitement, eager to see us battle to the death.

These lunatics viewed a life-or-death struggle as nothing more than entertainment.

Their values and thoughts were so different from those of ordinary humans that I almost felt sick just looking at them.

How the hell could this be called a spectacle?

Had his brain rotted away along with his body when he became a Death Knight?

“…In the end, you’re just like me. A human who can stab someone they hold dear in order to survive.”

The Dullahan chuckled, as if convinced that I had killed Graktar. I barely managed to suppress the laughter bubbling up inside me.

‘I’d love to say, “He’s actually alive, you idiot,” but I can’t afford to waste this opportunity.’

Instead, I scowled, making no effort to hide my displeasure.

“Graktar sacrificed himself to kill you. He wasn’t like some coward who begged the Demon King for his life just to survive.”

“…How foolish. When you stand before the Demon King, you’ll realize that your life is worth less than a mayfly’s.”

“Oh really? If it were me, I would’ve just bitten my tongue and died on the spot. Of course, I’d use a self-destruct spell too—I’m not the type to die alone.”

Truthfully, I never had much attachment to life.

Ever since I was a child, people had called me insane—someone willing to do anything to save others.

“You sure run your mouth a lot. Were you never properly educated by your parents?”

“All thanks to you, you son of a bitch.”

The Dullahan revealed his displeasure, yet he had the audacity to bring up my parents, despite being the very one who had brutally murdered them.

It was hard to believe that this bAstald had once been the first hero.

No wonder the Celestial Lumina disapproved of my relationship with Victoria.

“…Draw your weapon, boy. This will be your final battle, the end of your long journey.”

“My fists are my only weapon.”

I tightened the bandages wrapped around my hands.

A faint scent lingered in the air, but I ignored it.

This was just another one of Victoria’s ploys to get my attention.

If I killed the Dullahan and avenged my parents, maybe I could finally lay down the burden weighing on my heart.

And then… maybe I could finally tell Victoria how I truly felt.

“You dare fight me, a Weapon Master capable of wielding all the weapons of the world, with nothing but your fists?”

“Yeah. That’ll make beating you even more satisfying.”

I smiled, glancing at my comrades cheering for me in the distance.

★★★

Watching the duel between the Dullahan and Astal, Hero Kyle couldn’t shake off a growing sense of unease.

His hands trembled uncontrollably, forcing him to drum his fingers against the armrest of his chair.

The reason was simple—he had recognized the sword in the Dullahan’s grip.

It was the Holy Sword, a divine weapon bestowed by the High God Odin himself.

“…Astal’s chances of winning are almost nonexistent.”

For the first time, Kyle voiced a grim prediction.

Holy swords were meant to cut down evil and vanquish darkness.

Yet that blade had been stained pitch black—a sign that it had slaughtered so many that even Odin’s divine blessing had faded away.

“…Why do you think that?”

Victoria glared at Kyle coldly.

Her beloved was about to fight one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings alone, yet he dared to utter such ominous words. She found it utterly infuriating.

“For a Holy Sword to turn completely black, it would have to be tainted beyond redemption—to the point of drowning out even Odin’s divine blessing.”

“…And you think that matters? Lord Astal has always emerged victorious. He survived an encounter with the Endless Nightmare, Bellamora. He is a hero, and this time will be no different…”

“Back then, we were all together. But now, you’re fighting alone… In my opinion, the opponent is just too evil.”

Kyle, the hero, had once been a beacon of hope even as he crossed the line between life and death in the Demon Realm.

But now, he shut his eyes tightly, hearing the countless sobs contained within his sacred sword.

It was as if they resonated within him—the sword of flame in his grasp trembled, conveying the voices of those trapped inside.

“Please, please… at least spare my child… Sieg…”

“Why? Why did you kill the Saintess? Sieghart, are you insane…?! What are you—”

“P-please… save me… I don’t want to die yet…!!”

A terror so overwhelming that it made his whole body tremble and stole his breath away.

Hearing the true name of Dullahan, the first-ever hero, Kyle’s face instantly turned deathly pale.

At that moment, he understood what it truly meant to face the Demon King.

The screams and final cries of his comrades echoed in his ears, along with the last desperate struggle of the Saintess, who curled up as much as she could in a futile attempt to protect the child in her womb.

“The opponent is the first hero, who even killed his own comrades just to survive. Well, Astal also had to take down every other participant just to reach the finals…”

Suppressing the nausea threatening to rise, Kyle shared the information he had uncovered with Victoria.

That Dullahan’s real name was Sieghart.

That in order to survive, he had sacrificed not only his comrades but even the unborn child of the first Saintess to the Demon King.

But—

“…Lord Astal is nothing like that trash. I’m sure he must have made sure that orc friend of his escaped somewhere safe.”

“And how do you know that?”

“A woman’s intuition. The person I love is the kindest soul in this entire world.”


Even after hearing the gruesome truth, Victoria only smiled confidently.

She could tell—Astal’s scent, which she had deliberately kept on her, had vanished in an instant.

He must have traveled across space to stop by the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium.

Otherwise, erasing all traces of a dragon would have been nearly impossible.

By now, she could predict Astal’s actions and thoughts even with her eyes closed.

“Besides, if Lord Astal were ever truly in danger, I would jump down there right now and crush that idiot undead’s helmet myself.”

Victoria clasped her hands together in prayer to the Celestial God, pouting in frustration over not being able to offer Astal any direct help.

[Daughter, your opponent is Sieghart—the very first hero, said to be the strongest of them all. Are you not worried?]

“…I don’t care if he’s the first hero or the grandfather of all heroes. If someone dares to torment the one I love, I will destroy them all.”

The voice of Lumina, the Celestial God, echoed in her mind, but Victoria responded as if it was nothing of concern.

Beside her, she summoned a massive warhammer, gripping it tightly as she suppressed her fury.

The sheer murderous intent radiating from her was suffocating.

“……”

“Victoria… you’ve changed.”

“Well, who in their right mind would calmly send the person they love into an arena like this? If anything, Victoria’s reaction is the natural one.”

Watching her, the others couldn’t help but shudder from the eerie chill that ran down their spines.

They knew—she was holding back her urge to kill Dullahan herself, all so that Astal could have his moment of revenge for his parents.

★★★

“And now, the final special match of this grand tournament is about to begin! Introducing our ruler! Our eternal warrior! One of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings—! Death Knight, Lord Dullahan!”

As the battle began, I clenched my teeth, listening to the Siren announce our names.

Dullahan, once again mounted on his black steed, pulled out an array of weapons from his arsenal. It was as if he was contemplating which one to use for his first attack.


“And his challenger—! The lunatic mage who slaughtered all his competitors to reach the top…!!”

Before the Siren could even finish her sentence, I wrapped my entire body in acceleration magic, weaving it like threads around me, and lunged forward at an explosive speed.

“Astal, Kaisaros…?!”

WHAM!

Before Dullahan could even react, my fist had already crashed into his face.



 
  Chapter 85: The Harmless Wizard (4)


Some time ago, I had a discussion about how to deal with Graktar and Dullahan.

Dullahan was a Weapon Master who could handle all kinds of weapons skillfully and was said to be the first hero who had fought against the Demon King.

Even if I deployed all the magic I knew or used my Core Sword to force a war of attrition, there was no guarantee that it would work.

“The answer is simple! We’ll go with the ‘Boom! Bang! Pow!’ strategy!”

“…What the hell are you talking about?”

Back then, Graktar threw his fist into the air while making those incomprehensible sounds.

Even as a so-called genius magician, I couldn’t help but tilt my head at his bizarre combination of words, which sounded like onomatopoeia for explosions.

“To sum it up, just aim for Dullahan’s helmet first! That guy’s head and body move separately, after all!”

“…Go on.”

“First, use explosion magic to separate his body from his head, then freeze him to prevent him from casting spells, and finally, incinerate him with fire magic!”

As Graktar continued his explanation, I finally understood what he was getting at.

Dullahan was feared because his body parts could move independently, meaning we had to deal with both his head, which chanted spells, and his body, which wielded weapons freely, at the same time.

“Dullahan’s helmet and armor won’t turn to ashes that easily.”

“With enough strength and skill, anything is possible!”

“No, that’s not the issue. Someone of his caliber—an original hero—wouldn’t be without means to counter magic.”

Even after hearing Graktar’s confident words, I shook my head.

There was no way someone like the first hero wouldn’t have countermeasures against magic.

Even Kyle’s Ignite, the flaming armor forged from a holy sword, naturally burned mana, making it impossible for weak spells to even approach it.

“Even Bellamora used dreams to nullify both physical and magical attacks. There are plenty of things in this world that counter magic.”

That’s why I infused my fists and swords with magic to subdue opponents.

In the Demon Realm, I had even encountered enemies covered in scales like a basilisk’s, capable of completely repelling magic.

“The most straightforward method would be to imbue my fist with Silence Magic, then trap his helmet in a magic thread so he can’t do anything…”

I mentioned the standard way magic users fought each other.

Since very few people could cast spells without incantations, the timing and use of Silence Magic could determine the outcome of a battle.

“That would certainly block his vision and slow down his movements! If all that remains is his armor, we can aim for the gaps between the plates!”

However…

“…But Dullahan’s helmet is likely engraved with rune letters, meaning this strategy might not work.”

Our opponent wasn’t just any magician—he was a Death Knight, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army.

The runes inside his helmet, which I had seen with my mana-imbued vision, looked like they had been carved by the Supreme God Odin himself.

“Then what are we supposed to do?! There’s no way to beat him!”

“No, there are plenty of ways. We could sink him—helmet and armor included—into the deepest part of the ocean, where he could never escape, or toss him into a volcanic pit.”

I scratched my chin, considering our options.

Even if he was immortal, there were still ways to seal him away permanently.

“If there are so many options, why are you hesitating…?”

“Because there are too many unknown variables.”

I sighed deeply as I envisioned the battle against Dullahan in my mind.

There were three major uncertainties I had to account for.

First, I had no idea what the runes inscribed on his helmet actually meant.

Odin’s runes were beyond ordinary magic, capable of producing mysterious and powerful effects, yet I had no information about them.

“The runes on his helmet, countermeasures against the holy sword he wields, and the fact that we also have to deal with his summoned steed.”

The second issue was the divine sword bestowed by Odin himself.

A weapon originally created to slay the Demon King, it was designed to purge evil and tear through darkness. I had no clue what abilities it possessed.

Lastly, there was Dullahan’s pitch-black horse, which acted like his personal familiar.

The difference between a cavalryman and a regular soldier was like night and day—if we wanted a real chance at victory, we had to get him off his horse first.

“…Yeah, I think we should go with your strategy after all, Graktar.”

I mentally ran through all possible scenarios, trying to find the best way to handle Dullahan.

“The ‘Boom! Bang! Pow!’ strategy, huh? Hahaha! I knew you’d like it!”

“No, more specifically, we’ll focus on destroying his helmet first. That seems to give us the best chance of winning.”

If we attacked the helmet, Dullahan would be forced to dismount to protect it.

That would take care of two out of the three major threats.

Graktar’s naming sense was absolutely terrible, but as a strategy for fighting Dullahan, it was surprisingly effective.

★★★

Thunk! Clang!

With a crisp sound, the Dullahan’s head rolled far across the arena floor after being struck by my fist.

Seizing the moment as the Dullahan’s body hesitated from the sudden loss of its head, I swiftly drew my Core Sword and slashed at the opening.

At that moment—

“Khaha, Khahaha!! Khahahahaha!!!”

A loud, booming laughter rang out from the distance, so loud it made my ears throb.

The source of the laughter was the Dullahan’s helmet. The damn thing was laughing like a crazed maniac while simultaneously blocking my sword.

“You really thought that was clever, huh? Figured taking care of my helmet first would make it easy to take me down?”

“…!!!”

Contrary to my expectations, the Dullahan didn’t even bother dismounting to retrieve its head. Instead, it demonstrated incredible strength, effortlessly deflecting my blade.

The height difference due to its mounted position was creating a disadvantage for me. I had no choice but to create distance by kicking off the Dullahan’s armor midair.

“You truly are an interesting one. Tell me, what kind of mage unravels magic circles like threads and tempers a mana core into a sword?”

“Figures… the usual methods won’t work.”

I muttered as I wiped the blood trickling from inside my ear. I was starting to get a sense of what kind of runes were engraved inside that helmet.

Word Magic.

His very speech carried the power to destroy or repel objects. Otherwise, there was no way he could have injured me despite my body being wrapped in layers of magic circles.

Would silence magic even work against something like that?

There was only one way to find out.

‘Good thing I prepared for this—I already attached a thread to the Dullahan’s helmet.’

The technique of unraveling magic circles like threads and wrapping them around my fists could be applied in different ways, after all.

Shhhhk—

I clenched the thread tightly in my hand, forming a perfectly round cocoon that completely enveloped the Dullahan’s helmet in the distance.

“You think something like that can stop me? How unfortunate.”

The cocoon contained the silence magic, Silence, just as I had planned. And yet, the Dullahan’s voice still rang clear from within.

So runes and magic followed entirely different fundamental structures after all. It seemed impossible to suppress the words engraved by the very gods who defined and categorized magic itself.

“Harden. Turn to stone. Cease all movement.”

Thud!


A crushing weight suddenly pressed down on me, as if something was slamming down from above.

My body felt sluggish—so much so that even breathing became difficult. Before I could react, the Dullahan’s horse was already charging at me.

And then, as if slicing through space itself, a weapon distorted the very scenery around it.

I had no choice but to raise my Core Sword to meet it.

“…The spear that once slew the largest creature in existence—Javelin.”

Clang—!

I barely managed to deflect its trajectory, but even so, the sheer force of the attack was enough to carve away at the magic circles wrapped around my body.

Had I dodged instead, or relied on the thread’s defensive properties, I would have been left with a gaping hole in my body.

I couldn’t help but let out a hollow chuckle at the absurdity of it all.

The thought that someone once wielded such a weapon, yet still surrendered to the Demon King Ergossum, filled me with utter disgust and contempt.

A Weapon Master—someone with the ability to wield all manner of weapons—wouldn’t limit themselves to fighting with just a single holy sword. Of course, engaging in battle with a vast arsenal was the proper way to fight.

But if that were the case… If they had access to such a terrifying ability and weapons of that caliber—

‘At the very least, you could have tried to take the Demon King’s head.’

My grip on the Core Sword tightened.

Part of it was out of sheer revulsion—an alleged Hero who surrendered without ever even attempting to fight the Demon King.

The other part was my resolve.

I refused to lose to an opponent like this.

“Next up is the hammer that slew the smallest creature in existence—War Hammer. Let’s see if you can withstand this one as well.”

“Hah, fuck. You sure love running your damn mouth.”

BOOOOM—!

Each swing of the hammer sent tremors through the ground, splitting the earth beneath it.

He was even creating footholds in midair with its sheer force to continue his assault.

If it were me, I would have used that ability to reshape the battlefield to my advantage beforehand. Watching him fail to do so only made me think how utterly pathetic he was.

No matter how powerful a weapon, or how extraordinary its wielder’s abilities—if the one using them was a fool, they could still be overcome with sheer tactics.

“Cut the cringy speeches and just bring out the damn Holy Sword already.”

Raising my hand toward the sky, I activated the spell I had used before—the magic to summon rain.

Dark clouds began gathering overhead, slowly dimming the battlefield.

Watching the scene unfold, I smirked and spoke.

“There’s a saying—never fight a Blue Tower mage when it’s raining.”

“And now, you’re going to pay the price for ignoring it.”

But the magic I was about to use wasn’t Enchanted Raindrops, where each raindrop contained magic circles.


Nor was it a technique to unleash countless sword slashes through my Core Sword.

No—this was the absolute pinnacle of magic.

A magic that could one day unite the Holy Sword of Kyle, the divine power of Victoria, the spirit magic of Anima, and the mysteries of Tarion.

It was time to unleash—

Idea (Ἰδέα).



 
  Chapter 86: Idea (1)


This is what happened on the evening of the day I rejected Victoria’s heartfelt confession, just a few days before we arrived at the Dullahan’s domain, Forsaken Hollow.

Since I set off on this journey with my comrades to defeat the Demon King, there had been a small curiosity that kept coming to mind.

It was the question of where the ultimate goal of magic lies.

The Red Mage Tower says that the most important aspect of magic is its power.

The Blue Mage Tower claims that the most important aspect is the person using the magic.

Aside from these, the definitions of magic according to the Golden, White, and Black Mage Towers all differ, and the five Mage Towers, said to have been founded by the disciples of the deity Odin, have each followed different paths in advancing the study of magic.

But,

“Why did Odin choose such a complicated and troublesome method?”

When I think about how Odin systematically divided the realms of magic and used the holy sword to appoint warriors as his agents, it doesn’t seem like he would have liked such a method.

Why?

Was there a reason to insist on such a complicated approach?

Was there something that couldn’t be achieved with just one study and worldview?

“…Or maybe there’s a reason.”

I was recording my will into a smooth, transparent orb that reflected my face.

Because my attitude toward life had slightly changed while traveling with my comrades, it had become something close to recording a diary.

I kept talking to myself while staring at it, unable to calm my increasingly anxious heart, knowing that in a few days we would be heading to Forsaken Hollow, the domain of the Dullahan.

I hadn’t yet been able to shake the guilt of rejecting Victoria’s sincere confession, and there was the fear that someone might die before my eyes.

“In my opinion, the limit of magic might be about merging different thoughts and values into one.”

I muttered, thinking back to the time when I had used Victoria’s divine power to destroy the undead lich in a magic circle.

If Odin is indeed watching me, and if it is true that I can kill the Demon King with my ability to see mana…

“…This is the most likely possibility.”

A three-dimensional magic circle was spinning rapidly in my hand.

If I could borrow the power of not only Victoria but also other hero parties, the potential would be enormous.

“What good does it do to figure this out? I couldn’t even accept the feelings of the girl I like and ended up rejecting her…”

I sighed as I covered my face with my palm, lamenting.

It was because Victoria had cared for me so lovingly when I nearly died during the battle against Bellamora, and despite still being plagued by guilt, she had shown me what love is.

Of course, there were a few minor issues, like how Victoria, because of her terminal condition, had tried to distance herself from me with her harsh words and cold behavior, but…

Victoria was always honest with her feelings and never lied about her true emotions.

“…I want to tell you that I like you too, Victoria.”

What kind of confidence did I have to try to distance myself from Victoria?

A deep sigh mixed with self-deprecation escaped me, and as I saw it left behind in the will magic, a sudden thought struck me.

“Ah, I know what to do.”

If I was afraid of confessing after Victoria dies or after I die, then the best solution was right in front of me.

…Though it’s a little embarrassing. If this works, I’ll be able to leave a real answer to your confession. And if things go well, I might even tell you directly, without needing such a shy method.”

I cleared my throat a couple of times and began to speak while imagining Victoria standing before me in my mind.

Around her, there would be a subtle scent of flowers, her smiling face shining like light, with soft and ticklish platinum blonde hair.

When she teased me, she would squint her eyes slightly, smiling shyly, her cheeks, neck, and ears turning red. The thought of her made my heart race.

“This is a message I leave for the saint I love, Victoria Everhart.”

I shut my eyes tightly and poured my true feelings into the will magic about Victoria’s confession.

Victoria must have felt the same shy emotions, and she probably trembled as she spoke each word with nervousness.

I tossed aside the cowardly thought that if either I or she were to die, our love would be lost and scattered.

I didn’t want to do that.

I wanted to tell you that I like you too.

“I think I may have liked you for quite a while. Maybe I fell for you the first time we met.”

I remembered when I first met Victoria.

The saint with flowers blooming on half of her body, the pitiful woman who endured countless pains and struggles with a smile on her face while saving people.

The moment I saw Victoria, I didn’t think she was disgusting at all.

In fact, her eyes looked like those of someone who was about to die, and it made my heart ache with an unbearable pain.

Her eyes looked similar to mine when I looked in the mirror.

Empty, like a cracked glass, with no hope for life and everything seeming meaningless.

“When I first saw you, Victoria, my body moved with the thought of wanting to save you. Up until now, I thought it was out of sympathy, or shared sorrow, but…”

Looking back, it was crazy.

No matter how much I wanted to help her, could I have held the saint’s hand without touching any other man, keeping her purity intact?

If that were really the case, I wouldn’t have felt the jolt of electricity when Victoria’s fingertips brushed against mine.

It was truly a ridiculous thing.

I didn’t even know when I had fallen for her, yet even though I could hear Victoria’s true feelings, I continued to push her emotions away.

“…I guess I must’ve fallen for you at first sight and wanted to save you. That’s why I endured, even though I knew you were constantly using harsh words and insults.”

I said with a slight smile.

I was still clumsy with expressing my true feelings, and I clearly remembered the times when she used alcohol to act cute around me or cried when I came back injured from a fight. These pure expressions of affection were etched in my mind.

“In fact, the reason I didn’t immediately reject your suggestion of a fake relationship must have been because of that too.”

Looking back now, pretending to be lovers to deal with the succubus’s illusion was such an obvious lie that even a three-year-old could see through it.

I even went so far as to add conditions, attaching the justification that it was for the purpose of defeating the Demon King, and entered into a contract with her.

I had told myself an irredeemable lie.

After all, at that time, I didn’t understand the feeling of love, and she hadn’t truly conveyed her feelings to me either.

But,

“Well, why didn’t I reject it right away? Maybe, I secretly wanted to become real lovers with you and not just comrades.”

Now, thanks to Victoria’s confession, I had realized what feelings I had for her.

It was love, a feeling that tormented me to the point of agony.

“I guess I like you more than I thought.”

I calmly poured my true feelings into the will magic, without a single lie.

“Is this a stupid answer? Sorry, the truth is, I still don’t quite understand the feeling of love. I’ve never really liked anyone before, so…”

I was clumsy and inexperienced.

Even though I now knew that the sensation pounding in my heart was love,

I was too much of a coward to speak these feelings to Victoria directly.

“…I’m sorry for rejecting your confession last time. And… I love you.”

I muttered the embarrassing words, doing my best to ignore the intense heat spreading across my face.

“I hope it’s not too late to answer your confession.”

I closed my eyes tightly, hoping that one day these feelings would reach Victoria. I cherished the thumping of my heart as I fell asleep.

★★★


“Take out the holy sword? How dare a brat like you tell me that?”

The Dullahan stared at Astal, who had told him to draw the holy sword, in disbelief.

This was a creature who had barely managed to block a weapon that had killed the ten legendary beings of this world, now provoking him with a sneer on his face.

‘…Has he lost his mind, knowing that he can’t win?’

Unless, of course,

Does he really believe he can win?

With this thought, the Dullahan gripped his weapon tightly, and the sound of his armor rattling grew louder as his movements became faster.

He was the original hero.

Far stronger than this kid, with much more battle experience, and a being who had even killed his own beloved and their child just to survive.

To justify his surrender to the Demon King Ergothum, he had to show at least enough strength to kill this new hero.

Otherwise, everything he had done until now would have been in vain, and he would be left struggling in a humiliating defeat.

“…You only have a big mouth, huh? Don’t you care about your life?”

Clang!

Astal’s core sword clashed with the Dullahan’s great sword, sparks flying.

Even without drawing the holy sword yet, he was wielding a weapon called the Breaker, a legendary sword said to be capable of killing the toughest creatures in the world.

Even if the opponent’s defense was strong, this was a legendary weapon capable of delivering a blow through that defense.

Yet, Astal continued to parry every attack.

Despite the shock trembling through his legs and the strands surrounding his body being gradually cut away, he didn’t lose his composure.

The longer the fight dragged on, the heavier the rain began to fall.

The pouring rain was now so intense that it drowned out the cheers of the spectators.

“A sudden rainstorm is hitting the arena! And with it, the mad wizard’s giant magic circle is growing larger—!!”

Siren raised her voice, directing a waterproof spell toward the audience to shield them from the rain.

As Siren had said, the strands on Astal’s palm continued to spin and grow larger, now big enough to cover the sky.


“I’ve got an answer I need to deliver.”

Astal lifted the magic circle high with a smile.

If he died here, Victoria would inevitably hear all the embarrassing words in his will magic that he had secretly prepared.

“…But not before that. I won’t die until I do.”

He still had a reason to live.



 
  Chapter 87: Idea (2)


“…As expected, Astal is truly incredible.”

This was Victoria’s brief impression as she watched the magic Idea (이데아)—a spell Astal had devised to defeat the Dullahan.

What kind of thoughts must this man have daily to come up with such magnificent and beautiful magic?

Astal Kaisaros was always like this.

Even in the demon realm, where monsters and demons ran rampant, he never lost hope and always led his comrades to victory with his magic.

“If anything can work, it’s that. No doubt Astal has staked everything on this one chance.”

Hero Kyle, too, muttered as he observed the countless magic circles intertwined like tangled threads, forming a single sphere.

Throwing away the conventional notion that magic circles must maintain their original form and unraveling them like threads to reconstruct them into a three-dimensional structure—there was only one lunatic in the world capable of such an idea. Astal.

“Wait, Kyle… don’t tell me you don’t trust Astal? I’m disappointed. Is that all men’s trust amounts to?”

Victoria pouted in dissatisfaction as she looked at Kyle.

Normally, he would be the one cheering for Astal the loudest, but now she noticed a slight tremor in his voice.

“I can’t help it. I’m a hero, and I can hear the resentful wails of those sacrificed to the Dullahan’s holy sword.”

“…What? Is that really true?”

“Yes. That bastard even killed his own child.”

For the first time, Kyle cursed openly as he shared what he had learned with his comrades.

In his desperate bid to show loyalty to the Demon King, the Dullahan had slaughtered not only his comrades but even the child he had with the saintess.

A horrifying truth.

“…An irredeemable piece of trash. The fact that such a man was the first hero makes me sick.”

Surprisingly, it was Tarion, the sharpshooter, who first expressed his fury upon hearing Kyle’s story.

His hand clenched his bow tightly, veins bulging, as if he were restraining himself from immediately aiming an arrow at the Dullahan.

Tarion’s greatest wish was to defeat the Demon King and then return to his homeland with his beloved Anima, to live a peaceful life and raise a family.

“What the hell were the gods thinking when they chose that bastard as a hero?! Kyle alone would have been more than enough!”

“I can’t believe it… How could anyone do something so horrific? Why…?”

Anima and Victoria reacted differently to Kyle’s revelation.

One was enraged, the other overwhelmed by fear, feeling faint at the sheer horror of it all.

They didn’t want to believe it. Their minds refused to comprehend such an atrocity.

Was this the reason why the divine being Lumina had forbidden saints from physical contact with men?

Seeking answers, Victoria closed her eyes tightly, clasping her hands together—hands that had long been interlocked in prayer for Astal’s victory.

-Mother, did you already know this from the beginning? Is that why you set limits on my relationship with Astal?

Suppressing her trembling heart, Victoria steadied herself and began to pray to Lumina, the celestial god she had always believed in.

This divine being—who had always acted in ways that were difficult to interpret, as if either supporting or hindering her bond with Astal—finally spoke.

-Yes, because otherwise, history would have repeated itself. I never wanted to witness such a tragedy again.

Only then did Lumina reveal the truth to Victoria, recounting the past in a calm voice.

-Then why didn’t you tell me? No matter what, am I not like a daughter to you?!

For the first time, Victoria felt betrayed by her god.

If the reason for this restriction had been so grim, then was there really a need to impose a rule that turned a saint into an ordinary person upon engaging in physical relations?

-Victoria, I cherish you too much to have told you. Besides, I needed to protect you from the filth of the Holy Kingdom.

Yet Lumina’s voice carried sorrow.

Without these restrictions, there would have been no way to safeguard past saintesses.

The Holy Kingdom of Aurelium—its pope and knights—had often cast lecherous gazes upon the saintesses, scheming ways to make physical contact with them.

The conditions had been necessary.

-And in the beginning, even the first hero, Sieghardt, was once a noble man—someone who could have been compared to Astal.

He always risked his life to save others, a hero who shouted of hope… just like a certain someone.

Snap.

At that moment, something inside Victoria snapped.

“…Lies. Nonsense. Blasphemy. There’s no way that filth could ever resemble Astal…!”

Unable to suppress her fury, the words she had kept inside burst out.

How could anyone compare such a vile man to the one she loved?

The Dullahan had brutally murdered Astal’s parents, defied even the Demon King’s orders just to torment him, and now, they had learned that he had even killed his beloved saintess and their child.

The thought alone was sickening.

“The man I love would never hurt me or bring me pain…!”

They are nothing alike.

How could anyone say they were?

Victoria, overwhelmed by grief and indignation, let out all the emotions she had been holding back.

Had she not been born as a saintess, she might never have met Astal—but at least she wouldn’t have suffered the heartache of not being able to express her feelings properly.

“…Victoria.”

“You’re right. No matter what, that comparison is just wrong.”

Seeing Victoria in tears, even her comrades nodded in agreement.

“Hey, watch your mouth, old lady. If Astal sees that you made Victoria cry… god or not, he’s going to punch you in the face.”

Even Kyle, the hero, showed hostility toward the celestial being, resting his hand on the hilt of his holy sword as if ready to draw it at any moment.

Over the past year, Kyle had seen who Astal Kaisaros truly was.

Yes, he could be emotional and impulsive, often throwing his body recklessly to save others.

But more than anything, his comrades knew—he was the kindest and most selfless hero of them all.

-Daughter, the Demon King Ergossum is not as simple as you think. You know that no human has ever survived after facing him, right?

“But things will be different with Astal. Not only is he the man I love, but he’s also the strongest mage on the continent.”

-The first hero’s party had likely set out with the same hope. We will defeat the Demon King. We will bring peace to this world.

Recalling those times, the celestial being Lumina let out a deep sigh.

The gods, too, had believed in the first hero, Sieghardt.

They had gifted him with runes, weapons from myth—every advantage possible.

The hero and his comrades had cut down powerful monsters and demons, saving the kidnapped and spreading hope wherever they went.

But.

However.

-The moment Sieghardt laid eyes on the Demon King Ergossum, he snapped. It wasn’t a mental attack. It wasn’t magic. It wasn’t a curse.

-…….

-It was just… the primal, instinctual realization that he could not win. His rationality shattered in an instant. And after that… well, you already know what happened.

Even the greatest hope crumbled before the Demon King.

He wasn’t just an embodiment of evil—he was more like an unknown god, a presence so overwhelming that it extinguished the very will to fight.

-Victoria, I’ve watched countless saintesses fall. I’ve tried enforcing stricter taboos, and I’ve tried letting them live freely. The results have always been the same. This is the best method I have.

“But… what if we’re different?”


-Even the strongest-willed heroes and the most powerful mages had either ended their own lives or turned against their own loved ones after facing Ergossum.

Lumina still couldn’t place her full trust in Astal.

That’s why her contingency plan was to strip Victoria of her divine power—make her an ordinary woman so that she would be forced to leave the battlefield before the final confrontation.

-Victoria, you really do love Astal, don’t you?

“Yes. So much that I don’t think I could live without him anymore.”

-…Then I will allow you to deepen your relationship. But if you plan to have a child, wait until after the Demon King is dead.

Victoria listened to the celestial being’s words, and an idea suddenly came to her.

‘If the problem is that I lose my divinity when I lose my purity… then I just have to make it so that’s no longer an issue.’

If Astal truly succeeded in creating a spell that could defeat the Demon King—

‘Then I can throw these ridiculous conditions away.’

With that realization, Victoria clenched her fists tightly, determination shining in her eyes as she looked at Astal.

She had just set her goal and bait.

★★★

Right now, the aftereffects of drawing the Core Sword were wreaking havoc on my body.

Blood streamed from my eyes, nose, and mouth. My heart felt like it was being crushed.

My fingertips were numb, and my vision was darkening.

Before me, the Dullahan wielded an array of weapons, striking relentlessly to fend off my new spell—Idea.

“Hahaha! You lunatic! Did you really think a spell that’s just big and flashy could kill me?”

Blood and flesh splattered. My clothes were in tatters. The battle was turning into a brutal, desperate struggle. The Dullahan laughed loudly, reveling in the carnage.

“This is Forsaken Hollow. No one dies so easily here! And on top of that, I am a Death Knight! As long as my Life Vessel exists—”

“An immortal being that cannot perish… huh.”

“…Hah! Are you scared now—”

“Like I give a damn, you piece of shit.”

I sneered, spitting blood, disgusted by the way he still acted superior.

To be honest, the Dullahan wasn’t entirely wrong. Idea was still incomplete.

To reach its full potential, it required the combined power of all my comrades within its magic circle.

‘But right now, I can only handle two power sources at most…’

The current spell could hold both Victoria’s divine power and one other source of energy.


Any more than that, and the entire formation would collapse.

I analyzed the magic circle, gauging its limits. Any further burden would cause it to explode.

“Victoria, Kyle. If you’re watching… can you help me? I know it’s a little underhanded, but—this is the best way to kill this bastard.”

Panting heavily, I sent a telepathic message to my comrades.

It was only fitting that this fallen first hero be slain by this generation’s hero.



 
  Chapter 88: Idea (3)


Originally, it was against the rules for other participants to intrude into the arena. If that were allowed, teams could support each other, creating a situation where numbers would be unfairly advantageous.

However, that didn’t mean it was forbidden to borrow someone else’s strength.

I was trying to exploit a weakness in Forsaken Hollow, hoping to complete Idea, even if just a little.

“It’s pointless. You can’t kill me, a Death Knight. Even if you struggle, I recommend you not try to find another way.”

Clang—!

Dullahan didn’t pull out his holy sword but instead took out another pair of swords and kept attacking me.

This clearly showed he looked down on me. He saw me as a toy he could kill anytime, so he didn’t care what method he used.

I was a bit frustrated and irritated by that fact, so I blocked Dullahan’s attempt to strike my eyes with his twin swords and kicked his torso sideways with a swift kick.

The pain in my foot was intense enough to make it numb.

It was hard to guess what material his armor was made from because it seemed to have resistance not only to physical attacks but also to magic.

“Why? Are you starting to struggle?”

“That’s why I dislike young, hot-blooded fools like you.”

I wiped the blood from my mouth and spoke.

It was nearly impossible to maintain Idea with one hand while continuously blocking Dullahan’s attacks, but I couldn’t give up just yet.

I used the Core Sword I was holding in my other hand like a shield to deflect his attack when he leaped into the air to strike me from above.

“The scythe that killed the creature with the most lives in the world, Drefanon.”

“…!!!”

In that instant, without a moment’s hesitation, Dullahan switched from his twin swords to a scythe.

He used it like a hook to knock the Core Sword I was holding to the side.

To respond, I immediately let go of my sword and drove my fist directly into the center of his armor.

With a recoil, the sound of grinding metal echoed, and Dullahan was pushed slightly back, leaving deep marks of dragged feet on the ground.

“The bow and arrow that killed the creature with the largest wings in the world, Arghirothoxos.”

As the distance widened, Dullahan drew his bow.

Since my party also had an expert archer named Tarion, I could easily predict this kind of variable.

He was a Weapon Master who could handle any weapon at will.

I had prepared thoroughly to face such a foe.

I had asked Graktar to teach me new fighting techniques, and I had thought ahead about several magical countermeasures.

‘Now, I need to close the distance…!’

I rushed toward Dullahan, who was aiming his bow.

Clenching my teeth, I tensed my legs and kicked off the ground to soar into the air.

“…..Did you forget that once you’re airborne, there’s nowhere to run?”

Creak—, Dullahan, seeing me in the air, quickly adjusted his stance and aimed directly at me.

It was a calm, cool-headed judgment.

I could tell he had overcome countless battlefields by observing how he never wavered and always found the right countermeasure.

But,

‘When it comes to magic, I’m one step ahead.’

There was one thing he didn’t have that I did.

I had spent my entire life studying magic, working to save as many people as possible, and the fruits of that labor were in my hands.

This wasn’t magic created for revenge against my parents or to make the world peaceful.

I wanted to protect everyone. On my journey to defeat the Demon King, I didn’t want anyone to die or be left behind. I wanted to send everyone back home safely.

That small hope, and my personal desire, was contained in a humble spell now floating in the air.

And then,

“Kyle, Victoria! At this distance, it should be enough to reach!”

Now, my allies in the stands were close enough to touch the magic circle with their hands.

★★★

Kyle and Victoria, seeing Idea approaching, had no choice but to stand up from their seats.

“If only Astal had told us he had this trump card earlier…”

Contrary to his words, Kyle, the hero, had a satisfied smile on his face.

Astal was always like this.

He saved people with ingenious methods no one had thought of and laughed it off nonchalantly.

“Isn’t that part of him endearing? How he spends day and night thinking of ways to save people, but keeps quiet because he’s worried someone might be concerned about him?”

“Well, I believe there should be no secrets between lovers. At least, he could’ve told you, Victoria, right?”

Kyle, who transferred the flames in his holy sword to a thread to channel its power, and Victoria, who was sending divine energy while praying, followed Astal’s plan without any doubt.

This trust had been built from their many battles and shared experiences.

“I think Astal is even cuter with all his secrets. It makes it easier to tease him later.”

“You two are really something else…”

“Love is always deep and intense.”

Kyle couldn’t hold back the smile creeping on his face as he listened to Victoria.

Just a month ago, their relationship seemed like one of constant rivalry, always on the verge of fighting, but now, it had changed into something else entirely.

At first, it seemed like they were just pretending to be in a relationship, matching their words and acting like they were dating.

But now, it was obvious to anyone that they genuinely liked each other.

This was something I shouldn’t mention, though.

Kyle, who had always been quick at picking up on the atmosphere, was happy that he now had a secret to carry for the rest of his life.

“Alright! The preparation is complete! Astal, show that idiot who doesn’t even look like a hero a thing or two!”

“Lord Astal, we’re expecting another impressive victory from you.”

They transferred all the power they had into Idea and, signaling Astal, shouted at him to send Dullahan flying.

★★★

Dullahan, noticing the unusual light in front of him for the first time, froze in place.

The magic circle began to shine in rainbow-colored hues, and as soon as he saw it, an ominous sensation crawled up his body like insects.

“…If I take this hit, I’ll be destroyed? Me, the one with an immortal body that never dies, the one who rules over Forsaken Hollow?”

Dullahan almost laughed in disbelief.

This wasn’t a conclusion made from rational logic or judgment. His survival instincts screamed at him, “That’s dangerous!”

As an undead who had lived for centuries without dying as long as his Life Vessel remained intact, this was the first time he had ever felt such an instinctual fear.

“Hahaha, so be it! Let’s see if you can make it work!”

As Idea descended towards him, Dullahan rose into the air, his form growing even larger as he shouted loudly.

He had to hide the trembling in his fingertips. He had to push away the fear he was feeling.

“…Perish, calm down, fade away.”

Boom─!

Dullahan tried to block Idea with his command magic, but the magic pulse only struck once, showing no change.


There was still a way to respond.

There were the ten mythical weapons passed down through the legends.

With hope still in his heart, Dullahan drew a different weapon instead of his holy sword.

However,

“Damn it, what are these weapons made of… why isn’t anything working… Could it really be that the holy sword is in the magic circle?!”

The flames from the holy sword Kyle sent into Idea blocked all of the attacks from Dullahan’s weapons.

“…Haha, you crazy bastard. Do you really think you can kill the Demon King with magic?!”

Dullahan cursed as he looked at Idea. How could such a spell even be created?

Did he really have to draw his holy sword?

But if he used it and failed, the horrible memories would resurface.

To surrender to the Demon King, he had killed the person he loved and their child with that very holy sword.

For this reason, Dullahan’s refusal to use the holy sword was his last shred of pride.

It was his desperate struggle to hold on to the belief that he wasn’t wrong and to avoid showing others that he had submitted to the Demon King.

“This magic is still incomplete. It’s insufficient, and there are too many rough edges… there’s no way it could reach the Demon King’s neck!”

Finally, Dullahan drew his darkened holy sword from its sheath. Immediately, a dark aura began to spread from it, suffusing the air with a sense of impending doom.

Swish—!

Dullahan aimed his sword at the point where the magic circles overlapped most heavily, preparing to cut through.

No matter how solid and elaborate the magic was, it wasn’t invulnerable.

But,

“…Sorry, but you’re already way too late.”

“…!!!”

Astal had already accounted for this.

The moment he learned Dullahan was the first Hero, he had never thought he wouldn’t use his holy sword.

Whoosh!

As the holy sword of Dullahan slashed through Idea, the magic began to unravel and reassemble itself, surrounding Dullahan and taking on a new, solid shape.

“This wasn’t originally created to attack anyone. This magic was made to seal the Demon King. To ensure that I, my comrades, and everyone else could safely return home.”

Enduring the pain in his hands, which had been burned by the magic’s backlash, and the excruciating pain from the Mana Core burning out, Astal smiled slightly.

This was magic that could only be done by someone with the ability to see mana and a genius-level control over magic developed from years of training.

“O source of infinite wisdom, essence of countless failures, magic of the ages, hear my call!”

Astal finished his chant, remembering how Victoria would always pat his back when he was slouching.


“Idea (이데아).”

Boom─!

At the gesture of his clenched fist, the magic circle exploded with light, and like a cleansing fire, all its energy was directed toward the trapped Dullahan.

KABOOM!

Astal was flung backward by the blast, and the explosion and noise grew in size, swallowing up the entire arena.



 
  Chapter 89: Idea (4)


“Cough, that was close… we almost died together…!”

Right now, I couldn’t even move a single finger properly, and I was lying on the arena floor, breathing heavily.

It was the result of overworking my mana core and not considering the recoil.

If this hadn’t been a one-on-one duel, the magic had left such openings that I could have lost my life to another opponent.

Thinking of Idea, I couldn’t help but burst out laughing.

With this, I would definitely be able to kill the Demon King.

It was just a tiny feeling, but it felt as though I had touched the power of the gods.

This wasn’t just my own strength, but something made possible by borrowing the power of my allies.

“I think I need to find a way to defend my body…”

I was thinking about how to develop Idea, all while enduring the intense pain of broken bones and a headache so strong it felt like my blood was flowing backward.

It was the occupational hazard of someone who had dedicated their life to the study of magic.

As Dullahan had said, this magic was still incomplete.

There was no way to protect the caster from the huge explosion that occurred when sealing it, and I needed to change the structure so that the power of my allies could be better utilized.

At that moment, a loud voice rang out, so loud it hurt my ears.

“W-what’s going on?! Dullahan-sama has disappeared without a trace!! Is it possible that someone like the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s Army was destroyed in this Forsaken Hollow?!”

Siren, the commentator, was completely flustered as he saw Dullahan’s disappearance.

Unfortunately, Dullahan had not been completely destroyed.

Since Idea was not an attack magic, it only sealed Dullahan somewhere.

“If this happens, according to the arena’s rules, the winner will be the mad sorcerer! Where in the world could Dullahan-sama have…?”

Murmurs began to rise from the crowd.

It wasn’t just Siren who was disturbed. It seemed the audience couldn’t accept Dullahan’s defeat either.

“Dullahan lost? No way! Someone like him, a Four Heavenly King of the Demon King’s Army, couldn’t just go out like this!”

“No, the opponent is the sorcerer who killed Bellamora. Have you not seen how he defeated all the participants in the arena up until now?”

Since I had knocked out almost all the participants in order to fight Dullahan, I could hear voices from the crowd supporting me.

It was probably the first time anyone had seen magic of such enormous scale or power like Idea, so it made sense that they couldn’t fathom surviving it.

Well, who made this magic?

Even though the pain all over my body was suffocating, I couldn’t help but smile, forgetting the pain.

With this, I had avenged my parents and the people of my hometown.

The sense of relief from the guilt that had tormented me for ten long years was indescribably satisfying.

And at that very moment…

“Astal-sama, are you feeling better?”

Victoria, the saint whose presence was so immense that only half of the sun was visible in the sky, immediately approached me, holding my head with her knee.

How long had she been waiting?

I would have thought she arrived right after the battle ended, but her expression mixed with both worry and relief, showing it was more than just that.

“If you say you’re fine… are you going to hit me?”

“No, do you still think of me as that violent woman?”

Victoria spoke while trying to hold back her tears.

I wanted to wipe away her tears, but I was so disgusted with my immobile body that I couldn’t.

“Your body is so violent that there’s nowhere left to look.”

I purposely made a crude joke, one I’d never say to Victoria, because I didn’t want to see her sad face.

“Is that so? Then I’ll do as you wish.”

Victoria leaned forward slightly, and in an instant, my vision darkened.

She pressed my face against her chest, using her gentle breast pocket, and I felt a soft, warm sensation spread across my face as a sweet and intoxicating flower scent wafted in the air.

“Victoria… I can’t breathe… I can’t even move a single finger right now…”

“I know how to control that. I secretly practiced a little while you were asleep.”

“…..”

As Victoria had said, I was barely able to breathe and could only indulge in her body, as if paying for all the sins of pushing her away up until now.

If this had been before our contract relationship, I would have been called a pervert or received hateful looks.

“Right now… please just stay like this for a little while. I feel a bit relieved when you’re like this.”

Victoria, not knowing how to express her feelings, wasn’t lying or deceiving herself with her actions.

I couldn’t criticize her playful teasing.

-I’m embarrassed too… but I don’t want you to find out about these feelings… I just want to joke around like usual… If I think about you almost dying, I feel like I’ll cry…

In the pitch black and cozy darkness, I could hear Victoria’s inner thoughts.

Her voice was trembling, almost as if she was crying, despite trying not to sound too sad.

“You promised I wouldn’t die, didn’t you? How much do you not trust me?”

“You’ve been smoking and drinking behind my back, haven’t you?”

“That’s different, and this is… uh…”

“This is a punishment for saying bad things. You sweat a little, but in fact, you liked it more.”

Victoria leaned forward even more, pressing my lips closed, and as I saw her doing this, I realized how deep my sins ran.

After apologizing repeatedly, my vision finally began to clear a little.

…Seeing her make such dirty jokes was a good sign, so I guess I won’t be dying anytime soon.

“ Fortunately, I won’t have to worry about becoming a widow.”

Victoria, perhaps sensing the hidden meaning in my words, wiped away her tears with a playful smile.

Even in the arena where all kinds of monsters and demons were watching, Saint Victoria Everhart prioritized what she wanted to do first.

And that was being next to the man she loved most.

It seemed as if she wanted to make up for the fact that she couldn’t fight alongside me, and that she couldn’t believe I would return alive, hence the tears she had wiped away.

“Victoria, my victory isn’t confirmed yet, are you sure it’s alright to come down to the arena like this?”

“It’s fine. I know that Lord Astal always brings victory. Of course, you must have won.”

As she said that, Victoria placed a small kiss on my forehead, wearing a satisfied smile as she adjusted my bangs with her fingers.

“…Honestly speaking, it was a tough fight. I didn’t completely defeat the Dullahan.”

I was explaining to Victoria about the outcome of the battle as she watched.

“If you didn’t kill it… Is it because of the characteristic of Forsaken Hollow? No one can die here, after all.”

“That’s part of it, but also… I didn’t like the idea of him dying so easily.”

I said, letting out a victorious laugh, even though my lungs were damaged, my ribs broken, and blood was dripping from my mouth.

“I gave him a punishment worse than death. His life vessel turned out to be a holy sword he hadn’t drawn in a long time. He was probably afraid it might break or be destroyed.”

“Is that… even possible? Can a sword forged by Lord Odin contain someone’s essence?”

Victoria didn’t make a face of disgust or frown, instead using her sleeve to wipe off the bloodstains.

I liked this side of her.

Her selfless devotion, willing to step into the dirty muck first to save someone, felt so saintly.


“But he overlooked something. That sword isn’t a holy sword anymore, it’s a cursed sword. It’s been feeding on the blood and vengeful souls of innocent people.”

I could still clearly remember the moment the Dullahan drew the sword.

It wasn’t a holy sword at all; it was more like a cursed sword, filled with the spirits of the people he had killed.

The souls clung to the sword, waiting for the Dullahan to die, unable to even reach hell.

I briefly caught sight of the first hero party members, who had shed tears of blood, glaring at the Dullahan as though they wanted to kill him.

-Sorry.

He had probably killed his lover and child with that sword. The saint who had been holding a baby even mouthed “sorry” to me.

It seemed they were pitiful for the misfortunes continuing due to their past mistakes.

“One of them was a saintly woman holding a baby. Maybe that’s why the celestial being, Lumina, is against our relationship. Well, it doesn’t seem like she’s completely opposed, though…”

“You’re saying she’s not completely opposed? What do you mean by that?”

“Well, you’ll have to ask her directly later. I have a feeling the gods have a lot they hide.”

It was probably the celestial Lumina who allowed me to hear Victoria’s true feelings.

If she truly wanted to interfere with Victoria and me, she would have distorted our thoughts to drive us apart, or wouldn’t have set up strange conditions when I turned down her confession.

“Well, if it doesn’t work out, I have my own plans.”

“Do you think we’re on the same page?”

“Probably? Once I finish the magic to kill the Demon Lord, it won’t matter if you’re a saint or a regular woman.”

I smiled, looking at the results created by Idea in the distance.

If Victoria becoming a powerless, ordinary person was a problem, I could just make magic strong enough that it wouldn’t even be an issue.

Of course, there were many parts of Idea that needed refinement, and plenty of areas to improve.

“…I will wait for you to give your real answer to the confession you promised, and also for the magic that can kill.”

If I was with Victoria and the others, I knew I could do it.

She smiled brightly at my resolution and planted a short kiss on my lips.

-[You damned bastard!! How dare you seal me in a holy sword…?! I will escape for sure!!

Someday I will leave this garbage place and tear you apart, ripping out your insides and hanging your bones in the streets!!]

A voice filled with anger interrupted the moment, making it impossible to enjoy the atmosphere.

Ah, the mood was ruined.

The voice coming from the pitch-black holy sword was unmistakably the Dullahan’s.

From the start, Idea wasn’t an offensive magic, but a sealing magic, and I didn’t like the idea of my opponent dying so easily.

“Astal, this is…”

“I sealed him in the cursed holy sword. Now he will suffer, unable to reach either heaven or hell, constantly tormented by the souls of those he killed—Dullahan’s victims.”

I had only helped him face the consequences of his actions.

If he had lived like Kyle, perhaps nothing would have happened.

-[Aaah, uaaaah!! Please, stop, stop it!! I am the first hero!! I shouldn’t be the one suffering here!!]

After a while, it seemed that Dullahan was experiencing the terrible torment from those he killed, his voice now begging, “Please save me!! I’ll do anything, please!!”

“I was thinking of giving it to Kyle later… or maybe placing it at my parents’ grave. What do you think, Victoria?”

“Why not dunk him in magma or sink him in the sea and torment him a bit more? It’d be unfair if we didn’t do anything to him, don’t you think?”


“That’s a thought.”

Victoria smiled, more devilish than anyone, as she pondered how to torment the Dullahan.

“Forsaken Hollow, the 4,321st Arena match, the winner is—!! The Harmless Mage, Astal Kaisaros! Congratulations—!!”

At that moment, Siren, who had noticed everything, was the first to call out my name, announcing to everyone that I had won.

Well, she could have called me out like that from the beginning.



 
  Chapter 98: The Real Answer to Confession (1)


When I first heard the news about the Demon Lord subjugation, I thought this was my place to shine.

Even if I went to the demon world to defeat the Demon Lord and ended up dying, people would still consider it an honorable death.

After all, every hero party up until now had failed to even kill the Demon Lord Ergossum, let alone the Four Heavenly Kings beneath him, and they all perished.

It wasn’t that strange.

We were just long-term pieces in the Emperor’s game, temporarily halting the war and evacuating innocent citizens.

No one would mourn if I died, and there would be no deepening of friendship with my comrades.
At that time, I definitely thought so.

Now, the magic in front of me and Victoria is proof of that.

[─If you’re seeing this, it means I’ve surely died. The will magic I personally created, , can only be seen by the person who discovers it first after my death.]

Click.

A light burst out of a sphere, shaped like a blue water droplet, and an image of a person with the same face and voice as mine was sitting on a bed, talking to themselves.

“…Your face looks a little thinner. Your impression and eyes seem much sharper compared to now.”

Seeing my past self clearly captured, Victoria let out a small gasp.

“I think I look the same as now?”

“Well, it’s from a year ago. I always keep Astal’s face in my sight, so I can tell the difference.”

Victoria shook her head, giving me a look as if wondering how I couldn’t notice such a big difference.

Could such things happen if you fall in love?

I blinked my eyes wide, trying to find the differences, but no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see them.

[─I met the comrades who will be in my party for the first time today, but one question came up. Why are they telling the soon-to-die saint to subjugate the Demon Lord?]

“Ah, that sounds like my story. The first recorded will isn’t even about my own self, but about the saint with a large chest… Looks like you’ve had ill intentions from the start, huh?”

“…That’s not true. She just had half of her body covered in flowers, and no matter how you look at it, she didn’t seem fit for battle.”

“Someone who suddenly grabbed that person’s hand and cast all the curse removal spells they knew isn’t really in a position to talk, is she…”

Victoria gently placed her hand over mine on the bed.

Then, with a playful expression, she wriggled her eyebrows, almost as if teasing me.

This was why I didn’t want to show my will magic to Victoria.

It was something I had prepared in case there were people who might be left with regrets.

After the death of my mother and my grandfather, whom I had never seen since, I thought they might cry or be sad if I died.

[─My plan is to at least catch a Dullahan and die. At the very least, I want to avenge my parents and people from my hometown. I won’t be able to kill the Demon Lord Ergossum anyway.]

“Well, you did think very negatively at first. You always assumed the worst-case scenario wherever you went.”

Victoria smiled as if remembering fondly, resting her chin in her hand while looking at my projection.

“At first, our coordination was awful, and we had so much trouble even catching a weak monster.”

Hearing that, I sighed deeply and smiled.

Even though we were called humanity’s strongest heroes, there were times when we struggled because we didn’t work well together.

As she said, I had to put in an enormous effort to prevent my comrades from dying.

“I miss those days. Back then, if I even got a little closer to you, you’d blush and pull away, which was kind of cute.”

“That never happened.”

“Really? Didn’t you once look at this big lump of a body with lewd eyes and say that it was a figure completely unsuited for a saint?”

“Well, half of her body was made of flowers, so I did say it was dangerous to step out with a hammer and fight in the front lines.”

Until then, I had always thought that priests supported the party from the rear, with roles focused on boosting strength, divine powers, or giving blessings, and fighting on the front lines would make them easy targets.

I had given such advice before, but now Victoria was making up things just to tease me.

“Did you try to seduce me with lewd words when we mixed bodies?”

Except for this part.

When we had to spend the night together to remove the flowers growing on her body, I had made some harsh remarks on purpose.

“I thought you’d hate it. No one would like it if they were insulted with harsh words.”

 “…I was happy.”

“…..”

“Would it be right to say that I was excited to see a side of Astal I hadn’t known before?

Ah, but that doesn’t mean I’m a pervert.

After all, a saint is someone who can accept everything about the person they love…”

I lost my words for a moment as I watched Victoria awkwardly babble.

She had been the one to provoke and insult me harshly before, so maybe her values were different.

“Ah, anyway, I didn’t dislike it. I also learned that Astal isn’t a eunuch, since you can say such naughty things…”

Victoria’s face turned as red as a tomato, and she glanced at my groin while moving her throat up and down dramatically.

Honestly speaking, I want to do something even more extreme.

-Like XX-ing OO to □□…

I could sense how lewd and disorderly Victoria’s thoughts were, but I didn’t vocalize it.

It seemed like this was something I had to carry as a secret to my grave.

[─Finally, we’ve completely wiped out the troll army that had been chasing us.

It was my first time drinking with my comrades, and it seems better than drinking alone.]

Victoria and I spent time listening to the will magic I had recorded.

[─Today, I saw Victoria use a miracle and quietly cry or suppress painful screams when she was hurting.

I wonder why that’s called a miracle…]

At first, I had left negative wills saying “We’re all going to die,” but gradually I began to change.

[─Today, Kyle secretly ate the food from my pocket. I should record this here just in case I forget.]

Now, my wills were more like a daily journal, recording the little things that happened in the party, and I could see myself smiling again.

I was a human who could smile after all.

I was someone who could find hope and enjoy talking about trivial things like this.

“…Victoria, thank you.”

“Even if you say such things, I wasn’t the only one who was saved. Astal.”

Seeing her like this almost made me tear up.

I thanked her, but she said I didn’t need to say such things.

From the start, we had become comrades who supported each other’s wounds, crossing life and death, and had become the closest of companions.

[─This is a message for Kyle Dragonica, the hero of flames.

I remember you saying that when the demon lord was defeated, you’d marry your childhood friend and teach swordsmanship at the academy while living your life.

I hope that dream came true.]

As the will magic was almost finishing, the messages I had left for each person started to play.

[─To be honest, you’re too kind to end your life in this demon realm just because you’re a hero.

So even if I die, I’ll make sure to save you.]

The first message wasn’t from Victoria, but from Kyle, the hero.

He was always the first to lead the way in battle and save people.


Even when surrounded by monsters or taken hostage by demons, he never lost hope and always encouraged us.

“You weren’t the first to be mentioned.

I was expecting you to give me a real answer about your confession after defeating the Dullahan…”

“You only confessed recently, so it’s obvious that yours should come last.”

I sighed a little, already worrying about the embarrassing words that were coming.

After all, I had left behind things like ‘the saint I love’ or ‘I like you more than I thought,’ thinking she wouldn’t catch me.

“Can’t you just tell me now?

I even wore pretty underwear for today.”

Victoria slightly lifted her saint’s outfit, revealing underwear that had cow patterns, too small to be called underwear.

This wasn’t a saint’s outfit, it was more like a cow’s.

I even thought it was just a piece of cloth.

I couldn’t help but look away.

“Just wait a little, just a little longer.”

“Okay, I understand.

You’re always like this.

Even though I’m making such an effort to seduce you, you never give in.


I actually like that about you, but…”

Victoria seemed to expect this and showed a slightly disappointed expression.

She whispered in my ear with a sweet voice.

“…This time, I believe you won’t reject my confession. I’ll wait a little longer.”

Her words made me think I could almost smell a faint, sweet, and sour scent of milk in the air.
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Due to the recoil from using Idea, I ended up bedridden for quite some time.

Honestly, it was a miracle that I was still alive.

If it weren’t for the Forsaken Hollow‘s trait of being unable to die no matter what, the impact alone would have been enough to end me.

“Come on, say ‘ahh.’”

“I can at least move my right hand now, Victoria.”

Victoria had been taking care of me with utmost dedication for almost a week.

From feeding me to the more embarrassing necessity of helping me to the restroom, she assisted without hesitation, saying it was no big deal.

Hearing her say that she didn’t mind at all because I was the person she loved, I couldn’t help but once again feel relieved that she truly liked me.

No matter how close we were as comrades, I couldn’t imagine showing this side of me to Kyle or Tarion.

“Don’t you think I can start eating on my own now?”

I addressed Victoria, who was still feeding me directly.

No matter what, I felt guilty continuing to rely on her help.

Besides, Victoria wasn’t exactly talented at cooking.

She kept preparing meals filled with all sorts of supposedly beneficial ingredients to speed up my recovery, and I had reached my limit in sugarcoating my reactions.

It was time to tell her the truth.

Honestly, we should either buy food or let me cook instead.

“I refuse. Last time, you tried using magic to go to the restroom and almost seriously injured yourself.”

Victoria didn’t back down at all, instead firmly holding up a spoon, gesturing for me to open my mouth.

She had a point.

There was a time I secretly attempted to handle things alone and nearly fell out of bed in the process.

“That’s… well, because it’s embarrassing.”

Even if we were in a romantic relationship, it was still mortifying to keep exposing such private matters to her.

“…And yet, despite having already shared physical intimacy with me while completely naked, you still feel embarrassed? How peculiar.”

“That was only because we had no choice but to remove the flower from my body. That was completely different.”

“What does it matter? Once you defeat the Demon King, I’ll be seeing that body of yours every day anyway, won’t I?

And of course, as a saint, I should be the one to take custody of that sturdy and thick weapon of yours.”

Victoria looked at me with a mischievous glint in her eyes, openly making lewd jokes without hesitation.

She even placed her hand on her lower abdomen, as if recalling and measuring the length and girth she had seen before.

What on earth had made her like this?

If I really thought about it, I might have been the cause.

Even though I could hear her inner thoughts, I had ignored her feelings, which might have pushed her into this extreme behavior.

“…Have you been getting bolder with your dirty jokes?”

“You only react when I do this. That’s also why I cut a heart-shaped hole in the chest of my saintess robes.”

I covered my flushed face with my right hand and muttered a feeble rebuttal, but Victoria only spread open the hole in her robe with her fingers, trying to tempt me further.

Her reddened ears and the way she slightly stuck out her tongue, pretending to be unfazed, were so cute that I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Alright, alright. I’ll eat properly, so stop messing around.

I’ve been stuck in bed for so long that I’m overly sensitive right now.”

Unlike before, I directly expressed my feelings to Victoria.

To be honest, I was aroused.

When a beautiful and kind-hearted woman like Victoria kept pressing herself against me and whispering suggestive things, it would be strange not to react.

“……When you say sensitive, are you referring to my dirty jokes? Or physical contact of a more intimate nature?”

“Both. Honestly, it’s frustrating because my blood keeps rushing down there.

I’d be fine if it were anyone else, but for some reason, I can’t hold back when it’s you.”

Even against Bellamora, the Succubus Queen, I had never succumbed to lust or given in to seduction.

No matter how beautiful or provocative someone was, my body simply didn’t react unless it was Victoria.

Was it because she saved me from a life weighed down by guilt?

Or was it simply because she had become the person I loved?

Even my rational mind, which always sought logical explanations, couldn’t figure it out.

Maybe love was something that didn’t need an answer.

“I see…”

At that moment, Victoria covered her face with her hands, unable to meet my gaze, clearly flustered.

Her reaction was different from usual.

Normally, she would have called me a pervert or accused me of being in heat.

“U-um… if I made things difficult for you, I’m sorry.

I still don’t fully understand a man’s body…”

She was apologizing to me.

She wasn’t calling me a horny monkey or a pervert like she usually would.

-You always pushed me away or kept your distance, so I never realized…

Hearing her thoughts, I finally understood why she had been teasing me so much.

Ever since I rejected her confession, she was afraid of being completely shut out of my life.

That’s why she desperately tried to keep her connection to me—through lewd jokes and constant physical contact.

-I thought that if I kept touching him or joking around, maybe… just maybe, I’d get another chance. But… did I go too far? I mean, he almost died…

I gently patted Victoria’s head and smiled, silently reassuring her that it was okay.

“Victoria, it’s not your fault. This all happened because I refused to accept your feelings.”

It was too late to take back the pain I had caused her.

This was something I should properly address once I had fully recovered.

“……”

For the first time, Victoria didn’t argue or respond sarcastically.

She just silently let me pat her head, looking completely at a loss.

“Astal, are you feeling any better?

Victoria was so worried about you that I thought I’d check in on your condition—”

Click!

Just then, the firmly closed door swung open, revealing a group of familiar faces.

“I-I didn’t see anything…!!”

“Oh, was this a bad time? Sorry for interrupting.”

“So you two really are dating, huh?

Honestly, I wasn’t entirely convinced before.”

Kyle, the red-haired hero.

Anima, the brown-haired spirit summoner with bear-like ears.


Tarion, the green-haired elf archer.

Our traveling companions had barged into the inn room where Victoria and I were staying.

“No, it’s fine.

This is something that can be done later.

Right, Victoria?”

“Y-Yes….”

I smiled at Victoria and told her I’d pat her head again later.

She seemed so surprised by my words that she even bit her tongue while answering.

“So, why did you all suddenly come looking for me?”

I stopped my companions, who were awkwardly smiling and trying to close the door again.

There must be a reason they came to see me while I was sick.

Of course, they were worried about my condition, but there were still many unresolved issues.

Two of the Four Heavenly Kings remained, and in order to defeat the Demon King, we needed to enhance Idea.

“We came because we were worried about you…!

Oh, but also, we needed to talk about the corrupted Holy Sword….”

“I think it would be better if Kyle used it.

Since it’s the Hero’s Holy Sword, it should be able to wound the Demon King.”

Anima, the spirit sorcerer, scratched the back of her neck as she spoke about the Holy Sword, in which the Dullahan was sealed.

At this point, we couldn’t afford to be picky about our methods to defeat the Demon King Ergosum.

Honestly, I thought it would be best if Kyle, the Hero, wielded it.

“The thing is, whenever I hold the Holy Sword, I hear the voices of those who died at the hands of the Dullahan.”

Kyle spoke with a serious expression.

If the lingering spirits within the Holy Sword were the issue, Victoria’s holy magic could purify them.

But Kyle was deliberately avoiding that option.

It didn’t quite seem like he was trying to make the Dullahan suffer more.

“Among them… I think your parents and people from your hometown are there, Astal.

I heard voices calling your name.”

“What? Are you serious…?”

Hearing Kyle’s words, my eyes widened in shock.

I thought I’d never see them again.

I thought I’d never be forgiven.

I never imagined they would still long for me.

“I’m not completely sure. It could be the Dullahan pretending to escape from the Holy Sword.

And even if they really are people you know, they may have already lost their sanity.”

“…..”

“They might resent you…or even curse you. Do you still want to talk to them?”

Kyle, more cautious than ever, brought up the topic.

He, more than anyone, understood that spilled water couldn’t be gathered again—that the past couldn’t be changed.

Sometimes, even the best-intended actions could lead to the worst outcomes.

“Sir Astal, let’s try speaking with them.”

At that moment, I felt a warm touch on my hand.

“Victoria….”

“I have yet to formally introduce myself to your parents.

If we are to be lovers, it’s only natural to do so, isn’t it?”


Not to mention, she had yet to receive a proper answer to her confession.

She was still stuck in the role of a fake lover.

Yeah, if this was a past I had to face someday, then at the very least, I should do it with someone I cared about.

“…Bring me the Holy Sword, Kyle. I won’t run away anymore.”

I nodded at Kyle and asked him to bring the Holy Sword in which the Dullahan was sealed.
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I had put off answering Victoria’s confession for the time being and, as soon as I was able to move again, I began searching for a way to meet the lingering souls contained within the Dullahan’s holy sword.

“You should rest a little longer. You still have trouble keeping your balance without my support.”

“But… I feel like if I delay any longer, my parents will truly disappear.”

Victoria, walking beside me with her arm around my shoulder, was supporting my unsteady body.

By now, she didn’t seem to care about physical contact at all—her only concern was making sure I didn’t get hurt.

“…Well, there’s no guarantee that the souls trapped in that so-called ‘holy sword’ will remain there forever.”

Just as Victoria said, the sword the Dullahan had used had long lost its original radiance.

Now, it was nothing more than a weapon radiating darkness, as if it were trying to consume everything around it.

Even approaching it felt like someone was gripping my heart, making it impossible to breathe.

My blood seemed to flow in reverse, and an overwhelming pressure crushed my entire body.

But I couldn’t give up.

The people I had longed for my whole life might be inside that sword.

“Kyle, you said before that all holy swords function the same way, right? Since they were forged directly by the High God Odin?”

I addressed my comrades, who were standing ready in case anything unexpected happened.

Among them, Kyle had already drawn his own holy sword and was standing by.

Since he was the only one who could hear the voices of the swords, he seemed particularly tense.

“Yeah. If you twist the hilt, it activates its hidden ability. In my case, it creates armor made of flames…”

“But we have no idea what kind of ability the Dullahan’s sword has. That’s the problem.”

I swallowed nervously as I looked at the pitch-black sword before me.

With every step closer, I could almost feel the pain and suffering of those who had been consumed by it.

“There’s a chance the Dullahan is just pretending to be sealed in there… or, Astal, you might end up getting devoured by that cursed sword. Are you really okay with this?”

Kyle had a point.

It had already been ten years since my homeland burned to the ground.

The chances of anyone maintaining their sanity after being trapped in a weapon tainted by blood and hatred were slim.

In the end, it was nothing more than a desperate hope.

But—

“I’ll be fine. Victoria is with me now.”

Being with her had taught me that even the faintest hope could become reality.

I turned to Victoria with a soft gaze, my lips curling into a faint smile.

Interlocking my fingers with hers, I pushed aside my anxiety.

“…If you say things like that out of nowhere, it’s embarrassing.”

“If my parents resent me… or if the lingering souls of the villagers try to consume me, you’d save me, wouldn’t you? Just like always.”

“…In that case, I’ll expect a kiss on the cheek later. I don’t like doing things without getting something in return.”

Victoria said that, but in truth, she was someone who always acted for my sake, never worrying about what she stood to gain.

Had we ended up resembling each other in that way too?

We were a perfect match—both of us willing to risk not just our bodies, but even our lives, for the one we loved.

“Haha, just a kiss on the cheek? I could do that all day, you know.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

Victoria, flustered by my forwardness, couldn’t come up with a proper retort.

Her cheeks flushed, and her lips parted slightly as if she wanted to say something.

“…You really are mischievous.”

“Well, it’s not like I do this with anyone else but you, so it doesn’t matter, right?”

Victoria’s ears and neck turned red as she quickly averted her gaze, staring at the ground instead.

Even with the corrupted holy sword looming before us, the thought of moving forward together like this made me feel like everything would be okay.

At some point, Victoria had become my emotional refuge, just as I had become someone she could rely on.

“Still… there’s a time and place for everything.”

“Since when have we ever cared about that? Back in Bellamora, you gave me a deep kiss, remember?”

“T-That was… for resuscitation! There was no personal desire involved at all!”

I continued teasing Victoria.

If I didn’t, she would keep holding back her feelings because I hadn’t given her an answer to her confession.

She was taking care of me with such devotion that it was hard to call her just a comrade anymore—her feelings were far too deep for that.

‘The real answer to her confession… I should give it at the right moment. Right now, the priority is meeting my parents and the people of my hometown—to ease my guilt.’

In truth, I wanted to be honest and tell her that I had already fallen for her.

That I was pushing her away because I was afraid… afraid that she might die.

But—

“Aren’t we going to formally ask your parents for their approval to date? It’s fine to have a little selfishness or desire mixed in.”

I thought that before anything else, we needed to let my parents and the townspeople know that Victoria and I were together.

Forcing a calm smile, I reassured Victoria, who looked nervous.

“Aren’t you two scared…?”

Anima, the spirit mage, trembled as she felt the killing intent radiating from the Dullahan’s cursed sword.

She looked at us with disbelief, as if wondering how we could remain so fearless.

Honestly, if I said I wasn’t scared, that would be a lie.

What if my parents and the people of my hometown resented me?

What if the Dullahan was just pretending to be sealed, waiting to kill me?

Every year, I was plagued by nightmares on my birthday.

Even in Bellamora’s domain, those painful memories had replayed in my mind hundreds of times.

But—

“Aren’t we going to meet Lord Astal’s parents and the people of his hometown? There’s no reason to fear them.”

“Victoria… that’s not the issue. That sword is cursed. Even as a saint devoted to the celestial gods, you—”

“Just looking at you, I can tell what kind of kind and loving parents you had and what kind of good people you grew up with.

I don’t believe they would be broken so easily by a lowly villain like the Dullahan.”

Victoria smiled lightly as she placed her hand on the handle of the darkened sword, as if it were nothing to worry about.

—Whoosh!

As if rejecting her, the darkness surged, staining her hand and arm black. But—

“Lord Astal, don’t you think the same? The boy they sacrificed their lives to save has now become the mage of the hero’s party… He has already defeated two of the Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings.”

Victoria’s resolve did not waver.

She showed no sign of pain, only a pure and devout smile as she spoke of my feats—to the corrupted sword.

“This is an incredible achievement. If it’s us, we can even slay Ergosum, the so-called ‘Immortal Demon Lord.’”

Right now, she was comforting the lingering souls of those who had fallen to the Dullahan.


Even though the endless darkness threatened to consume her, she showed no fear.

-As long as I’m with you, even a thorny path feels like walking on a road of flowers. That… is what I believe love to be.

I had to respond to her feelings.

“…Yes. If it’s you, me, and our comrades, maybe it really is possible.”

After all, we are the strongest hero’s party in history.

I placed my hand over Victoria’s and, just as I had when we first entered into our ‘contract relationship,’ I interlocked our fingers before gripping the sword’s handle together.

The moment our hands touched the hilt—

A searing pain shot through me, along with the voices of the dead.

-Stop! Please, stop! Give me back my sister!!

-My son is on fire! Water… Someone, please, pour water…!

A crying child clung to a demon’s leg, wailing for his captured sister. A mother desperately searched for water to save her child, who was burning alive.

The screams—the exact same sounds from the tragedy that had unfolded in my hometown, Mavilos.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

-Lord Astal, do not be swayed by the wails of the lingering souls. They are simply in too much pain, too lonely… and so, they wish to drag the living into death with them.

A voice rang out—clearer than all the others.

It was the voice I had been hearing ever since I entered into a contract relationship with Victoria.

The voice of the saint’s innermost thoughts.

Her guiding presence silenced the other voices.

-Astal… I’m sorry we couldn’t properly celebrate your 10th birthday.

-Even if you are alone, never forget—we will always be by your side.

With Victoria’s help, I was able to sense the presence of my parents within the Dullahan’s sword.

The moment I twisted the cursed sword’s hilt—

Darkness erupted, wrapping around me and Victoria.

And in an instant, we disappeared.

★★★

“Our son has grown so much. Now he even brings home a beautiful girlfriend to introduce to us.”


“I wouldn’t accept it even if I were buried in the ground…!”

As I came to my senses, what appeared before my eyes was—

“Sorry, actually, this person was dying to say a line like that at least once. Since it’s been so long since we last met… Astal, you can let this kind of joke slide, right?”

“Wait a minute! Why did you say that?! I really wanted to test if they truly liked each other. There’s no way such a beautiful person would date our son for no reason—”

My parents, who had been brutally killed by a Dullahan ten years ago, their bodies never even found, were standing before me with the same appearance as back then, looking at me and Victoria with playful smiles.



 
  Chapter 92: Running away means you have to face it someday (3)


I bit my lower lip as I gazed at the scenery before me.

The cool breeze passing through the open window.

The warmth I could feel on my skin.

The children playing in the fields dyed in shades of blue.

This place looked far too out of place to be inside the cursed holy sword.

I remember this scene more vividly than anyone.

No, I long for this memory more desperately than anyone.

This is the landscape of my childhood home from ten years ago.

Even the scribbles drawn in the corner of the room remain untouched.

The cosmos flowers my mother loved still bloom abundantly in the yard, just as they did back then.

“……So, seeing you holding hands with Astal like that, does that mean you two are dating?”

“Dear, remember how Astal was famous for his good looks even as a child?

The village girls would always come by our house just to see him. Did you forget?”

The two people smiling warmly at me—

Seeing them made me feel like I was dreaming. Could this be an illusion?

A hallucination? Or was this some kind of scheme by the Dullahan to break free from its seal?

The people before me were the very ones who, on the day of my tenth birthday, had picked up farming tools instead of weapons to fight against the Demon King’s army in a desperate attempt to protect their child.

And in the end, they were brutally beheaded—

I had watched my parents’ brown hair roll through the muddy ground.

“Father…Mother….”

Claude Kaisaros and Celine Kaisaros.

Now that I was finally seeing my parents’ faces after so long, my throat tightened, and I couldn’t find my voice.

There were so many things I had wanted to say if I ever met them again, but now that they were right before me, my mind went blank.

The memory of placing flowers on their gravestones—graves that held no remains because I hadn’t even been able to recover their bodies—flashed through my mind.

I had wanted to leave the cosmos flowers my mother loved, but in the burnt ruins of our village, the only flowers I could find were nameless wild blossoms.

“Oh my, my son. Are you crying? You should show your best side in front of your girlfriend…!”

“…Did I tease you too much? Sorry about that, Astal.”

But this time, things were different.

The parents I had believed gone from this world still existed, right here inside the Dullahan’s holy sword.

“This isn’t a hallucination or an illusion. The Dullahan isn’t deceiving me either…When I look at them with my own eyes, I can’t find anything strange.”

Just in case, I used my mana-sensing vision to check if they were fakes.

I also felt the unique flow of my mother’s magic, confirming that they were real.

A person’s mana is like a fingerprint—it’s almost impossible to imitate or forge.

“T-Then this isn’t the time to just stand around!”

Victoria hurriedly straightened her hair and adjusted her clothes, clearly wanting to make a good impression on my parents.

She didn’t need to try so hard.

Just the fact that we had walked in holding hands would be enough for my parents to look favorably upon her.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Father, Mother. I’m Victoria Everhart, the saint currently in a relationship with Astal.”

Unlike her usual extreme formality, she spoke in a slightly more casual tone, perhaps to feel closer to my parents.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Celine Kaisaros, Astal’s mother.”

“I’m Claude Kaisaros. Judging by the look on your face, our son must’ve put you through a lot of trouble, huh? Am I right?”

My parents, perhaps feeling sorry for keeping us standing, took their seats at the table and greeted us properly.

But no matter how I looked at it, I had the feeling that they couldn’t quite believe their son was dating someone as beautiful as Victoria.

“Actually, I was the one who had a harder time. I confessed, but he rejected me the first time.”

“…….”

I had no words to respond to Victoria’s statement to my parents.

Seeing the sorrowful expression on her face—like a kitten drenched in the rain—

I couldn’t help but feel guilty.

“Oh my, is that really true? You weren’t interested in girls since childhood, but… I never thought you’d still be like this even after becoming an adult….”

“Astal, how many times have I told you to cherish the women your father favors…?”

As they sipped their usual black tea, my parents shot me an icy stare.

From what I knew, my parents were people who had eloped for love, overcoming even the status difference between a noble lady and a butler, eventually settling in this rural village.

That was also why I had a natural talent for magic, something considered an exclusive privilege of nobles, and why my mother had a unique flow of magical energy.

After all, my mother’s family, the Kaisaros, was renowned for their family magic—one that deconstructed and recreated spells.

“I’m sorry. I know this isn’t what you wanted.”

I didn’t bother making excuses to my parents. 

No matter how much I explained, the fact remained that I had pushed Victoria away.

Now, I had realized just how much I liked her—to the point where I wanted to accept her confession again.

“No, it’s our fault for not being able to protect you. If we hadn’t died, you could have lived a normal life, Astal.”

“I’m sorry. At the very least, I should have resisted that damn Dullahan. If not that, I should’ve left a final message that didn’t make you feel guilty.”

“…….”

Hearing my words, my parents apologized to me. Unlike before, they could no longer hide the sorrow in their expressions.

“A-Ah, no! It was my fault for not expressing my feelings well to Astal! At first, I was completely cold towards him! Astal didn’t do anything wrong…!”

The only one trying to lighten the heavy atmosphere was Victoria, waving her hands frantically.

Maybe it was because she wasn’t family.

This was one of the reasons I had fallen for her. Even in dark situations, she always spoke of hope and pushed forward.

“If you say you were cold, how exactly did you act?”

“I called him names like ‘pervert’ and even insulted him a little….”

Maybe she thought this would be her last chance to meet my parents.

Victoria spoke honestly without sugarcoating anything. 

Normally, I would have expected her to tell a little white lie to make a good impression.

“That’s a bit harsh… No, I’m sure our lovely daughter-in-law had her reasons.”

My mother had already started calling Victoria “daughter-in-law,” as if fully accepting our relationship.

Even after hearing that her beloved son had been insulted and berated by his lover, she didn’t take my side—she took hers.

“At the time, I thought I was living on borrowed time. As a saint, I believed I could never have a relationship with a man. I figured if I made Astal hate me, I could let go of my feelings….”

Victoria slowly explained her feelings to my parents.

If they didn’t believe her, she might even consider showing them the remnants of the flower still lingering on my body.

“I understand that feeling. My husband also wanted to quit being a butler after he fell for me. He said he couldn’t let himself love the one he served.”

“You said we wouldn’t bring that up, dear.”


At Victoria’s words, my mother gave my father a knowing glance.

Maybe my reluctance towards Victoria really was genetic.

“The men in our family are all like that. Even when they truly love someone, they convince themselves they must treasure them from afar and end up acting all distant.”

With a sigh, my mother gave me a look as if saying, So you’re the same, Astal.

My father, avoiding eye contact, simply stared at the table.

It was a scene I hadn’t witnessed in a long time.

Like watching a butler and a noble lady.

Since my mother had once been a noble, she had always been the one taking the lead in their relationship.

“…Dear, you could have sugarcoated the story or even lied, so why did you go out of your way to confess how badly you treated our son?”

“Because that’s what I believe love is. Even if feelings get mixed up, even if we fight bitterly, even if we hurt each other… Love means recognizing those differences and working toward a better relationship together.”

Victoria placed a hand over her heart, gazing at me with soft eyes as she spoke.

Unlike when we first started our contract relationship, Victoria Everhart had become someone who was honest about her emotions.

“I truly love Astal, your son. So much so that I’d willingly give up my life for him.”

Seeing Victoria’s determination, my parents took her hands and smiled warmly.


“…Our son really brought home a proper daughter-in-law. Now I have nothing to worry about, even in the afterlife.”

“You, take good care of her. If you leave problems unresolved or let unspoken feelings build up, it’ll only lead to fights in the end.”

It seemed they were quite pleased with her honest nature, which didn’t rely on deceit to make a good impression.

“So, in the end, how did you fall for our Astal? He may be handsome, but when it comes to women, he’s completely clueless….”

My father bombarded Victoria with questions about how we met and how she had come to love me.



 
  Chapter 93: Running away means you have to face it someday (4)


Actually, Victoria and I weren’t officially dating yet.

I had rejected her confession once.

But,

“What? You fell for me after seeing me try to remove the flowers blooming on my body? But now they’re blooming on our son…”

“Ah, that happened because Astal tried to save me. Normally, I have a side effect where parts of my body turn into flowers when I use miracles.”

“Our son must have worked really hard to get the heart of such a beautiful saint? No matter how I think about it, it seems like something you can’t do without serious determination.”

Seeing Victoria and my parents chatting happily like this, I started thinking that things like a contract relationship didn’t matter at all.

My parents were so happy that I brought a girlfriend, so I didn’t want to ruin it by telling the truth.

“So, how far have you two gone? Our son has always been so clumsy with women since he was little, you know…”

“Oh my, really? When he’s with me, he’s almost like a wolf, sending such heated gazes at my body and face…”

What exactly were my parents and Victoria talking about?

As I sensed they were crossing a line, I wanted to stop this conversation, but Victoria’s hand gently brushed over my thigh, and I couldn’t say anything, so I just closed my mouth.

“Yeah, how many girls in the village liked our son? Clara, who lives next door, always said Astal would marry her!”

Was there such a girl?

There had been so many girls who had said they liked me up until now that I couldn’t even remember them clearly.

“Hmm… where does this Clara live now? Just to show my duty as a saint, I’ll go…”

Victoria’s voice became colder than ever as she looked around, searching for the girl named Clara.

“Victoria, that’s going too far. She’s just a kid. And when she said she’d marry him when she grew up, it was just something she said on her own.”

I didn’t even properly answer her.

It was just a girl wanting me, so she went around saying all kinds of things to her friends.

“No, these childhood friends are actually more dangerous. It’s something that’s even written in the books I read. It’s about a man who meets a friend he promised to reunite with long ago, even while having a lover, and ends up cheating…”

Even after hearing what I said, Victoria didn’t change her attitude.

She talked about how a devoted lover like herself is easily discarded, citing the content from a book.

What kind of book could have such inappropriate content?

I thought about how she had remodeled her saint’s robe to seduce me and made sexual jokes, and it made sense.

“…So, Astal, are the flowers blooming on your body really just a side effect of the miracle?”

At that moment, my mother looked at the flowers still on my body with a concerned gaze.

Seeing someone knowledgeable in magic talk like that, I instinctively thought there might be something more to it.

“Yes, is there any reason it wouldn’t be?”

“The general idea is correct. But if the purpose was to align the cause and effect of the miracle, it seems a bit strange.”

My mother, Celine Kaisaros, carefully touched the flowers on my body with her finger, giving a dissatisfied smile.

Just touching it lightly made it feel like my skin was burning, and a sharp pain shot through my whole body, making me furrow my brow.

Seeing this, my mother sighed deeply and sipped her tea with a sad look.

“Originally, the first saint could use miracles without such side effects. This doesn’t quite add up.”

“The first… saint?”

But the records I saw in the forbidden archive of the Saint Kingdom Aurelium said that some saints used miracles at the cost of their eyesight, or even their names or memories.

“In fact, the first saint is still protecting this place. Though it may seem like the corrupted holy sword, the spirits inside it are what allow it to retain reason.”

This was something the hero Kyle had once told me.

The first hero, Dullahan, or Siegheart, had apparently shown his willingness to kill even his lover, comrades, and even his own children just to surrender to the Demon Lord Ergossum.

Among them, the first saint met the most horrific end.

The reason the celestial deity Lumina set limits on us was because of such an event.

“If I meet her, maybe I’ll find out something. I think these flowers, which seem like side effects of the miracle, may have some meaning.”

“For example?”

“If the gods force people into pain to balance the world, then the words they use seem a little odd, don’t you think?”

Why hadn’t I thought of this sooner?

I paused in thought as my mother spoke.

Celestial deity Lumina had made a deal with Victoria to gradually form a physical relationship to remove the flowers blooming on my body.

“Ultimately, you removed it using some method, right? Judging by the fact that there’s only a little left in your body now, I think this is just a false testimony or a trick to deceive someone.”

The logic doesn’t add up.

If the death of the first Saint is what is preventing an heir between Victoria and me, then there would be no reason to encourage such dangerous actions, right?

Moreover, she even let me hear Victoria’s true feelings.

This is not only a power I cannot confirm with my own eyes, but if it wasn’t the power of a Heavenly God, she herself would probably be the most furious.

As I thought about the contradictory actions of the Heavenly Gods, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something they were hiding.

“My father thinks so too. It’s strange that the Demon Lord, who has the power to kill all the legendary hero parties, isn’t stepping forward.”

My father, after listening to my mother, chimed in. 

Also, the fact that they sent one of the Four Heavenly Kings, someone who could easily kill a child like me, was suspicious.

“I still don’t understand why they chose our village as the first target. Wouldn’t it make more sense to aim for someone more powerful like the Duke of the North or the Emperor first?”

If the Demon Lord truly wanted to cause chaos in the world, there were plenty of other better choices than our village.

Upon reflection, he had a point.

If they had disguised the Emperor’s death as a foreign assassination, or killed the Duke of the North to let monsters flood in from the border, they could have destroyed the world without needing to send an army.

But the Demon Lord didn’t do that.

“…I think there was a prophecy that I would be able to defeat the Demon Lord.”

As Dullahan had mentioned before, the Demon Lord wasn’t watching the hero Kyle, but a child like me with great attention.

“Then the one who spoke of that prophecy is probably the issue. Since the Demon Lord has backing, the Gods are acting passively…”

Listening to my parents, it felt like the doubts we had until now were starting to get resolved.

The strange mural I saw in the Holy Kingdom Aurelium.

The contradictory actions and words of the Heavenly God Lumina.

And the stories told by Dullahan and Bellamora about how I was destined to defeat the Demon Lord.

“Where is the first Saint? I’d like to meet her and have a conversation.”

“Just leave this house and head forward. This place is a stopped past, and to move into the future, you must go forward.”

After that, my parents gave a faint, nostalgic smile.

As I looked at them speaking as if this would be our last conversation, I instinctively realized that the moment we would have to part again was coming soon.

If there’s a meeting, there’s also a farewell.

I wanted to tell them not to leave, but after all, this was not a place of rest; it was the corrupted Holy Sword of Dullahan.

“Are you really leaving like this? I haven’t even had a proper conversation with you, and I wanted to hear more about Lord Astal’s childhood…”

Victoria seemed to sense the mood as well, holding my parents’ hands with a sad expression.

“We can’t stay here forever. Even though the first Saint is protecting us now, this Holy Sword has consumed too much blood and vengeful spirits.”

“If we don’t achieve enlightenment, it’s only a matter of time before we go mad or vanish. And at this age, I don’t want to burden you and your new spouse.”

Seeing my parents’ expressions, I wanted to beg them not to go, but I couldn’t get the words out.


Once we part this time, we might never meet again.

There were so many things I wanted to say: that I missed them so much, and that I truly loved them.

“…I’m sorry. I couldn’t protect you.”

Being incomplete and inexperienced, I could only say such words.

“No, you don’t need to apologize. We promised we would always be by your side, no matter what.”

“Even if we reach enlightenment, it’ll be okay. We’ll be the wind by your side, the nameless wildflowers in the street, and the shade that blocks the sunlight. We’ll always be with you.”

My parents gently hugged me and spoke in a warm voice, as if telling me not to worry.

“You’ve grown a lot, Astal. I’ve always wanted to have a drink with my grown-up son and talk about life… It seems I’ve managed to fulfill that, in a way.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t love you enough. I wanted to buy you better clothes, give you delicious food, and someday take you to greet your grandfather.”

“Mother… Father…”

“I’m sorry we couldn’t wish you a happy 10th birthday. We’ve always kept you in our hearts…”

Tears flowed from my eyes, and the emotions I had never been able to express began to burst out, but the journey wasn’t over until I defeated the Demon Lord.


“Mom, Dad. I love you. Truly, truly…”

“Yes, Astal, you must be happy from now on. We will be watching over you from the sky… Be good to your girlfriend.”

Swallowing my tears, I could only say my last goodbye to my parents.

“It will be alright. Lord Astal is such a kind person that I’ve fallen for him myself. So… please don’t worry too much. We will definitely defeat the Demon Lord and live happily…”

As I watched my parents fade away like a mirage, Victoria couldn’t hold back her tears and wiped them away with her hand.



 
  Chapter 94: A Flower Blooming in the Mud (1)


According to the last words my parents left, Victoria and I started walking away from our home.

As the house, filled with memories of my parents, became a dot and slowly disappeared, the sound of children’s laughter faintly echoed between the cool autumn breeze and the vast golden wheat fields.

It was the peaceful landscape of a village I had once lost.

It was the simple happiness I had longed for in my heart.

“Astal, you’ve really grown up. It feels like just yesterday when you were in your parents’ arms, babbling as a little one…”

Among these memories, familiar faces I could never forget began to appear.

“…Uncle Eric.”

“Heh heh, you still recognize me, huh? Honestly, I thought you’d forget after all this time.”

The fruit shop uncle, who always treated me kindly.

A man whose heart had been pierced by a large hole where his heart should have been, turning him into a motionless corpse, all because of the Demon King’s army.

“So, do you still like apples? Every time we passed by the fruit shop, I’d give you one… You used to nibble on them like a squirrel, and it was so cute.”

Uncle Eric was talking about the past while looking at me.

I thought he would blame me for not saving him when we met, but he was concerned about something entirely different.

“Don’t you resent me…?”

“Hmm? Why would I resent you, Astal?”

“The Demon King’s invasion happened because of my existence.”

I confessed my true feelings to Eric.

I secretly wished he would scold me harshly, or get angry and speak some harsh words.

If I hadn’t been in this village,

or if I had known about the Demon King’s army and asked for help, maybe he wouldn’t have had to die.

But…

“You little brat. Even if that’s the case, I’m not narrow-minded enough to resent a 10-year-old kid.

Besides, you weren’t just anyone. You were the kind-hearted kid everyone in our village knew.”

Instead, Uncle Eric placed his hand on my head and assured me that everything was okay.

His expression, instead of despair or anger, showed a bittersweet sympathy.

“That’s right. No matter how much you feel guilty, Astal, it’s not your fault.”

“…Is that your girlfriend by your side? If she is, the village girls will probably cry!

Here, these are apples just harvested today. They’re sweet and delicious, full of honey. Try one!”

Victoria, still holding my hand, offered comforting words, and Uncle Eric, seeing this, smiled brightly and handed us both an apple.

“Thank you. If possible, could you tell me more about Astal when he was a child? I’ll make sure to repay you…”

Victoria took the apple, bowed slightly, and thanked him, asking if there were any pictures or stories from my childhood.

“…Let’s go, Victoria. I think it’s time. Thank you for not forgetting me all this time, Uncle Eric.”

As soon as he gave us the red apples full of sunlight, I could see Uncle Eric’s form slowly fading, and I barely managed to hold back my tears.

“Yeah, funny thing, those apples just ran out that day! It took ten years, but I finally got to give them to you. Now, you won’t feel bad, right?”

The reason he had endured for so long without moving on wasn’t because of anything big—it was simply because he hadn’t been able to give an apple to someone like me.

“…It seems like you’ve been loved by many, Astal.”

“There are too many people who are too good to me. You, and the people of my hometown, too.”

Crunch, I took a bite of the apple and spoke to Victoria. It was thanks to the relationships I had built that I had made it this far.

At the magic tower, I met my mentor and became a mage, and when I had given up on life and left to hunt the Demon King, I found hope to live through Victoria and my companions.

“Could it be that all the people ahead of us…”

“They probably waited for me to come here. I thought I’d be filled with resentment after losing my life to the Demon King’s army, but…”

Victoria and I paused, gazing at the many people ahead of us.

“…It doesn’t seem like that’s the case. I thought I was wrong.”

There was a group of people, smiling brightly, as if they had something to say to me.

I had thought they would be filled with hatred for me because they were brutally killed by the Demon King’s army, but they looked like they had been waiting for me to come, contrary to my expectations.

“Astal Oppa, can you show us some magic today? The one where the water droplets turn into stars—so cool! I tried doing it by myself, but I couldn’t do it like you!”

The first one to pull at my sleeve and speak was a cute girl with her hair braided into two parts.

She was a girl I used to play with often, as she lived near me.

Seeing her again, I couldn’t help but cast a spell.

She was the girl who had tragically lost her limbs and cried out in agony before dying at the hands of the Demon King’s army.

“Sure, if that’s what you want.”

Float, float.

The water droplets, which were supposed to be spherical, took on different shapes like stars, unicorns, and clouds thanks to magic.

“Wow! That’s amazing! How do you do that magic? I couldn’t figure it out when I tried to teach myself…”

Children gathered around me, amazed by the magic creating the fascinating water droplets.

Among them, I saw the face of a little one who had once asked me with sparkling eyes to teach them magic.

A child who, covered in oil and set alight, met a tragic fate, burning to death and leaving behind the smell of cooked flesh and terrible screams.

My parents weren’t sharecroppers, and unlike them, I had dreams of becoming a magician in the future, just like me.

“First, I’ll need to buy a staff, or maybe there’s a branch from the mountain with magical power. Or, I can just give you the one I’ve been keeping in reserve.”

I was giving out the staffs I had kept in case I couldn’t use magic with my bare hands, doing the things I couldn’t do when I was younger.

This should be enough.

They weren’t waiting to say anything with resentment toward me.

“Wow! As expected, Astal hyung is the best! I’ll treasure this for life!”

“Thank you, oppa. You’re still so kind, huh? That’s why you even got a girlfriend…”

I guess they just wanted me to fulfill the regrets I had from not doing what I couldn’t do when I was alive.

“…Your name is Clara, is it?”

“That’s right. I’ve been Astal’s childhood friend. If you make my oppa cry, you’d better be ready to die in my hands!”

Among them was a girl who stuck her tongue out at Victoria, as if to provoke her.

Clara, whom my parents had mentioned earlier, seemed to look exactly like this girl.

I could sense an odd atmosphere between the two girls as Clara kept holding onto my arm.

“Clara, no matter what anyone says, Victoria is my lovely girlfriend. You shouldn’t say things like that.”

“…!!”

I gently patted Clara’s head, hoping she could let go of the last bit of regret she had.

I knew well what unrequited love felt like, and since she was already a person who had died, she couldn’t express her feelings anymore.

-You called me your lovely girlfriend… Even though there’s no need for a lie like that…

Victoria lost words at my sudden action and just covered her face with her hands.

“Hah, but…!”

“And honestly, I never saw you as anything more than a little sister. The type I like is… someone who’s a bit playful but kinder than anyone else.

Unlike someone who spreads false rumors under the excuse of liking someone.”


Clara was trying to make me reject my feelings toward her by intentionally gazing warmly at Victoria.

It wasn’t completely a lie.

Victoria was playful but also warm and kind, after all.

“Ahem. Well, that’s true. I am Astal-nim’s lover no matter what anyone says, and you… in the end, you couldn’t confess your feelings and lied to him. That’s the problem, isn’t it?”

“……”

Victoria smiled with her mouth curling up, not even trying to hide it, as she spoke to Clara.

“I’m sorry, will I have another chance if I’m born again?”

“Of course. But next time, I won’t let you off so easily. Let’s have a fair contest then.”

“Haha, what’s that… That’s weird…”

“I’d fall in love with Astal-nim all over again, even if he died and was reborn. I’d like him again, no matter what.”

Unexpectedly, their conversation seemed quite normal.

As I rejected Clara’s feelings, Victoria was comforting her, trying to prevent her from being overwhelmed by sadness.

A farewell should be filled with anticipation for a future reunion, not tears.

“Alright, I understand. Next time, I won’t let you off so easily.”

“I look forward to meeting you again.”

Victoria politely prayed, sending Clara off, and I began talking to the villagers around, one by one.

“Astal, congratulations on getting a pretty girlfriend.”

“I didn’t expect you to become such a great magician.”

“You’ve grown so tall, our little one.”

Words filled with encouragement and lingering regrets passed by as I spoke with them.

The guilt I had been carrying for so long gradually began to fade, like a fire slowly dying down.

For the first time in ten years, the sharp pain I had felt in my chest disappeared.

“So, how was it, meeting the people from your hometown? I told you, they wouldn’t blame Astal-nim, right?”

“Yeah, it really was like that…”

“You are such a kind and warm person, so even things that others might avoid or forget, you tend to put the blame on yourself instead.”

Now, we were walking towards the first saint, standing on the edge of a hill with the sunset blending into the wheat fields.

“…Well, it’s also because of this that I fell for you, but even so, I think you should fix this. It’s not a good habit.”

As she spoke, Victoria smiled brightly, and her hair seemed to blend into the scenery.


Looking at her, I couldn’t help but think that this girl, Victoria Everhart, who stood before me, was someone so lovable and admirable.

“Alright, now we’re about to meet the first saint. We’ll finally learn the secret hidden by the gods.”

“Victoria.”

“Yes?”

I couldn’t help but leave a soft kiss on her forehead.



 
  Chapter 95: A Flower Blooming in the Mud (2)


Victoria was replaying what had just happened in her mind.

Lying about dating Astal when she met his parents, and the brief kiss he placed on her forehead.

Normally, he wouldn’t have acted that way.

She could have told his parents the truth—that they weren’t actually together—and there was no real reason for him to kiss her forehead, either.

Why did he do that?

The pounding of her heart and the tingling sensation at her fingertips were so distracting that she couldn’t think straight.

‘I can’t even look at his face properly…’

Victoria lowered her head and walked forward.

She couldn’t understand why the man beside her had lied to his parents and shown her affection.

Could it be… he likes me?

She sneaked a glance at him, holding on to a small bit of hope—only to find that Astal had already been looking at her. Their eyes met.

“…!!!”

“Are you okay? Do you feel sick? Your face has been a little red for a while now…”

Victoria couldn’t bring herself to say, It’s because you say and do things like this so casually that I don’t know what to do.

She had promised herself she wouldn’t run away from her feelings anymore. 

But the thought that maybe—just maybe—he liked her back made her too embarrassed to say anything.

Love, when put into words, was embarrassing.

But love, when expressed through actions, was warm, ticklish, and impossible to describe.

“…You’re not telling me you’ve suddenly started liking me, are you?”

Victoria forced a composed smile onto her face. 

She knew that if she provoked him like this, he would probably brush it off and deny everything.

But—

“I do like you. Quite a lot, actually.”

“Hah, is that so? That’s unfortunate. You clearly don’t recognize the charm of the most beautiful and noble woman in the world— Wait, what did you just say?”

“Well, who knows? Did I mean as a friend, or did I mean as something more?”

There was something different about Astal.

The way he said he liked her so easily, the way he called her precious—it all felt unfamiliar.

“Wait, hold on. This doesn’t count! What I want is to hear your confession in a more romantic setting, with the perfect atmosphere—”

What is wrong with me?

Her heart pounded as if it were broken. Her face burned so hot that even covering it with her hands didn’t help.

“…Then let’s do it that way. I want to properly return your feelings too.”

“Yes, yes! I’ll be looking forward to it…”

Astal squeezed Victoria’s hand once, giving her the answer she wanted to hear the most.

Was it because he had finally faced his past trauma?

Or was it because he wanted to return the favor after everything she had done for him?

Whatever the reason, it was clear to anyone that Astal liked Victoria. His gaze was so soft that it was impossible not to notice.

She had been waiting for this moment.

She had wanted this to happen someday.

So why did it feel so unreal? Why did her heart race so much that she could barely look at him?

“…Victoria, can I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

Despite the sweat making their hands slippery, neither of them let go.

Right now, the desire to hold on was stronger.

“When you told my parents we were dating, you didn’t have to lie, did you? We don’t need to keep pretending to be in a contract relationship anymore.”

“…And you didn’t have to tell Clara that I was your precious partner, did you?”

At some point, Astal and Victoria had grown used to acting like a real couple, even without the contract.

Neither of them could tell whether it was out of habit or if it was their true feelings.

So much had happened in the past month.

They had defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord’s army—something they once thought impossible.

And emotionally and physically, they had grown so close that there was no turning back.

“I just… wanted your parents to be at peace when they passed on. If they thought you had someone by your side, they wouldn’t have to worry so much.”

Victoria didn’t want to introduce herself as just a companion.

There was a bit of selfishness in that.

But she didn’t say it out loud.

Ten years could be a long time or a short time, depending on how you looked at it.

If she ever got the chance to see her own parents again, she would want to tell them she had someone by her side too. She thought that would give them peace of mind.

“…I just didn’t want you to misunderstand. You’re the only woman I’ve ever felt romantic feelings for.”

Unlike Victoria, Astal was honest about his selfishness.

Because ever since they were kids, he had thought she was adorable—especially when she got jealous over a girl who spread a silly rumor about marrying him.

“You don’t even try to hide your intentions anymore. I can already guess how many women have shed tears over you.”

“…I think you’re the only one I’ve ever made cry?”

At Victoria’s words, Astal looked at her with a puzzled expression. 

He had indeed made her cry when he rejected her confession, but he had never caused any other woman to shed tears.

“That’s exactly what I hate about you, you oblivious magician.”

Victoria let out a small sigh, relieved that this man had never carelessly given his attention or heart to another woman.

If Astal hadn’t been hesitant about romance and love due to his trauma, then someone like her—who spoke sharply and harshly—would never have had the chance to get close to him.

“You’re saying you hate it, but you’re still holding my hand.”

“T-That’s… because I was afraid you’d get lost…!!”

His insensitivity and clumsiness when it came to feelings directed at him.

Astal now understood what Victoria had been talking about, so he chuckled softly and teased her.

★★★

Victoria and I continued walking through the pure white space. At the place where it seemed to end, darkness began, and there, we encountered a woman with white hair.

She sat atop a Dullahan clad in jet-black armor as if it were a mere chair, wearing a relaxed expression and smiling.

“Oh my, nice to meet you. Are you the hero and saintess of this era?”

The moment I saw her, I immediately realized that she was the first saintess. The Dullahan beneath her trembled violently, letting out a scream filled with pain.

“Please, please… Get me out of here. I don’t want to experience my head being crushed or my limbs being torn off while I’m still alive anymore…! Erisiel, if it’s you, you can do it, right?”

“No. You have to fall into hell with me. No matter how terrifying the Demon King was, you still killed me and all the people I cherished, didn’t you?”

Gulp.

I swallowed bitterly as I watched the first saintess speak with such cold cynicism.


Rather than a saintess, she seemed more like a judge from hell.

Seeing the restless spirits behind her, tearing into what appeared to be the Dullahan’s very soul, sent shivers down my spine.

“…I’m not the hero. Just an ordinary magician. Astal Kaisaros.”

“The saintess of this era, Victoria Everhart.”

“How unexpected. I thought it was predetermined that the hero and saintess would end up together. But perhaps this is proof that you two are special.”

The first saintess, Erisiel, spoke casually, completely unbothered by the Dullahan’s suffering.

Route? What exactly did she mean by that?

I had the feeling I was missing something important, so I stepped a little closer to the first saintess.

“Ah, it’s best if you stay where you are. Beyond this point, there are many spirits even I cannot control.”

Erisiel opened her palm, advising us to keep a certain distance.

To prove her point, the child she held in her arms was already stained black, seemingly having lost its sanity.

Having never even seen the light of the world, the child had been mercilessly killed by its own father—and thus had become what it was now.

“By any chance, was it you, Saintess, who kept my homeland’s people from losing their minds to corruption?”

“Yes, that’s right. My miracles don’t have side effects like yours do. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Because you’re curious about that?”

Saying this, Erisiel smiled gently. She comforted the baby in her arms while offering us a warm and kind smile.

“That’s correct. Defeating the Demon King requires us to understand this. Do you have any information you can share?”

“In that case, just call me Erisiel. That would make things easier for me as well.”

The first saintess then waved her hand, revealing a certain scene before us.

“Astal, Victoria. Have you ever actually faced the Demon King in person?”

At her fingertips, a vision unfolded, showing countless people fighting against some entity.

There were those who looked like hero parties like us, and even black knights clad in dark armor, but one person alone stood out in every scene.

A man who shed tears of blood as he prayed to the heavens.

Just from his presence, a chilling reverence ran down my spine.

Erisiel then spoke.

“This being is the Demon King, Ergossum. His goal is the destruction of the world, but… there is something even more important hidden behind that.”

“And what exactly is that?”

“Destroying all parallel universes. In doing so, leaving only one possibility behind. He explicitly called it the ‘Grand Route.'”

Erisiel let out a deep sigh as she explained.

The Grand Route.


What did that have to do with the side effects of using miracles? No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t make sense of it.

“That’s also why the gods cannot intervene directly with the Demon King or us. They’re using concepts like causality and side effects as an excuse to hide something.”

Suddenly, a mural I had seen in the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium flashed through my mind, and I realized what had been tormenting us all along.

The being that all the gods had once combined their strength to barely drive out—there was a high chance that it had now sided with the Demon King.

If that weren’t the case, none of this would make sense.



 
  Chapter 96: A Flower Blooming in the Mud (3)


The First Saint, Erisiel, was sharing quite an interesting theory with Victoria and me.

It was as if, when you throw a stone into a deep lake, countless ripples spread across the surface—just like that, there are many possibilities in this world, and each one is called a “root.”

“These possibilities become roots, forming different parallel universes… but there has always been one constant, unchanging existence. That is the Demon King Ergossum.”

As the First Saint said, in countless parallel universes, many people could be seen fighting the Demon King.

A white-haired man using only his fists to repel monsters,

A giant dragon breathing fire trying to strike the Demon King,

And a nun, with a cross as large as her body on her back, leaping into the battlefield to protect others.

“…Sorry for interrupting your explanation, but how did you come to know all this information, First Saint?”

On top of that, the First Saint referred to the collection of unrealized possibilities, or roots, as parallel universes, and I suddenly became curious.

How could she possibly know all these things?

The information seemed far too detailed and specific for a mere saint to know, and something about it felt off.

“The scene I’m showing you is the same as the one the Demon King showed us long ago. The Demon King Ergossum himself mentioned the Grand Root and described us as unnecessary branches that needed to be cut away.”

Saint Erisiel sighed deeply, her voice trembling as she wiped away the tears from the child she held in her arms.

“The Grand Root… So, in the end, it’s like pruning a tree, destroying all possibilities, and leading to the destruction of all universes?”

Victoria thought about this and realized something.

It was like a gardener cutting away unnecessary branches to shape a bush the way they wanted.

“If only one possibility is left, could it not create a happy future for everyone? The Demon King is the one who doesn’t want that, of course…”

If that’s the case, isn’t it possible to leave behind hope, not just destruction?

Furthermore, there was no guarantee that only the Demon King could control so many roots. 

If the enemy can do something, then we can too—this kind of thinking is fundamental in battles.

“…It could be an unexpectedly winnable fight.”

“If we manage to kill the Demon King and bring victory across the parallel universes, wouldn’t we be able to outsmart the forces behind him?”

I mentioned this while forming an idea in my hand. 

Though the magic was still incomplete, this was something that had briefly reached the divine level, and it seemed to have enough potential.

“Sorry to say, but that’s probably impossible. Defeating two of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings was an impressive feat, but Ergossum is on a completely different level.”

But even after seeing the idea, First Saint Erisiel shook her head. 

The sadness and despair in her eyes reflected the reality of someone who had actually faced the Demon King in battle.

“What kind of being is Demon King Ergossum? The rumors say he’s an immortal, an undying existence…”

“Ergossum is like an nameless god. He’s a being completely different from ordinary life forms. No matter how powerful you may be, you won’t be able to defeat him.”

Erisiel once again waved her hand through the air, and the images of those fighting the Demon King turned into lifeless, cold corpses.

Parties made up of warriors, saints, and mages, like us, had been sliced apart by a single gesture from the Demon King, dying without even being able to scream.

The man using his fists, freezing everything around him, was consumed by an unquenchable flame, burning alive and being incinerated.

The giant dragon, as massive as a mountain, had been pierced by countless swords, spears, and arrows before collapsing.

“Even those who could be your other possibilities were defeated by the Demon King Ergossum. How can you be so confident that you can bring victory?”

“But… what if the Demon King was showing us an illusion? I’m sure we still have possibilities…”

“Do you have any proof? All I see is a spell that sealed a Dullahan into the Holy Sword.”

“…Ah, it’s still an incomplete spell. But I’m sure Lord Astal could bring us a result that would surprise us. I guarantee it.”

Victoria spoke, her voice trembling as she couldn’t fully counter the First Saint’s opinion.

At first glance, there seemed to be no mistake in her words.

In reality, all the previous hero parties, except for us, had been wiped out, and it was hard to believe that the Dullahan was scheming to escape the holy sword.

If the Dullahan was imitating the first saint, my hometown and parents wouldn’t have been left to ascend to sainthood. 

Instead, they would have been threatened or coerced with it.

“Didn’t the first saint tell us this when she first saw us? She said that it is the usual fate for the hero and the saint to be connected.”

At this point, I had no choice but to think that the first saint, Erisiel, was testing us.

From her position, she would know how terrifying and threatening the Demon King Ergossum’s abilities were, having fought him directly.

She was indirectly telling us that with half-hearted resolve or skills, we couldn’t even touch the Demon King’s hair.

Furthermore, it wasn’t just the Demon King Ergossum who was a problem, but also the mysterious forces behind him, sealed by the gods.

“That’s proof that we can bring victory to the Demon King. Because we are the most different from the typical ‘route,’ we have the highest potential to kill the Demon King.”

“Please, continue.”

“To prove that, Ergossum sent the Four Heavenly Kings, including Dullahan, and even his soldiers, to burn my hometown to the ground in an attempt to kill me. I don’t know who the forces behind the Demon King are…”

Upon hearing my words, the first saint, Erisiel, showed a faint smile, and I could see Victoria nudging me with her elbow, making a teasing expression.

In fact, among all the past hero parties, we were the first with both a mage and a saint.

Moreover, it was rare for a party like ours to have everyone either in a relationship or having someone they loved.

Fate and connections overlapped, surpassing even destiny itself, and seeing this, I gently held Victoria’s hand.

“That’s good. That’s the answer I was hoping for.”

Only then did the first saint, Erisiel, look at us with a satisfied expression.

She must have been hoping for something from us from the start, which is why she was sharing all this information and telling us ways to fight the Demon King Ergossum.

“…Honestly, I couldn’t even think of ending the Grand Route with hope. Who could find hope at the end of everything, in the midst of destruction?”

“Isn’t it natural for a hero party to think like that?”

After holding my hand, Victoria seemed to find confidence, and it felt like she was now thinking of our comrades, who were waiting outside the corrupted holy sword.

The kind and reliable hero, Kyle.

The shy and irritable spirit mage, Anima, who had a surprisingly gentle side.

And then, there was the archer, Talion, who always found a way to victory, no matter the situation.

The reason we had made it this far wasn’t because of any one person’s exceptional abilities or strength.

“That’s true. I might have lost hope after such a long time. The ones I loved abandoned me, and even my comrades and children lost their reason, consumed by resentment.”

Erisiel smiled bitterly, looking at the darkness swaying behind her. No matter how much of the first saint she was, the reality she must have endured would have been miserable and bleak.

“…If what you’re saying is truly possible, I hope it is. If the Grand Route truly leads to a future where no one is unhappy, gathering all the hope and connections in the world, not the world’s destruction.”

“It will be possible. I developed this magic to protect everyone.”

As I spoke to the first saint, I looked at the rotating Idea in my hand, sharing my resolve for the future.

Magic born from the single-minded desire to protect everyone.

The result of a small wish, wanting no one to die and everyone to return home safely, while traveling to defeat the Demon King.

I believed that with this, we would surely reach the Demon King’s neck.

★★★

—Twist.

Not long after I shared my resolve with the first saint, the space began to shake, and everything in my sight seemed to ripple.

“Oh, it seems like the time is almost up. No matter how much I’ve been blocking with miracles, this space is ultimately inside the corrupted holy sword.”

The first saint, Erisiel, looked at us with a somewhat regretful smile. 

It must be painful for her, knowing that she would once again be left alone to bear the suffering.

“Damn, damn…!! This bastard…!! I will kill you…!! I’ll rip your eyes out and stick them in your back—”


“Oh my, the baby’s listening. Could you please keep that filthy mouth shut? What happened to you? Why are you still like this even here?”

As I was about to leave this place, Dullahan started spewing curses at me, and Erisiel, seeing this, picked up her mace and struck what seemed to be Dullahan’s soul in the face.

“Anyway, if you plan on using this holy sword, be careful not to let it corrupt you. After all, a cursed sword is something that can do that.”

This weapon brings immense power to the user, but at the same time, it devours reason and drives the user into madness.

Knowing that I planned to give this sword to Kyle to kill the Demon King, Erisiel spoke with some concern.


“Well, I recently saw a dark knight using a cursed sword while watching parallel universes. Maybe you guys will be fine.”

She then began talking about someone who had just crossed her mind.

A man with black hair and wolf ears. His face was youthful, almost like he had just become an adult. 

When I looked at him with my special eyes, which could see through helmets and armor, I felt something strange.

He seemed to have so little human blood in him, he could almost be called a quarter-blood.



 
  Chapter 97:  A Flower Blooming in the Mud (4)


After parting ways with the First Saint, we were able to leave the Holy Sword of the Dullahan.

It seemed as if no further contact was allowed, as even when we turned the sword’s hilt, nothing happened.

“You guys, are you okay? What happened…?”

“We just experienced an overwhelming darkness. It must have come from the corrupted Holy Sword.”

“The energy was so eerie that even the spirits were frightened…”

As soon as the black mist that had been blocking our sight cleared, our companions, seeing me and Victoria, rushed over without waiting to ask how we were doing.

They had faces covered in cold sweat and pupils dilated wide.

It seemed like they had heard the voices of the restless souls trapped inside the Holy Sword.

“We met our parents in there. I also saw the people from the village… and even the First Saint, who was like a senior to us.”

I spoke as I glanced at the flowers still lingering on my body.

It seemed my mother had noticed the sense of unease and had used deception to mislead the forces behind the Demon King.

If that wasn’t the case, then the First Saint, Erisiel, couldn’t have used her miracle without any side effects.

“What? There were still souls inside the Dullahan’s Holy Sword that hadn’t lost their sanity? If it’s a Saint’s miracle, maybe it’s not impossible, but how… after all this time…?”

Hero Kyle was narrowing his eyes at the now quieter Holy Sword of the Dullahan.

Even he must have thought something didn’t add up.

For the current Saint, Victoria, there was a side effect to using her miracle — certain parts of her body turned into flowers.

“…The gods must be lying about causality to keep the forces behind the Demon King from noticing them,” I said to my companions, revealing the truth I had discovered.

The murals I had seen in the Forbidden Library of the Holy Kingdom Aurelium, where the Celestial God Lumina kept silent, and the way my flowers were removed from my body, both seemed very strange.

If they had the power to do that, they could have removed the flowers from Victoria’s body from the start or descended directly to this world to decapitate the Demon King.

But…

“The gods have their restrictions. If they used their power directly or manifested here, something serious would likely happen.”

The gods didn’t use such a simple method. Instead, they indirectly acted by choosing heroes and saints.

“But, you know, there’s a story passed down in the Magic Tower where I was once housed? It says the great god Odin’s disciples founded it.

He had five disciples, each mastering a different type of magic, and they developed various philosophies and values.”

“The Holy Kingdom of Aurelium is similar. The Celestial God Lumina saved people, so it’s accepted as the state religion.”

This creates a contradiction.

If the gods had never revealed their true identity, then such legends should not have been passed down.

Faith, after all, is a tool to calm people’s anxieties, and the stories from five different Magic Towers that inspired me to create the Idea are unlikely to be lies.

The Holy Sword, which is said to have been created by the great god Odin to defeat the Demon King, was also something I couldn’t destroy — I had sealed the Dullahan with it.

“…So why are they hiding their appearances now and making the Holy Sword, choosing heroes and saints?”

Kyle immediately noticed the oddities in what me and Victoria had said.

Yeah, there’s too much that doesn’t make sense.

The Hero’s Holy Sword, said to be capable of killing the immortal Demon King, and the Saint’s miracle that makes impossible things happen, are powers that clearly defy logic.

“There must be a reason why they need to hide their appearances. It’s not a simple matter of killing the Demon King and being done with it…

Maybe something terrible will happen if the ones behind him show themselves.”

I explained the murals I had seen in the Forbidden Library of Aurelium to my companions.

It depicted the gods, once called the evil gods and worshiped in the Demon Realm, joining forces to oppose a “something” in the shape of shattered glass.

There’s something more to this.

It was most likely related to the Demon King Ergossum’s goal, the “Grand Root.”

“The Demon King Ergossum wants to destroy not only our world, but all worlds with other people in them.”

I spoke as clearly as I could, explaining the stories I had heard from the First Saint, and I also explained to them the concept of parallel universes and the Grand Root.

“Is this really trustworthy information? It’s strange that it wasn’t our family of heroes but your hometown, Astal, that was invaded…”

Kyle didn’t believe the information outright. He scratched his chin and seemed to be doubting something.

This was what we had heard from the corrupted Holy Sword of the Dullahan.

The First Saint had been there, and she had spoken about the Demon King Ergossum, but it could have been a lie.

The First Hero party had failed, unlike us.

There was even a slim chance they had allied with the Demon King.

But still, there were even more suspicious aspects.

“It’s probably certain. No matter how terrifying the Demon King is, Dullahan wouldn’t be foolish enough to kill all his comrades and beg for surrender.”

Just as my father said, it was strange that the Demon King, with such powerful abilities to kill entire Hero parties, had not initiated a full-scale war.

Moreover, it was suspicious that instead of Kyle, the chosen hero, they sent someone like me—a little kid living in a rural village—to kill such a powerful being as the Four Heavenly Kings.

“The nameless god… Can reality really be twisted so easily, like moving a finger, if it’s at that level?”

I swallowed nervously while staring at the Idea that was spinning on my palm just a moment ago.

The feeling of elation and transcendence I felt when I sealed the Dullahan with the corrupted holy sword was far beyond human limits.

“Then, is there any need to worry? We just need to continue what we’re doing—defeat the Demon Lord and bring peace to the world!”

Anima, the spirit mage, said with a bright smile.

Right, we were always like this.

Even in the most desperate situations, we found hope and created a future where we defeated the enemy. We were heroes.

“That’s right. Even if the mastermind behind the Demon Lord Ergossum is some powerful being, we will surely succeed.

After all, we’ve already defeated the Death Knight, an immortal being, and the Succubus Queen, known as the Endless Dream.”

Tarion, his lover, nodded and added his words.

We wouldn’t be like the past hero parties who couldn’t do anything and suffered powerless defeats.

We were already proven heroes, and the only thing left for us to do was to trust ourselves and keep moving forward.

“…So, I have a good idea. The problem with Idea is that it can’t protect the caster when it’s used, right? Astal.”

“Yes, that’s right. Since the spell has to be unraveled like a thread, it still has its limits.”

At that moment, Tarion gave a slight smile, as though he had come up with a great idea, and made a suggestion.

The problem with Idea was that the recoil when sealing it was something the caster couldn’t withstand.

The caster had to pour all their magical power and mana into it, making it impossible to use any spells to protect themselves.

Even if more magic could be used, there was no way simple magic with low mastery could withstand Idea’s backlash.

“Why don’t we borrow the principle behind a druid transforming into an animal or another form?”

“…Can you explain that more?”

“In my village by the World Tree, there were many beings who used the power of nature, like elves, druids, and spirits.”

Tarion talked about his hometown while showing his sharp elf ears. The natural power he used was something they called ‘mysticism’ among them.

“I’ve actually seen it before. A druid using the transformation to cast a weather manipulation spell, which could only be used once a day, twice in a row to put out a wildfire.”

Tarion was talking about a clever trick.

Even I had read in the Magic Tower that a druid’s injuries would be fully healed when they transformed.

“So, if you, Astal, could bring out another form hidden inside you, like how a druid transforms… then couldn’t the two different forms be treated as different people, allowing you to use the unraveling spell twice?”

It was a method worth trying.

Besides, transformation was every man’s fantasy, right?


I had also imagined transforming into a magnificent dragon or a wolf like a druid when I was younger.

“That’s a great idea. Let’s try it right away.”

I grabbed Tarion’s shoulder, trying to hide my excitement, and Victoria, who saw this, sighed for a moment.

“…Just a second, I’ll borrow this man.”

Victoria, using the strength of her dragon heritage, picked me up and started heading toward the inn’s bedroom like a prince carrying a princess.

“Wait, wait! Victoria, this is a good chance to strengthen Idea! Also, I still haven’t figured out how to use the Demon Sword with Kyle…”

“No. The flower blooming on your body hasn’t completely disappeared yet. I think it’s necessary for you to rest and talk for at least a day.”

I realized why Victoria was hurrying.

I still hadn’t properly given her a true answer to her confession.

“Besides, you haven’t confessed properly to me yet.”

Click

Victoria skillfully locked the door and put my will magic, which had been in the corner of the inn’s room, next to the bed.

“I’ve wanted to see this. I’ve been wondering what you were thinking, what kind of words you left in your will, and how you whispered your love for me. I couldn’t sleep because of it.”


I must have made Victoria really worried.

When we survived the Dullahan’s arena, we had agreed that I would give her a true answer to her confession.

“…Don’t tease me later, okay? I wasn’t recording it with the intention of showing it to anyone, so it’s a bit embarrassing.”

“Love is embarrassing and shy, but that’s why it’s precious and dear, Astal.”

Now, it was time to fulfill that promise.



 
  Chapter 99: The Real Answer to Confession (2)


At the moment when Astal was telling Victoria his last words, two beings were heading toward the castle where Demon King Ergossum resided.

A slime that lived by consuming the memories of other creatures, and a wolf with the ability to bite and manipulate time.

Memoria and Romulus couldn’t understand why their lord, Demon King Ergossum, remained silent.

“Romulus… even if we go and talk to him, I don’t think the Demon King will change his mind…”

The massive green slime wiggled as Memoria slowly mimicked human speech with a voice.

Since Memoria had the ability to absorb and use the memories of other creatures, mimicking human speech in this way was simple.

“Who cares? I don’t mind doing this to save just one little girl. But why do we have to just stand still and let ourselves all die?”

Romulus felt the same way.

Unlike ordinary wolves, he was a creature closer to the mythical beings in legends, so he could express his thoughts like this with words.

“The Demon King… must have his reasons… If it weren’t for him, how many of us would have survived on this barren land?”

“I know the Demon King gathered all the monsters and demon tribes living separately in this land, united them under his leadership, named it the Demon World, and killed or drove out the humans who once lived here!”

As they spoke, the continent now known as the Demon World had originally been ruled by humans.

Long before the concept of heroes existed, monsters and demons lived like livestock or slaves to humans.

“That’s why it doesn’t make sense! The being who saved all of us, a god-like figure, just leaves this insane wizard who killed only two of our Four Kings alive and does nothing!”

Romulus bared his teeth and growled.

This was also why so many monsters and demons followed Ergossum, calling him their Demon King.

He had united monsters and demons, overthrown humans, and conquered this land.

“The Demon King must also be sad… Romulus, it was he who saved you when you almost died from a human when you were a pup…”

“That’s the same for you, Memoria. Who else would have been crazy enough to make a brain-sucking slime one of the Four Kings if it weren’t for the Demon King? Ugh, creepy.”

Romulus said this while watching Memoria still wriggling and trying to imitate human speech.

As they spoke, in the Demon World, Demon King Ergossum was considered a figure worshiped like a hero by their ancestors, someone who had given them life.

The situation here was the opposite of how the human heroes were viewed as saviors across the continent.

In this world, the Demon King was justice, and the heroes were the villains.

“To be exact, it only eats memories… The more precious or happy the memory is to a creature, the better it tastes… It doesn’t eat the brain! I’m a connoisseur, you know…”

At Romulus’s joke, Memoria made herself prickly like a hedgehog and got angry.

He was an imperfect monster who couldn’t survive unless he devoured the memories of others.

Unlike a regular slime, which could live by dissolving corpses or absorbing surrounding plants and roots, he couldn’t survive without eating memories.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. Don’t you want the memories of the hero party? If we steal all the magical knowledge from the crazy wizard, we could deal with our biggest threat all at once.”

“Oh… I didn’t think of that…”

That’s why Memoria could utilize the memories of other creatures and even change his appearance to perfectly mimic others.

“If you only eat the memories of someone like Astal Kaisaros, you could use the magic he has to strike back at the hero party!”

Romulus grinned widely, imagining what was to come.

They hadn’t considered that the magic that had defeated Dullahan and Bellamora could be turned against them.

Two of the Four Kings had already fallen victim.

Now, their skills had been proven, and it wasn’t just luck or chance anymore.

“The ones here are different from past hero parties. Just like the prophecy you mentioned before… maybe the one who will kill the Demon King has appeared.”

Romulus recalled the words from the past, regretting that Dullahan had deliberately spared Astal.

He wondered how things would have turned out if the Demon King had sent him instead of Dullahan.

If that had happened, two of the Four Kings wouldn’t have died at Astal’s hands.

There were many things that didn’t sit right with him. Dullahan had reported falsely, and even after hearing that Astal had survived and joined the hero party, Demon King Ergossum had said nothing.

“So… does that mean… he’s waiting for his own death on purpose? Why…?”

“I don’t know either. I know the Demon King is trying to resurrect someone he can’t forget, even though that person died long ago…”

Memoria said, as if there was something significant in Romulus’s words.

The true goal of the Demon King, who led many parallel universes to destruction, was the resurrection of someone long dead.

“Anyway, I’m going to formally tell the Demon King that Astal Kaisaros needs to die. No matter what the Demon King is planning, this isn’t it.”

Romulus said this and leaped over the high walls of the Demon King’s castle, motioning for Memoria to hurry up and follow.

“Right… We follow the Demon Lord, after all… We can’t keep believing the words of some god from another world forever…”

With that, the two of them opened the tightly shut gates of the Demon Lord’s castle, and inside, they came face to face with Ergossum.

“…What’s going on here? I’m sure I had already told everyone not to enter this place.”

Ergossum, regardless of whether his subordinates came in or not, was shedding tears of blood as he continued to pray toward a mural of a girl.

Arian.

The name of the girl was written small on the mural.

★★★

[─Anima and Tarion said they’ll hold a wedding after the Demon Lord’s subjugation is over. If you need anything then, open the safe in the Blue Magic Tower with my name on it. There should be a few fine magic scrolls inside.]

And so, the final moments of the Last Word spell were approaching.

Not only for Kyle, but even the wills left for Tarion and Anima were playing back, and there was no longer any corner left to delay the confession.

Should I just run away from this place?

Since I had already put my words for Victoria in the Last Word, I felt like I didn’t even need to say anything out loud.

[─I wonder if you’re all crying as you watch this. Honestly, I hope you won’t be too sad. After all, the Demon Lord was caught and died, right?]

“…You’re saying bad things again. For your punishment, you’ll have to kiss me two hundred times later.”

“This was taken before we sealed the Dullahan. Considering how both of us nearly died when we captured Bellamora, it was only natural!”

…You’re not saying you don’t want to, are you? You truly are a little devil. It’s not just your eyes looking, but your neck too, you’re trying to leave a mark as if claiming it as your own, aren’t you?”

Victoria chuckled as she said this and deliberately lifted her platinum-blonde hair to expose her neck.

I swallowed hard.

It wasn’t just revealing her neck, but the thin, pure white curve of it made my heart beat faster.

Was it because of the confession that was about to happen?

From now on, it wouldn’t be a contract relationship with her, but a real one, and the thought made my reason waver again and again.

[─Why did the god choose such a complicated and troublesome method?]

The moment the idea that was the issue came to mind, the will I had written played back in the blue orb.

“I see you thought of this idea because of that. Truly, you’re incredible. As expected, you’re one of the greatest geniuses in the world.”

Victoria muttered in awe as she looked at the idea I had created in the past.

In truth, it wasn’t something I could make because of the god; it was only possible because of you, Victoria.

What am I doing right now?

I had rejected the person I liked so boldly, and now I felt pathetic, as if nothing had changed.

Why couldn’t I just say “I love you” directly, and why was I taking such a roundabout way to get here?

“…Victoria. No matter how I think about it, I feel like I should say this myself. The idea we used to seal the Dullahan was possible because of you, after all.”

Thud.

I turned off the will spell myself, which was about to play out my answer to Victoria’s confession.

“These are words I’m giving to the woman I love, Victoria Everhart… Honestly, more than anything, I was afraid you might die. You’re the person I love, above all else.”


No matter how I thought about it, this was something I needed to say myself.

I stared at Victoria with wide eyes, pouring my feelings out.

Victoria surely felt this same kind of awkwardness and nervousness, stuttering over each word.

To repay those feelings, an awkward and unpolished answer like this was more fitting than any prepared words.

“I think I’ve liked you for quite a while now. Probably since the first time we met, I fell for you.”

“…Actually, I feel the same. Unlike those who always looked at me with disgust or reverence, you held my hand.”

Victoria stared at my face for a moment, nodded happily, and then spoke in response to my confession.

“The reason I didn’t immediately reject your suggestion for a contract relationship was because I like you.”

“The reason I suggested a contract relationship to you was because I secretly liked you.”

Victoria and I stared at each other for a moment, and without either of us knowing who started it, we both burst into laughter.

“This must be what they call love.”

“That’s right. It’s the feeling that warms the heart more than anything and makes the world look so beautiful.”

The feelings we shared—difficult to express in words, hard to describe through actions—was happiness, and that was its name.

“I think I like you more than I thought.”

“You only realized that now? I knew you had a bit of a dull side, but I didn’t expect it to be in this area as well.”

I was now, without a single lie, calmly expressing my true feelings to Victoria, and she responded by leaving a short kiss on my neck.

“Was that such a silly answer? I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand love very well. It’s my first time liking someone…”

“You’re my first love too. If there’s anything we don’t understand, we can figure it out together, right?”

“That’s true. Maybe I said something unnecessary.”

Though our kiss was clumsy and inexperienced, it felt strangely ticklish and cute.

This sensation in my chest, the one that kept beating, was love.

It had grown so big that I couldn’t help but express it to Victoria directly.


“…I’m sorry for rejecting your confession last time. And… I love you.”

I said the words I felt embarrassed to even say, trying my best to ignore the feeling of my face burning.

“I hope it’s not too late to hear your answer…”

“It’s never too late. Astal.”

As soon as Victoria heard my confession, she immediately jumped into my arms and kissed me, her face covered with a smile and a few tears.



 
  Chapter 100: The Real Answer to Confession (3)


After I formally accepted Victoria’s confession, a strange tension began to flow between us. 

A nervous anticipation of what would become of us. Now, there was no need to pretend to be lovers under the guise of a contractual relationship. 

Restlessly, I placed my hand over Victoria’s and gazed at her.

“You’re quite bold. I thought you’d rely on the magic of vows to answer my confession… I never expected you to say it outright, let alone hold my hand like this.” 

Victoria, seemingly nervous herself, tried to pull her slightly sweaty hand away, as if to hide it.

“…I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time—not as part of a contract, but as your real lover—that I love you and to hold your hand.” 

Instead, I gripped her hand tighter, shaking my head as if to say don’t pull away, and finally voiced the words I couldn’t before.

“Truthfully, it wasn’t just to remove these flowers—I wanted to do something this shameless and crude out of my feelings for you.”

I showed my sincerity by caressing Victoria’s sensitive waist and pressing kisses to the nape of her neck.

“Hyahk…! Th-this is… embarrassing…”

Victoria trembled slightly, her voice turning sultry, as if lost in pleasure. 

Though she had prepared a risqué cowgirl outfit to seduce me today, Victoria was already so lovable that such things were unnecessary.

“So… where’s the new line set by the Celestial Lumina? Not that I don’t want to with you, but… I suppose we should wait until the Idea is complete, right?”

“Th-that thing you want to do…”

“You mean sex. Intercourse. Physical intimacy. What, does it feel awkward because I’m the one saying it?”

Victoria nodded hesitantly. It seemed she was fine making lewd remarks or teasing me, but when I turned the tables, she had no immunity.

After all, she was a saintess forbidden from contact with men. 

Even if she’d learned from indecent books in the forbidden archives, she was still pure when facing a real man.

“If the Idea is completed, we can definitely kill the Demon King Ergossum. Once that happens, I’d rather make you an ordinary woman and keep you away from battle—it’d be safer.”

“Then… do you truly intend to… have a child with a saintess like me, who only thinks indecent thoughts…? Ah…!”

Victoria seemed startled hearing my resolve, biting her lip and fidgeting.

“Celestial Lumina might actually want that too.”

The Celestial God had never opposed our relationship. If they truly wanted to interfere, they could’ve threatened or taken away her divine power—but they didn’t. 

That likely meant they’d allow it once the Demon King was defeated.

“Yeah, absolutely. Even now, I think you’re incredibly beautiful and sexy, Victoria… To the point where I feel like I don’t deserve you.”

“…I never expected such words from you. Then again, I’d forgotten for a moment that you were the beast who pinned me to the bed countless times just days ago.”

A wicked smile played on her lips as her eyes dropped to the bulge between my legs, her throat bobbing slightly.

“Just how much longer must you turn me into a bitch who only craves mating with you before you’re satisfied?”

Ever since her confession, Victoria had grown bolder—making sexual jokes, letting me touch her thighs, and more. 

Seeing her like this, more of a “slut” (性女) than a “saintess” (聖女), made me realize how long I’d kept her waiting.

“Maybe forever? But I’ll take responsibility.”

As I spoke, I slowly began undressing her, noticing details I’d missed before.

“Your body is truly beautiful, Victoria. Your skin is so pale, the veins on your chest are erotic…”

There was even a small mole between her breasts. 

Though her saintess robe had a heart-shaped cutout exposing that area, I’d tried hard not to lust after her. 

Now, seeing her again, her voluptuous figure was undeniable.

“…Don’t stare so blatantly, you perverted mage.”

Blushing, Victoria covered her chest with her arm—but her soft, suppressive skin only accentuated her curves. 

And unlike her usual cold, stoic expression, her eyes were filled with shyness.

“Sorry, but you’re just too adorable.” 

For the first time, I couldn’t help but speak words of love to her. It wasn’t some sugarcoated lie or part of a contract relationship—it came straight from my heart.

“Even if you say such things… I’m not happy about it at all…” 

Victoria turned her head away, hiding her expression, but her reddened ears and the thoughts I could hear betrayed her.

—So he really does find me adorable… And seeing how swollen that thing in his pants is, he must be happy…

Hearing that, I brushed Victoria’s hair behind her ear and slowly kissed her body, showing her with actions rather than words.

“Hah, ngh…! Not there…! Ugh… Stop…!”

The lewd sounds of lips meeting skin, then parting, filled the room. Victoria didn’t seem to dislike it, letting out small moans as her body trembled.

“What’s wrong? Last time, we did much more than this. Are you really getting shy over something like this? Ah, this is why…”

As I kissed her from her head to her shoulders, her chest to her navel, her pelvis to her thighs, I suddenly realized something strange.

That faint, sweetly metallic scent around Victoria—this must have been the source.

When I stripped off her saintess robe, leaving her in nothing but a cow-patterned scrap of cloth, I saw her chest was damp with moisture.

“Actually… my breasts have started producing milk lately… It must be because of my half-dragon heat cycle.”

Victoria avoided my gaze, her voice barely above a whisper.

That must have been why she hurriedly brought me to her room.

If breast milk isn’t properly expressed, it can cause chills and pain—something known as engorgement.

“This is the price you pay for making me climax over and over in bed the other day… teasing me with dirty words…”

“…Sorry.”

I had no choice but to apologize. I’d been rough with her, ignoring her pleas to stop, all to keep my distance.

“Because of how much you groped me, I can’t even find undergarments that fit properly anymore…!”

In fact, she’d gone up a full cup size since that day.

Victoria puffed her cheeks slightly, then deftly unbuckled my belt as if to say, Now you’ll know how it feels.

“…This is unfair. All you ever think about is defiling me, a saintess. Don’t you think this swollen cock of yours deserves punishment too?”

Her voice trembled slightly as she stared at my throbbing erection, large enough to bump against her face if she got too close.

“No, it’s just… you look so lewd and cute in that cow-print underwear…”

“Be quiet. When was the last time you washed? You reek of sweat. A scent this primal… even a succubus queen would be reduced to a bitch in heat before it… Hah…”

But there was no way it smelled. I’d washed thoroughly with soap before coming, just in case.

—Lord Astal’s cock… I feel like I’ll get addicted… I shouldn’t keep doing this… But just the smell is making me wet…

Her inner thoughts betrayed her.

Victoria buried her nose against my shaft, inhaling deeply before stroking it slowly, coaxing it to full hardness.

Seeing her—someone who knew nothing about men just months ago—now getting excited over me filled me with a strange pang of guilt.

“…Fortunately, male anatomy is honest. I wore this cow-print underwear after much deliberation… I was worried it might not even rise.”

“Did you really think I was impotent?”

“Honestly? A little. No matter how much I, a woman praised for her charm, tried to seduce you, you never reacted.”

She smiled smugly as my cock twitched in her hand, veins bulging.

“You didn’t even flinch after seeing me naked the next day. I was too embarrassed to face you…”

“Like I said before, that was life-saving measures.”

“Oh? Then why is this ‘lifesaving’ cock of yours standing so stiffly now? How shameless.”

She tapped the tip teasingly, as if taunting its near-bursting state.

“Even so, back then, I didn’t have any sexual desire for y—”


“Is that so? Then try enduring this.”

In an instant, Victoria knelt before me, sweeping her hair back to keep it from tangling as she fixed her gaze on my cock.

Hahp… “A bit metallic… and salty… Not quite what I expected… Lewd books made it sound delicious… Reality is different, I suppose.”

She took just the tip into her mouth, licking it clumsily.

Like she was tasting soup off her finger, she showed no embarrassment—

—They say men like this in lewd books… Should I use my tongue more? It’s so perverted… embarrassing…

Her thoughts revealed her struggle between shame and hesitation.

“Actually… the Celestial permitted me to use my mouth and chest this time. Seems our relationship has his approval… Ah, the frenulum is sensitive… Does this feel good?”

Truthfully, the stimulation was too light, just ticklish.

There was no way she—who had only learned male self-pleasure days ago—could satisfy me with just her tongue and hands.

“Victoria. I’ve got a better idea.”

“Wait. I think I’m getting the hang of it. Like this… Gahk—?!”

I couldn’t take it anymore—her teasing, only taking the tip in and out.

With a rough exhale, I grabbed her hands, pulled her up, and pressed my cock between her breasts.

“…It’d be better if you used these cow-like tits to rub me. Whether I thrust sideways or grind vertically, it’ll be way more exciting.”

This was what I’d wanted from the start. Ever since I saw the holes in her saintess robe, I’d dreamed of this.

“…L-Like this?”

Victoria moved her chest clumsily. Unsatisfied, I roughly groped her heavy breasts.

“No. Rougher. More vulgar. Since you’re lactating… let’s use that as lube…”

I squeezed my hand, coating her chest with her own milk.

“Can I hold the horns on your head? They’d make perfect handles.”


Her glossy, milk-slicked breasts—

At this point, she really did look like a cow. I couldn’t resist teasing her.

“They’re sensitive… so be gentle… But if you want to finish between them… go ahead… Pour out all that pent-up lust onto me… ♡”

Blushing, she nodded, offering her whole body for me to release onto.





 
  Chapter 101: The Real Answer to Confession (4)


Was it because I had been keeping my distance before? 

As I left kisses on Victoria’s body, things I hadn’t noticed before began to come into view. 

The small scales between her thighs. Her dragon tail wagging left and right like a happy puppy’s. 

Everything about her seemed so endearing that I couldn’t help but gently stroke her head before gripping her horns.

“…Why are you suddenly petting my head?”

“Just… I feel like I haven’t shown you enough affection like this before. Honestly, I wish I’d told you I liked you from the start.”

As I spoke, I couldn’t help but focus on Victoria’s ever-changing expression. 

The moment my hand touched her, her cold, rigid expression melted into a dazed look—one she would never show anyone else. 

This was the hidden side of Victoria Everheart, the woman who usually carried herself as an intelligent and devout saint. 

Weak to alcohol, prone to acting cute, frequently indulging in lewd jokes and sexual teasing—yet surprisingly innocent at heart. 

The woman I fell for at first sight, the saint whose love still overflows uncontrollably within me.

“…Your touch has been downright indecent from the start. Do you, as a man, wish to drag me down from sainthood into the depraved abyss of lust?”

As I moved my hand from her head to carefully trace her horns with my fingertips, she let out a slightly ragged breath and spoke.

“Should I stop if you don’t like it?”

“Ngh… I never said I didn’t like it.”

Victoria, afraid of being misunderstood as a pervert, pretended not to feel anything. 

But as I watched her clenched hands and toes, and the dampness between her legs forming transparent threads, I deliberately provoked her.

“This is your fault. Despite having such a monstrous cock, your firm abs and thick arms keep reminding me of how utterly weak and helpless I am as a woman.”

Despite her tall stature, her slender waist was small enough to wrap in one arm. 

As she spoke, she kept kneading my chest muscles—the result of rigorous training to protect my comrades in the demon realm. 

Most ordinary mages don’t build muscle like this; they’re the type who can’t cast magic without a staff. 

Of course, there are exceptions like those in the Black Tower who use their life force for dark magic, but they’re a rare few.

“Not exactly something a pervert who secretly watches me work out and sweat should say…”

“…I have never done such a thing. You must be mistaken.”

Her face slightly flushed, Victoria stopped touching my chest and glared at me. 

Not exactly the words you’d expect from a saint pressing her soft, plush breasts—so tender they even carried a faint milky scent—against my cock.

“Lying isn’t good, Victoria. No matter how dark the night, my special eyes can see a person’s magical energy.”

As I said this, I gripped her horn firmly with one hand and brought my cock closer to her face.

“…The more I think about it, the more I realize your lower lips are far more honest than your upper ones. Don’t tell me you got turned on just from smelling it earlier?”

Victoria sniffed again, then deliberately exhaled warmly over my length, flashing a satisfied smirk.

“How absurd. As your lover, I simply felt pity watching you take care of your desires alone, so I decided to help.”

Mwah…♡

A soft, plush sensation brushed against the tip of my shaft as Victoria closed her eyes and kissed my cock. 

She was the type whose words and actions never matched. Even in sex with her lover, she probably didn’t want to be exposed as the pervert she truly was.

—I’m going crazy… My lower half is throbbing so much I can’t stand it… I want this thick, magnificent thing to pound me senseless, turn me into a mindless slut right now…♡

In reality, Victoria was restraining herself, keeping her blasphemous thoughts locked away. After all, she was a saint—it was only natural she wouldn’t openly reveal her desires for a man. But…

“…The truth is, I like even the perverted side of you, Victoria. Everyone has basic sexual desires, right?”

 I wanted to see more of Victoria’s true, unfiltered self. 

Even if it meant witnessing her perverted side, or her intense jealousy toward other women. 

After all, she was now truly my lover. I wanted to know and understand every part of her—the good and the bad—because I loved her.

“Hahh, haaah…! Don’t tease… me…!”

As I said that, I brought my fingers closer to Victoria’s damp, wet pussy. 

Relentlessly teasing her entrance, she let out a moan and thrust her hips forward as if she could no longer hold back, urging me to push inside. 

By now, she had grown accustomed to my fingers, easily taking two or three without issue. 

The sight of her splattering her arousal so much that it stained the floor only made me feel more responsible.

After all, it was unthinkable—unless I defeated the Demon King—that I had turned a saintess, revered like a religion in her country, into such a lewd woman.

“Yeah, rely on me more. If there’s anything you want, don’t hold back. Whatever it is… I’ll do my best to fulfill it.”

“Really? Then… instead of just fingering me like this, why don’t you fill me with your cum instead? Ejaculate inside me…”

As soon as I showed my resolve, Victoria’s face flushed with excitement. 

She had mentioned wanting a child before—this must have been her long-held wish. 

To bear a child that resembled her, to be good parents, and to live out the rest of our lives in peace. 

That was the modest dream of a saintess who had suffered the side effects of miracles her whole life.

“…Sorry, but that might be difficult for now.”

Yet, I had no choice but to honestly tell her it wasn’t possible. The magic to seal the Demon King, Idea, was still incomplete.

Besides, if Victoria were to conceive now, she would lose her divine power and have to withdraw from the frontlines.

“Don’t tell me… you’re still trying to keep your distance from me? Or are you afraid you can’t take responsibility…?”

“That’s not it. If you were to have a child, I’d have to pull you out of the battles against the Demon King and the Four Heavenly Kings… I’m not strong enough yet for that. I’m sorry.”

When Victoria heard my reasoning, the despair in her eyes faded, replaced by renewed vitality.

“Ah…”

“Besides, there’s Dullahan’s precedent. I can’t let the Demon King Ergossum take my wife and child from me.”

As I spoke, I slowly ran my fingers along Victoria’s horns. The slightly firm, smooth texture of her horns suggested she took meticulous care of them.

“…So you’re doing this because you cherish me. Then I have no reason not to understand.”

“Thanks. Honestly, I thought you’d be angry—”

“Oh, I am a little angry. When you said you’d use my horns as handles, I thought you’d ravage me like a beast like last time… But this time, I can tell you’re holding back from the start.”

Victoria let out a small sigh, her large breasts rising and falling as she stimulated my cock. 

The soft, plush sensation brushing against me sent waves of pleasure through me.

The way her massive breasts swayed, changing shape with each movement, combined with the lewd, wet sounds, was visually overwhelming—I could feel myself nearing climax already.

And above all, the fact that Victoria was kneeling before me, using her own breasts like a toy just to make me cum, was unbearably obscene.

“W-Wait, hold on… slow down a little…”

“You had your fun tormenting my pussy with your fingers, didn’t you? But you didn’t let me finish, so now it’s my turn to tease you.”

Lick.

As she said that, Victoria swirled her tongue around the tip of my ear, paying attention to even the smallest, untouched areas. 

Her playful, catlike smirk was far too lewd for a saintess, and the way she slowly rolled her hips, begging for more attention, only made it worse.

“…You really are a pervert.”

“You’re just… huff… realizing that now…? Haaah… You’re no better—just as much of a pervert and a beast as I am. I’ve simply grown to resemble you, my beloved… because I love you…”

Victoria’s pleasure was rising, her previously hidden nipples now stiff and fully erect.

Seeing that, I realized she no longer had any intention of hiding her perverted side from me.

We had loved each other too deeply to keep disguising our true feelings with lies or fake affection.

“…Then I have no choice. If that’s what you want, I’ll treat you a little rougher.”


Crush—

With one hand, I tightly gripped Victoria’s horn and thrust my cock deep into her mouth, while my other fingers worked her pussy, producing wet, lewd sounds.

“Hngghh?! Mmmph, hnngh, haah…!”

“Tell me if it’s hard to breathe. I’ll give you breaks. It might hurt a little since I’m going deep…”

When Victoria’s eyes widened slightly, I worried her jaw might ache or she might struggle to breathe, so I checked on her.

If I used her horns as handles and just fucked her face, it’d feel amazing. 

Her tongue—perhaps because of her dragon bloodline—was long and smooth, giving an incredible sensation.

But in the end, one-sided pleasure wasn’t what lovers should indulge in. 

Back when we were in a contractual relationship, it might’ve been fine, but now, I needed her happiness too.

“Schlurp… Mmm… ♡”

Instead of answering, Victoria smirked and lovingly sucked my cock with her tongue.

Squelch… ♡ Squelch… ♡

Then, with another fierce motion, she pressed her breasts together, lewder than any wanton woman on the streets, and continued pleasuring me.

—It’s fine. I was just surprised because I didn’t think your cock would still be so big even between my vulgar, oversized breasts…

Hearing her inner thoughts and confirming she was okay, I grabbed her breasts with both hands and began kneading them.

Their monstrous size—too big to hold with one hand—and the fact that her milk leaked even more now that she was excited, made her bury her face in my fingers as she let out heated moans.

“A little harder, faster… Yeah, that’s good. Thanks, Victoria.”

“Just hurry up… and cum already… you pervert…”

Victoria seemed slightly annoyed at how I was using her breasts like toys, tossing a mild insult as she pleasured me even more fiercely.

“Then I’ll finish first.”

As Victoria’s breathing grew ragged, her drool and arousal dripping freely, I gripped her horns tightly—using them like handles—and thrust into her.

Like a beast driven by lust, my movements turned wild. The consideration I’d initially shown for Victoria was now completely overtaken by the overwhelming pleasure.

“Victoria… Victoria…!”

“Ghk, hnngh…! Hooohh…?!!”

In the end, I came violently inside her mouth, my hips slamming against her relentlessly.

Splurt, splooorch—!

My thick cum flooded Victoria’s mouth. She coughed, unable to swallow it all at once.

Even after using her mouth and breasts, I still hadn’t fully emptied myself, so I ended up smearing the rest across her face.

“Sorry, was that too much? I didn’t mean to… Your breasts and mouth just felt too good…”

I tried to clean Victoria’s face with a cleansing spell, but—

“It’s… fine… This is proof of your love for me… ♡”

She raised a hand to stop me, then deliberately rolled the remaining cum in her mouth with her tongue, showing it off to me.

The sight of my semen mixing with her saliva in that small, cute mouth—the same mouth that always spoke holy words—made my cock harden all over again.

“Delicious… ♡ A little saltier and fishier than I expected… They say it gets sweeter if you eat more fruit, so I’ll ask you to do that next time.”

Chew… Gulp. ♡

Victoria made a show of swallowing my cum as if savoring it, her throat bobbing dramatically.

“You—why would you eat that?!”

“How could I call it dirty when it came from the body of the one I love? Besides, this is the seed that makes babies.”

She had tried to lick it before or given me strange looks, so she must have been curious about the taste.

Victoria hid her mouth behind her tail and grinned sheepishly, as if slightly embarrassed by what she’d just done.

“Hey, Victoria… is there anything you want to do? Earlier, it felt like I was the only one doing what I wanted…”

“Really? You mean it?”


When I asked if she had any desires, she immediately seized the opportunity, slipping on thin gloves with a sly smile.

“Then how about lying on my lap and suckling on my breasts like a baby while I pamper you? I’ve heard men go crazy when touched with smooth, soft material like this.”

“…Sure. I guess I do have to take responsibility for your leaking milk problem.”

I couldn’t refuse her suggestion.

I had no idea where she’d learned such things, but now that I knew about her kinks, I had to satisfy them.



 
  Chapter 102: The Real Answer to Confession (5)


After Victoria had physically engaged with Astal the last time, one worry began to plague her—a fear that perhaps she alone had not been satisfied. 

The waves of pleasure brought by Astal’s extraordinary endowment and skill had been so overwhelming for Victoria that she couldn’t help but wonder. 

Moreover, during their last encounter, Astal had deliberately kept his distance, refusing to show his usual care or let her rest, instead continuously tormenting her.

“I have to make up for it this time. Even if I couldn’t prepare the naked apron, I’ve figured out how to use the breasts Astal likes.”

Because of this, Victoria had been preparing for this night with a sharpened resolve for days. 

If the battle against Dullahan ended in victory, there was also the promise that he would finally give her a proper answer to her previous confession. 

If Astal rejected her again, she had already planned to use physical pleasure to ensnare him irrevocably.

“Didn’t you cum much more than last time? You must really be determined to impregnate my chest or neck… It’s so thick and sticky too.”

“…Victoria, you don’t have to say every little thing!”

“Why not? Cheap books even say you can tell if a man’s been unfaithful by whether his semen is thin or thick.”

As she looked at Astal’s seed splattered across her body, a sense of satisfaction bloomed in Victoria’s heart.

The breasts she had once dismissed as useless lumps of fat, and her inhumanly shaped tongue—she now realized they were perfectly suited to bringing Astal to climax.

“Normally, I think of them as just sweaty, painful when running, and so heavy they strain my shoulders… but surprisingly, they’ve come in handy.”

“……”

Victoria took Astal’s hand and gently guided it to her chest, where his earlier release stretched between her breasts in lewd, thread-like strands.

Purposely letting out a soft, excited moan, she kneaded his hand against her breast as if molding clay—even going so far as to carefully guide him in a milking motion, squeezing in slow, circular movements.

“Victoria… this is too lewd…”

Now fully embodying the role of a dairy cow, Victoria watched as Astal’s face flushed slightly at the sight of her milk trickling out under his touch. 

He had never imagined he’d see such a shameless side of his beloved.

“Look, I can even make a heart shape. Someone like Bellamora, with her tiny chest, could never do this.”

Running her fingers over the calluses and scars on Astal’s rough hands, Victoria found even those marks endearing—each one a badge of honor from battles fought to protect her.

“…Are you teasing me on purpose?”

“Yes, I am. No matter how I look at it, it’s fascinating that someone as impressive and capable as you was still a virgin.”

Unable to voice her true feelings outright, Victoria lightened the mood with playful banter. 

After all, Astal’s eyes now reflected only her—no longer clouded by vengeance or guilt for his lost homeland.

“I never thought love or romance were for me. I believed I didn’t deserve to live like an ordinary person.”

“And yet, here you are, groping my chest with such passion. Such blasphemous, perverse movements… Just how much do you love breasts?”

Giggling, Victoria watched as Astal, like a child entranced, mindlessly kneaded the “fatty lumps” she had once scorned.

“This is because you forced me to!”

“Is that so? I stopped doing that a while ago. The one moving your hands now is you, Astal… Hahhk…♡ Don’t tease my nipples…”

Provoked, Astal only squeezed harder, rolling her nipples between his fingers and eagerly drawing out more milk.

“Haaah… Ahh… Haaaahhk…!”

Overwhelmed by unfamiliar pleasure, Victoria arched her back, heels lifting off the ground as her legs trembled uncontrollably, her tongue lolling and eyes glazed.

“Surely you’re not satisfied with just this? If you miss your chance to suckle like a baby while I pleasure you… Hhhnn…!”

Contrary to her earlier words, the thought that Astal might seize control flashed through Victoria’s mind, and she hastily gasped out her words between heated breaths.

Her excitement was undeniable—her drooling mouth and flushed skin so lewd that even Astal couldn’t help but stare.

“…Aha, so you’re still in the mood, I see.”

“……”

Her eyes trailed down to Astal’s hardening length, now pressing insistently against her lower stomach, and a bold smile curled on her lips.

“It’s truly a monstrous thing… If the day comes when this enters me, I might beg—not as a saint, but as your wanton slut—with a voice dripping lust. Fufufu…”

“Isn’t that blasphemy?”

“Who cares if I curse the Goddess trying to keep us apart now?”

Measuring Astal’s length with her hand, Victoria pressed it against her belly as if to prove she was ready to take it anytime.

“You’ve gotten so vulgar. When we first met, you weren’t like this.”

“Isn’t this the kind of person you like? Someone domineering and blunt, yet secretly whispering dirty words only to you, revealing their lewd side—a saintess…”

“No. It’s just because it’s you, Victoria…”

“My, I never expected to hear such words… Though it seems your cock prefers my rough talk and touch more.”

Victoria teasingly stroked the head of Astal’s shaft with just two fingers, rubbing it lightly as if praising it.

“Ngh… This stimulation is pretty intense… Is it because it’s not an ordinary hand but a smooth glove…?”

As if reflexively, his cock twitched, and she flashed a satisfied smile. 

It seemed the obscene techniques she’d read about in those filthy books were effective. Seeing the drop of pre-cum at the tip, she realized the initiative was now hers.

“Haaah… Alright, now just lie down and rest your head on my lap.”

Victoria exhaled deeply, as if steadying her excitement, kneeling on the softest part of the bed and beckoning him with her palm.

Pah-pah!

Seeing Victoria’s delighted grin—more cheerful than ever—Astal couldn’t help but feel a little worried.

Even with just two fingers earlier, he’d struggled to hold back. 

If she truly set her mind on making him cum, he feared his cock might be wrung dry today, as if yanked out by the root.

“…Not coming? Your cute, lewd girlfriend is offering to nurse you like a baby, and you’d refuse?”

“It feels a little dangerous…”

“Victoria will get mad. Hmph.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll lie down.”

When Victoria referred to herself in the third person, puffed her cheeks, and pretended to sulk, Astal reluctantly accepted her risky offer.

Just lying on Victoria’s lap was enough to block half his vision with her obscenely large, beautifully curved breasts.

“Now, just suck on one nipple like a baby. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“I feel like I’m losing my dignity as a human…”

As Astal’s cock softened slightly from shame and embarrassment, Victoria felt a flicker of frustration. 

Even if others begged on their knees, offering fortunes, she’d never do this for anyone else.

After a brief pause, she devised a way to excite him again.

“Or is this what you wanted to hear? A perverted bastard who, even as an adult, still wants to suck on a big-breasted saintess’s tits and get milked like a baby… ♡ Ah, it’s getting bigger. Fufu…”

“……”

Watching his cock throb angrily in her hand, she realized exactly how to arouse him. 

Given how he’d always stayed devoted despite her teasing and dirty jokes, he must have a peculiar fetish for this kind of harsh treatment.

“But even if you’re that kind of pervert, I still love you. It’s fine. My baby can just leave everything to Mama Victoria and cum mindlessly, without a care.”

With those words, she slightly lowered her waist, letting Astal suckle her breast while gripping his cock and stroking it vigorously up and down.

Swish, swish.

Unlike an ordinary hand, the touch of her smooth, high-quality gloves was uniquely stimulating. 

Watching Astal gasp, his hips trembling, Victoria felt a sadistic thrill she hadn’t known she possessed.

This powerful mage—handsome, muscular, strong enough to defeat two of the Demon King’s generals—was now reduced to desperately sucking her breasts in excitement. 

The thought filled her with satisfaction.


“Close already? Can’t hold back? Too bad… ♡ You coldly rejected my confession last time. Endure a little longer…”

Deliberately observing his reactions, she stopped just before he came or teased his weak spots, driving him mad. 

His cock throbbed violently, veins bulging, pre-cum leaking—yet she controlled her pace, pushing him to the edge.

“Ngh… Hahh…!”

Astal couldn’t even sit up, powerless to resist. All he could do was suck her breasts harder, pleading silently for release.

“S-Sorry… So please… Let me cum. I’m begging you…”

“Then promise me you’ll love only me—that someday, you’ll knock me up. As proof, shout that you’re cumming inside Victoria’s slutty hand. Then I’ll let you.”

A shiver of satisfaction ran down her spine as she spoke. The once-fearsome cock now looked almost pitifully cute.

Victoria knew this was her chance—an opportunity she couldn’t waste. 

She’d make him say those vulgar words she’d always wanted to hear, ensuring he could never escape her.

“Hah… S-Sucking feels so lewd… Ngh…”

“Fine! I’ll cum inside Victoria’s slutty hand! Please… Khh…!”

“Good. You may cum now. Imagine filling my pussy instead—pour out every last drop of your thick, fertile seed… ♡”

A pleased smile spread across her lips. 

Using her tail, she flicked his nipples playfully while increasing the speed and pressure of her strokes, determined to milk him dry.

“Now cum. Haven’t you always wanted to knock me up, seeing me in these slutty clothes?”

“Hah… Victoria…!”

“It’d feel even better inside my real pussy… Someday, you won’t forget this feeling—and you’ll take me for real… ♡”

Leaving just enough frustration to ensure he’d someday claim her, Victoria carried out her plan.

Even if Astal’s ideal world came to pass, even if she became pregnant and returned to being an ordinary woman—none of that mattered.

“Cum, cum for me… ♡”

“…I love you, Victoria.”

“Yes, I love you too. Even if you’re an irredeemable pervert mage… ♡”

Splurt—!

With those final words, Astal’s hips shuddered violently, his abs tensing as he came in thick, relentless spurts.

“So much… My adorable Astal ♡”

Her glove was drenched, sticky strands of cum clinging to her fingers as she admired the volume and thickness. This was her first time fully taking control—and she loved it.

“…Now it’s my turn.”

“Huh? Wait—kyaah?!”


After catching his breath, Astal thrust his cock straight between Victoria’s breasts.

“I’m still not satisfied… you perverted saintess.”

Slap! Slap!

The sound of flesh striking flesh filled the room as he used her chest like a pussy, fucking it wildly until he came again.

Only then did their heated night finally end—as dawn’s light spilled through the window, heralding morning.



 
  Chapter 103: A Man’s Romance is Transformation (1)


The day after accepting Victoria’s confession, I woke up later than usual.

The moment I opened my eyes, the warm sunlight streaming through the window and the bright room—even without the lights on—made it clear to anyone that it was already mid-morning.

Normally, I would have stayed up all night to remove the flowers blooming on Victoria’s body or been unable to sleep due to the guilt of having caused the deaths of my hometown people—it had become a habit.

“Ah, you’re awake? Last night was truly wonderful. Though it’s a shame we couldn’t go all the way… I did remove all the flowers from your body, and we confirmed each other’s feelings.”

“…I’m a little flustered.”

“If we’re lovers who love each other, isn’t hugging only natural?”

Victoria was holding me in her arms, gazing at me with affectionate eyes as if she felt no embarrassment.

Is this why I slept so well? The softness and warmth where our bodies touched seemed to melt even my heart.

Before, even if we slept in the same bed, we never clung to each other like this.

-You talk a little in your sleep… I hope he didn’t notice I woke up early and kept staring at Astal’s face…

Listening to Victoria’s inner thoughts, it seemed she had woken up earlier than me and spent a pleasant time admiring me as I slept soundly.

Realizing once again that Victoria and I had truly become lovers made my face burn with warmth.

“Hah, your face is all red. You’re as cute as a beet.”

“Your ears and neck are red too.”

“Isn’t that because you left kiss marks on my neck and chest? As if declaring you’d never let anyone else have me—honestly, I don’t even know how hard you were sucking…”

Victoria giggled as she spoke, deliberately loosening her clothes slightly to show me the traces of how passionately we had loved each other the night before.

Because of the divine laws set by the Celestial Lumina, there was a line we couldn’t cross, which left some regret. Instead, we spent a long time expressing just how much we loved each other through our bodies.

“It’s because you’re so beautiful. Honestly, sometimes I feel like someone like me doesn’t deserve you…”

“There you go again with those words. Why do you worry like that? Have some confidence. You’re the hero who defeated two of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings, and you’re also my incredibly handsome lover—one of a kind in this world.”

“…I think I look pretty average.”

“If you say that, you might get stoned to death by the men of the Empire. Have you forgotten that even the Succubus Queen, who was our enemy, once targeted you?”

Victoria’s words were undeniably true.

Since childhood, I’d been popular with girls, but the excessive attention had left me somewhat awkward when it came to romance and love.

Besides, Victoria wasn’t drawn to me because of my looks—she had fallen for the human side of me that she saw while we lived together.

“It’s not like you fell for me because I was handsome, right? In the past, we used to bicker and fight all the time…”

This was an anxiety I hadn’t felt during our contractual relationship.

Now that it was real, I cherished it even more—and that made me worry more about the “what ifs.”

“…Still, I never once thought you were ugly. Though I did hate how you kept drinking and smoking—it was bad for your health.”

Victoria poked my cheek reproachfully. Sensing my unease, she didn’t loosen her arms around my waist but instead pulled me closer.

“If you’re worried I might disappear somewhere…”

Mwah— Squeeze.

Victoria furrowed her brows slightly, then pressed a long, lingering kiss on my neck, leaving a mark.

“…Wouldn’t it be enough to show each other we belong to one another like this? Love is something even death can’t separate.”

“Victoria, your kisses are too persistent…”

“Even if it’s hidden under robes, leaving marks where they’re visible takes time and effort. After what you did to me last night, are you really feeling shy now?”

Victoria’s soft, moist lips kept brushing against my neck, her sweet breath tickling my skin. I couldn’t get used to it, trembling slightly, but Victoria only continued with a bewitching smile, almost like a succubus.

“Yesterday, you were suffering from a fever… Are you still not done? Are you trying to make up for everything you couldn’t do before?”

“We’re almost done. Did you know that the kisses you were giving me yesterday were incredibly lewd from the start? It was so ticklish and stimulating that I couldn’t hold back, and even when I begged you to stop, you kept targeting my weak spots…”

“…Sorry about that.”

The memory flashed through my mind—Victoria, who had even worn cow-patterned clothes for me, was so adorable that I lost all self-control and went wild.

“Or maybe next time, I should put a bell around your neck or a headband so that every time your body shakes, I can show you just how much of a vulgar cow you are. Would that stop your worries?”

“Ah, come to think of it, you didn’t use magic. You could’ve used an invisibility spell to brand me as your possession in front of others, to make sure no other man could ever satisfy this body…”

“That would’ve ruined both our reputations and status from the start. Despite how I look, I’m called the successor of the Azure Tower, and you’re a saintess of a nation…”

“That’s exactly what I’m aiming for. If we become beings no one else could ever love, wouldn’t that mean you could never escape my side?”

She had left red marks all over my neck and shoulders—anywhere visible—and only now did she finally look satisfied, licking her lips as she spoke.

Victoria’s starry eyes momentarily lost their spark, casting a cold gaze at me.

“If we’re hated and despised by everyone, forced to flee to the ends of the world, licking each other’s wounds like injured puppies, becoming each other’s only support… then you wouldn’t have to worry about me being taken away, right?”

“…Your love feels too heavy, Victoria.”

I honestly confessed to her that the weight of her love was overwhelming.

Victoria was already considering every possible scenario—preparing to kidnap or imprison me if anything went wrong.

-Ah, even if I made you drink a silence potion, it’s a shame you’re a mage who can cast spells without incantations. If only I could show you in person how pointless your worries are…

This voice, audible only to me, was proof.

Ever since the day we entered our contractual relationship, I had gained the ability to hear Victoria’s innermost thoughts.

“What’s wrong? Isn’t love supposed to be thicker than blood and heavier than steel? Just imagining a world without you feels like my body is being torn apart—like I’ll die…”

“I know I tend to be negative and extreme… but I’d prefer it if my girlfriend didn’t act the same way.”

Once Victoria succeeded in dating me, she became obsessively determined never to let go.

“…Our future child might see and imitate this.”

To calm her obsession and worries, I had no choice but to honestly tell her we needed to fix these flaws.

Honestly, if both parents acted this insecure, any child raised under that influence would inevitably develop issues.

“!!!”

Victoria’s eyes widened, the starlight in them reigniting.

“…I see. Heheh, so you’ve also been thinking about the adorable child we’ll have together.”

Victoria, who had already decided on names for our future grandchildren (Sirius for a boy, Merak for a girl), rubbed her face against my chest in uncontrollable delight.

“Your words are always right. Parents must set an example in all things.”

-Will we really be able to make this work?

Despite having only been together for a day, Victoria’s intense possessiveness was starting to scare me.

★★★

It wasn’t until late afternoon that Victoria finally released me from her embrace, allowing us to leave the inn.

“What the hell did you two do last night to sleep in so late? And what’s with those looks—never mind. Whatever.”

Kyle sighed deeply as he watched Victoria and me awkwardly avoid eye contact, only clutching each other’s hands tightly without even trying to explain.

He seemed to have guessed that our relationship had deepened just by seeing the marks on my neck.

“Some of us are stuck without girlfriends, researching how to wield a corrupted holy sword… Can’t help but envy you two.”

“I, too, was waiting day and night to teach Astal druid transformation magic, apologizing to Anima the whole time…”


Tarion chimed in, lightly scolding us as he watched Kyle’s reaction.

As someone who had to suppress affection for his lover, Anima, to survive the demon-infested Dark Realm, he couldn’t help but judge us a little.

“What’s everyone’s problem? Isn’t it great that Victoria and Astal are together now? They quit smoking and drinking, and they don’t fight anymore!”

Only Anima, pure and oblivious to the gravity of the situation, cheered excitedly, happy that Victoria and I seemed so close.
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Because of the flowers that had vanished cleanly from my body overnight and the kiss marks left on each other’s skin instead, Victoria and I had no choice but to apologize dozens of times to our comrades. 

After all, the Demon King hadn’t even been fully defeated yet, and with two of the Four Heavenly Kings still remaining, we had overslept, completely forgetting that we were supposed to depart for the next territory. 

Kyle pressed his fingers to his forehead and let out a deep sigh, eventually advising us—since we’d suffered the most this time—that he’d let it slide, but to never let it happen again. 

“…The enemy we have to defeat this time is a monster called Memoria, nicknamed the ‘Memory-Devouring Slime.’” 

Clatter, clatter. 

As we boarded the carriage heading toward the next territory ruled by one of the Four Heavenly Kings, we racked our brains over how to defeat him. 

Just in case, we layered both a silence spell and a perception-hindering spell, and we’d even sent out multiple decoy carriages to prevent the enemy from identifying ours. 

Originally, we had discussed this plan in advance with our other comrades, but since Victoria and I—the ones who came up with it—were late, we got scolded. 

“Rumors say it’s a monster that absorbs not just the memories but even the experiences of those it devours, growing stronger with each passing year.” 

“A normal slime couldn’t do something like that.” 

I grew more troubled at Tarion’s words. 

No matter how much ordinary people considered slimes—alongside goblins—to be weak monsters… 

“Indeed, a creature that’s survived this long in the harsh environment of the demon realm can’t possibly be an ordinary slime. Complacency would mean death.” 

Looking at cases like Dullahan or Bellamora, surviving this long in the demon realm—where killing and being killed was a daily occurrence—was proof enough of their strength. 

If we assumed it was just a normal slime and tried to crush its core, the chances of failure were high. 

“On top of that, Lord Astal is now an unprecedented figure who’s successfully defeated two of the Four Heavenly Kings.” 

“So the chances of it targeting me are high?” 

“Exactly. Unless the enemy is a fool, they’d know that after Bellamora and Durhan’s deaths, targeting you first would be the most efficient move.” 

Tarion pointed a firm finger at me as he spoke. After all, I now possessed Idea, the most powerful magic of all. 

This also meant that if Memoria neutralized me, even if the rest of our party was strong, the means to seal the Demon King would disappear. 

“…Now even the Demon King and the Four Heavenly Kings will be wary of us. From here on, we’ll have to watch out for ambushes and surprise attacks. After all, a real threat to them has emerged.” 

As if to remind us of that fact, Kyle had his hand resting on the hilt of his holy sword, ready to draw it at any moment. 

Seeing that made me tense. 

We had no idea how strong the remaining Heavenly Kings or the Demon King would be, nor could we be certain if Idea would work on them. 

If Idea were truly complete—if it could encapsulate all the power in this world into a three-dimensional magic circle—then maybe. 

But since it was still unfinished, I couldn’t shake the thought that Memoria might steal my memories or power, reducing me to a hollow shell. 

A pitiful end for a hero: unable to recognize the comrades who fought beside him, or even forgetting how to speak. 

In fact, there were tales in the demon realm of humans who’d had their memories and power stolen by Memoria, left to wander as mindless husks until they died. 

“It might not even have the basic slime form we know. Honestly, for a being that’s lived so long, not changing its form would be strange, right? Unlike humans, slimes don’t have bones or muscles, so their cores are always exposed.” 

I brought up the possibility that the enemy might have prepared tricks to deceive us. 

By nature, slimes were amorphous creatures—even if split or divided, as long as their core remained intact, they wouldn’t die. 

Back when I was at the Azure Tower, I had once written a research paper on slimes, so I knew this fact well.

“An interesting deduction. Unlike the other Heavenly Kings, who possess formidable physical forms, a slime might indeed resort to such tricks.”

Victoria nodded along, kneading my hand like clay.

The Endless Dream—Succubus Queen Bellamora Rictis.

The Undefeated Knight—Death Knight Dullahan.

The Memory-Devouring Slime—Memoria.

And finally, Romulus, known as the “Wolf Who Devours Time.”

Thinking about them, it made sense. Memoria, after all, was a being that could absorb not just the memories but even the powers of those it consumed. 

There was no reason for it to expose its core—its only weakness.

“By the way, can you still use Dullahan’s holy sword? Honestly, with its blade now pitch-black, I’m not even sure what to call it anymore.”

I brought up the sword-like object wrapped in cloth behind Kyle’s back. If we failed to strengthen Idea further, this might be our most powerful remaining weapon.

“…No, this is a demonic sword now. The moment you grip it, it feels like someone’s clawing at your heart, and the voices of the vengeful spirits slain by this blade whisper to you.”

Kyle shook his head, making it clear that it was unusable for now. 

Even I could tell—without Victoria or the First Saint’s miracles, enduring its curse would have been nearly impossible. It was better left untouched until we mastered its control.

“Would my purification miracle not work?”

“Probably not. Even the First Saint could only barely suppress its corruption, and not without side effects.”

Victoria had suggested purifying Dullahan’s sword herself, but it clearly wasn’t something that could be resolved so simply.

“I spent an entire day experimenting, even sprinkling holy water on it—nothing. A true holy sword isn’t supposed to reek of death like this. It was originally forged by Odin specifically to slay the Demon King…”

Kyle sighed deeply, shutting his eyes tightly. A sacred relic meant to cleave darkness and bring forth light had now become its opposite.

*”So our only real hope is Idea… If Memoria has devoured someone knowledgeable about magic, we might be at a disadvantage…”

I scratched my chin, pondering Idea’s weaknesses.

Ultimately, it wasn’t a spell for annihilation—it was a sealing magic, requiring not just a long incantation but also borrowing power from my comrades. 

If my master or any other mage saw it, they’d likely call it inefficient and pointless.

But the most important things in this world aren’t measured in efficiency or gold.

It was only after realizing my feelings for Victoria that I could conceive of such a spell.

“What if we use a druid’s transformation magic? If done right, we could unravel the spell like thread and weave it into armor to protect ourselves.”

As she spoke, Victoria leaned her head against my shoulder. Her breath, her voice—closer than ever—made my heart race uncontrollably.

Why had this only gotten worse after we started dating? I relaxed my shoulder slightly to adjust for her.

“…Aren’t you afraid of the other personalities hidden inside me?”

I asked cautiously, my tone laced with concern. This was precisely why I hadn’t immediately agreed to Tarion’s suggestion.

Druidic transformation involved awakening another personality within oneself—effectively becoming a separate entity capable of wielding different magic.

“Does it matter? No matter what’s hidden inside you, I doubt it could be scarier than the sadistic man who tormented me all last night, refusing to let me sleep.”

“……”

With a sly grin, Victoria lifted her clothes slightly, revealing the kiss marks I’d left to our comrades. The air around us instantly turned icy.

Under normal circumstances, this would’ve earned me execution by the Inquisition or a brutal fate at the hands of an angry mob. Even among allies, Victoria was still the pure, devout Saintess revered by most.

“…Ahem. Well, since we have time before reaching the next territory, allow me to explain the concept of druidic transformation.”

Tarion, barely maintaining his composure, swiftly changed the subject.

“We might even see a side of Lord Astal that Victoria doesn’t know. The reason I never suggested this earlier is because it’s dangerously volatile.”

He emphasized the risks before proceeding—if this method were truly safe, it would’ve been widely adopted by mages long ago.

“…That might be even cuter. If his true nature is hidden beneath all that pessimism and reluctance to accept my feelings, who’s to say he isn’t the kindest, gentlest man of all?”


But Victoria’s infatuation seemed stronger than any fear of the risks.

“And if it becomes a problem, I’ll simply take responsibility and *educate* him. Reforming sinners is a Saintess’s duty, no?”

She didn’t hesitate to imply that even if a “different me” emerged, she’d just train him from scratch.

-If it’s an Astal who won’t listen, maybe I’ll finally get to collar him… or tie his limbs with rope. What a perfect opportunity~

Hearing her sinister inner thoughts, I couldn’t help but imagine—if we ever married, would I end up completely at her mercy?
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As time passed in that manner, we eventually reached the vicinity of the territory ruled by Memoria, the so-called memory-devouring slime, only to encounter an unsettling sight.

“…All who arrive in Oblivion must undergo inspection by our slime guard unit before entering!”

Just as I had worried inside the carriage, Memoria’s domain, Oblivion, appeared to be extremely wary of outsiders like us.

In fact, they were stopping every carriage that approached the entrance, conducting horrifying inspections—stuffing slimes into ears or nostrils to check whether any humans had used magic.

“What do we do? At this rate, they might detect the perception-blocking magic we’re using.”

“What if we use illusion magic or a doppelganger spell, then sneak in the real ones later to bypass inspection?”

“…No, that won’t work.”

I could only shake my head at my companions’ suggestions.

Given how easily they were resorting to such extreme measures, it was clear that Memoria had likely absorbed the memories of someone deeply knowledgeable in magic. 

She would know that the perception-blocking magic I was using now would be useless against someone of equal or greater skill—or that simply bypassing magic with such crude methods would render it ineffective.

“…Even if we fool the guards with illusions or doppelgangers, we can’t perfectly replicate the internal structure of a human body.”

If doppelganger or illusion magic could freely manipulate human organs or body parts, it would have already revolutionized alchemy.

And more fundamentally—did those things even have eyes? Though clad in metallic armor, the guards wobbled like slimes, making me narrow my eyes in suspicion.

“…If you refuse inspection, you cannot enter!”

The nameless creatures lined up every monster and demon that arrived, recording their details, and subdued any who protested with crushing maces.

Their behavior was eerily similar to that of knights or guards on the continent—so much so that I even wondered if Memoria could share the memories she consumed with her subordinates.

“Then what do we do? If we can’t get through here, we won’t be able to defeat Memoria…”

Anima’s hands trembled slightly, perhaps afraid of having a wriggling slime shoved into her head.

“…Would you mind waiting a moment?”

The moment Tarion saw his lover Anima’s anxious expression, he gently closed his eyes and pressed a hand against the dirt ground, as if doing something.

Then, grass sprouted before us, forming a thin path that seemed to lead somewhere.

“Follow me. If you use the guideposts I’ve set up, we can enter Oblivion without going through inspection.”

Seeing this, Tarion smirked and urged us to hurry along before the perception-blocking magic was detected.

★★★

A chilling place—so dark that without light magic, nothing would be visible, with squelching sensations underfoot and a musty stench rising at every step.

After walking along Tarion’s path for several minutes, a cave beneath a cliff came into view, and passing through its depths led us to yet another underground passage.

“…I guess this is only possible because you’re an elf?”

I glanced at him with a hint of awe as I spoke. Right now, we were relying on a tiny light magic orb to avoid getting lost.

This wasn’t the first time Tarion had done something like this.

He had often been the first to spot nearly invisible traps and warn us, or even gathered intel by talking to animals.

Truthfully, even I couldn’t easily replicate such feats with magic.

Even after traveling together for a year, humans still knew little about the power and knowledge elves possessed.

No wonder many considered elves and druids to be reclusive races, rarely venturing beyond the World Tree.

“No, Astal, you could do it too if you awakened to the power of ‘Mystery.’”

Seeing my awed expression, Tarion brushed it off casually.

“…Just what is this ‘Mystery’ you keep talking about? I’ve heard it’s the power to defy fate, but I still don’t get what it actually is.”

How exactly does it work?

Internally, I had already marked Tarion’s ‘Mystery’ as the next power to absorb into Idea, so I couldn’t help but press him.

Though Tarion had explained his abilities to us, his companions, during our travels, unlike Victoria’s miracles or the Hero Kyle’s holy sword, this power was something even its tangible existence was hard to confirm.

“It is the power the Earthmother granted to all living beings. The privilege to defy one’s predetermined fate belongs only to those who live.”

“So… what exactly is it?”

“To put it simply, it’s like this. Normally, you wouldn’t be able to hit enemies blocked by terrain, but this lets you twist fate to land the shot. It’s similar to accessing another possible outcome.”

As Tarion spoke, a fleeting thought crossed my mind—the concept of “routes” that the first Saint Erisiel had mentioned. 

It felt analogous to the idea of parallel universes branching from different possibilities.

Through mysticism, one could manipulate those possibilities and produce entirely different outcomes—the principles seemed similar.

“So when we suddenly knew the path through the cave earlier, was that the same principle? You twisted fate so that the plants grew like signposts?”

“Yes, exactly. You caught on quickly. This power is like a lesser version of what you’d call a ‘route.'”

Tarion nodded in response to my question.

Despite elves and druids typically looking down on humans or avoiding discussions related to the World Tree, he explained everything without hesitation.

“Is it really okay to share something like this so easily?”

I couldn’t help but question him.

Even if the magic I created, Idea, required the power of all my companions, I was starting to worry—should he really be teaching me about shapeshifting and mysticism, things considered exclusive to druids?

“Above all else, aren’t we precious comrades? We’ve fought through life and death together for a whole year, and a hero who’s already taken down two of the Four Heavenly Kings deserves some special treatment.”

Tarion, wearing an indifferent expression, patted my back with a grateful look.

Given that all previous hero parties had failed to achieve anything substantial and perished, it made sense.

In fact, Tarion himself might have already accepted the possibility of his own death when he joined this quest to defeat the Demon King.

“If you really want to thank me, just help me and Anima have a good time later. That’ll be more than enough for me.”

He deliberately lowered his voice so others wouldn’t hear.

His expression suggested he wanted to prepare something special for Anima, who had put aside romance and dates for the sake of the Demon King’s defeat.

“Got it. So, how does shapeshifting work? From what I’ve seen of druids, it doesn’t seem to require any special medium or magical formula…”

Understanding his feelings better than anyone now, I nodded and asked him to teach me.

This secluded, quiet place seemed perfect to test shapeshifting.

According to Tarion, the moment you unleash the hidden self within your psyche, there’s a tendency to become violent or lose control.

That’s why druids, when first attempting transformation, often have a stronger ally nearby to restrain or guide them.

“…It’s surprisingly simple. Have you ever been so angry you couldn’t hold back? Think of a time when your rage made you lose all reason, as if you became a completely different person.”

Tarion spoke as if he already had an idea of what I might recall.

“Was it when I was trapped in that nightmare, watching my parents die hundreds of times, and then seeing Victoria fighting to protect me?”

Back then, I had been so consumed by fury that I stabbed Coresword into Bellamora’s heart despite my injuries.

“Then, recall that moment. Imagine the form you want to take and let your mana run wild. Druids use mysticism to shift into animals, but since you’re a mage, this method should suit you better.”

“…I’ll give it a try.”

Following his explanation, I closed my eyes tightly and revisited the helplessness and rage I had felt then.

The memory of hating myself for being powerless as I watched Victoria lose an arm and bleed.

The thought of how I had fallen for Bellamora’s trap, lured by the chance to see my parents again—even now, it made my blood boil.

“Explaining it is simple, but truly grasping the sensation takes time. When a druid becomes a bear or an eagle, their memories remain, but their personality is almost like a separate being…”

Crack—Crunch!

Despite Tarion’s warning that it wouldn’t happen on the first try, the unsettling sound of bones realigning echoed from my body.

Soon after, an unpleasant sensation, as if another person’s consciousness had taken over, surged through me.

“…Hey, you little shits. What the hell are you? You called me out for something this trivial? If you’re gonna summon me, at least do it when you’re killing a Heavenly King or the Demon King.”

“No.”


Words I hadn’t intended to speak spilled out, and in an instant, I lost control of my body.

“Astal…?”


“Why’d you call me? Wasn’t this the other personality you wanted so badly? Hell, why bother hiding like this? Just blow up Oblivion and be done with it.”

‘Ah, I didn’t expect to succeed on the first try.’

Seeing my transformed self—now radiating a crude, unfamiliar aura—my companions looked deeply unsettled.

“…Seems like someone needs a reminder of who’s in charge. Last night, you were so sweet, clinging to me like a baby, and now you’ve turned into such a brat.”

Among them, only Victoria smiled ominously, slowly drawing a hammer from behind her back.
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In truth, Victoria had somewhat anticipated that things would turn out this way.

The Astal Kaisaros she knew had always shown a crueler side than anyone else when dealing with demons or monsters.

Haunted by the trauma of his past—his hometown burned, his parents slaughtered—Astal had often been ruthless toward demons and monsters, never hesitating to strike them down.

Because of this, he and Victoria had argued and clashed more than once.

On top of that, he was a man of such conviction that he would deny his own feelings and even reject the confession of someone he loved if it was for the sake of a greater cause.

“…I knew the Astal I loved had this kind of personality, but this is the first time I’ve actually faced it head-on.”

Victoria tightened her grip on her hammer, her voice low and tense. She had fallen for Astal’s humanity and kindness—not this side of him.

“Victoria. Why did you suddenly pull out your hammer? Planning to break my limbs with that thing? I’ve thought this for a while now, but your extreme personality is a real problem…”

The same voice, but a different tone.

As Astal took a step toward her, Victoria felt a sharp pain, as if shards of glass had pierced her heart.

“…Shut that disgusting mouth of yours at once. Even if you are another aspect of Astal, if you refuse to cooperate with us, I will subdue you.”

Despite her words, Victoria hesitated, feeling as though the person she loved had vanished, replaced by something alien.

“I’ve always been the one willing to throw my life away for you, Victoria. Isn’t this kind of treatment a bit much? If it weren’t for that pathetic side of his, maybe you two would’ve gotten together a long time ago?”

“…Shut up. Aren’t you still Astal, deep down? It’s disgusting how you talk about yourself as if you’re someone else.”

Astal chuckled and brushed his fingers along Victoria’s jaw. She recoiled, visibly disgusted.

Had this been the real Astal acting this way, she might have found it refreshing—but the man before her now felt entirely different.

“Haven’t you acted differently from your true feelings plenty of times too? Or have you forgotten all the times you insulted and badmouthed me to hide your feelings?”

“Urk… That may be true, but…”

Victoria gritted her teeth, unable to refute him. There had indeed been moments when she had acted so unlike herself that she might as well have been a different person.

Just a few months ago, she had openly called Astal a chain-smoking drunkard, tearing him down in front of others.

“Do you really think excuses like that will get you out of this?! Hand over control of your body to the real Astal right now and help us complete the Idean—”

“Ugh, you’re so damn noisy. Can’t you just shut up and watch? I might even fight better than that guy who’s so obsessed with saving everyone.”

Astal grimaced at Victoria’s threat and, in an instant, seized her wrist, restraining her effortlessly.

“—!!!”

They were so close that she could see every detail of his eyes—their shape, their color.

Astal paused just inches from her face, as if he were about to kiss her. One slight movement, and their lips would meet.

“…Guess a kiss is off the table. Seems I haven’t completely taken over yet.”

He blinked, then clicked his tongue in disappointment before stepping back.

Astal’s left hand trembled, cold sweat dripping down. It seemed the real personality was fighting with everything he had to stop himself from harming Victoria.

“What the hell were you just trying to do…?!”

“Tried to shut you up with a kiss. Wouldn’t you have preferred that? We are dating, after all.”

“Wha—what kind of… outrageous lie is that?!”

Victoria’s face burned red as she struggled to form words, flustered by Astal’s attempt to kiss her in front of their allies.

The Astal Kaisaros she knew was awkward around women, timid even—always needing her to tease or seduce him before he’d respond.

“…Then would you hate it? Even if the real Astal did it?”

Currently, Astal was skillfully deflecting Victoria with a sly smile, as if applying medicine, while continuing to unsettle her heart.

Earlier, he had gently released the grip on her wrist, and now he interlocked his fingers with hers, preventing her from escaping—showing an almost shameless level of closeness.

Because of this, as Victoria looked at Astal—his hair and robe now inverted to a crimson hue—she couldn’t help but think he resembled a human possessed by a demon.

It was the kind of transformation that could drive even an ordinary, gentle person to commit murder or horrific crimes in an instant.

“Of course, that would be fine. But right now…”

“I’m still Astal, aren’t I? Even if my personality and tone are quite different from usual.”

“That’s a lie. You’re just a fragment of Lord Astal’s sadistic personality, aren’t you?”

Thus, as a saintess, Victoria judged that she needed to expel the personality currently controlling Astal’s body and restore him to his original self.

“No. At the very least, I was like this when I was younger. Enough to hurt anyone I disliked with magic.”

But surprisingly, Astal’s next words were quite shocking.

“…Back when my parents and villagers hadn’t been killed by the Demon King’s army, I thought I was a genius just because I could use magic, so I lived recklessly. 

You know how it is, right? That one kid in every group who acts all high and mighty.”

Astal let out a deep sigh, wearing a sorrowful expression as if pleading for Victoria to listen.

Seeing his slumped shoulders and downturned lips, like a puppy drenched in rain, Victoria couldn’t help but feel a little pity for him.

In truth, this was a story the original Astal had occasionally shared—how, as a child, he had mistakenly believed himself a genius and failed to ask for help even when he noticed the Demon King’s forces approaching.

“So that’s why you carried such heavy guilt? You assumed the villagers and your parents would resent you?”

Victoria, now seeing glimpses of Astal’s usual solemn demeanor, quietly lowered the hammer she had been holding and began listening intently.

“Yeah. Back then, I thought I was an unparalleled genius, that I had special eyes that could see mana unlike anyone else. Because of that complacency, I missed the signs of the coming disaster.”

Noticing Victoria’s guard lowering slightly, Astal offered a bitter smile and continued his story.

“If I hadn’t been so arrogant, maybe I could’ve noticed the sudden increase in people getting hurt by monsters near the village and stopped it.”

The red-haired Astal’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.

He spoke of hypotheticals—what if he had recognized the monsters swarming the village and ordered an evacuation? What if he had built defensive barriers and called for reinforcements?

“…The outcome was obvious. Because of me, countless people died. In the end, that guilt completely changed my personality into something passive.”

Even the other companions held their breaths, listening carefully. 

Normally, Astal never spoke of his past to anyone but Victoria, so they were curious why he was so obsessed with saving lives.

“So, is this your way of reliving your long-gone adolescence? Didn’t we overcome that past together?”

“Even if you overcome it, scars remain. Pulling out a nail doesn’t make the hole disappear. You, too, hid your true feelings behind harsh words and blame because of your own painful past…”

“…Then all you have to do is fill those holes. The love you’ve given me far outweighs the wounds I’ve suffered.”

Victoria broke the silence with a soft smile, her lips curling gently toward the red-haired Astal.

Healing trauma and growing through love wasn’t something only Astal had experienced.

Victoria, too, had learned to express her emotions honestly and confront her own heart after meeting him.

“And haven’t I told you before? It wasn’t your fault. How could a hero who saved people be a murderer? No matter how you look at it, the Demon King and his underlings were the ones to blame.”

“…!”

“Honestly, you really are a man with no learning ability. It seems I have to say it again for you to understand.”

Victoria stroked his hair gently, repeating the words that had once made Astal fall for her.

“Also, what’s with this red hair and robe? If someone saw you, they might mistake you for the Red Tower’s master instead of a mage of the Blue Tower. You should change back immediately.”

“Maybe it’s because my grandfather was from the Red Tower… I never met him, but I heard a lot about him from my mother.”

The red-haired Astal finally began to calm down after Victoria’s gentle admonishment.

He looked like a child who hadn’t gotten his way—an unexpectedly spoiled side of Astal.

‘Wait, but how do I change back?’

Then, something no one expected happened.

The red-haired Astal clenched his eyes shut, grimaced, and took several deep breaths, but nothing worked. 

His hair and robe remained stubbornly crimson, making it obvious to everyone that his original personality hadn’t returned.


“I don’t know how to reverse it. For druids, transformations either wear off over time or when they’re near death… They can even return to human form at will.”


“Wait, what? You should’ve told me that earlier!”

“My apologies. I didn’t expect it to work on the first try.”

Among them, Tarion—the first to notice something was wrong—apologized to Astal.
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“Then what should we do? Should we really beat her half to death with Victoria’s hammer and then heal her once her original personality returns…?”

“That’s far too dangerous. If we fail to control our strength even slightly, he could actually die—and then there’d be no way to fix things.”

Victoria and her companions were at a loss, staring at Astal, who showed no signs of reverting to his original self. 

Even if this was Astal’s childhood personality, his current impulsive and hot-blooded nature made it too risky to let him fight Memoria, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

“Then is there any better alternative? If we just pass through the underground and reach the surface, it’ll be Oblivion…”

Kyle, the party’s leader, spoke with a deeply troubled expression. His earlier conversation with Astal had gone disastrously.

“Oblivion? Why not just reverse Iðunn’s energy and turn it into a bomb to blow everything up? Wouldn’t that solve it?”

“We have to save the people trapped in the demon realm first? Do we really need to? Last time we tried that, Victoria got stabbed, and the rest of you nearly died. And some humans even side with demons and monsters, betraying their own kind—do we really have to save them all?”

Astal was no longer the “Harmless Mage.” He showed no mercy to the humans in the demon realm.

Of course, his words weren’t entirely baseless. In the demon realm, there were those who distrusted the hero’s party, betrayed them for demons, or even lashed out after being rescued.

“We don’t selectively save people. If we did, we wouldn’t deserve the name ‘Hero’s Party.’”

Yet, despite their experiences, Kyle and the others refused to abandon their belief in saving as many as possible. 

That was what it meant to be heroes—to bring peace by slaying the Demon King. And ironically, the one who had always led the charge in saving others was Astal himself.

“Out of all of us, Astal was originally the most selfless and kind. I never expected to see such a ruthless side of his.”

Tarion remarked in surprise, watching Astal’s complete reversal. 

Though they had fought together, he had never seen this cruel side of his before. 

Astal had always been the one to throw himself into danger for others—even securing passage for orphaned children at great personal risk.

“I had a feeling, to some extent. After all, we’ve been together day and night.”

“What exactly do you mean? I don’t quite follow…”

“…That’s not something I can explain.”

Victoria wanted to boast about her closer relationship with Astal, but she couldn’t exactly reveal that it stemmed from their… intimate activities. 

Even among life-and-death comrades, some things were better left unsaid.

“Hey, why are you discussing solutions with Tarion and Kyle when I’m right here? You don’t need to talk to other men.”

Astal, his red hair bristling, made it clear he disliked Victoria speaking to their male companions.

“We could just tell them we’ve slept together twice. Even if Luminas interrupted before we could really go all the way—”

“You—you shameless pervert of a mage! Do you have no sense of decency?!”

Victoria’s face burned as she hurriedly covered Astal’s mouth, flustered.

“What? I just don’t like you talking to other men. Even if they’re comrades with lovers.”

Astal’s crude words were a deliberate ploy to monopolize Victoria’s attention, ensuring no other man could so much as speak to her.

“Kyle and Tarion are fine! And right now, we’re trying to restore you to your original state!”

“The holy knights of Aurelium and even the Pope were perverts eyeing you. How can you be sure unless I read their minds?”

Astal shrugged, recalling past incidents. Objectively speaking, Victoria’s beauty and figure attracted unwanted attention wherever she went—whether in the human realm or the demon realm.

“…You talk as if you really can read minds.”

“Even if I said I could, you wouldn’t believe me, would you?”

The red-haired Astal uttered a meaningful remark toward Victoria, but she shook her head, denying the fact that he could read her innermost thoughts.

After all, Victoria’s relationship with Astal was quite complicated.

“Yes, if you truly had such an ability from the start, you wouldn’t have stayed silent after seeing me insult or belittle you.”

Their first impression of each other had been the worst, but after witnessing him leap into enemy territory to save her, she softened her attitude.

Yet, ever since she began to genuinely like him, she had deliberately spoken harshly or pretended to dislike him to keep her true feelings hidden.

“…Anyway, here’s my opinion. If you’re worried that I won’t save people, then just use magic to restrict my movements, no?”

Astal chuckled faintly as he listened to Victoria, then extended his arms forward.

With a swift motion, he conjured rings of flame around his wrists, rendering them immobile.

“See? This is what we use to capture criminal mages. Commonly called the ‘Ring of Flames’… It prevents them from breaking predetermined rules.”

Surprisingly, the first magic the red-haired Astal displayed was fire, and the color of his mana—usually symbolic of him—had shifted from blue to red.

“…You’ve always only used the magic you learned from the Blue Tower, haven’t you?”

“When I was young, I thought magic had to be either powerful or large-scale… Maybe that’s why? Honestly, I’m not sure myself.”

Victoria, who had been observing Astal closely all this time, noticed even such minor changes—yet no one truly understood their cause.

“Alright, now I’ll listen to whatever you say, Victoria. If we set the rules in advance, I won’t be able to act against them.”

“…Is that really true?”

For a moment, Victoria’s gaze turned cold. She wondered if he would truly obey her commands unconditionally.

“Yeah, anything. Think of me like a puppet moving strictly by a written script.”

The red-haired Astal noticed Victoria swallowing hard, her throat bobbing visibly, and spoke as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.

‘Then… even things the original Astal would never agree to… Could they be possible now?’

Seeing even this reversed version of Astal willingly submit to her words, Victoria briefly entertained a frivolous thought—but quickly dismissed it.

“No matter what happens, you must prioritize saving people. Just like your original self would.”

“Huh? You’re trusting me without even testing it?”

“The Astal I know rarely lies to me.”

“Ah, so that’s why? I’m touched you still think of me that way.”

She decided now wasn’t the time or place for such commands.

Besides, this was Astal’s childhood persona—she couldn’t bring herself to exploit him in this weakened state.

“…Right now, he’d even lick my feet if I told him to. But would that really be enough? The real him isn’t this eager.”

The red-haired Astal, hearing her inner monologue as clearly as spoken words, smirked and taunted her as she suppressed her desires.

“I would never entertain such disrespectful thoughts! And since when would I ever tell you to lick my feet? How dare you imply that!”

“You asked for something similar last night. That whole ‘milking co—’ Ah, never mind. Privacy respected.”

“…If you dare degrade me with such vulgarity again, I’ll kick you straight in the groin.”

“See? Victoria likes me more than any of you, so don’t even think of interfering.”

The red-haired Astal slowly raised his arm, flashing a sly grin at his companions.

★★★

Right now, listening to my own words, I desperately wanted to regain control.
Because these were things the real me would never say to Victoria.

-…Hey, be honest. Can you hear me right now?

I tried reaching out through my thoughts to communicate with my alternate personality.

-Yeah, loud and clear. This whole ‘self-restraint’ idea was yours to begin with.

Honestly, I’d suspected as much for a while now.


After all, transformation inherently shares memories between selves.

And more importantly—that binding spell he just used?

It was a spell I had once envisioned in my mind, something I created because I never wanted to harm Victoria.

And now, he’d cast it himself.
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The red-haired Astal tried countless methods to return to his original form, but none of them had any significant effect.

“…It seems we’ll have to proceed like this. At this point, turning back to another territory is far too risky.”

“They’ve probably already discovered all the carriages we sent separately by now. The Four Heavenly Kings will only tighten their vigilance.”

The red-haired Astal spoke while sticking close behind Victoria—so close that an outsider might mistake it for an embrace.

“Victoria, why don’t I just slit my wrists and put myself on the verge of death? After all, this guy was the type to wallow in self-loathing every day, saying, ‘I’m trash who doesn’t deserve to live…’.”

“Don’t spout such nonsense. No matter what kind of personality you had, we were saved from that part of ourselves.”

Victoria snapped in irritation and shoved him back. Even if it was a different personality, it still felt like hearing someone insult the person she loved.

The red-haired Astal blinked in confusion, as if he didn’t understand what was wrong.

“I’m not lying. Before meeting you, this guy used to choke himself and self-harm every day.”

Because he shared the original’s memories and personality, he knew just how unstable Astal had been before meeting Victoria—how obsessed he was with saving others.

“I never saw any signs of that.”

“Of course not. You can’t die by strangling yourself, and it doesn’t leave bruises or marks severe enough to worry others. Using his intelligence for something like this… What a ruthless bastard, don’t you think?”

Victoria’s eyes instinctively darted to Astal’s neck. Seeing her stiffen, he patted her head as if to say, Don’t worry.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?! If I’d known about such a terrible habit, I would’ve always stopped you— Ah.”

“It’s fine. It’s a habit he broke after meeting you. For that, I’m truly grateful.”

Victoria glanced at the red-haired Astal and couldn’t help feeling resentful.

‘If he could be this honest now, why did he keep it a secret and bear the pain alone?’

“…Isn’t it obvious? I didn’t want the person I love to worry. Just like how you hid your terminal condition from me.”

The red-haired Astal spoke as if he could see right through her. Even though his appearance had completely reversed, his smile carried the same warmth she remembered.

“Please, say things like that in your original state…!”

“The original’s too much of a coward and an idiot to say it. He was planning to confess to you with a deathbed spell, you know.”

Victoria’s face burned, and she immediately tried to push Astal away and escape his embrace—but…

“…Honestly, I’m not much different from him. People are contradictory by nature. Even while trying to hide my feelings, I still schemed in roundabout ways.”

Squeeze.

Astal, unable to hold back any longer, wrapped his arms around Victoria from behind, refusing to let go.

Though, due to the original personality’s interference, a slight gap remained between them—as if chained apart.

“…This is new. Usually, it’s Astal acting cold while Victoria clings to him.”

“Well, aside from the lack of violence, seeing them like this feels awkward after watching them constantly insult and belittle each other.”

“I like it! Isn’t this what a real hero party should be? Loving and supporting each other!”

As the others voiced their opinions, Astal kept failing to kiss Victoria’s cheek—thwarted by his original personality.

Truthfully, Victoria and Astal had only been on good terms for a very short time.

Their first impression of each other had been disastrous. When they saw each other naked during treatment, they hurled insults and accusations of perversion. It wasn’t until Astal saved her life that her perception of him changed.

“…Victoria gets a little prickly when she actually likes someone because she’s easily embarrassed. Not that I mind—I love that part of her too.”

The red-haired Astal chuckled, reminiscing. During their brief period of harmony, the words Victoria had spoken to him as a saintess had meant a great deal.

“She told me it wasn’t my fault that my parents and villagers died… That people don’t need a reason to save others—that was Victoria.”

“GYAAAAH!! Shut that disgusting mouth of yours right now! I never said any of that!!”

Victoria hurriedly clamped her hand over Astal’s mouth, vehemently denying the embarrassing things she’d said in the past. 

Since those words had likely been spoken only to Astal, she seemed ashamed at the thought of her other companions finding out.

“This is why I endured all the insults and slander. Sure, if it were anyone else, no matter how kind their actions, if their words were harsh, I’d lose all interest in them… but there were exceptions.”

In response, the red-haired Astal pressed his thumb and index finger together, mimicking the motion of a dog’s mouth opening and closing as he made noises.

This was how mages prepared against silence spells. Normally, cases like Astal’s—where one could cast magic without incantations—were extremely rare, so ordinary people relied on countermeasures like this.

“Just—just return to your original personality already! If you dare say something like that again, I’ll discipline you so hard you’ll never speak recklessly!”

Victoria was so overcome with shame that she even dropped the extreme honorifics she usually used with Astal and others, shouting at him outright.

“Oh? And how exactly do you plan to discipline me? With those huge, vulgar breasts of yours that make me think ‘milking cow’ more than ‘saintess’?”

“A milking cow?! I am not some lewd, vulgar livestock!”

“Ah, sure. I’ll believe that. Maybe.”

Watching this, the red-haired Astal deftly grabbed Victoria’s waist and lifted her slightly.

“Put me down! Ugh…! I never knew you had this kind of personality…! I feel betrayed!”

“Don’t lie. When no one’s looking, you pull far worse pranks and flirt even more outrageously, don’t you?”

As Victoria flailed helplessly in the air, the other companions’ gazes turned icy.

‘Just how much indecent stuff has this couple done to make even this kind of sudden behavior look so natural?’

★★★

After passing through the underground, they ascended toward Oblivion’s upper levels. Fortunately, the exit led to a secluded watchtower annex with few people around.

“This… really is a slime pretending to be human, huh?”

The other personality—currently in control—had captured a guard and was staring at a red, orb-like object while drooling slightly.

Even I could tell—it was a slime’s core.

For slimes, this was the equivalent of a brain or heart. As long as it remained intact, the slime wouldn’t die.

‘Hey, do you really think you can capture Memoria without me? The more I think about it, the more likely it seems that this time, the Four Heavenly Kings might’ve used slimes disguised as humans.’

A wave of unease washed over me as I watched, and I began conveying my thoughts to the other personality through our mental link.

-Then what do you plan to do? Right now, I’m bound by Victoria’s contract, so saving people takes priority. I can’t just go around capturing and burning them one by one.

The guy who had been cracking vulgar jokes at Victoria and trying to hug her—ignoring any objections—was only now listening to me.

That part annoyed me. A lot.

I was the original personality Victoria had confessed to. I was the one meant to receive her love. Yet just because he was a little more shameless, he got this kind of treatment?

‘You bastard, you’d really burn people alive just to try it out once? Are you insane?!’

-Then what’s your plan? Unlike normal slimes, these ones are intelligent. They’ve hidden their cores using clothes or armor—there’s no way to distinguish them by ordinary means.

As frustrating as it was, the other personality wasn’t wrong. We shared the same memories—the only difference was our temperaments.

‘Isn’t it obvious? We just have to create weather that slimes hate.’

Slimes, by nature, had no fixed form. They could mimic other creatures or multiply through division.

But their weakness? Rain. It diluted their bodies, making them lose their original forms.

‘A rain-summoning spell should work even now.’

I thought back to a phenomenon known since ancient times—this would help distinguish real humans from slimes.

-Rain? Wouldn’t they just take cover under umbrellas or inside buildings? Besides, that method relies on concentration differences… Normal water wouldn’t work, would it?

The other-me immediately countered. True to his younger-self personality, he quickly spotted the flaws.

But still—

No matter what, I was the original owner of this body. Even if we shared memories, I was the one who had lived longer.

‘…We’ll use seawater. Bring it down as rain. Don’t tell me you didn’t think of something this simple?’

I couldn’t resist a slight jab at the other me, who was keeping quiet and hadn’t even told Victoria that he could communicate with the original personality.


No doubt, he also adored Victoria just as much. Having finally gotten out after so long, he probably didn’t want to be locked away again.

-I knew that too! I just… didn’t think of it.


It felt like dealing with a moody teenager.

Suddenly, a strange thought crossed my mind—If Victoria and I had a child, would we end up in a situation like this?

The idea left me feeling oddly unsettled.
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In the realm of Oblivion, where it is said that any human who sets foot loses all their memories, a fierce rain was now falling in a steady drizzle.

The red-haired Astal and the spirit mage Anima had conjured a whirlwind using the air, drawing seawater upward and sending it cascading down from the sky like a sudden downpour.

“Honestly, this was far too reckless. The sea is so far from here—why did you insist on this method?”

Whoooosh—

Amid the refreshing sound of rain, the streets of Oblivion were filled with beings carrying umbrellas and slimes that had failed to escape the rain in time, now reduced to wobbling, gelatinous forms.

“It’s not that big of a deal.”

“That wasn’t a compliment. What if the Four Heavenly Kings found out what we did?”

Victoria let out a deep sigh, her worry evident.

Because the sea was quite distant from Oblivion, there was a chance their artificially created rainstorm could have been detected.

“Doesn’t matter. I accounted for that before casting the spell. The Demon Realm is a harsh and barren place by nature, isn’t it? A hurricane forming from the sea isn’t something they’d question.”

Astal, the red-haired mage, gave Victoria a reassuring look as if telling her not to worry, but she couldn’t shake her unease.

“That’s not the issue… Don’t you think it’s strange that we haven’t seen a single demon or monster while traveling through the Demon Realm? Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

Not even the usual demons or monsters were in sight.

Only slimes, mimicking human speech and behavior, filled the streets—an eerie sight.

“Surely you’re not suggesting this is all a trap to lure us in, Victoria?”

“The possibility isn’t small. This realm is packed with slimes perfectly imitating human appearances and mannerisms.”

Victoria voiced the worst-case scenario: that this entire realm was a trap set from the beginning to capture their party of heroes, and that Memoria had lured them here.

“Well, even with my magic sight, their disguises are nearly flawless,” Astal admitted, closing his eyes briefly before reopening them in agreement.

Something was undeniably suspicious.

Despite the security checkpoints meant to screen entrants for safety, the only beings inside were slimes mimicking humans.

“Could it be that instead of screening travelers, they’re assimilating them into their own kind…?”

Anima, the spirit mage, shuddered as she watched a slime squirm at her feet.

The creature gurgled incoherently, its eyes, nose, and ears melting like saltwater—a grotesque sight.

Despite being a powerful spirit mage capable of contracting with the four Great Elemental Kings, Anima was often timid and naive.

“That’s not impossible. A slime’s fundamental instinct is to increase its numbers. Division and mimicry are their means of survival.”

Tarion, seeing Anima’s fear, embraced her in an attempt to calm her.

The two, who had been lovers longer than Astal and Victoria, understood each other’s needs without words.

“That could be it. Memoria is also known as a gourmet who devours the memories of others, after all.”

Kyle also agreed that the realm itself might be a massive trap. Otherwise, why would such a vast territory be filled entirely with slimes imitating humans?

Even as the seawater rain turned the streets into a slimy mess, the residents of Oblivion remained indifferent, as if this were an everyday occurrence.

“No matter how much they’ve absorbed human memories, their true nature is still slimes. Losing form isn’t strange to them—especially when it’s a natural phenomenon, not an external attack.”

Putting the pieces together, Astal voiced his deduction.

If people were melting on the mainland, there’d surely be screams and pleas for help.

But these streets were eerily quiet. Even in a realm ruled by Memoria, one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings, this situation didn’t seem out of place.

“…Then Memoria is likely hiding somewhere we can’t reach. Maybe causing a massive explosion to create chaos would’ve been the right move after all.”

He gritted his teeth slightly in frustration.

A more aggressive approach might have made it easier to distinguish enemies from real humans.

“That’s not like you, Astal.”

Victoria sighed deeply, watching the usually composed mage act so impulsively.

Though he now prioritized saving lives under their code, this impulsive, aggressive side was unlike the mage she knew.

“Then how do we tell them apart now? The papers are already spreading rumors that a tornado formed far out at sea, causing this rain. The longer we wait, the harder it’ll be to find any real humans.”

The red-haired Astal felt a flicker of jealousy toward his original self.

Even though he could hear Victoria’s hidden thoughts—her guilt and unease—he couldn’t understand why she would still care for the man who had rejected her confession.

-If the slimes are this obsessed with maintaining human forms, it’s less likely to be a trap and more like fanatical fixation. We need to lure our enemy to us instead.

The red-haired Astal listened to the inner voice of his original personality debating within him.

-Our magic skills are the same. Our abilities and talents are identical. So what’s the difference between him and me?

Hell, even our memories are exactly the same.

“Wait—if this guy’s so obsessed with humans, do you really think there are any left alive in this realm? They’ve probably all been turned into slime fodder, their brains sucked dry until they’re hollow shells. Honestly, that might be the best-case scenario.”

“That’s too cruel! These are people who were forcibly dragged here by the Demon King’s army!”

Victoria was genuinely furious at his words.

This wasn’t the Astal she knew—the one who prioritized saving lives above all else, who was selfless to a fault.

“…And when have those people ever helped us? We’ve been struggling to save even one more, every damn time!”

The red-haired Astal snapped back at her.

Whether it was against Bellamora or during the siege of Dullahan, they had always fought to rescue as many as possible.

“For the past year, just to survive in the Demon Realm, they’ve sold their blood, their dreams—even their lifespans.”

Unlike the currency of the mainland, Tartarus dealt in blood, dreams, and lifespans.

The longer the war against the Demon King dragged on, the more their party—the so-called “heroes”—had to sacrifice.

“Then what kind of reward do I deserve for stopping the ‘greatest mage on the continent’ from throwing his life away?”

“…….”

“A hero doesn’t save people for rewards, Astal.”

Victoria gently cupped his cheek.

“The reason I hold you—a mere mage—in higher regard than Kyle, the Chosen Hero of Odin, is because you cling to your ideals without hesitation.”

“And what ideal is that…?”

“The absurd dream of saving everyone. I love that kindness in you—the refusal to let even one person die.”

As Victoria said, saving everyone was an impossible ideal.

Even Kyle, Odin’s chosen hero, had admitted from the start that he couldn’t guarantee the survival of every captive in the Demon Realm—let alone their own party.

“But you’ve always silently held onto it. You even faked that orc’s death in Dullahan’s arena, didn’t you?”

She smiled knowingly.

Having watched him closer than anyone, she understood why he was resorting to such impulsive, extreme measures now.

“Be honest. You’re afraid of losing us—your comrades, your lover. That’s why you’d rather play it safe, even if it means sacrificing others to defeat the Demon King, isn’t it?”

“…I can’t win against you. Fine. Yes, I think charging in to ‘rescue’ people here is too damn risky.”

Like a dog easing its aggression at its master’s touch, his voice softened under her hand.

“Look around. This realm is obsessed with human memories and experiences. You really think they’d leave us—especially us—alone?”

“A fair point. Surprisingly sharp for an alternate personality.”

“Anyway… I’d hate losing you all to forgotten memories more than I’d hate dying. Especially you, Victoria. We’ve barely had any time together.”

He moved to hug her, but his arms flailed uselessly, as if blocked by an invisible wall.

“I skimmed the papers earlier. There’s a museum here where they keep real humans—alongside their stolen memories and experiences.”

Frustrated by his original self’s interference, he shared the intel with a sullen expression.


“But going there? That’s suicide. Memoria’s probably prepared for us.”


“And your alternative is? We do what you’ve always done—save them. Right, Mage of Harmless?”

Victoria rose onto her toes to pat his head approvingly, then added softly:

“And even if I lose my memories… I’m certain I’d fall for you all over again. The reverse is true, too. So don’t worry so much.”






 
  Chapter 110: The Magician’s Inner Thoughts Can Be Heard (4)


As we walked deeper into Oblivion, an overwhelmingly massive structure came into view.

It was as if the slimes had studied how humans flaunt their wealth—the walls were adorned with jewels and gold, giving off a peculiar texture.

Just what method did these slimes use to create such structures?

This place was filled with architectural marvels that blended the cultural traits of countless races.

“…Of course, they must have sucked out other people’s memories to do this, right? From what I can see, the slimes here are insatiable creatures. If they had any sanity left, they wouldn’t have built a museum out of stolen memories.”

Words I hadn’t even consciously thought spilled from my lips.

The red-haired Astal—my other personality, the one with my childhood self’s original temperament—was currently in control of my body.

‘You’ve prepared properly, right?’

“Yeah. I’ve layered multiple defensive spells, and just in case, I’ve also set up a safe zone to teleport to if we need to escape.”

While conversing internally within his mind, we stepped into the trap Memoria had prepared for us.

I was ready to cast a silent spell in case a muting enchantment was in place, and I had already planned an escape route using scrolls.

The red-haired Astal, perhaps driven by his greed for Victoria, muttered under his breath just loud enough for no one else to hear.

Even though our personalities were different, some parts of him were still me.

He cooperated willingly, doing his utmost to ensure Victoria wouldn’t fall into real danger.

“Welcome, visitors. The warmly greets all who enter.”

The moment we stepped further inside the museum, a being with an awkward smile greeted us.

“My name is Thomas. I am the human guide of this museum, so feel free to ask me for explanations.”

“Bullshit. You’re not human—you’re a slime.”

The red-haired Astal spat out curses and clicked his tongue at the being who introduced himself as Thomas.

The slimes in this territory were so adept at disguising their mana circuits to resemble humans that even my eyes struggled to distinguish them.

How could he be so sure?

“What kind of human has their ears attached backward?”

“Ah, my mistake. I didn’t expect a fellow kin to be so observant.”

In that brief moment, the red-haired Astal had spotted Thomas’s flaw.

His ears were attached backward—the auricle was curled the wrong way.

“…I haven’t been in this human disguise for long, so some of my slime habits slipped through.”

Thomas’s attitude, treating us as fellow slimes disguised as humans, made me and my companions sigh deeply.

Even with perception-blocking magic, if Thomas had been a sage-tier mage or higher, he would’ve realized we were human immediately.

Despite being another aspect of my personality, the red-haired Astal was unusually harsh toward monsters and demons.

Perhaps, just as I had once hated myself out of guilt, he harbored that same disgust toward our enemies.

“A normal slime wouldn’t bother making ears. It’d be more efficient to consume a snake-like creature and use its heat-sensing organs instead.”

The red-haired Astal spoke as if he were an expert on slimes.

Thanks to my past experiments and research papers on slimes in the Magic Tower, I knew their habits well.

Fundamentally, slimes were creatures of division and mimicry—their form and abilities changed based on what they consumed.

“Forgive me, but I’m a rather young slime.”

“Even so, you should have other humans’ memories. It’s weird that you’d make mistakes like this.”

“You’re right. From head to toe, we exist solely by Lady Memoria’s grace.”

The red-haired Astal subtly prodded for information, and in turn, Thomas revealed something crucial:
Every slime in Oblivion had taken human form under Memoria’s guidance.

“I’ve been given the honorable task of guiding visitors through this museum, where actual living humans are imprisoned. But I keep slipping up… My apologies. Haha…”

And worse—the museum preserved the memories and abilities of important or special individuals.

“…Whatever. Just guide us properly. You’ve probably eaten so many humans by now that you’re sick of them.”

Even after hearing this, the red-haired Astal remained unfazed, threatening Thomas as if he truly were a slime in human disguise.

If this really was Memoria’s trap for us, acting like slimes was the best way to avoid suspicion.

Even if it was just to rescue those who were imprisoned, deceiving the enemy like this to buy time had its advantages.

“Something feels off… Something doesn’t sit right.”

Even the other companions were overwhelmed by the atmosphere, falling silent as they watched the red-haired Astal perform.

“What is it? Judging by the presence of other slimes, this place seems to be meant for showcasing collected memories or abilities.”

But for me, it was Thomas who felt suspicious to the point of madness. He was supposedly just a museum guide, yet it felt like he was deliberately pretending to be clumsy to test us.

After all, humans and slimes have different values and ways of thinking. Even if they have the same memories and abilities, no one can claim to be exactly the same as someone else.

“Thomas, tell me the place you recommend. Show me a human so incredible I’d actually want to devour their brain.”

Just like the personalities of the current me and the red-haired one—so different, yet sharing one body.

This was a museum that had collected the memories and abilities of special individuals.

The crowd was so dense that you couldn’t tell who was human and who was a slime.

“Understood. In that case, I recommend the memory of ‘A Nameless Swordmaster’ located in Sector B.”

Thomas scratched the back of his neck and began leading us to the right.

At the end of our steps, we saw a man slumped over, as if he had just finished swinging his sword before dying.

“…This man lived his whole life as an unknown swordsman. As the saying goes, ‘mediocre talent is a curse.’ He gave up his wife and children just to continue living with the sword.”

“There must be something special about him. He wouldn’t be displayed in a museum just for being crazy.”

The red-haired Astal spoke harshly, as if trying to uncover something hidden, rather than mourning the man’s death before her.

Even if I had to act like a slime to rescue those trapped here, if I were being my true self, I probably would’ve felt at least a little pity for this man.

Talent is such a fickle word.

Sometimes, the heights someone reaches through sweat and blood can be effortlessly reached by someone else.

Having always been called a genius with exceptional magical talent, I’d experienced more than enough envy and jealousy from others.

“You’re right! If he were just an ordinary man, he wouldn’t have been included in the Hall of Memories.”

“There are always those who think they’re geniuses with nothing but half-baked talent.”

The red-haired Astal gave a bitter laugh as she spoke. Because, in a way, she was talking about herself too.

If her talent had truly been extraordinary, perhaps she could’ve evacuated her hometown before the Demon King’s army attacked.

“Listen carefully—don’t be surprised. This swordsman is said to have actually proven the existence of another world, one that mirrors this one like a reflection!”

“I… don’t really get it.”

“In other words, he sliced through the wall that separates dimensions using the sword he wielded all his life. Through sheer persistence, this dull talent uncovered a secret even gods had hidden.”

Thomas wiggled his body and mimicked the form of the swordmaster before us.

“According to this man’s final memory, a middle-aged man clad in black knight armor suddenly appeared before him. He had a large burn scar on his face.”

“…So then, he remembers fighting him?”

“Yes, barely. This swordmaster, who never let go of his sword and became strong enough to cut through space itself, was defeated in a single exchange. That’s the memory that remains.”

Someone strong enough to defeat a swordsman who could cut through space with just one blow. Hearing the story from within the red-haired Astal’s consciousness, I let out a small, incredulous laugh.

If such a powerful person existed, wouldn’t it make more sense to let them take care of the Demon King instead of us?

Of course, Thomas could just be lying to win us over. But from the way he described it, this person seemed more like a god of swords.

Perhaps, like the gods often spoke of, there was some kind of causal law preventing that knight from taking action.

“If I get the chance… I’d love to consume that memory.”


At that moment, my mind and the other personality’s were in perfect agreement.

If we could mimic the black knight’s movements or even understand them just a little, we could become far stronger.


Maybe the black knight was even related to the first saint who once used a magic sword.

“Unfortunately, that’s impossible. This is one of Lady Memoria’s collected artifacts,” Thomas said, shaking his head.

“Besides, after meeting that man, this swordsman realized the vast gap in power and lost all hope in life. He’s barely clinging to life now.”

Upon hearing that, I took a closer look—and indeed, the swordsman before us was staring into the distance with hollow eyes, barely breathing.

“He gave up his wife and children, didn’t leave even when his friends and parents died… shut himself away in the mountains just to swing his sword. Of course he’d be devastated.”



 
  Chapter 111: Since when did you start thinking I was just a regular slime? (1)


As we wandered through the museum while listening to Thomas’s explanation, it became increasingly difficult to gauge the true extent of the powers that Memoria, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, might possess.

Even at a glance, the individuals on display were undeniably powerful — yet here they were, exhibited almost as if for show.

For example, not only was there the nameless swordmaster we saw earlier, but also the memories of a mage who turned into a lich after devoting his entire life to researching forbidden magic — all of it preserved within this museum.

“…What do you think? Though you can’t consume them, this is the , a place where the incredible accomplishments of others are preserved.”

“Honestly, it’s kind of perverted.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Astal, the red-haired one, made a disgusted expression as she looked at Thomas, whose eyes were wide with excitement as he spoke about the memories of others.

“It’s mostly pure humans here, not other races. I thought coming here would give me a glimpse into the cultures and memories unique to non-human races.”

The continent I came from was a place where humans and all kinds of other races lived together, but the beings preserved in this museum were mostly pure humans.

That was probably due to Memoria’s personal taste.

This guy even filled his territory with slimes that have taken on human forms.

“Of course. Lord Memoria has a deep fascination with humans. Mortal beings with limited lifespans often produce greater results than long-lived races like dwarves or elves.”

“Which is exactly why it’s perverted. This is the Demon Realm, and yet it’s packed with slimes that look like humans. Everywhere else, they disguise themselves as massive beasts or parts of the landscape.”

Astal let out a heavy sigh, recalling the thesis I had written back at the Mage Tower. Slimes typically adapt their forms based on the surrounding environment or terrain.

This ability to absorb the memories and abilities of other beings in this way was unique to Memoria.

“…You were likely dispatched to the continent, weren’t you? I suppose it’s only natural for humans to carry differing values and prejudices — I can understand why you might think that way,” Thomas said, lowering his voice slightly. 

It seemed he was displeased by our criticism of Memoria, the lord of this territory.

“If that’s the case, would you take a look at this?”

Perhaps irritated by Astal’s blunt attitude, Thomas pointed confidently at something.

“…There’s nothing there?”

But in the direction he indicated, there was only a solitary platform, large enough to hold a few people.

Was this some kind of test — something only visible to slimes?

Normally, I would have kept quiet and tried to decipher Thomas’s intentions, but the red-haired Astal showed no hesitation in dealing with demons.

“Of course there’s nothing. This space was specially made to preserve the humans known as Hero Parties, after all.”

“……..”

My companions and I remained silent, unable to respond to Thomas’s words.

Just like the other preserved humans and memories in the museum, losing to Memoria meant being trapped here forever.

‘Ask if there are any other Hero Parties.’

I advised the other Astal — the one with a different personality — through my inner thoughts.

If they had created a special space just to preserve us, then perhaps previous Hero Parties had also ended up here.

“…There’s more than one Hero Party, right? So where are the others?”

Following my lead, red-haired Astal posed the question to Thomas.

“Unfortunately, Lord Memoria only recently developed an interest in Hero Parties,” Thomas replied, shaking his head, indicating that no others were here.

“Why only recently? I mean, take the Dullahan, for example — he’s actually the original Hero. Humans are chosen for their strength to defeat the Demon King. Wouldn’t they make better trophies than most of what’s here?”

Astal spoke without hesitation or restraint.

If the rest of us chimed in, it might ruin the act and reveal that we were just pretending.

“Is there really a need? All the so-called Hero Parties of the past were weaklings — not even worth paying attention to.”

“…What did you just say?”

“I’m just stating the facts. Didn’t the so-called first Hero, the Dullahan, go insane the moment he laid eyes on the Demon King and kill his own comrades?”

Thomas burst into laughter as he spoke about the Dullahan, his mouth stretching unnaturally wide — something only a slime could do.

“The rest were no different. They bore the grand title of ‘Hero Party,’ but not a single one of them could hold a candle to the Demon King.”

“So that’s why they weren’t collected? If it were me, I would’ve gathered them just to make humanity feel utter despair…”

Something didn’t add up.

For someone like Memoria, who collected rare humans and memories as obsessively as this museum suggested, it made no sense to exclude Hero Parties.

“Well, it’s only with this current generation that the true strength of Hero Parties became known.”

As he said that, Thomas pointed toward a series of portraits located a little further away, offering additional commentary.

“The leader of the Hero Party, wielder of the Holy Sword of Flames that annihilates evil — Kyle Dragonica.”

“…Looks kind of ugly in the painting.”

Kyle finally spoke for the first time, looking at the portrait of himself. No matter how he saw it, it looked distorted, different from how he usually appeared.

“Well, that’s probably because it was painted by a demon, who has a different aesthetic sense from humans. Doesn’t he look like a monster who massacres us and burns everything down?”

Thomas chuckled at his own words. From the perspective of demons and monsters, there probably wasn’t a more terrifying figure than Kyle.

As the rightful hero, Kyle always fought on the front lines with Astal, cutting down enemies left and right.

“Next is Victoria Everhart, a half-blood who inherited half the blood of a Gold Dragon, and a saintess known for performing miracles and healing the wounded.”

“…She made my chest smaller than it actually is.”

Victoria spoke in a dissatisfied tone as she looked at her own portrait, relying on her perception-blocking magic to remain unnoticed.

To be honest, she was even more well-endowed in real life than her clothes typically revealed.

She seemed a little miffed that I didn’t comment on it.

“Anyway, there are other members of the Hero Party, like Tarion and Anima, but the most famous among them is this person.”

Ignoring Victoria’s complaint, Thomas shifted his gaze to a striking portrait of someone with blue hair and a robe.

“More infamous under the name ‘Mad Mage,’ and the human who killed both Bellamora and the Dullahan — members of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

“…The Harmless Mage, Astal Kaisaros.”

The red-haired Astal clenched his teeth slightly as he looked at the portrait of me.
It was clear that this alternate personality of mine harbored some jealousy toward me.

“That’s right. By now, he’s so well-known in the Demon Realm that there’s probably no one who hasn’t heard of him.”

Thomas’s voice took on a slight edge, his brows furrowing.

After winning in the Dullahan’s arena, my infamy had even surpassed Kyle’s reputation as a hero.

“I mean, who else but a lunatic would successfully rescue every single human held captive in the Demon Realm and even craft magic powerful enough to kill a member of the Four Heavenly Kings?”

As Thomas said, I had made sure to rescue every human involved with me, leaving none behind.

It was the kind of accomplishment that made people think I was out of my mind — and understandably so.

“He even won the Dullahan’s tournament and caught the Demon King’s personal attention. It’s honestly a mystery why someone like him isn’t considered a Hero!”

Listening to everything Thomas said, I finally realized something was off.

Normally, I might have missed it — but trapped in this body with another personality, I had the benefit of observing as a third party.

And from that perspective, contradictions were easy to spot.

‘Hey, you’ve noticed he’s hiding something too, right?’

Using my inner voice, I conveyed to the red-haired Astal that we needed to be suspicious of Thomas.

From the very beginning, he acted like he was testing whether we were really human — like when he deliberately attached his ears backward.

Then there was his unnaturally deep knowledge of this massive museum, serving as both guide and narrator.

And most of all, he was openly sharing knowledge that only someone in the Demon King’s army — possibly a member of the Four Heavenly Kings — should possess.

-Yeah… it’s highly likely this guy is connected to Memoria.

It seemed the red-haired Astal had the same suspicion, which explained why he’d been provoking Thomas with harsh words — trying to force him to slip up.


Demons who wanted to imitate humans more than anything else were often terrible at controlling their emotions, after all.

“…Hey, just one more question.”

“Did you find another human or memory you want to see? Ah, if we go to another section, there are also displays on battle styles unique to other races—”

“No. I meant — why don’t you just drop the act already? You don’t seem like a ‘Thomas’ at all. You’re Memoria, aren’t you?”

As soon as Astal realized the figure in front of him was connected to Memoria, he immediately prepared to fight.

Memoria, after all, had devoured countless mages — my pre-set perception-disrupting magic was likely useless against her by now.

“Hahaha! As expected, you’re sharp. Isn’t that exactly what makes humans so fascinating?”

She sneered.

Memoria — disguised as Thomas — twisted her face into a grotesque grin as she looked at me, having seen through her deception.

“But there’s one thing you didn’t know.”

As she spoke, the space around us shimmered, and her true form made of mucus and slime began to emerge.

From the very start, we had already fallen into Memoria’s trap the moment we entered this domain.

“And what would that be?”

Seeing this, red-haired Astal immediately began casting return magic to evacuate our allies faster than anyone else.

“…The land you’re standing on, the buildings, even the people in this territory — they’re all part of me.”

“…!!!”

CRACK—!

The return magic was instantly dispelled with a matching magic circle, failing to activate properly.

Do you feel despair, realizing you’ve encountered a mage beyond your level?


Or are you thrilled — eager to fight? Which is it?

I genuinely wonder.

“…It’s fucking disgusting.”

Having revealed herself as Memoria, the creature laughed as she mocked me.

And red-haired Astal let out the insult I was about to say — in my place.



 
  Chapter 112: Since when did you start thinking I was just a regular slime? (2)


“Dispel is the act of neutralizing the opponent’s magic by colliding the exact same magic circle against it.
Normally, it’s a technique that’s almost impossible to perform in actual combat unless you have special eyes like mine.

“…What a shame. I really wanted to see the despair on the face of the mage once called the strongest on the continent.”

“I’m not someone who lives intoxicated by my own so-called genius, unlike a certain someone.”

Memoria, who stood before me now, was pulling it off far too easily.

She must have absorbed the memories and experiences of countless mages she devoured.

“Hahaha! And that’s precisely what I highly value about you.
Most mages who reach a certain level tend to become intoxicated with their own power.”

“That’s why so many idiots end up turning into dark mages or liches.
It’s also why the world has come to believe that being a mage is a profession only for lunatics.”

The red-haired Astal showed a demeanor not so different from the usual me in front of Memoria.

To the point where it felt like she was speaking and acting exactly as I was thinking.

She deliberately said provocative things to draw attention—trying to help the others escape from what was essentially the belly of Memoria.

That part of her was identical to me.

“Indeed. I’ve studied humans endlessly, consumed memories, and compared them.
And I found that mages are the ones whose unique traits shine through the most.”

Snap—

With a snap of Memoria’s fingers, everyone in the museum turned their sharp gazes on me and my companions.

“Did you know? I find humans absolutely adorable and precious.”

“And yet you fed on their memories and abilities to grow stronger? Slimes don’t need to do that to survive.”

The red-haired Astal was trying to use up every scroll and prepared spell she had, just to escape this place.

It felt as though we were inside the mouth of a slime—the scenery, even the humanoid beings, moved like mucous.

“When I was just a newly born fluid form, the one who saved me from being devoured by other monsters was a nameless human.”

Memoria seemed almost too excited, unable to fully maintain her form and twitching slightly.

And the fact that I couldn’t spot her core anywhere confirmed that even this figure in front of me wasn’t her true body.

“Isn’t that repaying kindness with betrayal?”

“Exactly. If that really happened, shouldn’t you have refrained from preying on humans?”

Kyle and Victoria swung their weapons to fend off the other slimes charging at us.

Memoria smiled sinisterly and spoke.

“No matter how much I mimic humans, at my core, I’m still a monster driven by struggle and slaughter.”

…Disgusting. So she even devoured the human who saved her?

The red-haired Astal looked at Memoria as if she were garbage.

None of her scrolls or magic circles drawn on her palms were activating, which meant some mechanism was interfering.

“Yes! That’s right! I still remember the expression on that first human’s face when I ate him—the taste,
and the memories of his beloved wife and children he yearned for. I’ve never forgotten them!”

“You damn pervert. You can’t even remember his name, but you sure remember all that crap.”

“Aha, you’re stalling with conversation to buy time for your companions to escape, aren’t you?
But there’s no need for that.”

As if confirming my guess, Memoria swelled her body again and flicked out a massive tongue.

“I’m quite the gourmet, you see. I won’t eat you until I’ve fully understood your emotions and abilities.”

“Astal…! I can’t summon the spirits here…! This must be inside Memoria’s body…”

“I know that much! This bastard already covered the entire territory with her body from the start!”

For the first time, Anima, unable to summon the spirit kings, panicked and trembled.

Astal shouted at her. This whole territory was a trap from the beginning.

She had deliberately stationed other slimes at the entrance as guards, leading us to believe they were separate threats.

“This is fascinating. I’ve never seen the hero contracted with the four spirit kings look so terrified.”

Memoria chuckled, changing her form freely.

“Astal, I think we need magic. These weapons don’t seem to work on them.”

“…But earlier, it looked like magic didn’t work either. Escaping should be our top priority right now, no?”

Their composure stemmed from the fact that nothing we did—strikes or slashes—worked against Memoria’s body.

No matter how many slimes we knocked away, their soft, fluid bodies just kept pulling us in.

“…If I use Idea here, you guys will be caught in it too.
And even if I do blow Memoria up, this might not even be her true body.”

The red-haired Astal clenched her teeth. She still wasn’t fully mastered in transforming, so using Idea now would likely result in serious injury.

Last time, my condition was so bad I was bedridden for several days, but it was too risky for everyone here to do the same.

“You really do have a sharp eye. There’s no way I’d show my true self just to meet you lot, unlike some idiots.”

“Are you trying to take a jab at someone?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Humans are creatures who naturally belittle and envy others.”

Watching Memoria mock Bellamora and Dullahan like that left me speechless.

Even though they were all part of the Four Heavenly Kings under the same Demon Lord, their relationships were nothing like ours.

“Bullshit. If you bastards had teamed up to crush us from the start, we’d be dead already.”

-Hey, what do we do now? I can’t even use any magic below Sage level!

Red-haired Astal cursed at Memoria, turning to me for advice.

‘Don’t you have anything else on hand? Not magic scrolls or artifacts, but usable consumables.’

—I have potions. I always carry them in case Victoria needs to use her miracles.

This guy’s quick thinking made me feel like he was just another version of myself.

‘…If you mix potions in the right ratio, won’t they explode?’

That’s it! You probably don’t remember, but I’ve seen Red Mages in the Mage Tower use it for firepower!

It felt like we were putting our minds together for a tactical meeting.

Astal, with practiced hands, started mixing potions behind his back and signaled to Tarion with a nod.

“I heard the Hero’s Party was coming to kill me, so I rushed my preparations. That’s why I made the mistake of not perfectly mimicking a human.”

Memoria laughed loudly at us, recalling how they had misattached an ear while disguised as Thomas.

“What kind of voice will you beg for your life in, I wonder? What memories or abilities do you possess to be called humanity’s savior and join the Hero’s Party?”

As Memoria said that, the slimes around her merged into one massive body, forming countless mouths.

“Oh, I’m truly looking forward to this. What effort did it take to become a hero, even though your village was burned by Dullahan?”

“How much pain and suffering did you endure to become a saint, even though your whole body turns into flowers as a side effect of miracles?”

“I wonder what kind of flavor a human chosen by the Holy Sword, who survived a crisis where a dragon nearly killed everyone, would have.”

Just as the many Memorias began closing in on us to consume us—

Bubble, bubble.

The perfectly mixed potions began to react, letting out a bubbling sound as if they were about to explode.

“Oh yeah? Then eat this instead.”

Astal flipped off the enemy and hurled the freshly made potion into the air.

“The Hero’s Party becomes stronger when we work together. That’s how we make our own path, Memoria.”

At that cue, Tarion fired a flaming arrow straight into the potion.

BOOOM—!!

A chain of explosions erupted, engulfing everything in a wave of fire.


In that fleeting moment, I was already relaying instructions to Astal.

It was a strategy made possible because our personalities had split due to our transformations.

‘Rather than using Idea to seal the enemy, it’s better to use it to protect us.’

Idea wasn’t just for sealing Demon Lords or the Four Heavenly Kings; it could also be used as a protective barrier.

Besides, that Memoria wasn’t the real body, so sealing it would’ve been pointless.

The explosion was so intense it turned everything white, merging with the shockwave from Idea.

Memoria didn’t even have time to scream as she burst apart and scattered into pieces.

★★★

Who knows how much time had passed—
We were now being rained on by the gooey remains of slime.

“…This is disgusting. We don’t even know where the real body’s hiding, and we already used up Idea.”

Astal, bleeding from his eyes, nose, and mouth, was gasping for breath.

Most likely the price of overusing his mana core. It would take at least a week to recover his full strength.

“…Fuck. How are we supposed to take down something like that? We can’t use magic, and the Holy Sword doesn’t even work on that damn slime.”

Astal kept swearing, clearly shaken by how dangerous the situation had been.

If we hadn’t had that potion, we would’ve fallen right into the enemy’s trap and died.

“Don’t be so disheartened. We did manage to drive her back, didn’t we?”

“…That kind of thinking is the most dangerous.”

“Even if it’s another personality, you always end up getting hurt the same way. Come, let this big sister hold you…”

Victoria, looking worried, tried to help me up like she always did.

“…?!!”

At that moment, slime shot out from the drain connecting the underground and surface.
Victoria noticed the ambush just in time and shoved me away.


The enemy was using the same route we had taken to enter this territory—only in reverse.

“You son of a bitch…!!”

Astal immediately froze and shattered Memoria to rescue Victoria.

“…What a shame. I was hoping to devour your memories or abilities while you were off guard.
Still, I suppose I’ll settle for what I got this time.”

Even as she shattered into ice, Memoria laughed ominously at us.



 
  Chapter 113: Even if you lose your memories, there is a way (1)


I was screaming uncontrollably inside the red-haired Astal.

It was because I simply couldn’t calm myself down.

If I had been my original self, I wouldn’t have provoked Memoria unnecessarily. Instead, I would’ve tried to guide her into consuming my memories or abilities rather than Victoria’s.

Even if the Idea was crucial for sealing the Demon King or defeating the other Four Generals, Victoria was more important to me.

‘You bastard…!! You were supposed to protect Victoria!!’

Self-loathing surged through me after a long time, making me feel nauseous. Because it was all in my mind, the words came out raw and unfiltered.

-I tried to protect her too! That’s why I pushed Idea so hard—even risking my mana core to do it!

What happened was that I let my guard down after using Idea for defense, thinking I’d already pushed the enemy back.

If I were my original self, this wouldn’t have happened.

The red-haired Astal knew that too—he must have told Victoria those thoughts were the most dangerous.

-In the end, I was right! From the beginning, we should’ve just burned this whole territory to force Memoria out! Then we wouldn’t have walked into her trap!

Astal, with his red hair, was pleading his case like it was unfair, but in the end, it was all just hindsight.

No matter how much we talked about what could have been, we were a hero party—what ifs didn’t exist for us.

“Shit, fuck… Victoria, please wake up…!!”

The red-haired Astal was desperately shaking Victoria’s unconscious body. Even though we rescued her right after Memoria swallowed her, her life might still be in danger.

There were people in the museum who had gone mad from losing all their memories, screaming until they broke…

Or others who had unknowingly killed their most beloved family members after having their memories stolen.

That’s how twisted Memoria’s tastes were—perverse, even.

And now that she’d consumed Victoria once, who knew what could happen next?

“Astal, calm down for now. Her breathing and pulse are normal. She’ll wake up with time.”

“Do I look like I can calm down?! Because of me—because of me—Victoria’s been sacrificed!!”

Astal was so distraught over what had happened to Victoria, he was ready to charge off and kill Memoria right then and there.

It was Hero Kyle who managed to stop me and pull me out of the battlefield. Unlike my impulsive, extreme personality, he judged that Victoria’s safety had to come first.

“If you’d just listened to me and burned Memoria’s territory from the start, none of this would’ve happened!!”

“…”

“But even so, we couldn’t just leave the people inside to die. We’re a hero party, aren’t we?”

“Ha… Victoria’s more important to me than those people…! What have they ever done for us?! After everyone in my hometown died, I was lost in despair—Victoria was the only one who saved me!”

“That’s enough. Even if you’re a different personality, you’re going too far.”

For the first time, Kyle showed a bit of irritation toward me.
Even if we had different personalities, there were still lines you didn’t cross as members of a hero party.

“You’re right. The Astal I know was always the mage who saved Victoria whenever she was in danger like this.”

“…What did you say?”

“It’s true. Remember last time? You were the one who healed the saintess whose body was half-covered in flowers.”

The red-haired Astal fell silent at his companions’ words.

The Astal they were talking about wasn’t him.

Though he was wracked with guilt and tended to be passive, he had turned that guilt into fuel for his magical studies. That was me.

“But what if Victoria doesn’t recover? What if she really forgets all of us—or becomes a shell of herself and tries to die?”

What red-haired Astal said was, honestly, justified.

The reason the others were still calm was because, no matter the crisis or hardship, I had always found a solution.

That was true for Bellamora, the place called the Endless Dream, And it was the same when we defeated the undefeated knight, Dullahan.

‘If all else fails, I’ll just have to research time-reversing magic.’

I spoke to myself calmly.

After all, Victoria once told me that even if she lost her memories, she’d still love me.

And even if she had no memory of me at all… my love for her wouldn’t fade.

“Are you insane?! How the hell do you expect to research time magic?!”

The red-haired Astal suddenly shouted, almost as if to make sure the others knew he could hear my inner voice.

Among the wizards of the Mage Tower, it was considered a blasphemous art—something no one was ever allowed to study.

Time-reversing magic, Resurrection magic,
Magic that defied the laws of the world—those were strictly forbidden.

‘If it’s for Victoria, I don’t care. Someone even became a lich just to bring back the dead—why can’t I do the same?’

Sure, it would take a tremendous amount of time to study forbidden magic, and there was no guarantee I’d live long enough to finish. I could die—or fall ill—before I even got close.

“…Astal, you lunatic! Did you forget what our master said? That we should never, ever mess with that kind of magic?”

Charlotte Snowrain, the Master of the Azure Tower and the one who had taken me in, once scolded me when I was younger for trying to bring back my parents and my hometown.

She called forbidden magic not only impossible, but the very root of destruction.

“Wait… are you actually talking to your original personality right now?”

“That seems likely. Even shapeshifting druids talk to themselves like that when they change.”

Seeing the red-haired Astal talking to himself clearly shocked the others.

To anyone who didn’t know what was going on, it probably looked like he’d just gone mad after seeing Victoria collapse.

Then, Victoria let out a faint groan and opened her eyes—and the red-haired Astal rushed to her side faster than anyone.

“Victoria…!!”

Everyone turned their eyes to her—even me, though I’d lost control of the body.

“…It seems I fell victim to Memoria’s attack a short while ago. I’m sorry. I must’ve acted too recklessly.”

Fortunately, Victoria was speaking normally, as though she hadn’t suffered any damage. I let out a quiet breath of relief.

“…Thank goodness.”

“Kyle, who is this person? Is he a new recruit from Aurelium or something?”

Then Victoria said something absolutely shocking.

As if she only didn’t remember me—she looked at me strangely, even as I held her hand and cried.

“Victoria… don’t tell me—you only forgot Astal?”

Anima turned pale as she asked.

We had hoped she hadn’t lost just my memories to Memoria.

“If you’re talking about Astal Kaisaros… isn’t he the Azure Tower wizard known as the ‘Harmless Mage’? But this man has red hair and is wearing a crimson robe…”

“…Oh, we’re screwed.”

Just like Kyle muttered, it seemed Victoria had forgotten the entire year we’d spent together.

-What’s everyone looking so down for? Isn’t it a good thing if someone like him is willing to join us?

Maybe this was what Memoria meant when she said she was satisfied with “just a little.”

I, who could hear Victoria’s thoughts, understood what had happened faster than anyone.

From that point, Kyle, Anima, even Tarion—all started telling Victoria that she and I had been lovers.

“I’m telling you, Astal was your lover, and Memoria erased your memories of him!”

“…That’s impossible. Anima, a saintess is forbidden from physical contact with men.”

“No, I’m pretty sure you two did some… very unholy things.”

“Me? That must be a misunderstanding. If that were true, my divine power would’ve vanished, and I’d be just a normal woman.”


But Victoria couldn’t accept it so easily.

Before meeting me, she had never liked a man, and she never truly trusted others.

“And what is with this vulgar outfit with a hole cut out below the chest? It’s more believable that I fell victim to a succubus queen’s illusion.”

Victoria was now covering herself with her arms, looking thoroughly embarrassed, and stared at me with suspicion as I stood silent.

Well, yeah. If you woke up to find out you’ve supposedly been dating a stranger for over a month, you wouldn’t believe it either.

“…Thanks for lending me the robe. But I find it hard to believe we were in a relationship.”

The red-haired Astal gave her his robe without offering any explanation, remaining silent.

‘Tell her we were dating.’

“I can’t. You were the one dating her, not me.”

Even though I urged him to speak up, he shook his head in refusal.

“…Once the transformation wears off, I’ll be able to use Idea again. She’ll know another personality exists inside you.”

-Are you really okay with this? There must be another way…

“It’s fine. I failed to protect Victoria. This is my responsibility.”

With those words, the red-haired Astal conjured a dagger of flame and—without hesitation—sliced his wrist open.

“!!! Are you insane?! Why are you hurting yourself?!”

“Victoria… the one who wakes up after me will make you fall in love again, no matter what it takes. So look forward to it.”

Scarlet blood splattered the ground, and as his consciousness faded, the red-haired Astal collapsed.

“…Crazy bastard. Yeah, that’s how much Victoria means to us.”

As I regained control of my body and returned to my blue-haired self, I muttered a curse under my breath.

“Victoria, you might not believe it now… but it’s true—I really was the one you were dating. I even confessed just a few days ago.”

I shared the truth with Victoria—and let the others know it hadn’t been long since we started dating.

“See this scar on my arm? I healed it with potions, not your miracles. That’s why it left a mark.”


“…It’s not the kind of scar you’d get overnight.”

As Victoria eyed me with doubt, I showed her the ones on my arm and torso.

“Oh, right. This kiss mark—this one you gave me this morning.”

I pointed to the red bruise on my neck and shoulder, then smiled at her—the one responsible.

Because unlike before, I was confident I could make her fall in love with me all over again.



 
  Chapter 114: Even if you lose your memories, there is a way (2)


Victoria felt a strange sense of discomfort as she looked at Astal standing before her.

She had full memories of being with the other companions, but certain memories—especially those involving Astal—were hazy, as if shrouded in fog.

“…Are you saying we were lovers? Just because of those bruises?”

Victoria furrowed her brows as she looked at the red marks on Astal’s body. If she had really left those marks, they were embarrassingly thorough.

Similar things had happened often even in the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium.

There had been times when newly crowned popes or holy knights had tried to harass her under all sorts of ridiculous pretexts.

“Yes, and the ring on your left ring finger is proof of that. Right now, you’ve been attacked by a memory-devouring slime called Memoria.”

At those words, Victoria checked her left ring finger.

Sure enough, there was a ring with the same cosmos pattern as Astal’s.

“This could’ve been slipped on me while I was unconscious. You could’ve coordinated all this in advance.”

Even seeing that, Victoria couldn’t bring herself to trust Astal’s words easily. After all, she had woken up to find a man she barely knew claiming to be her lover.

“…Would there even be a need to go that far?”

“I am a rather attractive woman. If this is some scheme from a genius wizard who’s been single all his life, it’s not entirely implausible.”

“You’re not wrong… But if you’re saying that, then I guess you’ve completely forgotten what happened during the Demon King subjugation.”

Astal didn’t argue with Victoria’s suspicion. Instead, he nodded along to ease her doubts.

After all, the Astal Kaisaros from before the Demon King subjugation was exactly that kind of person—a peculiar mage obsessed with saving people, crushed under the weight of guilt.

Even at an age when marriage was long overdue, he had stayed single and turned down letters from other women.

“It’s surprising that you’re admitting all this so easily. If you were trying to deceive me, I thought you’d at least lie more convincingly.”

“There’s no way I would lie to you.”

“……”

Victoria raised both hands, carefully observing Astal’s body as he stood there showing no intent to harm.

Old scars and wounds were clearly visible.

Oddly enough, it was the scars on his body that bothered her more.

With her miracles, she could have healed wounds without leaving a trace—so why were they still there?

“…Let me ask you two things. Where did the flowers that were on my body go? And why are you the only one, unlike the other companions, covered in scars?”

Even the flowers that had plagued Victoria her entire life were now completely gone from her body.

Something wasn’t adding up, and she questioned the suspicious mage standing in front of her.

After all, Astal Kaisaros did seem like he had done something.

Considering he had even tried to slit his wrist right in front of her, she thought it best to keep in mind the possibility of illusion or hypnosis magic.

“…That’s a bit hard to explain.”

“Why? Is there something you’re hiding? If we really were lovers, couldn’t you at least tell me a little?”

Astal held his tongue at Victoria’s question.

He couldn’t just blurt out that he had nearly died while fighting the Four Heavenly Kings’ Bellamora, and that Victoria had sacrificed herself because of it.

And how could he possibly explain, in front of their companions, that with permission from a celestial being, he had helped her remove the cursed flowers from her body through… rather indecent acts?

“…Victoria, Astal probably didn’t want you using your miracles. He was always that kind of guy—stubborn to the end, always relying on healing potions.”

At that moment, Anima—Victoria’s closest companion during the Demon King subjugation—spoke up. She had seen Astal’s stubbornness up close more than once.

Even as his scars piled up, Astal would just laugh it off, calling them medals of honor. There were times he hid broken bones or serious injuries, forcing himself to keep going.

“But wouldn’t the scars and accumulated fatigue put him at a disadvantage in battle? There’s no need to go that far…”

Victoria rested her chin on her hand, sinking into thought.

Until now, she had only ever seen people who relied completely on her miracles.

Miracles that could bring even the impossible into reality demanded a heavy price—Victoria’s body being overtaken by flowers.

That was why she had lived her entire life enduring constant pain. Yet now, not a single flower remained on her body.

“Ah… don’t tell me—you were so in love with me all this time that you stuck to your stubborn ways? And even found a way to remove the flowers from my body?”

The man with blue hair standing before her was none other than Astal Kaisaros, known across the continent as the “Harmless Mage.”

Even if Victoria currently had no memory of being with him, his fame was such that there was barely anyone on the continent who didn’t know his name.

Based on all the evidence laid out so far, Victoria was starting to give some credibility to his words.

Even if all of this were some illusion or ploy to ensnare her, the gaps in her memory felt undeniably suspicious.

If he truly intended to deceive her into thinking they were lovers, wouldn’t it have been more efficient to implant false memories instead?

“…I may not remember much about you, Astal, but I do know that Bellamora and the Dullahan have already been defeated.”

Not only that—now they were apparently in the domain of Memoria, the memory-devouring slime, and had been attacked there.

“…So you’ve really been doing all this insanity because you love me? Your entire body is covered in wounds.”

Victoria stepped closer to Astal as she spoke.

Of course, there was always the chance that this was all a trap laid by enemies—to rob her of her purity and reduce her to an ordinary woman.

“I’d rather you didn’t use your miracles right now… The side effects haven’t been completely resolved yet…”

If that had been his intention, he could’ve done whatever he pleased while she was unconscious. He wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble.

“…You’re surprisingly pure-hearted. What happened to the confident man from earlier who was slitting his wrist and claiming we were lovers?”

Seeing Astal blush the moment she stepped closer, Victoria couldn’t help but find it… cute.

To think that the man once called the strongest mage on the continent had this side to him—it was so unexpected, it made her chuckle.

And to top it off, he had a handsome face, easily charming enough to be called a pretty boy anywhere he went. Unlike others, he hadn’t clung to her, desperately begging for miracles.

“That was just to cancel the transformation… and I didn’t want to come on too forcefully. I figured it might make you uncomfortable.”

Hearing Astal say that, Victoria found herself becoming more and more intrigued by him.

It truly felt like he knew her deeply—knew where she was most vulnerable, and how to handle her gently.

“Hmph, is that so? You’ve clearly been working on your physique too. I always thought mages fought from the rear lines…”

To test him, Victoria reached out and gently traced the scars on his body.

If this was all an illusion or trick, there should’ve been some kind of reaction.

“In the Demon Realm, staves often break. Using your fists is more effective when protecting people.”

Taut, well-defined abs without an ounce of fat.

Victoria swallowed unconsciously as she admired Astal’s body, and her touch gradually became more… suggestive.

“Victoria? Your hands are kind of… naughty right now…”

“There’s no need to be shy, is there? Based on everything I’ve heard so far, we didn’t hold back when it came to those kinds of things.”

“…….”

Victoria made an excuse she didn’t even believe, simply indulging in her own desires.

The flowers that had plagued her were gone. There was no longer any need to use her miracles.

“I owe you my thanks. You removed the flowers from my body… and even took down two of the Four Heavenly Kings.”

“…I didn’t do it for gratitude. You were in such pain… Honestly, it was out of pity.”

“I thought I’d hidden it well, but I guess it was obvious to someone who really was my lover.”

Victoria found Astal’s honesty endearing.

Back in the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium, the pressure of being a saintess had made her feel less like a person and more like a symbol. Life there had been suffocating.

“To you, I guess I was never the Saintess Victoria.”


And yet, the man standing before her—Astal—treated her not as a saint, but as a woman.

It was… refreshing.

He didn’t call her by titles or bow his head. He simply called her “Victoria” and treated her like an equal.

“Of course not. If it hurts, you cry. You scream. That’s what people do. Just because you’re a saintess doesn’t mean you’re any different. We’re all weak and flawed in some way.”


“Heh… It’s almost a shame I’ve lost my memories. If I was loved by someone who says things like that… then we must’ve been pretty close.”

“You used to relieve stress by hunting down good restaurants or reading scandalous books, remember?”

To hear someone say that even the saintess might have her darker sides—and mean it—Victoria couldn’t help but believe, if only a little, that Astal really had been her lover.

“…Back in Aurelium, I was always expected to be pious and pure. That was my way of rebelling, in a sense. Interesting. Could you show me more proof that we were lovers?”

That was something Victoria had never told anyone. It was her secret.



 
  Chapter 115: Even if you lose your memories, there is a way (3)


I had returned to the nearest shelter with Victoria and was talking with her. After all, Oblivion had been a trap set by Memoria, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

No matter how urgent the task of killing the Demon King Ergossum was, chasing an enemy who had vanished right before our eyes was too risky.

Besides, judging by Memoria’s perverted personality, there was a high chance she would attack again in an attempt to steal all our memories.

“…So, you’re saying that we started off with a ‘contractual romance’ to grow our love in order to subdue the Succubus Queen, Bellamora?”

Victoria, who had lost only the memories of subjugating the Demon King with me, was surprisingly friendly.
Given her original personality, I had expected her to either scorn or outright condemn a stranger suddenly claiming to be her lover.

“Aren’t we a little too close right now? To you, I should be someone you’re meeting for the first time…”

Her hair kept brushing against me, tickling, and I could feel her breath, even the pounding of her heart—it was that close.

Victoria had asked me to hug her from behind, and now she was reading through the parchment—our proof of a contractual romance—while nestled in my arms.

Judging from her actions and words, Victoria didn’t seem much different from before she lost her memory. She was still bold, almost the same as ever.

“No matter what, you’re a famous hero. There’s no way Astal Kaisaros, said to be the continent’s greatest magician, would lie to me.”

“…..”

“Well, there’s another reason too. Those red bruise marks you showed earlier were in places you couldn’t reach by yourself. It’s possible with magic, but… why go through all that trouble just to lie?”

Victoria softly brushed my arm with her hand, making me flinch slightly as I held back a reaction to her playful teasing.

“See? It’s obvious you’re a virgin magician who’s never even held a girl’s hand before.”

“…Still, I have held your hand before.”

“What an adorable excuse. I don’t remember anything like that happening with you.”

Victoria chuckled playfully, teasing me. Strangely enough, it was this awkwardness around women that seemed to earn her trust.

“Actually, I once dreamed of something like this. Not a life of withering away like a wildflower while performing miracles for others… but…”

Victoria, smiling more peacefully than ever, gently took my hand.

“…a life where I fall in love with someone like an ordinary person, live a quiet everyday life, grow old, and eventually find rest.”

She looked up at me and smiled, locking eyes. Her face, once covered in blossoms as a side effect of using miracles, was now clear.

“Your hands are cold. There’s a saying that people with cold hands have warm hearts… It seems that might be true.”

Hearing her repeat the same words she had said during our contract relationship, I almost teared up.

-Besides, you were the only person I met who never asked for a miracle. How could I not care about a man who covered his entire body in scars for my sake?

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts, I came to realize that when she had once said she never fell for someone’s appearance, she had truly meant it.

“…Even if all this is just a dream or an illusion, I think I could die happy if I had a life without the blossoms on my body and a lover to lean on.”

“……”

“To you, I must’ve been someone incredibly precious before you lost your memories. I’m sorry I can’t live up to that now.”

As she gently wiped away the tears from the corners of my eyes with her fingers, she apologized. In her words and actions, she resembled more a saint than a lover.

“No… Why are you the one apologizing? I was the one who wasn’t enough… I couldn’t protect you…”

“I believe it was a necessary sacrifice. I heard you’re developing a spell to seal the Demon King. Isn’t it better than that knowledge falling into enemy hands?”

“…To me, your safety matters more than defeating the Demon King. Please don’t say things like that.”

As I said that, I hugged Victoria a little tighter, afraid that the warmth I felt in my arms would vanish.

What would happen if I failed to defeat Memoria and lost all memory of Victoria as well?
The thought of losing the one who had saved my gray-tinted life and gifted me the hope to go on made my hands tremble.

“You’re quite the greedy one. Hehe, though… this kind of feeling isn’t so bad. I never thought someone would value me more than the world itself.”

Victoria curled her body as if to make it easier for me to hold her, drawing even closer.

From her perspective—having lost her memory—I was a stranger saying sappy things and clinging to her, and yet…

“Did you know? I’ve always been treated like a disposable tool—a saint meant only to save the world.”

-I still remember the cold gazes people gave me whenever I refused to use miracles.

Victoria slowly began to share her past.

In the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium, she was treated almost like another state religion—but not as a person. It was more akin to how one would treat a tool that grants wishes.

“It’s nice not to have to keep up appearances or restrain myself just for the sake of reputation when I’m with you. I can see why I must have liked you before I lost my memories.”

“Still, don’t you think you’re being a little too trusting? I could’ve had bad intentions, you know. They say all men are beasts…”

There was something strangely off about this side of Victoria.

No matter how you looked at it, wasn’t she falling for me again a little too quickly?

“Do you really think I’m that foolish? I’ve already spoken with the Celestial Lumina. She even told me about the, well… unspeakable acts we engaged in together.”

“…..”

“Shall I give you more proof? The bite marks on your neck and shoulders are traces that only a half-dragon like me could leave. And your body carries a scent strong enough for me to recognize even from afar…”

Victoria went on, one by one, listing the traces she had found.

Was this why, even before fighting Memoria, she said she would fall in love again even if she lost her memories?

“The handwriting on this contract is mine, too. If all of this was part of your plan, then I must applaud you—it’s truly impressive.”

With a confident expression, Victoria proudly declared that we had once been lovers, more certain than anyone.

“And besides, I found this among my belongings.”

“This is…?”

“It’s a note listing your likes and dislikes. It even says things like how I wanted to make you quit drinking and smoking, or how I altered my clothes to try to seduce you.”

The cover was worn around the edges, perhaps from frequent handling.

Victoria pulled out the small notebook she had written in before losing her memories and showed it to me.

“…Even though I was living on borrowed time, it said I still had the selfish wish to experience love with you, even if just for a little while.”

“…..”

“Humans are truly cunning creatures. To value personal desires over the grand cause of saving the world—don’t you think that disqualifies me from being a proper saint?”

Victoria gave a faint, self-deprecating smile. She must have understood the emotions and thoughts she had while writing those things before she lost her memory.

“That’s not true. If saving the world means someone has to be sacrificed, then the whole premise is flawed. Forcing something so cruel onto someone who doesn’t even understand what’s going on… that’s just wrong.”

As I gently brushed her hair aside, I spoke softly, trying to ease her heart.

Victoria had never wanted to be a saint in the first place.

She never wished for her body to turn into flowers with each miracle she performed. She was just an ordinary girl who wanted to live a happy life with her parents.

“And what exactly do you know about me?”

“I know a lot. I know that you tried to choose an honorable death by defeating the Demon King… and I know how you grit your teeth to endure the pain of your body turning to flowers.”

I answered Victoria’s question without a moment’s hesitation.

A man who wanted to die and a woman who was destined to die.

We were complete opposites in that way—but maybe that’s exactly why we were drawn to each other.

“You’re starting to make me a bit greedy. The more we talk, the more I feel like I can’t let anyone else have you.”

Thud.

As soon as she heard my response, Victoria slowly released the arms that had been holding her and climbed on top of me as if to pin me down.

“…Victoria?”

Her cheeks were flushed, and the sharp, dragon-like irises in her eyes had dilated more than ever before.

“This is the first time I’ve ever been jealous of my past self. If I had the time, I’d seriously consider dragging you off to some cave somewhere just to create new memories together.”

-No one had ever known me so well, or treated me like a normal human being rather than as a saint. It made me want to lock you up forever, to tie you down somewhere and observe you slowly…

Victoria was breathing heavily, unable to suppress the instincts of a dragon who had found a precious treasure.

“Would you stay still for a moment? I just want to lick your neck once. I’m curious what it tastes like.”


Even if it was her past self she was jealous of, the love she felt was twisted—almost frightening in its intensity.

★★★

Meanwhile, in the territory of Oblivion, governed by Memoria, something was beginning to take shape from a pool of slime.


“I’m sure I was attacked by Memoria…”

After a while, something appeared—an exact replica of the platinum-haired saint with dragon horns atop her head: Victoria Everhart.

“Astal? Kyle? Where did everyone go? Don’t tell me… they were defeated by Memoria…”

As if it possessed all of Victoria’s lost memories, the slime created by Memoria called out the names of the hero’s party, searching for someone.

Completely unaware that it was just a fake—an imitation born from Victoria’s memories.



 
  Chapter 116: Even if you lose your memories, there is a way (4)


Victoria’s eyes gleamed with desire as she licked the nape of my neck once with her tongue.

Startled by the soft and sticky sensation, I shuddered slightly, unable to understand her sudden behavior.

“Stay still. If we really were lovers, this level of physical contact would be natural, wouldn’t it?”

“No, if you’re going to do that, at least wash up first…”

“You’re pulling away now that I’m being assertive. So, was the whole ‘we were lovers’ thing a lie?”

Victoria smiled faintly, as if testing me, questioning whether we had really been lovers.

-Ah, your blushing cheeks and that expression are kind of cute. I wonder if you were like this even before I lost my memory. I am starting to get jealous.

But Victoria seemed to be enjoying seeing me flustered.

She must have forgotten that she used to lash out at me to hide her feelings, not wanting me to notice her affection.

Now, instead of keeping her distance, she was doing the opposite.

“Victoria, don’t you think this is a bit much…?”

“Really? I don’t think it’s too much at all. Before you lost your memory, didn’t we constantly do all sorts of things together?”

Victoria gave me a foxlike smile in response. And now, using the physical strength typical of dragonkin, she was overpowering me.

“That was only because I had to heal your body.”

“Hmm, then is this situation also something that ‘has to happen’? If you used your magic, you could easily shake off my hold and run away.”

She held both of my wrists with one hand, and the way she ran her hand up my body as if she were about to undress me felt… a bit indecent.

“……”

I was left speechless by her pointed remark.

Even if I had lost my memory, she was still the same person, and deep down, I didn’t really want to push her away.

“You’re finally being a little honest. Good.”

Nodding at my silence, Victoria lifted my shirt and gently blew on a scar, gauging my reaction.

“When did you get this wound? Someone who didn’t know better might call it grotesque. Didn’t it hurt?”

“…I can’t tell you. You’d just be sad.”

“You’re quite stubborn. Hearing that only makes me want to tease you more.”

Victoria traced her fingers over me playfully, her eyes clearly urging me to tell the truth.

She seemed obsessed with the information she didn’t know, maybe out of guilt for my lost memory.

“I got it when I went inside the body of a monster shaped like a rose with thorns, to save you after you fell into a trap.”

Seeing the look on her face made me feel sorry for her. In the end, I couldn’t help but confess the truth.

“I find it hard to believe that came from a rose’s thorns.”

“Of course. That thing’s thorns were curved and sharp like fishhooks. They tore apart anything that got close.”

I let out a deep sigh. Even though I’d cast a protective shield with magic, those thorns had pierced through it with ease.

“You went in to rescue me from a trap? Why go to such trouble? I could’ve easily escaped with my own strength…”

“That monster used bait to lure its prey. And at the time, you had a habit—you couldn’t sleep without hugging a big teddy bear.”

Now, that “teddy bear” had been replaced by me, but back then, Victoria couldn’t sleep unless she had her bear.

The rose-shaped monster saw through that and lured her in by bringing out a giant teddy bear from somewhere.

“…That’s a little embarrassing. Knowing even something like that… I guess we really were close.”

Despite her words, Victoria smiled softly, like someone who was genuinely pleased.

Maybe it was because she finally had someone she could confide in—a pillar of support for secrets she couldn’t tell anyone else.

-If he had shared that kind of secret from the start, I might’ve believed more quickly that we were lovers… But maybe he kept quiet for my sake, not wanting to overwhelm me.

I could hear Victoria’s inner thoughts, so I understood why she was reacting the way she was.

“Anyway, ever since then, we decided it was too dangerous to reveal our identities in the Demon Realm… so I always kept an illusion spell on us.”

“I see. When I first saw the unfamiliar magic surrounding you, I thought it was a hallucination or hypnosis.”

“Come on, who would dare to harass a saint—someone considered a holy figure in the Church of Aurelian?”

“There were more people like that than you’d expect. Some even sent strange gifts, claiming they were offerings. And I was constantly ogled by lecherous eyes.”

Victoria’s face turned slightly sour.

Even when I’d arrived in Aurelian myself, people were constantly gawking at her beauty and figure.

“That’s why, while I was in the Holy Kingdom, I always wore clothing that completely covered my body. Even the holy knights and the newly appointed pope couldn’t restrain their lust—it was disgusting.”

“…Honestly, I felt the same.”

Hearing the memory-less Victoria say that made me pause in thought.

Sure, in the early days of our fight against the Demon King, I hadn’t looked at her that way… but now that we were lovers, it wasn’t surprising that I might.

“You’re different. The moment you saw me with my lost memories, you looked at me with concern and sorrow instead of fear or confusion.”

“Did I? Well, you were always the type to read people through their eyes.”

“Eyes are like windows into a person’s emotions. No matter how trained someone is, they can’t hide sorrow, anger, greed, or joy from their eyes.”

There was a time when Victoria found it strange that I looked at her with worried eyes.

That misunderstanding piled up, and eventually, while secretly following me, she discovered that I had been trying to cure her side effects.

And that’s when Victoria started falling for me.

“For someone as popular with the opposite sex as I was, the fact that I resorted to such a cheap trick to seduce a clueless guy like you… honestly, even I couldn’t understand it.”

Victoria spoke while slipping her finger into the heart-shaped hole beneath her chest.

Coming to her senses only to find herself dressed in such a revealing outfit, and being told by a stranger she’d only heard of by name or reputation that he was her lover—she must’ve been incredibly confused.

“I was popular too, you know.”

“I was well aware of that. There were people who came to me, hoping for the miracle of dating someone just by dropping your name, Lord Astal.”

Victoria opened her hand and gently touched the cosmos-shaped ring on her ring finger.

-It must’ve been there for quite a while, since a red mark had been left behind—like it was trying to tell me we’d been lovers before I lost my memory.

Since I could hear her inner thoughts, I was surprised by how she picked up on even such small clues.

It was the complete opposite of the shy, indecisive personality she usually showed me.

“I’m glad I didn’t grant that request back then. If I had, I might’ve lost the man who could love a living corpse like me.”

It felt like I was seeing the old Victoria—the calm and cool-headed one from our early days of fighting the Demon King.

“Bit harsh with the word choice, don’t you think?”

“Well, it’s not wrong, is it? Back when I was in the Holy Kingdom, my body was covered in blooming flowers. Some people even said that made me more beautiful…”

Victoria clicked her tongue with a scoff.

Like she was retracing unpleasant memories, her inner thoughts were laced with curses I’d never heard from her before.

“…Most people avoided shaking my hand or eating with me, calling it disgusting.”

“I see…”

“But it seems that wasn’t the case at this party.”

Victoria leaned in and left a soft kiss on my cheek as she spoke.

Despite not remembering anything, the way she looked at me with such affection—it was surprising.

“I asked our old comrade, Anima, and she said you were the first to invite me to eat together when I was eating alone.”

“Well, that’s just common sense. It’s not smart to eat separately when the enemy could strike at any moment…”

I was deliberately making up excuses like this, pretending there was a strategic reason behind my actions, because I didn’t want to pressure the memoryless Victoria into acting like a lover.


“And yet, despite that, you took me to restaurants and enjoyed food with me without hiding behind a cloak. That hardly sounds strategic, does it?”

Victoria easily pointed out the contradiction, like she could see right through me.

“Plus, before we even arrived at this lodging, you always walked on my right side, opened doors for me, and treated me with such care.”

“……”

“If you hadn’t supported me when I was sick or in pain, you wouldn’t have developed such considerate habits. Habits like that can’t be faked.”

As she said this, Victoria leaned in close, her upper body pressed against mine.

Our heartbeats were so in sync, it was hard to tell whose was whose.

“…How could I not fall in love with you? Even a beast remembers the one who saved them.”

“But… you’ve lost your memories. Isn’t this something we should wait on?”

“Are you stupid, Astal Kaisaros? Love doesn’t rely on memory. It overflows from the heart that beats in the now.”

“……”

“Well, I did read something like that in a book once. About an old man and his wife who had lost her memories but still loved each other deeply.”

– Just touching like this makes my heart race. It’s strange. If I spend more time with you and test it out, maybe I’ll truly realize that I love you.

Victoria seemed to want to test whether her emotions were real or just a side effect of memory loss.

At that moment—

Thud. Roll—!

A dull object rolled down from above, making a noise that echoed through the room. Victoria turned her gaze in that direction.

“…What is that?”

“A magical recording of my last will…”

The magic artifact, shaped like a blue crystal orb, appeared as if to interrupt the moment between us.

[Ta-da, surprised? It’s a shame I won’t get to see Lord Astal’s dumbfounded face again.]

Something in the form of Victoria appeared from the orb, smiling at me.

We both froze.

[This is something I created just in case either of us fell victim to the memory-eating slime, Memoria.]

[Since we might not believe we were lovers, or end up hurling insults at each other like before… I prepared this just in case.]

Unlike what the “past” Victoria said, the current memoryless one was just about ready to jump me.

[Seriously, who told me to create such a gloomy spell in secret? A magical last will—consider it an honor that it bears my beautiful face.]

“…So that’s the kind of person I was before I lost my memory? The vulgar tone is honestly kind of annoying.”

Watching the magically recorded version of herself preen and even clear her throat proudly, Victoria looked genuinely irritated.

We were having such a nice moment, and now it was ruined.


-Still, I guess it proved how serious the old me had been about Astal.

They were essentially the same person… and yet, seeing her get jealous of her former self was fascinating.

I wonder how she’ll react once we defeat Memoria and get her memories back.

She might be so embarrassed she says she’d rather bite her tongue and die.





 
  Chapter 117: Victoria, the Opponent is Victoria (1)


“How am I even supposed to explain this situation?”

Victoria, who had lost her memories, was showing signs of jealousy as she looked at the illusion left behind by her past self.

“……”

She was sitting at the edge of the bed, silent, as if demanding an explanation.

And having watched Victoria more closely than anyone else, I could tell — she was furious, absolutely fuming.

The way her toes kept twitching and how she stubbornly kept her arms crossed — those were habits I’d seen in her many times before.

[Lord Astal is the type to be very passive in relationships. Even if I lost my memories, he’d probably claim we weren’t lovers.]

Watching the illusion of Victoria created by the legacy spell, cold sweat dripped down my back.

Because I had done the exact opposite of what she predicted.

I had shown her proof — kiss marks, rings, and more — to convince the memory-less Victoria that we were in fact lovers.

I even came dangerously close to crossing the line from “comrades” to something much more, to the point where things didn’t seem much different from before.

[That’s why I’m leaving behind this kind of evidence — to show we were lovers. Painful memories can be overwritten with good ones.]

“Ha… was that really me before I lost my memories? That vain, arrogant woman doesn’t even deserve to be called a saint.”

Victoria was frowning as she glared at the illusion in front of her.

There was no way I could tell her that, out of everyone on the journey to defeat the Demon King, she had ended up the most crude and reckless.

“…I was stupid enough to reject your confession once. I never wanted to experience the pain of watching someone I care about die right in front of me again.”

I tried to explain myself, bring her out of her misunderstanding — because rejecting her confession was still the greatest regret of my life.

“What’s the issue with that? We were heroes gathered to slay the Demon King. Prioritizing the greater cause over personal feelings was only natural.”

But memory-less Victoria spoke as if it didn’t matter to her at all.

Which, when I thought about it, made sense.

No matter how much I spoke of the memories we shared, none of them would resonate with her now.

“…I’m sorry. That must’ve been a thoughtless thing to say. To you, I must have been someone worth risking your life for.”

Realizing her words may have hurt me, Victoria covered her mouth with her hand and apologized.

But she wasn’t the one who should apologize — I was, for failing to protect her.

If only I had been the one to lose my memories instead of her… maybe things would’ve been easier. That thought made my hands tremble slightly.

“No… it’s my fault. I’m the one who failed to protect you in the first place.”

“Please don’t blame yourself so much. It wasn’t your fault.”

“……”

It was a phrase very similar — yet just different enough — to the one I once fell in love with.

The image of the old Victoria kept overlapping with the current one. And the guilt kept pressing heavier on my chest.

[Anyway, the Astal, I knew was extremely lustful and perverted. He turned me — someone who only knew the teachings of the Celestial Lumina — into nothing more than a lust-driven woman… ♡]

Then, the illusionary Victoria said something so outrageous that even I was taken aback.

She even used her fingers to lewdly spread the heart-shaped hole just below her chest, sticking out her tongue playfully — it was enough to be considered indecent.

“…Heh, really? Just now, you didn’t resist at all even when I tried to jump on you.”

-Something’s off here… Would I ever say something that vulgar and crude?

Victoria, watching her past self, tilted her head in confusion.

“Astal, were we really… physically intimate like that? Are you saying I was so overcome with lust that I forgot all my prayers and doctrines?”

She kept stepping closer to me, repeating the same question as if trying to deny the possibility.

“I… I can’t say.”

I held back from answering, watching her closely.

Because if I explained everything we’d done… she’d probably insist on cutting off my manhood right then and there.

[He even looked at me and accused me of having a body more lewd than the Succubus Queen, and in the end, I had no choice but to surrender to those rough, forceful hands and his masculine weapon…]”

Just what was Victoria thinking when she recorded such obscene words into a testament spell before losing her memories?

I couldn’t even properly look at Victoria’s face from the embarrassment, so I kept turning my gaze away.

“Are all those things that illusion just said actually true? I always thought you were sincere and kind……”

“Back then, I had to do it to get rid of the flower growing on my body. I had no choice.”

“Hard to believe, honestly. What kind of insane god heals a terminal illness through pseudo-sexual acts?”

That would be your god, Lumina.

The words that had built up to my throat—I swallowed them down before they could escape.

From the beginning, it was like she wanted me to hear her inner thoughts, as if she was cheering on our relationship.

“…Don’t tell me you’ve been trying to slowly train me from the start… to break me with lust?”

-No matter how I look at it, that’s the only possible explanation. Sure, I used to relieve stress back in Aurelium, the Holy Kingdom, by reading some… racy books—but I would never act that way toward a real person!!

The memory-lost Victoria was currently staring at the illusion, thinking to herself that there was no way she could’ve said or acted like that.

Back then, Victoria had been someone so devout and pure she was often called a saint beyond saints.

So it was no wonder that she’d misunderstand all this in such a way.

“Well, you are strong enough to be the next Blue Tower Master, so I suppose handling one terminally ill woman must’ve been a trivial matter…”

No matter who it came from—even Victoria—I couldn’t just let someone speak badly about the Blue Magic Tower, the only place that had accepted me after I lost my family and became an orphan.

“No, you were the one who seduced me first before losing your memory…!!”

In the end, I confessed the truth to the memory-lost Victoria. Because no matter how much we loved each other, there were lines that shouldn’t be crossed.

“There’s no way I would’ve done that! I’m someone who prays daily without fail, and I’ve never even held a man’s hand! I’m completely pure…!”

Victoria raised her voice, as if she too felt wronged. Honestly, among everyone in our party, the two of us had probably changed the most.

“Pure? Did you just say you’re pure? You picked up all sorts of weird knowledge from those strange books and always called me a pervert magician who only thinks about dirty things…!!”

“T-That couldn’t be helped! I learned the concept of love from those kinds of books!”

Blushing furiously, Victoria let slip a rather shocking piece of information.

Because she didn’t know what love really was, as a devout saint, she’d taken distorted information as truth.

“I apologize for insulting or slandering you. But that was in the past! I don’t even remember it now!”

Victoria, now flustered, spoke quickly, losing the composure she’d kept until now.

But to me, that only made her seem more like the Victoria I’d known before the memory loss.

She was surprisingly easily embarrassed and always had this competitive streak of never wanting to lose an argument—especially to me.

[…Now, I’m sure you’ve figured it out to some extent, right? No matter which one of us lost their memory, it means we were close enough to pull pranks like this on each other.]

At that moment, the Victoria in the testament spell clapped her hands lightly and smiled more mischievously than anyone.

It had been a while since I’d seen this kind of prank. Before Victoria became aware of her own feelings, she always teased me like this.

“Don’t tell me… you predicted I’d react like this from the very beginning…”

Victoria gasped slightly as she looked at the illusion of herself.

[Before I met Astal, I was someone who lived with such cynicism that even if stabbed, I wouldn’t bleed…]

As if watching us, the Victoria in the testament spell nodded gently.

[And before I met you, Astal, you were someone who couldn’t quit drinking or smoking, consumed with guilt thinking your hometown folks and your parents died because of you.]

“Victoria…”

Only now did I begin to understand the heart behind this testament spell.


She must’ve been scared that if one of us lost our memories, we’d never be able to return to what we once had.

Even though she tried to hide it with an awkward smile and trembling hands behind her back… I could see right through her.

[So, regardless of which one of us loses their memory… I want to ask the other to fall in love again.]

[Because that’s the kind of love I believe in. No matter what hardships or misfortunes may come, I believe you and I can overcome them together.]

Victoria, in the testament spell, was preparing for the worst-case scenario with a heart heavier than anyone else’s.

[So please, don’t forget me. Fall in love with me again.]

“….”

“…..”

After hearing Victoria’s heartfelt resolve, the two of us sat there in silence, simply looking at each other.

That’s when it happened.


“Victoria, Astal…!! Something’s wrong! Come outside quickly…!!”

Kyle and the other companions suddenly burst through the door, saying something so strange we could hardly believe our ears.

“There’s another Victoria outside…!!”

Even though the memory-lost Victoria was right here with us… they were saying another one had appeared.





 
  Chapter 118: Victoria, the Opponent is Victoria (2)


Hearing the voices of my comrades, I rushed out of the lodging in a hurry, and I couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of déjà vu.

“What the hell is going on this time…?”

Just like the last time we fought the Chameleon Dragon, someone with the exact same appearance as Victoria was standing right in front of me.

“Astal, there you are…! Everyone suddenly disappeared, and I’ve been looking all over for you…!!”

The other Victoria ran toward me with a bright expression the moment she saw me.

“…Don’t come any closer. You fake.”

The Victoria beside me immediately drew her hammer and went on alert.

Well, anyone would be cautious if they saw someone identical to themselves right in front of them.

“What do you mean, fake! You’re the fake one, aren’t you? Just like that Chameleon Dragon we saw last time!”

The other Victoria stopped in her tracks for a moment, then looked at the Victoria holding my hand and started fuming.

Victoria should’ve lost her memories because of Memoria, so how could she remember something like that?

“What’s this about a Chameleon Dragon? The fake is making up lies just to pass as the real one. Astal, hurry and attack—”

“…Wait, just wait a second.”

Something kept bothering me deep down, so I stopped the Victoria beside me, who was about to strike the other with her hammer.

Normally, I’d be able to tell the real from the fake by sensing their magical aura, but right now, I couldn’t feel any significant difference between the two.

“You really are Astal… I knew you’d believe me if you were the one I loved…!”

Just like a clone created using stolen memories, the Victoria standing farther away seemed to remember everything from the past year of our battle against the Demon King.

“I don’t fully trust you either. It’s true that Memoria stole Victoria’s memories.”

Looking at the bright smile on the other Victoria’s face, I couldn’t help but frown slightly.

It was possible that Memoria had created this bait using Victoria’s memories just to mess with me.
Or maybe when Memoria attacked, she took advantage of a momentary lapse to switch the real one with a fake.

But even so—

“Even if you’re a fake, and a trap created by Memoria to feed on my memories… I still think I should at least hear what you have to say…”

Because Victoria was the one who saved me from a miserable life, and the one who changed from hating demons and monsters to becoming my beloved.

Cautiously, I began approaching the other Victoria in front of me.

“You’re different from when you faced the Chameleon Dragon. Back then, weren’t you the type to kill enemies without hesitation?”

“That was then. Now, you’re in a situation where your memories were stolen by Memoria.”

And in truth, I couldn’t hear the thoughts of the Victoria in front of me.

The old me would’ve probably tortured or killed her without mercy to recover Victoria’s memories.

“It’s only been a few months, and yet I’ve become someone that precious to you… That makes me so happy.”

But just like she said, the Victoria before me was now someone far too precious to me.

I simply didn’t want to see her begging me to spare her life with that pained expression.

“Alright then. So how are you going to prove you’re the real Victoria? You could very well be a fake made by Memoria.”

“…Among the belongings I carry, there should be the final testament left behind by the god. If you check that, you’ll understand.”

The other Victoria realized that I was doubting her, and raised both hands slowly, palms up, as if to show she meant no harm.

“…I already checked that. You made a backup plan just in case Memoria ate your memories, didn’t you?”

“Oh dear. So that means you also heard all the dirty jokes and pervy lines meant to embarrass you?”

“…..”

Seeing Victoria’s mischievous smirk, I couldn’t help but recall the exact same expression I’d seen in the will spell earlier.

“Victoria, how much do you even remember? The one next to me right now doesn’t have any memories from the past year.”

“Wow, the moment I disappear for a bit, you’re already cheating on me? So I guess you stop caring once you’ve caught the fish, huh?”

“That’s not what I meant…”

“You defiled the saint known throughout the world as the most devout and pure… Honestly, you’re like a scoundrel who takes no responsibility, aren’t you?”

The other Victoria standing before me showed no intention of holding back her teasing, even in a situation where there were now two of her.

If anything, that was just like her.

That familiar feeling—like I was facing Victoria before she lost her memories—made me drop my guard just a little.

“Tsk.”

“…..”

The other Victoria suddenly embraced me tightly, rubbing her body all over mine.

“Please stay still for a moment. I haven’t absorbed your energy in half a day—I feel like I’m going to collapse…”

She even took a deep breath in my arms, as if savoring my scent.

“What is that pervert even doing right now…! Stop doing such indecent things while looking like me!”

The memory-lost Victoria cried out the moment she saw it, shocked.

Clearly, this version of Victoria didn’t have the shared memories with me, and was probably unfamiliar and awkward with expressing affection this way.

She resembled how she was when we first met in the Holy Nation of Aurelium.

“What do you mean? Affection like this was part of daily life between me and Astal. Then again, since you’re a fake, I suppose you wouldn’t know that.”

The other Victoria stuck her tongue out playfully, as if to flaunt it.

This one had the personality she’d developed while fighting alongside me against the Demon King—cheeky and free-spirited.

But which of them should I believe to be the real one? The way she expertly traced the muscles on my back was so familiar that—

“…Victoria, just to be sure—how much do you remember right now?”

Based on everything I’d learned so far, I had no choice but to ask the other Victoria this question.

There was no way both had identical memories. If one was based on a reconstruction, there would have to be gaps.

“In truth, I have no memories from before I met you, Astal. So, as she said, there’s a good chance that I am the fake.”

“…….”

The other Victoria gave a slightly sad expression as she admitted she might be a fake.

Ordinarily, people would insist they’re the real one and call the other fake—it’s only natural.

Was it because she still had the same self-sacrificing, altruistic personality as before?

“Still, I don’t think it matters much to me. The life I had before meeting you was dull and colorless—just a gloomy gray.”

She gently cupped my cheeks with both hands as she spoke. The expression in her eyes was unmistakably that of a happy human being.

Because of that, I couldn’t bring myself to call her a fake.

“…You changed my world. You showed me what love really looks like.”

She whispered those words into my ear, then leaned in to lightly bite my neck as if to leave a mark.

“Victoria…?”

“You’re not even a vampire, so why are you trying to bite someone’s neck?”

The memory-lost Victoria forcibly pulled the other one away from me, clearly disturbed.

“Oh my, are you jealous? But you don’t even remember what kind of man Astal is, do you?”

“…I know at least a little. He’s very muscular… and cute… and quite a handsome mage.”

The memory-lost Victoria looked away, trailing off awkwardly, as if embarrassed to compliment me out loud.

“Hah. That’s not Astal’s real charm. It’s the greedy gaze he has when we spend the night together… The way he pants as he tries to overwhelm me with that well-trained body…”

The other Victoria gave a snide little smirk while glancing at the area between my legs, and I had no choice but to immediately cover her mouth.


“…Let’s just sit and talk this through. I still don’t know any magic that can restore lost memories.”

Like with the Chameleon Dragon, simply identifying and eliminating the fake wouldn’t solve anything.

Ultimately, I had to return Victoria to the way she was, which meant until we defeated Memoria, both of them needed to be kept safe.

“Astal, that woman is clearly the fake! I would never use such vulgar language!”

Even as the memory-lost Victoria cried out that the other was a fake and should be eliminated—

★★★

Deep underground, at the site of Memoria’s domain, Oblivion, someone had been watching all of this unfold.


“A lover who’s lost her memories… and a slime who holds all of them. I’m so very curious—which one will you choose?”

The one watching was none other than Memoria, one of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings—a slime with an obsessive fixation on humans.

To Memoria, this situation was utterly delightful. No matter what choice Astal made, tragedy was inevitable.

“Whatever you choose, it’ll be the beginning of the hero party’s downfall.”

Drinking wine like a human, Memoria watched the unfolding scene with more enjoyment than anyone else.



 
  Chapter 119: Victoria, the Opponent is Victoria (3)


Victoria, who had lost her memory, felt a constant sense of unease in a corner of her heart as she looked at another version of herself standing before her.

That person, with the same face and body as hers, was clearly sending looks filled with love toward Astal—so much so that anyone could see it.

What kind of memory had she lost, that such a person could change so drastically in just one year of absence?

“So, why aren’t we interrogating that fake to extract information? Isn’t it highly likely she’s connected to the enemy, Memoria?”

She wanted to remove that unsettling being from her sight immediately.

No matter how she looked at it, she was the real one, and that was the fake.

“Oh my, are you jealous right now? Didn’t my beloved say that if I were to be hurt or disappear, your lost memories might never return?”

“Memories don’t matter. Memories can be made anew, and besides, we have a mission to defeat the Demon King.”

Victoria truly believed that her memories didn’t matter.

The side effects of the miracle that had tormented her for so long were gone, and she held a certain level of affection for Astal.

Even though they were supposedly lovers who had once treasured each other more than anything before she lost her memories, current Victoria couldn’t fully relate to that.

“It’s strange that heroes who gathered to defeat the Demon King are wasting time on such petty drama.”

They simply needed to kill Memoria, the Demon King’s general, then defeat the remaining enemies and ultimately the Demon King.

To Victoria, such sacrifices were a given.

Having always used miracles for the sake of others, even at the cost of her own body, she was used to setting aside personal desires and matters.

“Are you nervous that I might steal Astal from you? Judging by Memoria’s personality, she’s very likely to return to us.”

“Of course not! There’s no reason to feel nervous over a fake flaunting herself so crudely!”

Victoria’s irritation spiked as she saw the fake seemingly mocking her.

Dressed in an outfit completely unworthy of the title of ‘saint,’ she was deliberately lifting her clothes to tempt Astal.

In contrast, the current Victoria was doing everything she could to cover herself with Astal’s robe.

“I don’t need such memories in the first place. You’re just bait created by Memoria.”

Victoria couldn’t understand why Astal was being so merciful to the fake.

Shouldn’t the priority be to kill or torture her to find out where Memoria is hiding and eliminate her?

“Victoria, still… don’t you think you’re being too harsh? After all, Astal worked so hard for you over the past year.”

At Victoria’s words, Anima gave her a subtle look.

Just a few days ago, they’d been lovers so deeply in love, and now they were like strangers overnight.

“Exactly. If Astal hadn’t cared for you, we might all have died already.”

“And before we’re heroes who will defeat the Demon King, we’re human. To survive a year in a foreign land, one needs someone to lean on.”

Other comrades also began expressing disapproval of Victoria’s attitude, especially about discarding her memories so readily.

“…Victoria, are you really sure you won’t regret never regaining your memories?”

Astal looked at her silently for a moment, then calmly spoke.

“If you were the Victoria I knew, I don’t think you’d ever say something like that.”

“…Everyone else’s memories are intact, and I do understand how important you are to me, Astal.”

Seeing Astal’s expression, Victoria realized something was wrong and quickly tried to amend her words.

After all, what’s important in human relationships is the memories shared with the other person.

If things continued like this, she feared he might abandon her—the real one—for the fake standing before them.

“But even so, aren’t you just making assumptions about who Astal really is?”

“……”

“I know just how warm and kind-hearted Astal is.”

Victoria was feeling uneasy about how casually someone with her exact face could make such expressions and remarks.

Had the memories from the past year really changed her that much? Her demeanor exuded confidence and composure even at a glance.

“…Besides, like I said earlier, Memoria vanished along with the destruction of the domain. We tried asking around to find her, but there wasn’t a trace left behind.”

“That’s exactly why we need to be even more cautious of that fake. Slimes are monsters fundamentally based on division and imitation, are they not?”

Victoria didn’t like how the fake had been clinging close to Astal for a while now.

From her perspective, it was clearly a fake, and it frustrated her that they had to keep such a being nearby simply because there was no way to recover the lost memories.

“Memoria could use that fake as a medium to attack us. I believe we need to restrain it—tie it up or something.”

“I’m fine with it if Astal ties me up. We were lovers who enjoyed that kind of play, after all.”

At those words from the fake, it gave a sly smile and held out its arms to Astal, blushing.

“Please don’t say such low-class things with my face! Even if you have my memories, there’s a time and place, you know!”

Victoria couldn’t understand the fake’s behavior. The only difference between them was a single year, and yet it disgusted her to see it acting so lewdly.

“Lord Astal, no matter how I think about it, we need to find and defeat Memoria immediately…! I just can’t accept this situation any longer!”

“No matter what you say… the very place where Memoria was, Oblivion, has already been destroyed. And I don’t think we can afford any more sacrifices.”

Astal shook his head, expressing his disapproval despite Victoria’s pleading. Even though she was his lover, why was he being so passive?

“I already examined the other Victoria with magic. She came out as a normal human.”

“That can’t be! Of course I’m the real one, and that person is the fake…!”

Astal remained silent at her words. Even if one had lost their memories, he couldn’t deny the possibility—however small—that the other Victoria might be the real one.

“What if Memoria cast a spell to fool your eyes? That one’s a more advanced mage than you, isn’t she?”

Hero Kyle posed the question to Astal, thinking it was worth considering. The time to switch out the real one for a fake had been extremely limited.

“That’s certainly possible. In Memoria’s domain, even the ability to sense magical energy didn’t work.”

“Then why don’t we strip them and check? If it’s a slime, we’ll find the core!”

“No, if it’s a case of a regular human being kidnapped and having their appearance overwritten, then that method won’t work either.”

Astal thought back to the humans who had been imprisoned in Oblivion. Some had gone mad from memory loss, others were simply displayed like decorations.

It was because of the fear that they might end up hurting an innocent person that Astal was being so cautious.

“In that case, wouldn’t it be fine if I showed you how I love you, Lord Astal? After that, whether you kill me or not doesn’t matter.”

“Victoria…!”

The other Victoria was making a ridiculous proposal to her own self.

As if her life didn’t matter, she smiled gently—so much so that it felt like looking in a mirror.

“Why should I accept such a strange suggestion? There’s no need to go that far…”

“Memoria’s plan likely has to do with exploring human emotions—specifically, figuring out which of two memory-lost lovers the other would choose.”

Victoria looked at the being she had just called a fake and found the reasoning surprisingly sound.

Demons and monsters had such twisted values that it wouldn’t be a stretch to say they viewed the world entirely differently from humans.

“…Besides, if I help you with your love life, I might remember something. And I could repay Lord Tarion, who taught you transformation magic, at the same time.”

“What… did you say?”

“Just what it sounds like. If we work together, there’s a high chance Memoria will appear in person to try and interfere.”

The other Victoria’s suggestion made some sense. It was entirely possible that this situation—splitting Victoria into two—was a deliberate move by Memoria to create chaos within their party.

“…Considering she didn’t take the other Victoria as a hostage and instead left her here freely, it does suggest a certain kind of strategy.”

Astal nodded, finding logic in the other Victoria’s reasoning. It did seem that Memoria was aiming for something with all this.


“Wait, wait… Are we seriously going to get help with our relationship? I mean, it’s true we’ve been too busy lately to spend time alone…”

“I’m in favor. Through this, we might be able to tell the real one from the fake. And it could draw Memoria toward us as well.”


Tarion and Anima both responded positively to the suggestion.

What they had seen of Memoria’s obsession and madness in Oblivion convinced them that such a plan wasn’t out of character.





 
  Chapter 120: Victoria, the Opponent is Victoria (4)


Victoria couldn’t understand why she had to help with other people’s love lives right now.

Wasn’t she supposed to be Astal’s lover in the first place? She hated the very idea of acting together with that detestable fake under the pretense of cooperation.

“I object. Wouldn’t it be better to create a clone that looks like Lord Astal and lure Memoria into revealing herself?”

After all, they had been chosen for the noble purpose of defeating the Demon King—not to waste time on some petty love affair.

Was the emotion of love really that important? She couldn’t claim she’d never yearned for it… but still.

“Besides, this is still a battlefield, no matter how you look at it. Do none of you consider the possibility of being attacked or ambushed by the enemy?”

In this situation, she had no desire to watch her comrades fall in love. She had lost her memories and didn’t know anything, after all.

“…Astal’s perception-blocking magic is incredible. In this demon realm, there are barely any beings who even know we’re the Hero’s party.”

Hero Kyle shook his head at Victoria. He actually thought this situation could be used to their advantage to distinguish Memoria.

“This time too, Memoria will likely approach us in the guise of a human. If we let her get close without a plan, something terrible could happen.”

Memoria, who seemed capable of imitating others without limit. 

Last time, she had transformed into a colossal figure large enough to cover an entire territory. Rushing in blindly could be even more dangerous.

“Besides, because of the difference in power levels, my perception-blocking magic doesn’t work on Memoria… So it’d be easier to identify anyone who can recognize us.”

“In that case, isn’t that fake right in front of us the most suspicious one?! She saw through our disguise magic instantly!”

Victoria pointed at the fake who looked exactly like herself as she spoke to Astal.

Not only had she used perception-blocking magic, but the fact that she had found the Hero’s party, who were far away from the place where Memoria had struck, was suspicious enough.

“I simply followed the scent I had left on Lord Astal. No matter how well someone hides their appearance, could I really mistake my own love?”

Yet the fake in front of Victoria was smiling calmly.

Just as she said, Astal’s body was covered in Victoria’s pheromones.

That was a method used by races with obsessive attachment to their belongings—like dragons protecting their hoards.

If what she said was true, then no matter how strong the perception-blocking magic was, someone marked with her scent would be easily recognized.

“If I had my way, I’d hole up in a cave somewhere, raise children with Lord Astal, and live a quiet life…”

“Are you saying you’d build a dragon’s lair under my name?!”

“What’s strange about that? Lord Astal and I are destined to defeat the Demon King and then get married.”

Victoria couldn’t stop being bothered by the fake. What on earth had happened during the year she’d lost her memories that could make someone change this much?

“Are you really fine with losing your holy power and becoming just an ordinary woman? What do you plan to do if you’re no longer a saint?”

“I should be the one asking you that. Do you really think Lord Astal would change just because I’m no longer a saint but a mere woman?”

“That’s…”

Victoria couldn’t answer the fake’s question so easily.

Throughout her life, she had only encountered people who flattered her or tried to curry favor with her because she was a saint.

Even though the former pope had cared for her and treated her like a normal person…

She couldn’t help but wonder what it would’ve been like if she had been just a normal girl from the start.

“…I understand that fear better than anyone. If you weren’t a saint, the people from the Holy See wouldn’t have come to save you.”

Victoria couldn’t understand how the fake knew that. She should only have memories from the past year.

“How do you even know that?!”

Why did she act like she knew Victoria so well?

“I once went all the way to the forbidden archives of the Holy Nation of Aurelium, trying to cure your terminal condition. That’s probably when I found out.”

Even the mage Astal was siding with the fake. Even though they only differed by a year’s worth of memories.

“But even if I had just been an ordinary girl, Lord Astal would’ve still come to save me. That kind of foolishness… I couldn’t help but fall for it.”

“…….”

“What kind of idiot sees someone known as the ‘Saint of Flowers’ and thinks, ‘Ah, I’ll fix her’?”

The fake, who looked exactly like Victoria, said this while even shedding a few tears with a smile.

How long had it been since she smiled like that? Living as a saint, she had long forgotten what it was like to laugh.

She always had to be a role model for others, and showing personal desires was forbidden. That was the Victoria of the past.

But the fake standing in front of her now looked more free and joyful than anyone else.

“She even held my hand tightly and used a curse-breaking spell, and when it didn’t work at all… do you know what that hopeless human said to me?”

“That’s enough. I feel like you’ve told that story a hundred times already.”

It almost felt like that one was the real Victoria, and she was the fake.

“…..”

Seeing Astal talking happily with the fake version of herself gave Victoria a sharp, pricking sensation in her chest.

Why was she feeling like this?

She couldn’t help but think she had to recover the memories she’d lost.

“…From now on, I’d appreciate it if you refrained from talking about things only I don’t know.”

Victoria said as she pulled Astal closer by the arm. If she didn’t, it felt like she’d lose the person who was once her lover to that fake.

“Oh my, are you jealous right now? Well, I am quite the possessive type.”

The fake Victoria grinned slyly, as if she knew this would happen all along.

★★★

I started to think something was seriously wrong. Victoria, having lost her memory, was becoming increasingly clingy.

“Victoria, is there really a need for this?”

“You have two arms, don’t you? I think it’s only fair you share one with me…”

Was she worried she might lose me to this other Victoria standing before her?

The memory-less Victoria kept insisting on staying clung to me, even making the ridiculous claim that the real and the fake could be swapped.

And honestly, it wasn’t entirely impossible. Over the past year, she and I had come to know each other better than anyone else.

If the two of them were to perfectly imitate one another, it might be hard to tell them apart.

“Lord Astal’s arms are thick and firm, with prominent veins… they’re truly splendid and beautiful. Ah, of course, I am talking about his arms.”

“……”

I tightly shut my eyes as I looked at the other Victoria, who was likely the fake.

Given that I couldn’t hear her inner thoughts—a power given to me by the gods—she was probably not the real one.

“I told you not to say such vulgar things using my appearance!”

“Oh my, I didn’t say anything lewd at all… Just what kind of thoughts were you having to react like that?”

The way she joked around and teased felt oddly similar to the original Victoria.

Could it be that love really is something dependent on memories and shared experiences?

“Lord Astal doesn’t like it when people link arms like that. Watch carefully—see how I press the chest area in close…”

The other Victoria, who claimed to have memories of being my lover, was desperately trying to seduce me.

As I kept feeling the soft, warm sensation brushing against me, I glanced at her in warning.

“Why are you looking at me like that? Like the other me said, you do have two arms. Ah, or is it the difference in chest size…?”

The other Victoria grinned sharply as she said something outrageous.

There’s no way that could be it.

“Don’t say such nonsense! The only difference between you and me is memory—there’s no way we’d be compared over such meaningless lumps of fat!”


“Well then, shall we actually measure and find out? We should probably ask Lord Astal, our lover, to judge.”

“No! Even if a lot happened before I lost my memory, I don’t know anything now!”

“…….”

I was dumbfounded watching the other Victoria mock the memory-less one and carry on the argument.

Was this all my fault?

In truth, I had a big hand in the way Victoria’s personality had changed.

“So anyway, did you come up with a date course for Anima and Tarion or not? That’s what we’re supposed to be doing, right?”

Looking down at both Victorias clinging to my arms like mirror images, I let out a deep sigh.


We were supposed to each contribute our ideas to help our other teammates with their love lives.

“Of course I did. My plan is definitely better than whatever that fake came up with…!”

“What would a hollow shell of a person who knows nothing of love even understand? 

She probably just pulled some textbook knowledge from a library or something. Love is supposed to be a battle of swords and magic.”

Both Victorias gave smug smiles, tearing each other down with complete confidence.



 
  Chapter 121: A Date in the Demon World, Are You in Your Right Mind? (1)


I felt like the world was going dark in front of my eyes as I looked at the dating plans the two Victorias had come up with.

What kind of mindset must they have to think that these kinds of plans would actually help a relationship?

“…Both are rejected. If we go about it this way, it won’t help their romance at all—if anything, it’ll just push them further apart.”

I let out a deep sigh as I looked at the two Victorias standing before me.

If Victoria hadn’t been so clumsy when it came to romance in the first place, she probably wouldn’t have resorted to insulting or cursing me.

“Is there something wrong with it? Normally, love deepens through repeated crises and overcoming them together, does it not?”

The Victoria who had lost her memory looked at me with a puzzled expression.

Her plan was to take Anima and Tarion to a dangerous place not far from here, deliberately put them in a survival situation, and create time for just the two of them.

“…I heard that’s how our relationship grew as well. Despite countless crises and conflicts, we overcame them together and fell in love.”

The amnesiac Victoria said this while glancing up at me.

If you stripped out all the emotional elements and only looked at it logically, she wasn’t wrong.

Over the past year, we had traveled together on the journey to defeat the Demon King, facing countless hardships side by side, which had fostered the emotion of love between us.

“Victoria, even so, you can’t just create an artificial setup like this. There’s a world of difference between faking a crisis and overcoming a real one.”

However, the plan Victoria was proposing now was simply far too dangerous—and besides, love was not something that could be manufactured artificially.

“Besides, Anima and Tarion are already dating, aren’t they? There’s no need to force them into getting closer like this.”

I was trying to hint to the amnesiac Victoria what was wrong with her thinking.

“…Didn’t we also grow closer through a contract relationship? What’s wrong with creating a fake situation if the feelings that blossom from it are real?”

She countered back, as if I were the one being unreasonable, arguing that even if the situation was fake, the emotions that grew from it would be real.

This Victoria, who had no memories of the past year, was unable to show the delicate understanding that might have otherwise guided her better.

“I believe that with your magic, no matter how dangerous the place, you would be able to protect your comrades. Considering you defeated two of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings…”

“No, I’m just an endlessly lacking human who struggles desperately to keep going. Can’t you tell by all the scars and wounds on my body?”

“……”

Victoria finally realized the slip-up in her words and fell silent.

-…I thought that since we’re dating in the Demon Realm, filled with dangerous enemies and traps, it would be best to make full use of this environment…

Since this Victoria had no memory of love at all, she was trying to understand it purely through reason.

“Of course, I get where you’re coming from. It must seem insane to think that a group who gathered to defeat the Demon King would end up getting caught up in romance.”

“That’s exactly why I chose the most efficient method possible. We must find Memoria and recover my memories as soon as possible, after all.”

When I spoke, reading what was in Victoria’s heart, she nodded vigorously, showing intense agreement.

“But even so, deliberately putting people in danger just for the sake of love is something I can’t agree with.”

I explained to the amnesiac Victoria why I was rejecting her plan.

The reason we had entered into a contract relationship wasn’t to throw someone into danger, but to deal with Bellamora, one of the Four Heavenly Kings.

“And love isn’t something with a fixed form—it’s like a river that flows naturally. If you force a situation, it could lead to bad outcomes.”

At that moment, the other Victoria—the one who looked exactly like her—spoke up to offer advice.

“Victoria…”

“This is something I learned from you, Astal. No matter how much I dressed provocatively or tried to seduce you with harsh words, the feeling of love didn’t come into existence just from that.”

As she said this, the other Victoria cheekily stuck out her tongue, and deliberately let her clothes slip a little to show me her bare shoulder.

“…A human who knows all that, would come up with a date plan like this for Anima and Tarion?” I raised my voice, utterly dumbfounded as I looked at this other Victoria.

“Oh my, and what exactly is wrong with the plan? In the end, isn’t the true culmination of love returning to one’s original state and joining bodies? I just thought it was fine to skip all the unnecessary steps before that.”

The other Victoria gave a sly, almost mischievous smile and shrugged as if she had no idea what the problem was.

“…Do you seriously think it makes any sense to kidnap and confine them in an inn room with nothing but a bed and water? That’s basically a personal, private life issue!”

Just looking at this other Victoria was making my head throb.

Maybe because she only had memories from the past year, the Victoria who had lost her days as a saintess was acting so vulgar and crude that anyone would be left speechless.

“Does it really matter? Even if we make love, it’s not a problem if our other companions can hear us….”

“No matter what you say, there are things you just can’t do. What Anima and Tarion need is a normal, ordinary time together as lovers.”

I shook my head firmly, rejecting the other Victoria’s opinion.

Locking them up with only a bed and water was just way too forceful.

“You do understand, don’t you? That ‘normal’ is actually one of the rarest and most precious things.”

I spoke gently, looking at the other Victoria.

Surely, she would understand what I meant—someone who had been chosen as a saintess since childhood and had to use miracles for the sake of others.

“…You’re right. I could never forget the moments you treated me not as a saintess but just as an ordinary woman, even until the day I die.”

A normal family, a normal house, a normal meal… Words like these were unimaginable luxuries for us, who had gathered to defeat the Demon King.

Our Hero Party had all lost their ordinary lives because of Demon King Ergosum.

“The meals we shared, the music we listened to, the ordinary memories we made together… If I lost all of those, I’d be no different from a dead person.”

Just like this other Victoria was saying now, the past year spent together had been deeply meaningful for me too.

I had been able to quit the daily drinking and smoking caused by stress, and I learned how happy it could be to live and laugh with others.

Before I met Victoria, I was living each day in self-loathing, crushed by guilt over failing to save my parents and the people of my hometown. But I changed after meeting her.

“…Every time you say things like that, it really makes me curious about what happened over the past year. After all, hearing about it and actually living it are completely different.”

The Victoria who had lost her memories looked at her other self, smiling so brightly, with an expression of wonder and amazement.

A year could be short if you thought about it one way, and long if you thought about it another.

Even I would probably go wild like a completely different person if I lost my memories of Victoria, just like when I transformed.

“Do you want to know? Then maybe someday, the two of us can meet privately and talk about it.”

“Th-that’s absolutely not allowed! Who knows what you’d do when Astal isn’t around—you’re probably planning to devour my memories!”

The memory-less Victoria, wary of her other self who looked just like her, hastily hid behind my back, trembling with fear.

“Oh my, then would you prefer if I started openly talking about all the obscene, vulgar acts you did with Astal? About the indecent thoughts and feelings I had while looking at his bare body….”

“……Stop! I am a saintess! I would never harbor indecent thoughts or feelings upon seeing a man’s naked body!”

“Is that so? Truly? You’ve never had the urge, crushed beneath that solid body, to let out sounds you didn’t even know you could make—?”

The other Victoria grinned wickedly, as if she could read every thought hidden in the saintess’s heart.

★★★

After a few minutes of this chaos, I barely managed to stop the two Victorias from actually fighting.

They were so stubborn, they even tried to use the immense physical strength typical of dragonkin hybrids, so persuading them took quite some time.

“Anyway, we’re going with the plan I made. We’re going to give Anima and Tarion the most normal, ordinary day possible.”


I nodded as I looked at the two Victorias.

No matter how I thought about it, lovers didn’t need grand dates or flashy events.

All they needed was to treasure every little moment spent together.

Just like Victoria and I once did.





 
  Chapter 122: A Date in the Demon World, Are You in Your Right Mind? (2)


Memoria was using the fake Victoria’s vision to observe what Astal and his companions were doing.

She had expected them to come after her in order to recover the memories of the saint named Victoria.
But instead—

“Even though their companion has lost her memory, they’re leisurely planning a date in the Demon Realm… I really can’t understand this generation’s Hero party.”

They were completely absorbed in coming up with a date plan to help their comrades, Anima and Talion, with their romance.

Did they not have any sense of urgency? Or did they think a mere slime like her could be easily dealt with without a plan?

Memoria, having absorbed the intelligence of countless humans, simply could not comprehend the relaxed attitude Astal and his companions displayed.

She had thought that by stealing the memories of someone who seemed most precious to Astal, he would be unable to make rational decisions.

“…Ah, so they deliberately chose to hide among others in order to find me? Trying to counter my recognition-inhibiting magic—how clever.”

Having eavesdropped on the fake Victoria and the others’ conversation, Memoria couldn’t help but curl her lips into a smile.

Even though his lover had lost her memories, Astal could still make rational decisions. Even when faced with manipulation using a fake, he showed no sign of wavering.

“I already noticed when he mixed potions to create an explosive… But if he keeps showing such intriguing sides, I can’t help but grow even more attached.”

Memoria swallowed hard, her throat moving noticeably.

Just what kinds of abilities and memories were hidden inside that human’s mind?

She had learned from absorbing the memories of other mages that Astal possessed eyes capable of seeing magical energy.

“The terrifying thing about mages is that they come up with methods no ordinary person could even imagine.”

What kind of mage could develop magic capable of killing two of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Kings alone, or think of mixing potions to cause explosions?

Because she feared this aspect of Astal, Memoria had reconstructed her slime’s magic circuits and mana to mimic those of a living human, preventing Astal from using his abilities against her.

“I even rendered your abilities useless by making it impossible to distinguish between the fake and the real… I never imagined my plan would still fail.”

Memoria chuckled quietly, seemingly enjoying the situation.

Even though it hadn’t been long since she had begun mimicking humans, she felt like she was starting to understand why they experienced emotions like joy.

“If I freely controlled the fake Victoria, it might create an even more amusing situation… but letting her act freely would help me understand humans better.”

Mimicking the way humans would when deep in thought, Memoria scratched her chin with her fingers.
She wanted to understand how humans thought and how they lived.

Demons and monsters regarded scorn for the weak, murder, and crime as ordinary values.

“That child who saved me back then… I still don’t understand what he was thinking when he tried to save a slime.”

Spreading out her palm, Memoria recalled the memory.

She remembered how the child fetched water for her injured self, and broke hard bread into pieces to share with her.

No matter how pure-hearted a child might be compared to adults, she couldn’t understand why he would help a monster like her.

“Even though he must have known that slimes were creatures that could eat humans, why show such mercy?”

Memoria let out a deep sigh, just like a human would.

How many more humans’ memories would she have to consume to come closer to that child?

Slimes, by nature, lived only to mimic others and increase their numbers.

But unlike other slimes, Memoria wanted to dream like a human and live with different goals and purposes.

“I want to find a purpose for my life too, like a human. Dreams and ideals were always luxuries for a slime.”

Memoria let out a small laugh as she watched Astal and the others planning their next move.

If she had been born human rather than a monster, would she have been able to travel with trustworthy companions like that?

“Very well, Astal Kaisaros. I’ll gladly fall for your provocation. After all, humans do have the emotion of competitive spirit.”

Watching Astal through the fake Victoria’s vision, Memoria lifted the corners of her mouth even higher.
Was this feeling humans called anger or irritation?

She had known of it intellectually, but this was her first time actually experiencing it.

★★★

“So, the date plan Lord Astal came up with… is this really all there is?”

Tarion furrowed his brow as he looked over the parchment I handed him.

Since I made time for this with the intention of luring Memoria, he must have thought I’d prepared some sort of grand plan.

“What the? This is super simple. It’s just eating good food at a shop and then taking a walk somewhere with a nice view at night.”

But, just like Anima said, the plan I made was no different from how I usually spent time with Victoria.

In the end, what matters most for lovers isn’t fancy events or locations, but simply being together with the one you love.

“Yeah. From the start, I thought forcing ourselves to go somewhere extravagant or sticking rigidly to a plan wasn’t a good idea for a date.”

I smiled gently at Anima and Tarion.

They probably hadn’t been able to make much personal time lately, what with the ongoing campaign against the Demon King.

Tarion, being an excellent scout and archer, often had to keep watch, and Anima had to stay alert using the Spirit Kings in case of unexpected attacks.

For people like them, forcing them to move according to someone else’s plan would only get in the way of truly enjoying their time together.

“While you two are enjoying your date, there’s a good chance Memoria will approach. She’s obsessed with humans, and she’d hate to feel ignored, too…”

I bit my lower lip lightly as I tried to predict how Memoria would act.

Given her obsession with human emotions and memories, she would surely show herself.

She still hadn’t fully absorbed the memories of me and my companions, after all.

“Then shouldn’t we just set a trap for Memoria and enjoy the date at the trap site?”

Tarion suggested, reviewing the simple schedule I’d drawn up, still seemingly confused.

His argument was that if Memoria was coming toward us anyway, it would be better to fight from a location advantageous to us from the beginning.

“No. Memoria’s a mage whose level is higher than mine. Even if we made the trap as elaborate as possible, she’d catch on right away.”

I shook my head firmly, expressing that it wasn’t possible.

A slime that had devoured countless humans and absorbed their intelligence and memories wouldn’t walk into an obvious trap.

“If it’s a massive slime like Oblivion, one that can mimic the size of an entire territory to deceive us, it’d be smarter for him to shrink down and hide among a crowd instead.”

“She wouldn’t be able to devour others indiscriminately unless it’s in a domain she controls, right?”

“Exactly. Even though Memoria holds the title of one of the Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon King’s army, that doesn’t mean other beings would just let her do whatever she wants without complaints.”

I recalled Graktar, whom I’d met in the arena.

Even though he was an orc, he harbored hostility toward a Dullahan.

Memoria, if she had any sense at all, wouldn’t risk turning all demons and monsters against herself.

She wouldn’t want others to kill us either.

Memoria’s goal was likely to absorb all of the memories of me and my companions and make them her own.

“So then, all we need to do is visit the restaurants you wrote down here and spend time enjoying the night views?”

“Even if you stray a bit from the crowds, it’ll be fine. We’ll be secretly keeping an eye on your date.”

Anima lightly tapped the writing on the parchment with her finger and smiled brightly.

She looked obviously excited.

It was clear she hadn’t had much time recently to spend with her loved one outside of endless battles against the Four Heavenly Kings.

Just as I was about to wrap up and wish Tarion and Anima a good outing—

“Lord Astal, then… are we going on a date too?”

“No way! This is supposed to be precious time for Tarion and Anima as lovers! Why are you trying to fulfill your personal desires?”

“Really? I thought maintaining cover was essential. If we’re watching the date up close, shouldn’t we avoid arousing Memoria’s suspicion?”


The two Victorias clashed in opinion.

The one who had lost her memories didn’t want to act on selfish desires, but the other was showing her more honest, greedy side.


“…….”

And just like that, I suddenly found myself facing the unexpected situation of having to go on a date with two women by my side.





 
  Chapter 123: A Date in the Demon World, Are You in Your Right Mind? (3)


The fake Victoria, who didn’t know that her body was made of slime, was now feeling a strange sense of distance from Astal.

Why did she have to feel this way?

Even though Astal seemed to treat everyone fairly and without discrimination, the subtle differences in his behavior were hurting the fake Victoria.

Although she had been the first to quickly sit next to Astal and was now watching Tarion and Anima’s date with him—

“…Still, I didn’t think they’d choose a place that mainly sells lizard meat for their date.”

“If you say things like that, you’ll hurt my feelings. After all, the first meal we had after we started our contract relationship was grilled lizard tail.”

Astal’s gaze remained fixed on the Victoria who had lost her memories.

He must have judged that the one who appeared later was the fake. It wasn’t an entirely unreasonable decision.

After all, Astal had previously defeated a chameleon dragon that had created clones imitating his appearance, and had also broken free from Bellamora’s dream illusion by his own power.

Perhaps it was his natural instinct, or maybe he had some kind of magic that allowed him to distinguish fakes.

Moreover, since the time it took to rescue Victoria had been very short, it would have been unlikely for a swap with a fake to occur during that period.

“That’s right. Although I don’t remember it myself because I lost my memories, we first held hands and walked around the streets after eating grilled lizard tail, didn’t we?”

Even though she understood it all logically, the pain she felt deep within her chest tormented her.

“…Maybe memories are the most important thing when it comes to love.”

The fake Victoria deliberately spoke in a way to undermine the memory-lost Victoria.

Even though she knew she shouldn’t be doing this.

Even though she understood that if she were truly the fake, and the memory-lost one was the real Victoria, she should willingly accept it and support her.

“Are you saying that for me to hear?”

“If that’s how you took it, then so be it. I wasn’t directing it at anyone in particular.”

The Victoria who had lost her memories found the fake’s behavior irritating. The way she threw out sharp remarks and provoked others felt uncomfortably similar to herself.

“No matter if you have the memories of the past year, isn’t that a bit arrogant? There’s no proof that you’re the real one.”

Memory-lost Victoria folded her arms and glared at the identical figure across from her.

Even if she lacked certain memories, the fact that the fake had appeared only after Memoria disappeared made it more likely that the newcomer was the fake.

“Besides, you possess all the memories that Memoria stole from me, and Astal didn’t even take that long to rescue me — hardly enough time for a swap.”

“Such a cool-headed and rational deduction. As expected from someone once called the ‘Saint of Flowers.’”

The fake Victoria forced a smile as she looked at her counterpart.

Because the argument made by the memory-lost Victoria was undeniably reasonable.

“It’s true. Judging by the amount of memories, you’re closer to being the real ‘Victoria’ than I am.”

Memoria had the ability to mimic not just a person’s appearance, but even large regions like an entire domain.

Given that, it was more plausible to suspect that the later-appearing Victoria was either a doppelgänger created by Memoria—or Memoria itself.

Demons and monsters often had values and beliefs fundamentally different from humans, leading to twisted behaviors.

“Can’t you two stop fighting already? Even if your memories differ, now’s the time to work together.”

Astal pressed his fingers against his forehead, trying to suppress the headache swelling within him.

Even though he had the ability to hear Victoria’s true feelings, he wasn’t fully convinced that the memory-lost Victoria was the real one.

“We can only talk about working together if someone starts showing a more cooperative attitude. Besides, we haven’t even confirmed if we can still use miracles, have we?”

“……”

At the memory-lost Victoria’s pointed words, the fake Victoria remained silent.

Because, unlike before, she could no longer hear the voice of the celestial being, and she couldn’t even perform miracles anymore.

What would happen if she became even more suspicious here?
She began to feel afraid that she might have to die while receiving a look of disgust from Astal, who once loved her as a lover.

‘Actually, I’m not afraid of dying.’

It wasn’t the sacrifice for killing the Demon King that scared her — she just hated the idea of being exposed as a fake and having to part ways under the worst possible circumstances.

The fake Victoria swallowed nervously, desperately praying that this situation would somehow pass without incident.

“Victoria, no matter what, we can’t use miracles. It takes a lot of effort to fix the side effects,” Astal said.

“But isn’t it still worth testing? If she’s really just a fake copying my appearance, she might not be able to use holy power,” she insisted.

Astal shook his head slightly, maintaining his stance against using a miracle.

“…What if Memoria stole your holy power too and gave it to the fake? Besides, we don’t even have definitive proof that one side is a complete fake.”

Normally, Astal showed no mercy when dealing with demons or monsters, but when it came to matters concerning his lover, Victoria, he was showing a rare side of caution.

“Besides, after we split into two, it’s not like we could continue… uh, our sexual activities. We don’t even know which one is real, and it could cause problems later.”

The fake Victoria, more aware of that fact than anyone else, looked at Astal with a warm gaze, feeling grateful that he was being considerate toward her.

“Or… are you perhaps putting up resistance just because you want to do something naughty with Astal? Well, I do tend to be pretty greedy when it comes to my lover,” she teased.

“There’s no way I would do that! I just want to quickly figure out who’s real and who’s fake for the sake of the Demon King subjugation!”

Victoria, who had lost her memories, raised her voice as if unaffected by the fake’s words — but seeing her ears turn slightly red showed that she was embarrassed.

“You could just be honest, you know. Even if you lost your memories, your body might still remember… maybe you’re just dying to be pushed down right now,” the fake continued provocatively.

Because the fake had some idea of the real Victoria’s personality, she could easily steer the conversation and change the subject this way.

“…Victoria 2, can you please tone down the dirty jokes? Seriously, there’s a time and place for everything. Anima and Tarion can hear you.”

“So you’re calling me Victoria 2 now? I think that’s actually a pretty good way to differentiate us.”

“We have to distinguish somehow,” Astal replied, sighing heavily at the situation.

How could losing just one year’s worth of memories cause someone to act so differently?

Of course, the Victoria who could hear people’s inner thoughts was the one who lost her memories, but the one who provocatively teased Astal sexually like this was the fake.

Unable to easily decide who the real Victoria was, Astal remained conflicted.

“You sure have it good, Astal. Some of us can’t even meet our girlfriends and have to settle for writing letters, but here you are, having fun with even a clone…”

Kyle, the hero, who caught onto the situation faster than anyone, gave Astal a mildly annoyed look, implying that Astal would probably end up saving both Victorias.

★★★

Not far from Oblivion, in a village of the Demon Realm — a place where horned demons ruled — the only food remotely edible to humans was grilled lizard.

“Tarion, honestly, I’m not exactly thrilled about us enjoying a ‘date’ like this. Just like Astal said, Memoria could attack us again anytime…” Anima said.

“…Well, isn’t it fine? We’ve always spent time together in dangerous places like this,” Tarion replied.

Cutting the grilled lizard with forks and knives, Tarion and Anima shared their thoughts about this strange “date.”

Their bond had indeed deepened because they spent so much time together in perilous places like the Demon Realm.

“Yeah, even with Astal’s magic, it was always our job to keep watch and scout for enemies.”

“You never know what might happen. Astal once warned us not to fully trust anti-detection magic either.”

Thinking back to those memories, Anima couldn’t help but smile faintly.

Anima, a female from the Bearfolk with bear-like ears, and Tarion, a male elf with long ears, often crossed paths because their areas of activity overlapped.

“Our minds were in sync from the start. Unlike… well, certain others.”

“Yeah. Especially compared to Astal and Victoria, who are now literally split into two,” Tarion said.

Munching on their grilled lizard, Tarion and Anima glanced at their other companions who were eating behind them.


-You have to eat what I give you first, Astal.

-Oh my, wasn’t this something we always did anyway? Relax a little.

The two Victorias were both feeding Astal with their hands, and Kyle was glaring at them with a look that clearly said, Get a room.

“They’re seriously unbelievable. It’s like nothing’s changed even though they’ve split into two,” Kyle grumbled.


“That’s the charm of Astal and Victoria. Their love might be something even death can’t separate,” Tarion said with an amused smile, letting slip a rare sentiment he normally wouldn’t voice.




 
  Chapter 124: A Date in the Demon World, Are You in Your Right Mind? (4)


I was eating in such discomfort that I couldn’t even tell whether the food was going down my throat or up my nose.

“Seeing you eat the food I gave you first, rather than what she gave you, shows that you truly care for me. Even in such small details, the difference shows, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t you realize how unreliable and baseless your claims sound? The past me must have been someone who knew no shame.”

The two Victorias were locked in a tense battle, each trying to feed me their food.

To make matters worse, they were even claiming that whichever food I ate first proved who the ‘real’ Victoria was — a ridiculous argument if there ever was one.

For me, already on edge in case Memoria was hiding nearby, relaxing my guard even a little felt like torture.

“Victoria One, don’t get jealous over something this trivial. I’m already struggling to figure out which of you is the real one.”

I deliberately chewed the tough lizard meat noisily, showing my irritation.

Truthfully, I thought the Victoria who had lost her memory — Victoria One — was more likely to be the real one, since I could hear her inner thoughts.

‘…Still, I might need help from the other Victoria to recover her memories.’

If Victoria Two ran away or ended up dead, there was a chance that the real Victoria might never be restored.

After all, if Memoria could steal memories, then surely returning them was possible too.

“Calling me ‘Victoria One’—aren’t you treating me like some kind of object? Your naming sense is the worst.”

“Then what should I call you? You both look and sound exactly the same. If I just say ‘Victoria,’ I’ll get confused.”

“Weren’t we lovers? Shouldn’t we have had a pet name or a special nickname at least?”

The Victoria who had lost her memory grumbled lightly at me, sounding somewhat disappointed.

Come to think of it, we hadn’t really had any nicknames. The only difference was that Victoria sometimes dropped the honorific when calling my name.

“There wasn’t anything special. We only started dating properly not long after ending our contract relationship.”

I said it casually, as if it were nothing.

After all, expressing love didn’t require fancy words, poetic phrases, money, or wealth.

“Then why not take this chance to come up with one? Maybe calling me ‘Ria,’ by taking the last two syllables, would sound cute…”

The other Victoria — Victoria Two — looked up thoughtfully, then suggested a cute nickname with a soft giggle.

If there hadn’t been two Victorias right now, it might’ve been an offer I’d accept happily.

But in this situation, when I couldn’t be sure who was real, I stayed silent.

There was even the possibility that both were real — the one with lost memories, and the other one too.

“…Astel? Is something wrong? Your expression doesn’t look good.”

“No, let’s just not decide on a nickname right now.”

I tried hard to maintain my expression as I watched Tarion and Anima leaving the tavern.

Seeing their happy faces, even while chewing on tough lizard meat, reminded me of something from the past.

It was just like the first date I had with Victoria after we started our contractual relationship.

Even though the demon realm had little in the way of entertainment, the thrill I felt that day, eating lizard tail together, was one of the most precious memories of my life.

“…It seems like Memoria isn’t here. Let’s keep following Tarion and Anima.”

I purposely kicked back my chair roughly and got up, hurrying after my other companions.

Because if I looked Victoria straight in the face right now, I felt like I would just lose my temper about why there were suddenly two of her.

“Astel? You’re sweating cold sweat… Are you really okay?”

Honestly, I thought it wouldn’t matter even if she had lost her memories.

I could just work harder to make Victoria fall in love with me again.

There had even been cases of husbands proposing again to their wives who had lost their memories.

And considering everything I had gone through so far, I figured it was no big deal.

But…

I hadn’t expected a Victoria to appear who only remembered the last year.

It was frustrating that they kept trying to shake my heart, but in the end, since they were in the form of Victoria, I couldn’t easily shake it off. I hated myself for it.

★★★

At that moment,

“Hey, Astal. Do you have a moment? I think we need to come up with a new plan,” Hero Kyle said, grabbing my shoulder and asking if I could spare a little time, keeping Victoria’s figures at a distance for the moment.

As Hero Kyle saw there being two Victorias, he began to suspect that Memoria might be testing Astal. 

This wasn’t a rational conclusion, but rather one that Kyle arrived at through his intuition and sharp perception, so he had kept this suspicion a secret from the others.

“…Alright. If we stay at this distance, even Victoria shouldn’t be able to hear us,” Astal replied. 

Kyle could see that Astal’s expression was hardening in real-time, and he was becoming more certain of his suspicions after noticing the tension between Astal and Victoria.

“Is this really necessary? Wouldn’t it be more advantageous for Memoria to hear the plan, especially when dealing with them?” 

Astal looked anxiously at the two distant Victorias, a sharp contrast to his usual cold and cruel judgments about demons and monsters.

“If both of those Victorias are fake, what are you going to do? If the one you truly love has disappeared and Memoria has set up these decoys to learn more about humans?” 

Kyle intentionally provoked Astal. A true friend should be able to speak harshly when needed.

“…Kyle, that’s harsh. Even as comrades, there are things you should and shouldn’t say,” Astal responded with a twisted expression, speaking in a cold tone. 

His hair and robe tips were tinged with a slight red, as if he had almost transformed but managed to hold back.

“Honestly, I think you’re acting unlike yourself. Normally, you’d be chasing after Memoria to hunt them down the moment you found out about them,” Kyle said, pushing Astal further.

“But Victoria’s memories are being held hostage. There’s a risk others could fall into danger…” Astal spoke, dragging out his words. 

His usual confident demeanor seemed distant, replaced by an uncharacteristic discomfort.

“When have we ever not been in danger? We’ve always fought demons and monsters, barely making it past the line of life and death. Have you forgotten that?” 

“…..”

Kyle understood to some extent why Astal was acting this way. If it involved his childhood friend and lover Stella back in his hometown, Kyle might have hesitated too.

However, now, the task was clear: to defeat the Demon King, they needed to eliminate the Four Heavenly Kings first.

“…You weren’t like this when we fought the Chameleon Dragon. Didn’t you notice that one of them must be the real Victoria?” 

Kyle continued his aggressive prodding, trying to get Astal to make a decision. 

He hoped that Astal would release his anger and regret, perhaps even fighting him, in order to come to a rational conclusion.

“What are you trying to say? You must have some reason to be deliberately provoking me,” Astal said, clenching his fist and sighing deeply as he asked.

“I think that if one of those people is truly the Victoria you remember, the moment they realize they’re the fake, they should transfer the memories to the real one,” Kyle continued, repeating a comment from another Victoria.

“…….”

“That’s the right thing to do. It’s the best way not to ruin your memories with Victoria,” Kyle added. 

Memory, after all, was a key part of what made a person who they are. Given the past year of memories, it was a decision Astal could make.

“Are you telling me not to get attached to the fake, or to try to guide the real one to receive the memories?” Astal, now visibly uneasy, was clearly torn between the two options.

“Well, it’s a bit funny that I’m meddling in your love life, but at least don’t make a decision you’ll regret later,” Kyle said indifferently as he glanced over at the two Victorias glaring at each other from a distance. 

The worst-case scenario was that even those two might be fakes connected to Memoria.

★★★

At that moment, as Kyle tried to give Astal some space to think, the two Victorias stared at each other, seething with hostility, and eavesdropped on the conversation.


“What on earth are they talking about so secretly?” one of them muttered.

“Well, it’s probably your fault, since you’re the fake. If you’re indeed Memoria’s clone, our plans might have been leaked,” the other Victoria retorted.

“Excuse me? Are you done talking?” The two Victorias, without hesitation, exchanged words filled with animosity, each aware that only one of them could win Astal’s heart. 

Their rivalry had escalated from the initial calm.






 
  Chapter 125: Who is fake and who is real? (1)


Anima and Tarion had just left the restaurant where they’d eaten grilled lizard and were now strolling leisurely through the streets of the Demon Realm at night.

Blending in among the demons and demonic creatures, the two moved as if there were no war at all—so peacefully that it made them realize how long it had been since they felt this kind of normalcy.

Lately, they’d barely had any time for such peaceful moments, being constantly busy hunting down the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Generals.

“Tarion, if we hadn’t joined the Demon King subjugation, don’t you think we could have spent our time like ordinary lovers?”

Anima voiced a thought that had suddenly come to her. Surviving in the Demon Realm, full of enemies and traps, had always been a grueling task.

If the person beside her now hadn’t been there, she might have long since lost the resolve deep in her heart and fled.

The warmth from his hand and the chill of the Demon Realm’s night air reminded her that this moment was real.

“In that case, we probably never would’ve met,”

Tarion, somewhat aware of Anima’s thoughts, responded with a light tone and a soft smile.

Elves and druids who lived beneath the World Tree rarely interacted with other races, and because of their long lifespans, their cultures and values often seemed quite peculiar.

“If I hadn’t joined the subjugation, I would have stayed under the World Tree. Believe it or not, I’m actually kind of timid…”

“That’s right. Now that you mention it, Tarion, you were scared of ghosts, weren’t you? Though to me, they seem more like spirits.”

Anima recalled the first time they had stood watch together—how he had cried out when he saw shadows shifting in the dark bushes, convinced a ghost had appeared.

How could a sharp-eyed archer be so timid? Then again, if his heightened senses made him overly sensitive, it would make some sense.

“I used to think elves were all uptight or just outdated old folks stuck in the past, but when I saw that side of you, I thought it was kind of cute.”

“Please don’t tease me. Unlike the continent, the Demon Realm is full of surprises. Enemies could jump out at any moment, and back then, we did kill quite a lot of them. I think ghosts or spirits showing up isn’t that far-fetched.”

Tarion raised his eyebrow slightly, defending his stance with conviction.

Those who lived beneath the World Tree believed that life was a cycle of changing forms—a continuous flow rather than an end—so fear of spirits wasn’t so unreasonable to them.

“That’s what makes it so fascinating. A famous elf archer with the title Sacred Bow of Flora, and yet the thing you’re scared of is ghosts.”

“People are visible and tangible—you know they exist. But ghosts? You try to shoot them, and your arrow just passes through. Don’t you think that’s scary?”

Tarion sighed deeply. Even someone as renowned for never missing a target couldn’t defeat a ghost with an arrow.

“Anima, even though you’re called the Noble Spirit Magician, you still have a tender and innocent heart.”

“That’s true. Just because I joined the Demon King subjugation doesn’t mean I’ve stopped being a naive person who doesn’t fully understand reality.”

From a young age, Anima had been called a prodigy.

Most people fail to make a pact with even one Spirit King despite devoting their whole life to it, but she had four Spirit Kings at her command like her own limbs.

That was why the Beast Kingdom recommended Anima, and no one else, as the hero to take on the Demon King.

“Maybe that’s why I liked you, Tarion. You’re the opposite of me—older, more cautious.”

“…Just because I’m an elf doesn’t mean I’m automatically old, you know.”

“Haha, that’s not what I meant! Don’t you get it, Tarion? People often feel attracted to traits that are the opposite of their own.”

Anima looked at Tarion and smiled gently. If she hadn’t joined the subjugation, she might never have met someone as endearing as him.

All previous Hero parties had either died or disappeared, and she had accepted her role with the intention of dying honorably in battle.

Yet here she was—falling in love, spending peaceful moments, and even daring to dream about the future. That made her feel deeply, genuinely happy.

“Just look at Victoria and Astal. Who would’ve thought a genius magician who seemed to care only about research would fall for a saint known for her devotion and self-sacrifice?”

Anima brought up the two people who had made it possible for her to enjoy time like this with Tarion.

The recognition-obscuring magic Astal had created for Victoria was what had helped them survive the harsh Demon Realm—unlike the previous Hero parties.

“That’s true. Honestly, I was really surprised when I first noticed the strange tension between those two.”

Tarion paused for a moment before continuing.

One was a so-called mad magician who would do anything to save people. The other was a saint who wasn’t even allowed to be touched by men.

Even Tarion, who had quickly sensed the romantic tension between Victoria and Astal, had initially thought it must’ve been a misunderstanding.

“I mean, Victoria even used to badmouth Astal behind his back, so I really thought he’d done something wrong…”

Anima chuckled as she remembered those months past.

Victoria was known for her sincerity and honesty—she had even been chosen as a saint by the Celestial God. So Anima never expected she would speak ill of someone unless it was true.

Besides, Victoria and Astal usually had a hostile relationship. They often badmouthed each other or fought, saying they couldn’t stand one another.

“Lady Victoria made it so obvious that she liked him, but he reacted like someone with no sexual desire whatsoever. That was wrong too, wasn’t it?”

Tarion scratched his chin with his finger, remembering how Astal had either refused when Victoria asked to speak with him about something important, or acted obliviously at key moments.

Even when she altered her clothes so provocatively that others found it embarrassing, deliberately dressing to seduce him, Astal hadn’t spared her a glance.

“…Tarion, even if we succeed in defeating the Demon King, will we ever get to enjoy moments like this again?”

Anima spoke in a heavy tone, gazing at the night sky dotted with faint moonlight and sparse stars.

She couldn’t shake the memory of her own pathetic self—frozen in fear and unable to do anything against one of the Four Demon Lords, Memoria.

Even if they killed the Demon King Ergossum, she was starting to consider the possibility that someone in the hero’s party might die.

“Maybe we will. After all, we have Lord Astal Kaisaros with us. He’s the kind of wizard who creates hope even in moments when everyone else has given up.”

Noticing Anima’s anxiety, Tarion smiled reassuringly and clasped her hand tightly.

Without Astal, even with Kyle the hero, the party would never have made it this far.

It had been Astal who led the charge when they needed to break through Bellamora’s illusion, and again when they had to win in the Dullahan’s coliseum.

“Then, wouldn’t his title change from the ‘Harmless Mage’ to the ‘Mage of Hope’?”

“So what? If we succeed in killing the Demon King Ergossum, we can just use the hero party’s authority to give him a new title.”

With that, Tarion gently pulled Anima along. After all, worrying and overthinking wouldn’t change anything—cherishing the moment seemed far more valuable.

“…Now that I think about it, ‘Mage of Hope’ does sound like a good name.”

Hearing Tarion’s teasing tone, Anima chuckled quietly. Without realizing it, her steps had slowed—but with her lover’s support, she could move forward again.

“So, have you caught on yet? Astal mentioned earlier that there was something strange about one of the people following us.”

“Yes. Compared to the rest who clearly weren’t interested in us, someone who kept secretly paying attention was bound to stand out.”

Seeing that their plan with Astal had worked out perfectly, Tarion and Anima smiled brightly.

★★★

The reason I told Tarion and Anima to go spend some natural, relaxed time together like this… was because there was another reason I hadn’t told the others.

I figured that if a couple walked the streets at night, they’d end up talking about life after the Demon King was defeated, or express their anxieties about the future—even without realizing it.

And since I’d used perception-blocking magic, the people around wouldn’t even recognize Anima and Tarion’s presence or notice they were discussing the Demon King.

“…Still, someone like you who keeps glancing over or tries to maintain a specific distance to observe our expressions and behavior—it’s easy to spot.”

Memoria is different—she exists on another level.

She wants to become more human, to understand them completely. That obsessive desire means she’s definitely interested in things like love.

No matter how many humans are kidnapped and tortured or coaxed in the demon realm, nothing compares to the authentic emotions of natural love between humans.

In the end, my scheme worked. Anima and Tarion had pinned down the man in the deep hood, each using their respective weapons.

“Hello, Memoria.”


“…!!!”

“Absolute Zero.”

I greeted Memoria cheerfully, and at the same time cast a spell that lowered the surrounding temperature below freezing, encasing everything in ice.

Against shapeless foes like slimes, freezing and shattering them was the most effective tactic.

Back in the Blue Magic Tower, I had studied and experimented with slimes more than anyone, learning all their characteristics—this plan came straight from that experience.



 
  Chapter 126: Who is fake and who is real? (2)


It was actually a surprisingly simple trick that allowed me to identify Memoria.

Memoria had an obsessive fixation on humans, so I figured she wouldn’t bother disguising herself as a demon or monster.

After all, her madness had reached incomprehensible levels—she’d even filled her entire domain, Oblivion, with slimes in human form.

“There’s a fine line between arrogance and confidence. I figured you wouldn’t bother hiding your identity.”

Memoria is a mage on a level far above mine.

So, it’s highly likely she could easily dismantle my Idea and wouldn’t consider any of my companions to be a threat to her life.

But it was precisely that arrogance that allowed me to find her.

I’d even told Tarion and Anima to go on dates in areas crawling with demons and monsters.

Normally, it’s rare for anyone to track us, especially since we’re protected by recognition interference magic.

And in a place full of demons and monsters, anyone who appears purely human stands out even more.

“…Of course. What human would fear beings weaker than themselves? If anything, I just feel pity.”

“You insane bitch…”

I couldn’t help but curse when I heard the reason Memoria was following us so brazenly, even knowing we’d see through her.

In the end, it was simply because she looked down on us so much that she didn’t see the need to be cautious.

“Hahaha…! I’m glad I seemed despicable. Doesn’t that make me seem a little more human?”

This time, I used ice magic while making direct contact to prevent her from dispelling it, but Memoria just smiled as if nothing had happened.

That confirmed it—this wasn’t the real body, but a clone.

After all, slimes don’t die unless their core is destroyed.

“This one’s a fake! Watch your feet and the sky above!”

I shouted to my comrades.

Unlike in Oblivion, Memoria probably hadn’t had time to set up traps here.

We had deliberately fled to a place where her influence was weak, and if she had any sense, she wouldn’t have turned so many demons and monsters into enemies by absorbing them.

“…You seem to know quite well how slimes devour enemies!”

“Sure. Typically, they eat the legs first to prevent escape, or the head to stop resistance.”

“Humans are truly unique. Studying and analyzing other life forms is something we monsters rarely do.”

At that moment, I saw men with their hoods pulled low speaking different lines in the same voice.

Even though I had frozen and shattered the Memoria clone in front of me, the other clones showed no sign of pain.

That’s when I realized not all the clones shared senses.

If they did, I could’ve just amplified the pain to make her beg for death.

Even if slimes don’t die unless their core is destroyed, if they can feel pain, you can still force them to kill themselves.

“But devouring others isn’t what we do best. What we excel at… is multiplying.”

“Aaaaargh!!!”

Wearing a pleasant smile, Memoria shoved a finger into a demon’s ear.

The demon’s eyes rolled back in agony—it was grotesque.

She was probably scrambling the brain directly.

If we had been caught at one of Oblivion’s checkpoints, we might’ve ended up like that.

“Isn’t it beautiful? With just a single gesture, no matter what life or memories this demon had, it now becomes a slime like us.”

“Bullshit. You’re just rampaging like this because you want to become a real human.”

Mocking her, I made contact and blasted her with ice magic again.

Since physical attacks didn’t work, freezing and shattering her was the most effective method.

“Anima, Tarion! Cover me from the rear!”

“Got it!”

Anima and Tarion were handling the ever-increasing number of Memoria clones.

They were fighting back with ice arrows or by using the Spirit King of Water to freeze enemies.

“Fascinating. Do you truly think ice is my weakness?”

Even as she fought us, Memoria remained calm and composed.

She didn’t flinch, even as her clones were shattered into ice shards.

“Ice melts with fire. One of the advantages of being a slime is the ability to merge and grow.”

Fwoosh.

Memoria lit herself on fire, using the slime that had just consumed the demon.

“How about this? This is Hellfire, the unquenchable flame from the depths of hell.”

Memoria chuckled softly, but the demon fused to her screamed in agony.

Like a chimera from myth, a grotesque creature made of demons and monsters fused together stood before us.

“I also incorporated features like the scales of a basilisk that repel magic, and traits of monsters with high physical resistance.”

Memoria spoke the same words through countless mouths on her massive body.

With multiple limbs sprouting from her back, faces of various beings stuck to her, and a body engulfed in flames—she no longer looked remotely human.

“It’s a shame I had to abandon the human form I love so much… but you are the heroes who defeated two of the Demon King’s Four Generals.”

Memoria clicked her long, thick tongue as if in frustration. She resembled a giant frog so closely that just looking at her sent chills down one’s spine.

“Ugh…! She’s gotten insanely disgusting! No, no, no…!!”

“Anima, calm yourself. Stay composed. The enemy deliberately changed her form to instill fear in us.”

Tarrion tried to calm Anima, who was giving frantic orders to the Spirit Kings out of fear.

The enlarged Memoria was so massive that we had to look up at her — and she radiated an overwhelming sense of repulsion.

Watching Memoria indiscriminately devour the surrounding creatures was like witnessing a scene straight out of hell.

“…So far, everything is going according to your expectations, AstaL.”

At that moment, a fiery slash was left on the ground, severing one of Memoria’s massive arms.

“You’re late, man.”

I joked toward Kyle, who had unleashed the slash.

Honestly, I thought Memoria would surely know about the idea of using freezing magic to defeat a slime.

An ordinary person unfamiliar with slimes might not know, but Memoria, who had lived her whole life as one, would be well aware of her own weaknesses.

Thus, I expected she would counter by either setting her body on fire or raising her temperature.

“How fascinating! You deliberately kept Hero Kyle hidden to make me lower my guard, didn’t you?”

“If you had set yourself on fire, Kyle’s Holy Sword could absorb and control it as he pleased.”

I had simply judged that if things played out that way, Kyle would be able to make use of the Holy Sword.

The Holy Sword, capable of creating armor from flames and manipulating it at will, was now stripping away the Hellfire from Memoria’s body.

“Now! Press the attack!”

At Kyle’s signal, Anima, Tarrion, and I unleashed all our ice-based attacks on Memoria.

“How foolish. I’m just a clone, not the real body, and yet you fight so desperately. Why?”

“Because we’re a hero’s party. And… you stole the memories of the person I love most.”

I kept casting magic while making direct contact, burning myself in the process, to prevent Memoria from dispelling it.


Even if she wasn’t the real body, if we could force her to retreat, we might find a clue to recovering Victoria’s memories.

“Ah, if it’s such a noble reason, I guess there’s no helping it. I still can’t quite understand humans, though.”

Memoria smiled brightly and closed her eyes. It was likely that her real body was watching the battle from a safe location.

If I had the ability to create clones and couldn’t die unless my core was destroyed, I would have chosen the same method.

“Then, shall I share an interesting fact? Among the Victorias around you, one is a fake.”

“A poor creature who, despite being a slime, believes without a doubt that she is Victoria Everhart.”

“…….”

A surge of disgust welled up inside me, and I cut Memoria off before she could continue speaking.

“Which will you consider the real one? The slime with Victoria’s memories? Or the real Victoria who can never regain hers?”

Memoria stretched her mouth into a wide grin and finished speaking.

I had already suspected as much, but hearing it directly from the enemy’s mouth made it feel all too real.

“…Shut up and wash your neck. No matter what it takes, I’m going to kill you.”

“Hahahaha…! Then I shall wait gladly, AstaL Kaisaros, strongest mage of humanity.”

Leaving behind those words, I smashed the frozen Memoria with my fist.

While holding the shattered ice fragments of Memoria in my hand, I carved a magic circle into them to trace her back to the original.

★★★

“Even if some of us are fakes, isn’t it too cruel to tell us not to fight Memoria?”


“…..”

At that time, the Victorias had moved away from the battlefield where Memoria was fought.

There was a risk that one or more of them could be clones created by Memoria and could be used against us.

“No matter how fake it may be, you have memories too, don’t you, Victoria? Don’t you truly not want to kill Memoria?”

One of the Victorias who had lost her memories asked another, who was trembling in fear, afraid that she might be the fake.



 
  Chapter 127: Who is fake and who is real? (3)






The fake Victoria knew why Astal prevented her from fighting Memoria.

She must have realized that one of the two was an impostor.

As a growing sense of unease had been creeping up on her, she now felt a mounting terror.

Even after seeing the grilled lizard earlier, she hadn’t felt any hunger, nor had she felt any hatred or thirst for revenge when encountering demons or monsters.

The “Victoria” from her memories should have loved delicious food more than anyone and harbored deep hatred toward the demons who had killed her parents — yet she felt nothing.

“…You don’t understand my heart.”

The fake Victoria said this with slight tears in her eyes.

She had overheard the conversation between Kyle and Astal earlier as well.

She had learned everything — including their discussion that if one of them turned out to be a fake, the real one should inherit the memories.

In truth, the fake Victoria had already realized her identity a while ago, as she couldn’t hear the voice of the Celestial God nor use miracles or divine power.

“If you are the fake Victoria, then surely you have no lingering attachments, having no memories of the precious times shared with him.”

The fake Victoria was trying her best to ignore this reality.

Because the year she had spent with Astal was more precious to her than anything.

Astal had given her hope to live again when she once believed she would have to die.

He had embraced her weaknesses as an ordinary, fragile human being.

“…How could I not have regrets? There’s a limit to how foolish you can be.”

The real Victoria sneered at the fake one, as if finding her pathetic.

Her expression mixed slight irritation with gravity.

“If I am the fake and must hand over my memories to you… I will never see that adorable man again.”

The real Victoria sighed deeply as she said this.

Astal was so completely her ideal type that she couldn’t help but praise him like this.

In her childhood, trapped in a basement by a demon disguised as a village chief and forced to continually use miracles on a statue of an evil god, she had dreamed of a hero — a hero who would someday come to rescue her and turn all her misfortunes into happiness.

Just like the heroes in fairy tales, who would wield shining holy swords, defeat demon kings, and bring peace to the world, seemingly without limits.

“…Honestly, if I had met Astal when I was young, it would have been wonderful. But fate is often cruel, and I do feel a little regret.”

Living a life where hope had been trampled, Victoria had finally met someone who resembled that kind of hero.

A man who, nicknamed the “Harmless Mage,” risked his life and body to save others without hesitation, and who saw her not as the Saint Victoria, but simply as a timid, fragile girl.

“If Astal had known I was being abused by demons in the past, he would have thrown himself into danger without a second thought to save me.”

“…….”

At the mere thought of Astal, Victoria’s lips softened into a gentle smile.

Even without memories of him, every small action of his had conveyed care and love.

When was the last time she had received such unconditional love?

Most who approached her only sought the miracles of a saint or coveted her body.

“I still can’t understand how a man on the verge of being named the next Master of the Azure Tower would fight so desperately to save someone terminally ill.”

Astal had fought to save her simply because she was a living being, regardless of her status as a saint —

even at the cost of covering his entire body in scars.

“That’s why I envy you endlessly. Honestly, I don’t have the kind of charms or wit that could seduce a man. I’m not very good with words, so I end up blurting out my true feelings.”

Victoria spoke while looking at the fake.

In the Holy Kingdom of Aurelium, to avoid being easily swayed by others, she had played the role of a strong woman, uttering sharp words without hesitation.

“…Ah, although I can’t deny that I do have a body alluring enough to seduce men.”

The fake Victoria, sitting slumped before her, looked utterly free-spirited and unpretentious.

For a moment, Victoria felt a pang of envy.

If she hadn’t lost her memories, she might have lived a normal life without being constrained by her role as a saint.

“Are you joking to encourage me to get back on my feet?”

“You noticed? Even someone as perfect as I am isn’t very talented at telling jokes.”

The real Victoria gave a small chuckle as she looked at the fake.

This was the first time she had succeeded in making a joke to cheer someone else up.

“Don’t be afraid of ceasing to exist.

Didn’t we always swear we would die for the sake of the world anyway?”

“I know that, but…”

The fake Victoria wiped her tears and pouted slightly.

She thought, bitterly, that the real one could afford to be so composed because she knew she would not disappear.

“If I can never see Astal again, I would rather run away forever from this situation right now. After all, I’m just a helplessly weak human being.”

The fake Victoria wanted to see Astal more than anyone else at this moment. Just like in her memories, she wanted to calm her anxieties in his arms and whisper words of love.

However, she was likely a fake, and Astal seemed to have realized that, keeping his distance from her.

“…Is that truly how you feel? Can’t you give up everything for the man you love?”

The real Victoria patted the fake on the back as she spoke those meaningful words. Even though she didn’t have memories with Astal, she could faintly understand the emotions involved.

“I don’t understand why you would say such a thing. If my existence and memories disappear, what meaning would there be…?”

“…If I were you, even if I were just a fake, I would do everything in my power to help Astal.”

Leaving behind those words, the real Victoria summoned her hammer and headed towards where Astal and the others were fighting Memoria.

Was she really planning to sacrifice herself?

Judging by the sorrowful look and the determination on her face, it seemed possible.

Before meeting Astal, she had been a madwoman, always thinking only about dying for the world’s sake.

Even as her body was being turned into flowers, she hated how people greedily begged her to use her miracle powers, and she just wanted to die.

“Aren’t you scared? If you encounter Memoria again, you might truly lose all your memories.”

The fake Victoria, vaguely understanding that fact, spoke with a slightly trembling voice, worried for her.

If she got caught by Memoria again, it was highly likely she would lose all her memories, or even be erased from existence itself.

Or worse, multiple Victorias could appear, forcing Astal to personally kill them.

“I’m not such a weak person. If it’s for the one I love, I’m ready to die at any time. And if something happens to me… please take care of Astal.”

Seeing her like this, the real Victoria slung her hammer over her shoulder with a confident smile.

Now, just thinking of Astal filled her with overwhelming strength from deep within.

Even if the enemy were one of the Four Heavenly Kings or a Demon Lord, she felt she could kill for him.

“Because that’s the feeling I longed for and imagined as a child — the feeling called ‘love.'”

Love.

That’s probably why, when she was attacked by Memoria last time, she had pushed Astal away.

“I am Victoria Everhart. Once known as the Saint of Flowers, a woman burdened by misfortune.”

Firmly resolving herself, the real Victoria added that if anything were to happen to her, she was entrusting Astal to the fake.

In the past, Victoria had always wanted to die.

She lost her parents early on, had no hope for life, and the sensation of her body turning into flowers was a pain too much to bear at a young age.

“Please don’t do this. It’s supposed to be me, the fake, who should bite my tongue and die…!!”


“Isn’t it better than being captured by Memoria and sacrificing someone else’s memories? I can see from your face just how precious the memories of the past year are to you.”

Even though she was chosen by the divine to become a saint, she had hated her powerless self.

“I have always longed for a normal life — not as a saint, but simply to live happily and quietly with my parents or a lover.”

Just as she had shown moments ago, trembling with fear and unable to face tomorrow.

“If you’re afraid of disappearing from this world, then stay where you are. Even if you are a fake, I’ll at least give you the chance to live a real life.”

The real Victoria finished her words flatly. Without the memories of the past year, she had no confidence she could face Astal the same way she used to.

“…However, if it’s for the one I love, I’ll do anything. I’ll burn everything I have, even if it means I’ll never see Astal again.”

The real Victoria smiled faintly as she thought of Astal. 

Perhaps it was because the dreadful flowers that had bloomed on her body had vanished, and even the vision in her once-blind right eye had returned.

“That’s what I now think ‘true’ love is. Well, not that I know what you’ll think about it.”

“…….”

Watching her, the fake Victoria realized — the real one truly was different.


And upon realizing that, strangely enough, the painful weight that had been crushing her heart seemed to lift.

Maybe it was because she had gained the certainty that even if she disappeared, the person she loved wouldn’t be left unhappy.

“Understood. Let’s go to Astal together. I can’t just stand by while you score all the points as his lover by acting so cool.”

Following in the real Victoria’s footsteps, the fake found herself wishing that, in her next life, she could be someone like her.






 
  Chapter 128: Who is fake and who is real? (4)






Memoria was unable to hold back her laughter like a madwoman as she watched the situation unfold.

A harmless magician threatening to kill her, and a saint willing to sacrifice herself for love even without her memories.

“Ahaha, ahahahaha…!! Truly amazing! You are incredible…! Heroes representing humanity really are different!”

If it had been an ordinary person, they would have surely treated the fake Victoria, who had memories, more kindly.

No matter how much people talk about the greatness of love, humans are creatures that value memories above all.

There were plenty of cases where people who lost their memories couldn’t recognize their parents or children, or lifelong lovers behaved like strangers meeting for the first time.

“This is a new research finding..! What exactly is this repulsive emotion called love that it produces results I couldn’t predict?!”

But the Astal and Victoria before her were behaving in ways she had never seen.

As if memories didn’t matter at all, they stood up to her.

After all, the magician who wished for death and the saint destined to die were people who could easily sacrifice their lives for the cause of defeating the Demon King.

They could set aside love for the sake of their cause, and had long since given up on personal greed.

“Isn’t it just hilarious that the real one is giving the fake a chance? What could a slime-bodied thing possibly do…!”

Memoria tried her best to suppress her laughter, but snickers kept leaking out.

Even though the real Victoria noticed the existence before her was fake, she said she would give her a chance for her lover’s happiness.

“And on top of that, rather than begging or negotiating with me, who can manipulate Victoria Everhart’s memories at will, you say you’ll kill me?”

Astal, unable to maintain his usual composure after Victoria’s memories were split, had immediately threatened to kill her without hesitation.

It was so ridiculous that she couldn’t stop letting out hollow laughter.

Their desperate attempt to avoid despair even in the face of an overwhelmingly unfavorable situation seemed utterly foolish.

Even though losing all their memories — even forgetting they were heroes — would render them nothing.

“…Ah, I really shouldn’t be laughing, but I can’t help it. I feel like I understand now why humans feel pity or contempt when looking at beings weaker than themselves.”

Memoria was busily writing down her current emotions and physical changes on parchment.

It was information she hadn’t been able to gather while torturing and observing other humans under different circumstances.

“Although I still don’t fully understand the ‘ideal human’ I have in mind, so I hesitated to mimic one…”

Memoria had lived most of her life as a sticky, slimy green slime — a creature so weak that even an ordinary child could kill it.

The only reason she had survived until now was thanks to a child’s whim, whose kindness she had betrayed by absorbing several years’ worth of memories.

Because of that experience, Memoria had feared taking on a human form.

She worried that if she understood those human emotions, she might stop imitating or dividing herself.

“…Right now, it feels like your appearance is the closest to an ‘ideal human’! A little foolish, but fitting for heroes meant to save the world!”

But now that she had tried mimicking a human form, everything felt incredibly delightful.

Even the musty underground air and humid environment, where she hid her true body, felt wonderful.

Memoria was starting to understand why humans would rebel against the Demon King Ergossum and throw themselves into a hopeless battle.

Even someone like Memoria — who could absorb the memories and abilities of those she devoured — had abandoned the very idea of fighting against him.

Yet the reason humans could fight such an overwhelmingly powerful being was simple.

“Watching you, I’ve realized that what defines humans is not intelligence or their ability to use tools better than other creatures… It’s that they recklessly overstep their bounds!”

Hope.

She realized that this so-called hope humans spoke of was actually a curse — corroding themselves and infecting their whole group.

“All previous hero parties, except you, have already been wiped out. Even Dullahan, thought to be the strongest, pledged loyalty to the Demon King.”

If they had even a shred of rational judgment, they wouldn’t have dared to volunteer for a suicidal mission in the name of heroism.

What good is honor or a cause after you’re dead?

As someone who had often witnessed her fellow slimes turn into lifeless lumps of jelly, Memoria let out a derisive chuckle.

“Ah, right. What if I control the fake Victoria myself, and create a situation where Sir Astal must kill her?
Even if she’s fake, killing a being with the same memories and appearance as your beloved would surely weigh on you.”

Memoria, feeling a slight sense of inferiority about this, was devising ways to use the fake Victoria to mess with Astal.

Anyway, with Astal’s abilities, he wouldn’t be able to pinpoint her underground location.

Even if he could surpass the limits predetermined by the world for magicians, Memoria wasn’t foolish enough to leave herself unprepared.

“Or maybe I could use the fake one to target Victoria Everhart once more. This time, I’ll completely steal her memories and turn her into a mindless fool, forcing Astal to choose between her and the fake!”

Just imagining the scene made Memoria’s mouth curl into a wide, uncontrollable grin.

She wondered what she would do once she succeeded in collecting all the memories and abilities of the current generation’s hero party.

“…Maybe this time, instead of sealing them away in some museum, I’ll just devour the Demon King myself and become something close to a god?”

At the thought, a cold sweat trickled down Memoria’s back.

She knew better than anyone, like the Demon King’s Four Generals, just how terrifying Ergossum’s true power was.

“Though… maybe now, it might actually be possible.”

After all, the Demon King — who used to wage wars and massacre humans — had locked himself away in his castle the moment Astal and the hero party entered the Demon Realm, almost as if he were waiting for something.

Thinking about the Demon King’s suspicious behavior made Memoria feel deeply uneasy.

“Trying to save just one little girl — is this really what it’s come to? I can’t even begin to understand anymore.”

Unlike before, Memoria was now speaking ill of the Demon King.

After taking human form and fully utilizing the abilities and memories of others, he had gained a sense of omnipotence he’d never felt before.

“…An immortal being who spent hundreds of years building his strength, destroying parallel universes, and killing humans, yet can’t seem to forget a single girl named Arian? Pathetic.”

Muttering to himself, Memoria revealed a bit of the truth the Demon King had hidden from humans, a twisted smile on his face.

★★★

At the same time, I was tracking Memoria’s location by using the fragments she had left behind.

Since she wasn’t stupid — being a high-level magician herself — there was no way she had left her main body exposed.

“Damn it, this isn’t it either. Looks like she left dozens, maybe hundreds of clones scattered everywhere just to keep me from pinpointing her.”

I unfolded a map, marking every location where I could sense traces of Memoria’s mana, and started sorting through them.

But seeing the sheer number of them, I couldn’t help but curse under my breath.

It was as if she had intentionally packed the area with clones just to mess with me.

Some of them were even near where I was standing.

She had probably embedded slime fragments underground or into water veins to throw off her location.

“Is there really no way to find her? There’s no way we can check all these places one by one.”

-Dragging things out any longer would surely be dangerous…

Victoria1, who had lost her memories, frowned as she watched the situation unfold.

Judging by her thoughts, she desperately wanted to defeat Memoria and retrieve her memories as soon as possible.

Just earlier, she had ignored my orders and chased after us, hammer in hand, ready to fight Memoria.

“Even folding the map into 3D doesn’t help. There are just too many targets, underground and aboveground alike.”

I had no choice but to speak words of bitter truth to Victoria.

No matter how much I racked my brain, no clear solution came to mind.

“…May I touch it?”

At that moment, the other Victoria — the one I called Victoria2 — quietly raised her hand.

What was she thinking, wanting to touch a fragment of Memoria?

“And why would you want to do that?”


“Because… I’m probably one of the clones created by Memoria. If so, I might be able to reverse-track the main body.”

“!?”

I couldn’t quite grasp the reasoning of Victoria2, who openly admitted to being a fake.


If she had memories from the past year, she should have been desperate to hide that fact from us.

“But isn’t that exactly the kind of choice the real Victoria Everhart would make?”

At her statement, the real Victoria — despite her lost memories — gave a soft smile and nodded her head.

Something had definitely happened between these two while I wasn’t around.





 
  Chapter 129: Fight with the fake Victoria (1)






The fake Victoria felt a slight sense of relief as she revealed her true identity.

‘Maybe I should’ve done this from the start.’

Seeing Astal’s face fill with shock and confusion actually put her at ease.

“Why on earth did you reveal your identity..? If you really have Victoria’s memories, then you would’ve hated being exposed as a fake more than death.”

“Because that’s what Victoria Everhart would have done. Claiming to be your lover isn’t just about having memories, is it?”

The fake Victoria placed her hand over her chest, as if in pride.

An ordinary person would’ve kept it hidden and continued pretending to be Astal’s lover.

They wouldn’t want to be found out as a fake who only received memories from Memoria, nor to be hated by the one they loved.

“I’m doing what I believe I must do as your lover.”

But the fake Victoria chose to speak the truth herself.

Because it was the right thing to do.

If she was merely a fake, destined to one day return her memories to the real one and vanish…

“…This is the form of love I learned from you.”

“……”

Rather than fade away meaninglessly, she wanted to become someone Astal Kaisaros would never forget.

There were things only a fake could do—desperation and struggle the real one could never possess.

“Fine, let’s say you are a fake. Then where’s the proof? It’s possible Memoria just messed with your memories.”

Even though another Victoria had clearly revealed herself as a fake, Astal was still being cautious, seeking confirmation.

That’s how much he cherished the person called Victoria Everhart.

“Hmph, didn’t you used to hate monsters and demons? Weren’t you the type to kill them on sight?”

“Well, that’s true, but… the situation’s a lot different now.”

The fake Victoria burst out laughing at his serious demeanor—so different from when they faced the Chameleon Dragon.

How could someone be this kind and softhearted?

If she were truly Victoria, the one who had shared love with him, she would’ve been so happy.

“Like with Graktar… If you’re a slime that doesn’t harm humans, then… there’s no real reason to kill you.”

Even now—look at him.

The man who once seemed so thorough and cold was hesitating at her every word.

“That would be difficult. In the end, I’m a being sent by Memoria to make you all fight. Disappearing would be the morally right thing.”

The fake Victoria gently stroked Astal’s cheek, suppressing the sadness welling up inside her.

If she admitted she didn’t want to disappear, he might really find a way to save her.

“But…”

“There are no buts. Have you forgotten how wicked Memoria is? They treat humans like nothing more than taxidermy animals—or worse. Just playthings for their amusement.”

The fake Victoria glanced sideways at the real one before speaking.

Since the real one had no memories, she might not fully understand what Memoria was.

If she explained, perhaps even the real Victoria would burn with a desire for revenge, enough to join in the effort to defeat Memoria.

After all, she too was, in some ways, Victoria Everhart.

“Right now, I still have reason and think of myself as another ‘Victoria Everhart’ who’s with all of you… but that won’t last.”

As she said this, the fake Victoria lifted her fingers from Astal’s cheek.

The warmth and softness disappeared, leaving only regret at her fingertips.

She wouldn’t be able to feel such warmth and emotions anymore.

Once Memoria died, she wouldn’t survive either.

A slime’s clone disappears when the original’s core is destroyed.

That’s why slimes can’t infinitely shapeshift or divide.

“The reason I believe I’m a fake… is because I can no longer hear the voice of Lady Lumina, the goddess of light.”

To convince the others, the fake Victoria began presenting evidence that she was, indeed, a fake.

If she didn’t, she felt certain they would either protect her until the end or refuse to accept her choice.

“Couldn’t it be that Memoria did something? Maybe she blocked the connection to the celestial god…”

“The chances of that are slim. Even if He can no longer influence the physical world—He wouldn’t be a god for no reason, would He?”

The fake Victoria chuckled softly between her teeth at how cute Astal’s idea was.

Even if he didn’t believe in gods and disliked Victoria because he thought of her as a side effect of miracles, defying a god was still difficult for a mere human.

“Besides, I tried to secretly use a miracle or divine power, but it didn’t work at all. The person next to me, however, was able to use it.”

“…A tiny flower bloomed at the tip of my finger like a thorn, but I immediately pulled it out.”

The fake Victoria looked gently at the real one as she spoke.

Normally, she would have been jealous of even the lightest physical contact with Astal.

But now, after boldly revealing that she was a fake and admitting she would disappear someday, this level of indulgence was something she was willing to allow.

“If that’s your decision… and if that’s the only way to defeat Memoria… then the right thing to do is to respect it.”

Astal changed his mind upon seeing how the real and fake Victoria weren’t hostile to each other, but accepting.

He could understand what had passed between them by reading the real Victoria’s heart—he couldn’t ignore their resolve.

“Um… then what should I call you from now on? If you really are just a fake made of Victoria’s memories… and if you’re really a slime…”

“Victoria Two is fine, however you wish to call me, Sir Astal. No matter my true nature—a slime mimicking a human—I now have every right to use that name.”

Seeing Anima awkwardly approach the fake Victoria made her lips twitch upward.

Even though Anima knew she was a fake, she was trying her best to be considerate because they had been inseparable friends.

This must be what it feels like to be alive.

For the first time, the fake Victoria felt as though she was living her own life, not just in the shadow of the real one.

“It’s kind of strange. If you really were a fragment of Memoria—a slime—then I thought you’d be harboring hostility toward us or trying to secretly devour us.”

Kyle, who had been silently leaning against the wall, finally spoke.

True to his role as a hero who had once advised Astal to eliminate the fake, he still didn’t seem to fully trust her.

“I think the same. Even if I have Victoria Everhart’s memories… Memoria likely created this situation for her own amusement.”

The fake Victoria agreed with Kyle without resistance.

No matter how devout or compassionate Victoria Everhart had been, that alone wouldn’t have been enough to escape Memoria’s grasp.

“…Hearing you talk like that really makes me mistake you for the Victoria we know. Did something change inside you? Just a while ago, you were a little sloppy.”

Upon hearing her words, Kyle could no longer deny the fake Victoria.

She understood Memoria’s intentions better than anyone and was doing what needed to be done.

“Well, if I had to put it simply… I’d say I felt envious when I saw the real Victoria.”

“She actually said that if she dies, she’d give me the chance to live as Victoria.”

The two Victorias looked at each other and nodded.

Until recently, they’d been at odds, but now they were united in purpose—for Astal.

“No matter how hard I struggle, I can’t escape being a fake… so I wanted to do something the real Victoria couldn’t, to at least leave a memory.”

As she spoke, the fake Victoria grabbed a fragment of Memoria in her hand.


The slimy mass clung to her body as if it were part of her, and she once again felt the reality of being a fake.

“…….”

The comfort and ease—like being held in a mother’s arms—shook her rational mind, but she clenched her teeth for the man she loved more than anyone.


—Is this what human free will is? Even knowing that my death means your death, I still can’t understand why you’d make such a decision.

At that moment, Memoria’s voice rang in her head, and her vision began to fill with darkness.

A musty, damp smell and sticky sensation surrounded her—and through those sensations, she realized Memoria was hiding in a specific location underground.

—From now on, I’ll have to control you directly. I’d rather die than have my whereabouts discovered!

Memoria’s horrible laughter echoed in her ears, and the fake Victoria began to lose control over her body.
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Ever since the fake Victoria grabbed a shard of Memoria, I felt that something dangerous was happening.

Memoria sent a fake to sow discord among us or for some malicious observation.

Could someone so meticulous and sadistic have failed to anticipate a situation like this?

If they were afraid of being traced, it would have been simpler to just take a fake Victoria with only a year’s worth of memories hostage or use her as bait.

That would have been an easier, more straightforward way to provoke anger from me and my comrades, and even make us suspect the real Victoria’s identity.

“…In the end, it comes to this. Everyone, grab your weapons and prepare for battle.”

I couldn’t help but frown, sensing an anomaly in the mana I could see through my eyes.

The two separated magic circuits were intertwining into one, as if they were merging into a single being.

If, by some miracle, the fake Victoria managed to regain control from Memoria, everything would be resolved peacefully — but…

“Victoria has been overtaken by Memoria. She probably won’t even recognize us anymore.”

In reality, such luck rarely occurs in life.

In the end, how could a mere fake Victoria, just a fragment of Memoria, resist the real body?

Out of respect for her, I refrained from calling her a fake or a clone of Memoria and instead addressed her simply as Victoria.

It was the kind of choice Victoria herself would have made.

Even if she was a fake, this final act of sacrifice was something only the real Victoria could have done.

“Astal…? What are you saying? I think you’re making a very rash assumption.”

The fake Victoria smiled awkwardly, trying to hide the fact that she was already being controlled by Memoria.

“…Even if you wear her face, you’re terrible at lying, you know?”

The real Victoria saw through the disguise, and with a rare flash of anger on her usually stoic face, she drew her hammer.

It was a rare expression for someone like her, who normally didn’t show much emotion.

This is so frustrating.

-I thought I’d at least get the chance to say goodbye properly…

Maybe, somehow, I had gotten attached after having heartfelt conversations with the fake.

After all, there are things you can only say when you’re speaking to yourself.

“Oh dear, looks like I’ve been found out. I was planning to strike you from behind while you let your guard down…”

Creak—.

The fake Victoria’s neck bent vertically, moving like a boneless creature.

Watching that scene made a wave of disgust rise in me.

Even if she was just a fake created from a fragment of Memoria, it felt like she was trampling on Victoria’s resolve and will.

It was a very different feeling compared to when we fought the Chameleon Dragons.

Those creatures impersonated Victoria with the sole intention of killing us, while she had truly tried to help us.

“…Honestly, even I find this outcome surprising.

All I did was give a slime the memories of Saint Victoria Everhart, and yet — even knowing I was fake — you tried to make things difficult for me.”

Memoria, looking extremely amused, even hummed a little tune as she watched us.

Despite the wide grin stretching to her ears, there was no emotion in her hollow eyes.

The vivid expression she had just moments ago was now completely gone.

“…….”

No one among us dared to make a reckless move.

Everyone must have been terrified that Victoria Everhart’s memories could be damaged.

I should have been the first to act.

As her lover, it was my responsibility — and to honor the fake’s resolve — I rushed toward the revealed Memoria.

“Ahaha…! If you harm me, you’ll never be able to recover Victoria Everhart’s memories.

Are you really okay with losing every memory you made with your beloved forever?”

Clang—!

A heavy, sharp metallic sound rang out.

Memoria blocked my Coresword using the handle of a hammer she had formed with her slime body, an exact copy of Victoria’s weapon.

It twisted like a soft creature and locked my sword in place, making it immovable.

Once I initiated the attack, my companions finally joined in, launching an all-out assault.

“So you really don’t care. I see.

Human tenacity is still something I can’t quite understand.

If it were me, I would have surrendered or negotiated immediately….”

But even so, Memoria was a mage on a much higher level than I was, a being who had mastered hundreds — if not thousands — of combat techniques.

No matter how much we tried to find an opening, Memoria was using both the unique physical traits of a slime and the memories and abilities she had absorbed to their fullest extent.

Boom! Crash!

With just a few kicks, she sent Kyle and Anima flying into a distant wall, and she kept trying to entrap the rest of us with her magic.

“…Because last time we fought, I wasn’t giving it my all. If I had overwhelmed you too much, you might have just fled in terror, right?”

Memoria, wearing the fake face of Victoria, laughed mockingly at me — as if she were enjoying seeing how I would react.

“That’s quite the twisted hobby you have.”

“Thanks for the compliment. Though, compared to humans, I still think I’m lacking quite a bit.”

I tried to take control of the battlefield by scattering water droplets in the air and using magic that would freeze upon contact if Memoria approached.

This method was hard to dispel because the magic circle only activated upon touch.

“You always say you want to be like humans, but in the end, all you’re doing is just dressing up your evil deeds, nothing more.”

Boom—!

Victoria slammed her hammer into Memoria’s head with tremendous force, sending her flying far away. Even Victoria herself seemed a little stunned by the sheer power she had just displayed.

-Thanks to Lord Astal fixing my body, I’m now capable of strength incomparable to before… It’s amazing.

Since Victoria had lost her memories, she hadn’t had a chance to test her newfound strength after removing the flower.

“…That’s nonsense. Humans are often portrayed as being more evil than demons or monsters, aren’t they? Every human I absorbed had flaws, without exception.”

At that moment, from within the dust cloud, Memoria’s voice rang out, sounding slightly irritated.

Maybe Victoria had struck a nerve — Memoria was now shouting at her in open hostility.

“Ah, so now you’re trying to shift the blame? If you really wanted to understand humanity, you should have learned about compassion, tolerance, sympathy, and kindness.”

Victoria spoke bluntly, deliberately trying to provoke Memoria into showing an opening.

Only Victoria, with her brutally sharp tongue, could pull off such a tactic — and Memoria’s attacks were now openly concentrating on her.

“Why should I do that? That would be foolish. Just like the child who once tried to save me — naive compassion and kindness don’t always lead to goodwill.”

Bang, bang, bang!

Like reflections of each other, the two swung their hammers, clashing fiercely.

Memoria tried everything to break the stalemate — extending her arms, pulling out different weapons — but…

“…If you’re gonna spout that kind of bullshit, you’re nowhere close to understanding humans.”

Tarrion and I supported Victoria, helping her fend off Memoria’s attacks.

Even though Victoria had lost her memories and couldn’t coordinate well with me, I could simply adjust my magic to match her fighting style.


“How ridiculous. In the end, you’re all just going to get eaten and have your memories and abilities stolen, aren’t you?”

Memoria’s expression twisted as she splattered slime across the floor.
The slime began growing larger and larger — enough to engulf me and my comrades.

“…You sure talk a lot of crap. You’re about to regret ever laying a hand on Victoria more than anything else in your life.”

At that moment, I could no longer suppress my rage — it erupted, triggering my transformation.

The Ideaa created by my other persona manifested again, this time forming an armor around me to protect me.

“Ah, you’re going to use Ideaa a second time? That’s a clever decision. But won’t your comrades get caught up in it too?”

Memoria licked her lips while looking at me — apparently drawn to special abilities like Ideaa, which she could absorb.

She hadn’t cared about any of the previous heroes’ parties, but after we defeated two of the Demon King’s Four Heavenly Generals, she became obsessed with us.

“…Yeah, I know. That’s why I decided to try a slightly different approach.”

I clenched my fist tightly as I spoke. Since this wasn’t my main body but rather a projection, slamming Ideaa directly into her would be too risky.

The Idea created by my other self didn’t need my comrades’ help, but if I wanted to use it again, I would need Kyle — who was now lying far away.

And since Memoria was a more advanced magician than I was, showing Ideaa recklessly could lead her to find a way to counter it.

“So what exactly is this method…?”


I needed to buy time for the other Victoria to pinpoint Memoria’s location.

“Simple. I’m just going to beat the hell out of you.”

Wham!

I chose to punch Memoria directly in the face with all my might.

The thousands of magic circles embedded in the Ideaa exploded in a brilliant blaze of fire as they touched the enemy.
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The idea of channeling magic into a punch came to me only after arriving in the Demon Realm.

In actual battle, using a staff leaves too many openings and forces you to fight from the rear. That’s a major drawback.

To save people, I didn’t care about means or methods. That’s why I can hold the upper hand now—even against an enemy who has taken on Victoria’s form.

“You really fight dirty, don’t you? I thought a mage hailed as a hero among humans would be different. You know, using proper magic instead of resorting to this kind of brawling.”

“…You’re not really in a position to say that.”

I deliberately spoke in a mocking tone as I looked at Memoria’s face, blood dripping from her split lip.

Seeing how she even replicated unnecessary details like blood for a slime made it clear just how obsessed she was with humans.

“So, you think you can kill me with that ‘Idea’ formed by combining just two people’s power? Hero Kyle is already out of commission… All that’s left is you and Victoria.”

As she spoke, Memoria continued swinging her hammer, pushing me into a corner with inhuman joint movements and agility no real human could replicate.

It was as if she were telling me to use the trump card I had been holding back.

But things like that should only be used when you’re sure of victory. Especially when facing someone at a higher level than you, or whose strength you can’t gauge—rash confidence and recklessness are the enemy.

“So, if I use Idea again, you’ll just analyze it and counter it, right? I know your kind well—bastards who look down on others just because you’re a level above.”

BOOM!

Hammer met fist with a deafening crash, the shock vibrating up my arm like my bones had been struck. It hurt, but I couldn’t afford to show any openings just from this.

“Haha, what a shame. If you were just a bit smarter… I think we would’ve gotten along pretty well.”

“What kind of idiot shows their secret spell to just anyone? No matter how despicable or kill-worthy you are, some rules are meant to be followed.”

Among mages, unique spells that encapsulate a magician’s life are called secret magic.

They contain one’s personal experiences, emotions, and memories, making them stronger than ordinary spells— but also harder to alter or adapt. Once an enemy figures out how to counter it, that spell becomes a liability.

With enemies like Dullahan or Bellamora, they didn’t know much about my Core Sword or Idea, so I could land a direct hit. 

But with Memoria, who has absorbed the memories and power of multiple mages, it was a whole different story.

In fact, at the Mage Tower, showing your secret magic to others is considered extremely taboo. 

Most mages only reveal it to those clearly weaker than them—so they won’t be able to reverse-engineer it.

“Are you insane? This is the first time I’ve seen someone call a spell that needs multiple people a ‘secret magic’!”

Memoria let out an incredulous breath, and no wonder.

Normally, secret magic is something mages craft on their own, without help.

In my case, I was just an oddball exception.

“My life basically started anew when I met my companions. This much feels natural to me. Or don’t tell me… you’re completely useless without doing everything on your own?”

I parried Memoria’s attacks and glanced at the allies helping create openings for me to exploit as I continued speaking.

“You’re the one who’s a half-baked mage that can’t do anything alone, aren’t you?”

CRASH!

Memoria and I clashed fiercely, then rebounded apart, creating space between us.

“I’m good at cooperating. And besides, I was considered a candidate for the next Blue Tower Master on merit alone—even without allies.”

I grinned confidently, watching Memoria slowly deteriorate.

For some reason, the version of Idea used by the other personality was focused more on offense than sealing the target.

It was so different—like looking into a mirror and seeing the opposite reflected—that I almost thought she might’ve tampered with it intentionally.

“You… you’re actually scared, aren’t you?”

I rolled to the side, dodging the mass of arms and weapons Memoria had hurled at me, then opened my mouth.

Her movements were clearly more frantic and emotional than before.

Victoria’s provocation must’ve worked.

After all, for a human, she’s still just a child—barely old enough to understand the world.

A stubborn, thoughtless brat who firmly believes they’re right and causes trouble for those around them.

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about how everything might become meaningless. You’re scared that if you lose the memories and powers you stole after being defeated by me, you’ll go back to those pitiful days, right?”

Just like Victoria once did to me, I deliberately kept poking at the part that would provoke her anger.

The fact that I had endured all of Victoria’s slander and harsh words up until now didn’t feel like a waste anymore.

“Hah, how ridiculous. Why would I care about going back to the way things were? I hold your lover’s memories in my hands. I could erase them right now if I wanted to…!!”

Memoria momentarily lost her composure and swung her hammer and other weapons in one wide arc from above her head down to her waist.

“Go ahead, try it.”

I managed to block her strike with the help of my companions. It was an attack I couldn’t have handled alone—but I wasn’t alone anymore.

“I didn’t mishear, did I? You must be thinking that if your leverage over me disappears, I’ll regret it. You’re bound to.”

A faint tremor could be felt through Memoria’s weapon. That was the source of the discomfort I had been feeling all along.

“You can’t do it, can you? All you can do is steal and store people’s memories and abilities. You can’t destroy them.”

“……..”

I had always found it suspicious that Memoria went so far as to build a museum to collect people’s memories and powers.

If she could truly edit, discard, or merge them freely, she wouldn’t need to go through all that trouble.

Even if she was obsessed with humans and wanted to be like them, rather than turning a whole territory into a trap, it would’ve been easier to lure in unsuspecting people.

“No, I can’t do it on my own. A single human’s memories and information are immense. But… if I kill the body I’m currently inhabiting, it wouldn’t be impossible. You’re not so dense that you haven’t considered that, right?”

With that, Memoria held a blade to her own neck. It was a gesture that looked like a human trying to commit suicide, and I let out a small laugh.

Her true goal was probably to collect the memories and powers of our hero party—to fill the void of what she lacked.

“Threatening me like that without even being ready to die? That’s just pathetic.”

Honestly, if Memoria really wanted to beat me, the smartest move would’ve been to run away with Victoria’s memories and vanish.

That way, I’d be clinging to the empty hope that Victoria’s memories would return someday, and when the time came to face the Demon King, I’d hesitate—and never fight at full strength.

“Hah… hahaha… hahaha…!!”

But the Memoria I knew was far too prideful for that. She had such confidence in her powers, she wasn’t the type to back down here.

Though she always talked about wanting to be like humans and acted like she was something different from them…

To me, she was the most human of all—greedy, arrogant, and heading down a path to self-destruction.

“…Even with your lover’s memories held hostage, you’re still surprisingly rational. Fine. I give up. I’ll give you some time to say goodbye.”

Memoria laughed maniacally, then suddenly stopped and spoke calmly.

“I guess I’ve been too soft—trying to resolve things nicely when you’re clearly not someone to negotiate with.”

“…This wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that you’d die if we fought head-on, would it?”

I looked at Memoria’s battered state, mangled by Ideya’s blows. She was so damaged, it was hard to tell she had once disguised herself as a human.

“If you come to where I’m hiding, you won’t have to struggle like this… Besides, I’m curious to see what kind of screams a confident person like you would make as they die.”

Right now, Memoria couldn’t fully use her powers, since she was inhabiting the fake Victoria’s body.

To use 100% of her strength, the split slime would have to return to its main body and become whole again.

“Now, choose. Will you accept Victoria without her memories as your lover, or will you consider a slime—who has her memories—as the real one?”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Yes. If you don’t choose within ten minutes, the memories inside this fake Victoria will explode—along with her head. I’ve already made her swallow gunpowder and flint.”


With a twisted smile and eyes rolled back, the flow of mana shifted as she gave control back to the fake Victoria.

“Memoria is currently underground, beneath this area. I’m sure she’s preparing to kill us, growing even larger and reinforcing her plans…”


With ragged breaths, the fake Victoria began to reveal Memoria’s location.

“…Why are you all looking at me like that? Did I just do something wrong?”

Her body began to turn translucent, and inside, tiny flames flickered like a lit fuse.
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In the end, I had no choice but to tell the fake Victoria that she had only ten minutes left.

A heavier atmosphere than ever before settled over us, and no one could bring themselves to say it would be okay.

Even though the Victoria in front of us was fake, she had acted based on her own choices and will.

“…Ten minutes. It’s a long time if you think of it that way, and short if you don’t. I had somewhat expected it would end like this.”

The fake Victoria accepted her situation calmly, spreading her semi-transparent palm and forcing a smile.

“After all, I’m a fake who could never become the real one. Besides, I’ve never heard of a slime that could defy its original body.”

“……..”

“Why do you all look so sad? Isn’t it a good thing that my true identity as a fragment of Memoria has been exposed and that you can now remove a ticking time bomb?”

The fake Victoria opened her arms wide, as if embracing her fate, showing no sign of resistance.

I didn’t like that.

It wasn’t simply because she resembled Victoria or because she carried the memories of the past year that Victoria had lost.

“You knew all of that, and still chose to tell us the truth. You’re different from the typical enemy.”

It just didn’t feel right to part ways like this.

Even if she was a fragment of one of the Four Heavenly Kings and was destined to disappear eventually.

Moreover, this fake Victoria honored the memories of the past year and acted as the real Victoria would have, rather than running away or lying.

“If it were the Victoria Everhart I know, that’s what she would have done. She would love and cherish Astal Kaisaros more than anyone.”

“…Do you like me right now?”

I asked, trying to clear the last thing weighing on my mind before attempting to save her in my own way.

If the fake Victoria had fallen for me because of the past year’s memories, saving her would be disrespectful to the real Victoria.

“Well, who knows? They say memories define a person, but… I’m me, and the real Victoria is separate. It would be wrong to pursue someone who already has someone else.”

“You’re quite self-aware.”

“Of course. After all, whose memories do you think I possess?”

The fake Victoria smiled at the real Victoria, continuing with a slightly lonely expression.

Since she had subtly distanced herself from me the moment she revealed her true identity, I didn’t think she was lying.

Besides, she would explode and disappear without a trace in ten minutes, so there was no reason for empty words.

“Still, in my next life, I’d like to meet someone kind and warm like Astal and grow love together.”

Finally, Victoria spoke from the heart.

It seemed that because the memories she had weren’t truly hers, she believed she had no right to receive my love.

“Good. Then, there’s one last method. Want to hear it?”

Nodding to her, I prepared to tell her a way to save her.

If I still had lingering feelings or was tied down by Victoria Everhart’s memories, I wouldn’t have even considered this method.

“Wait, Astal, are you seriously trying to save her? I told you before—it’s best for the fake to pass the memories back to the real one…”

Kyle spoke to me, sounding exasperated.

He must have thought I intended to keep two Victorias by saving the fake.

“Yeah, I’m serious. And I’m going to give this fake Victoria a completely new life.”

But my plan wasn’t something half-hearted like that.

If I wanted to respect this fake Victoria’s decision, I couldn’t choose such a half-measure.

“…Huh? What do you mean by that?”

“Just what I said. After transferring your memories to the real Victoria, when you die, I’ll try to summon you as my familiar.”

I spoke calmly, as if it were nothing special, but the atmosphere around me remained cold.

Memoria had declared that Victoria’s memories could never be restored, and there was also the matter of the bomb set to explode in a few minutes.

“Is that even possible?”

“…Summoning a wild slime as a familiar isn’t impossible. But how do you plan to extract Victoria’s memories?”

Anima, the spirit summoner, asked me, still looking puzzled.

Summoning wild slimes as familiars was surprisingly common, and if successful, this fake Victoria could truly live her own life, not merely as an imitation.

“Memoria’s powers are special even among slimes. Even if you made her your familiar, she might not regain her memories or resist Memoria’s commands…”

“So, I told you already, didn’t I? First, you have to die, and then I’ll bring you back. A lump of mucus with all biological activity completely stopped can’t really be called Memoria anymore.”

I spoke to the fake Victoria with a slightly sharp tone. After all, this was something where I had to willingly play the villain.

“…And, I guess, I can’t even call myself ‘me’ anymore. I understand now why you insisted on asking such a question earlier.”

“Yeah. If you still had lingering feelings or attachments toward me, you would hate the idea of losing your current memories and becoming a new being.”

I slowly nodded as I listened to the fake Victoria speak. If she had said she still had feelings for me, I might have preferred to just say farewell instead.

Bringing a dead body back to life in this way was close to necromancy — something that was always considered taboo among magicians, a warning I had often heard.

In fact, the only reason I could think this way was because the fake Victoria standing in front of me was already an entity worthy of being called a full-fledged human being.

She had betrayed the will of her original self, sided with us, and respected the real Victoria without clinging to her own memories.

If such a being couldn’t be called a person with intelligence, who else could be?

“We can transfer the memories using this.”

“Isn’t that… a legacy spell?”

“Yeah. Normally, it’s used to record every word and action like a diary, but… if you enter this and help me, it’ll be different.”

A slime’s natural traits are mimicry and division.

That’s why, by reinterpreting the legacy spell I created, she could store all of her memories.

Since it was a magic I developed independently, not something anyone else made, it would be safe even from Memoria’s abilities.

“I already finished testing it. I successfully transferred the memory of the breakfast I had yesterday.”

It’s a bit embarrassing to say, but I was often called a once-in-a-millennium genius, even among heroes.

“But the fact that it could still explode doesn’t change, right? Are you seriously asking me to pull off something that complicated in just a few minutes?”

The fake Victoria let out a small sigh after hearing my suggestion. It was understandable — it was an extremely risky endeavor.

“If the timing is even slightly off… the legacy spell will explode too, and not only the memories but your entire existence will be reduced to ashes.”

I glanced at the real Victoria, seeking her consent. After all, this was something that needed her permission.

If things went wrong, not only would her memories be lost, but even the fake Victoria wouldn’t get a second chance at life.

Honestly, the safer path here would be to help the fake Victoria let go of her attachments during her remaining time.

“I’ll allow it. Ending things like this would leave me with regrets too. Besides…”

Victoria looked back and forth between the fake and me, then gently smiled as she hooked her arm around mine.

“Even if I can’t recover my memories, I believe you’ll make me fall for you all over again.”

It’s not like you were trying to two-time me with a fake who has my memories. You were offering a completely fresh start as a familiar… and besides, you wouldn’t be the ‘Harmless Wizard’ if you didn’t do it this way.

From her smile and the lightness in her heart, I could tell she had let go of some of her emotional burden.

She seemed to view positively the idea that both her memories could be retrieved and the fake could be given another chance.

“Wait a minute — are you really going to resurrect the fake Victoria as your familiar? Wouldn’t that mean there’ll be two Victorias again?”

Kyle still didn’t seem to understand, asking me again. It was probably because he didn’t know much about familiars or slimes.

“No, that won’t happen. I’ll summon her using the fragments left after the explosion as a medium… so even the fact that she once had Victoria’s memories will disappear. She’ll be completely reborn as my slime.”

“So, you’re saying even if the familiar looks like Victoria, or even if there’s an accident, her memories won’t duplicate?”


“…As soon as I resurrect her as a familiar, I’ll grant her freedom. Of course, after that, she’ll just be an ordinary green slime, unable to talk or act like a human.”

I sighed deeply before continuing. No matter what, I didn’t have the kind of twisted hobby of “two-timing” with a fake Victoria.


“Ah… so she’ll just become an ordinary slime with no special powers? Are you really okay with that, Victoria?”

“I’m fine. Maybe, over time, she’ll learn human speech and knowledge. I’ve heard that some slimes actually do that, though it’s rare.”

The fake Victoria nodded and immediately began preparing to reinterpret the legacy spell and transfer her memories.

“…Let’s start right away. The memory transfer.”

It seemed like she wanted to live her second life freely — without being bound by anyone’s memories or commands.
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I handed the fake Victoria a will spell, similar to the blue crystal orb, and was modifying the magic circle to match her mana circuits.

The fake had perhaps completely broken free from Memoria’s control; she could no longer maintain a human form, and viscous slime was dripping from her body.

“The first danger is that the more memories you transfer, the more likely you are to lose yourself.”

I explained the risks to her without even a hint of emotion on my face, even as I looked at her deteriorating form.

There were less than five minutes left, but I had to explain everything to the fake Victoria and carry out the plan.

If she transferred her memories, she might forget why she entered the will spell in the first place—or for whom she was doing this.

“After all, I’m not the real Victoria Everhart. The more memories I lose, the more I’ll revert to an ordinary slime.”

Fake Victoria placed her hand on the will spell, listening intently to my explanation. She had already begun transferring bits of her memory.

Her face showed no sign of regret or hesitation. She seemed so calm, it was hard to believe she was someone facing imminent death.

“But maybe that’s exactly why, even though I’m not Victoria Everhart, I’ll be remembered as the intelligent comrade who aided the hero’s party, won’t I?”

A slight smile touched her lips as she added,

“It’s scarier to leave nothing behind.”

“Born as a fake, yet displaying more selflessness than the real one… Even if you were an enemy’s clone, I have no choice but to acknowledge you.”

Even Kyle, who had always been hostile to the fake Victoria, nodded after witnessing her resolve.

No matter how much of a hero one might be, choosing to lose all memories and become a mere green slime—that’s not an easy choice.

“Well, she is like me, so maybe that’s why she’s so kind. If she had inherited Kyle’s or Anima’s memories, she might have fought as an enemy instead.”

The real Victoria said that with a hint of wounded pride in her voice, as if to deflect from the seriousness of the moment.

-Still, I couldn’t shake my unease. Even if she had my memories from the past year, would she really succeed?

Hearing Victoria’s inner thoughts, I could tell that she was voicing these petty remarks out of concern for the fake.

Since she had no memories of me performing miracles time and time again, her doubt was somewhat understandable.

Before she met me, Victoria had always compromised with reality and believed that enduring hardship alone was the solution.

“Actually, I think she’s putting her faith in Astal. You don’t remember now, but whenever it involved you, Victoria, he always did reckless things.”

Anima clicked her tongue lightly as she responded. I had even once crossed from the demon realm to the continent, tearing through space, just to find a way to help Victoria.

“That’s right. Lord Astal was always the magician who gifted me miracles. If it had been anyone else, I wouldn’t have agreed to such a ridiculous plan.”

Fake Victoria spoke in a calm tone, eyes gently closed. It seemed my past efforts had indeed meant something to her.

“So, which memory are you transferring first?”

“I plan to start with the moment I met Lord Astal. After all, our first impression wasn’t exactly a good one.”

As I watched the flames rising to my neck, I asked the fake Victoria the question. If the memory transfer happened in the wrong order, everything could fall apart.

“If it were the real Victoria, she probably would’ve started with something else.”

“Haha. Even if the real one wants to forget those embarrassing moments, without that messy beginning, how could we have fallen in love?”

I had to admit, fake Victoria had a point. Even if those memories were shameful for Victoria, we can’t go through life only keeping the good memories.

“Right. I slowed down time inside the will spell, so you’ll probably have time to come to terms with everything.”

“Why go to all that trouble? At this point, I think the Mage Tower should open a class dedicated to honoring you, Lord Astal.”

“The will spell was originally created in case I died, so anyone—anyone at all—could find it. Even in the demon realm, a few hundred years later, humans might stumble upon it, right?”

Unable to hide the bitterness on my face, I stared at the blue crystal orb.

If I had never met Victoria, I would have thrown my life away in the demon king’s subjugation.

I made this spell so that, if I died, there would be no lingering regrets for my master, who would mourn me, or for those whose lives I had saved.

Ironically…

“The children who pretended to be me, swinging sticks around and imitating my spells… My master, who took in a boy who had lost his parents and his hometown… You, my comrades… I couldn’t die without leaving something behind for all of you.”

“Such a gloomy magic might have finally found its true master.”

At this very moment, she was carrying the lingering attachments and regrets of the fake Victoria along with her. But from her expression, it looked more like relief than remorse.

“I’ll head inside now. Just before the explosion, I’ll come back out—please be ready to cast your defensive magic when that time comes.”

“Alright. Be careful. It was a short encounter, but at least none of us will remember you as a fake.”

I deliberately turned my head, avoiding eye contact with the fake Victoria, as I offered her the words she most wanted to hear right now.

“……….”

Since I’d been hearing Victoria’s innermost thoughts all this time, I could easily tell what she was thinking at this moment.

“You’re truly kind. I expected you to scold me for being a fake, or at least offer me sweet lies out of pity.”

“Sometimes a fake can struggle even more desperately and fiercely than the real one. I don’t really dislike people who try that hard.”

“H-Haha… I see… At least I’m glad I didn’t hear that you hate me.”

The fake Victoria blinked away the tears welling in her reddened eyes, trying to swallow back her sobs.

Even if those memories weren’t truly hers, it couldn’t have been easy for her to part from someone with whom she’d shared a year of memories.

“If… and it’s a big if… if reincarnation does exist, would you grant me just one chance?”

Only when the signs of the explosion had nearly reached her throat did the fake Victoria finally speak her true feelings.

She was saying the exact opposite of what the goddess Lumina had decreed—something the real Victoria would never have said.

“Sure… if you can beat her.”

I said, glancing sideways at the real Victoria. No matter how I thought about it, I had a feeling that even if I reincarnated, she’d find her way back to me again.

“Haha… Thank you. Now I can truly die without regrets.”

“You’re not really dying, are you? I’ll try to find you a match—someone as amazing and handsome as me.”

I said, wiping the tears from the fake Victoria’s cheeks. There were surely plenty of good people in this world who could take care of her—besides me, who was already taken.

“I trust you’ll take responsibility for those words.”

The fake Victoria placed her hand over mine as she spoke. Her touch felt slightly colder than a normal person’s, but it somehow felt like proof of how warm her heart was.

★★★

Inside the last will spell, the fake Victoria looked at the image of someone who looked exactly like herself and felt a slight pang of envy.

She couldn’t help but wonder: What if I weren’t just someone with Victoria Everhart’s memories—but actually the real Victoria herself?

“…These worries and concerns must seem so trivial compared to the love you’ve shown.”

But the fake Victoria knew better than anyone what the real Victoria had gone through this past year, and how deeply she had come to love the man named Astal Kaisaros.

Even while living a terminally ill life, the saintess had clung to a sliver of hope and dreamed of the future.

And even though she liked him, she’d prepared herself for the worst—fearing she’d become a burden if she died later—by being cold or harsh with her words.

No matter how much of Victoria Everhart’s memories she had, those weren’t her own accomplishments.

“Originally, I wanted to leave behind the moment you confessed to me as my final memory… But with things as they are, only our recent conversation will remain.”

The fake Victoria smiled faintly as she looked at the image of Victoria recording her last will.

She could see all the behind-the-scenes moments of how the real Victoria had tried to look her best in front of Astal—her planning, mistakes, and missteps.

Ah, let’s not make it a sad story from the start. If I was taken down by Memoria, Astal would be really sad…

Just like usual, just like usual… I’ll lighten the mood as playfully as I can, then get to the main point. Victoria, you can do this.

She walked in circles around the room, taking deep breaths and choosing her words, trying to hide her sad and nervous expression.

“How could I possibly interfere in such a noble and heartfelt love…”

Seeing that, even the fake Victoria came to believe that returning her original memories was the right thing to do.


“If there is a next life… I’ll treasure the promise of finding someone as wonderful as Astal as my own personal memory.”

The fake Victoria made up her mind. Even if she could no longer understand human words or behavior, that was still better than losing all hope entirely.


And during the memory transfer, she had no reason to forget her original purpose or lose herself.

“I’m envious. One day, I’ll show you that I can love someone just as deeply. That will be my proof of existence—as Victoria Everhart.”

With that firm resolve, the fake Victoria began transferring almost all of her memories one by one into the last will spell.
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I was barely able to calm my anxious heart as I watched the will magic gradually shift from blue to golden hues.

After all, even I had to admit this was a desperate gamble with little chance of success. Memory is never something to be taken lightly when it comes to defining a person.

There was once an elderly wizard who, after growing old and forgetting his family and children, was deemed senile and treated poorly. In his confusion and anger, he considered those around him enemies—and burned an entire village to the ground.

“Lord Astal… are you really sure about this?”

“It’ll be fine. No matter what anyone says, she’s still Victoria Everhart, isn’t she?”

I hid my trembling hands behind my back, trying not to worry the others.

The first concern was that once the false Victoria began using the will magic to store all her memories for the real Victoria, she might forget why she was doing it in the first place.

Second, I had to make sure to rescue that now ordinary green slime—the false Victoria—from the explosion.

Unless both of those conditions were met, and with perfect timing, the plan was bound to fail. Still, I threw myself into this sliver of a miracle.

“…When we finally defeat the Demon King Ergossum, let’s leave this child’s name in a fairytale.”

“At the very least, from now on, she should be called not a fake—but by a name of her own. That’s a lovely idea, Anima.”

My companions, perhaps trying to cast away their own worries, discussed how they would remember the false Victoria’s decision in the future.

Even I, who had succeeded in dozens, even hundreds of miracles before, was frightened that Victoria’s memories might be lost forever.

“I hope there’s someone out there who can truly love a green slime…”

“Well, there was someone who loved a woman whose body had half turned into flowers. So maybe, somewhere in this world, such a person really does exist?”

Noticing my change in mood, Victoria placed her hand over the will magic as well and gave me a warm smile.

A gentle warmth spread through me, and I realized all my worries had been unfounded.

That’s right—I’m no longer alone. Things are very different from when I first created this will magic.

I wasn’t that gloomy recluse holed up in the blue mage tower, researching magic to save people alone, nor was I someone arrogantly claiming to be the continent’s strongest magician.

“Yeah. I just have to give it my best.”

That’s what I’ve always done—doing everything I can to save everyone.

I smiled back at Victoria in response.

“Because that’s what you’ve always done.”

What came out of memory-lost Victoria’s mouth was surprisingly unexpected.

We hadn’t even properly transferred the memories with the will magic yet—so how could she say something like that so naturally?

“Don’t tell me you…?”

“I haven’t regained my memories yet,” she said, gently massaging my callused and blistered hands, worn from long battles, “but I’ve always had a good eye for people.”

“I thought, ‘Ah… this person must have always lived this foolishly and innocently. A person who never had a shred of selfishness, always sacrificing himself for others…’”

“Are you teasing me right now? Or are you trying to act like your old self again?”

Her words were so absurd that I couldn’t help but laugh, even though the mood didn’t call for it.

Sugarcoated as it was, wasn’t she basically calling me a naive pushover?

“No, it’s just… you’re similar to me, but also very different. I also lived a life of devotion for others, but unlike you… I was a woman full of desire.”

Victoria looked up at me from below. For someone quite tall herself, it had been a while since she looked at me that way.

It reminded me of a cat yearning for affection, and for a moment, I recalled how she used to glare at the fake Victoria with possessiveness.

“…So in the end, you’re saying you want to monopolize me again? Even though you’ve lost the past year of memories?”

I couldn’t help but smirk as I looked at her.

Even without memories, people didn’t change.

“Yes. No matter what anyone says, I’m the real Victoria Everhart. And I’m sorry to the fake, but… I have absolutely no intention of sharing.”

-Whether I lose my memory or not, I just want to keep that amazing side of you all to myself.

Victoria’s inner thoughts revealed a mixture of embarrassment and affection.

It made me think that perhaps the path that person had walked—his entire life—belonged to the past, while we now lived in the present. That alone might be proof enough.

“So, when is that child coming out? It’s already been more than five minutes…”

Victoria now referred to the fake one as “that child,” no longer drawing a line as if to emphasize she were the only real one.

It probably meant that by entrusting all her memories to Victoria, the distinction between real and fake was no longer necessary.

“She’ll probably come out soon. Even for me, it’s difficult to slow down or reverse the flow of a living being’s time, not just a simple concept like memory.”

I nodded, looking at the golden-hued will magic.

The magic I cast on the will was merely a small trick to keep the record from being damaged.

Time-reversing magic was called “Against Heaven”, and was considered taboo among mages.

“Then what is this? It’s been five minutes, and nothing like an explosion has happened.”

“I independently created another small world. Ideia used a similar principle…”

I had separated the space of the will magic from the original world, allowing time to flow differently only within that space.

This way, the natural laws of the real world wouldn’t be disturbed, and even after centuries, the will could be perfectly preserved.

“You’re completely insane! That’s almost on par with the divine power of Odin himself!”

“It’s still highly imperfect. In the end, all I could do was slightly slow the time of a living being in a limited space… That’s why Ideia chose to borrow the power of others besides just me.”

Though Victoria called me crazy, if I were to return to the continent and publish the theories related to the Magic Tower, I’d either be branded a heretic or change the world entirely.

Just like Ideia, I had mixed an entirely different type of power into magic and unraveled countless magical circles like tangled threads to create something new.

It made sense that Memoria had been so desperate to acquire my memories and abilities.

“Still, at this level, you’ll definitely go down in history.”

“…As long as I’m not remembered as the man who defiled a saint, I’ll be happy.”

I was already worried about how I would explain my relationship with Victoria to people later on.

Originally, according to the commandments set by the Celestial Lumina, she wasn’t supposed to love a man. Explaining that we had become lovers wouldn’t be easy.

“Isn’t that something you don’t need to worry about? If we live together for a long time and have lots of children, people’s misunderstandings will naturally fade.”

“……”

Watching Victoria smack her lips slightly as she looked at me, I tried my best to pretend I didn’t notice her scheming inner thoughts.

How could someone remain this consistent even after losing a year’s worth of memories?

The only difference from the past was that I no longer ran away from my emotions or hesitated—I simply acted honestly.

“…It seems like the time’s up. Could you step back from me a bit?”

“Understood. Please be careful.”

Looking at the will magic that had begun to tremble, I spoke calmly.

It seemed the fake Victoria had successfully transferred all her memories into the will magic.

The intangible green slime that began to seep out of the magic gradually turned red as it emitted a glowing light, ready to burst.

“…Yes, you did your best. Judging by the fact you’ve returned entirely to slime form…”

I couldn’t help but hide my bitter expression as I looked at the characters engraved on the green slime’s body.

All memories must be passed on. Make sure the real Victoria isn’t burdened.

A sentence that carried the fake Victoria’s resolve.

By carving it into her body, she had ensured that even if she forgot who she was, nothing would go wrong.

She must’ve transferred her memory of human writing as the last step.

“…Now, rest well. I’ll make sure you no longer have to be bound by Victoria’s memories, and can go find someone else who will love you.”

I cast a mana-based barrier in front of the fake Victoria, who was about to explode, and gave my final farewell.


Without her help, I might have fallen for Memoria’s threats or schemes and never recovered the real Victoria.

Tick, tick, tick! BOOM—!


Just like staring into a blazing sun up close, my vision turned completely white as a deafening sound rang in my ears.

Now, not even a trace of the fake Victoria remained—only green slime scattered on the floor.

“…Anima, can you help me? I’m going to try summoning a familiar using this fragment as a medium.”

I asked Anima, known among our companions as a spirit summoner, to lend her aid.

“If we’re lucky, we might be able to catch her soul before it crosses to the afterlife.”
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Familiar.

A term used to refer to beings that magicians use as extensions of themselves. Originally, they were meant to assist in casting magic or to compensate for the magician’s weakness in close combat.

However, these days, they’re often used merely for the sake of pride or showmanship.

“Astal, are you really okay with just a green slime? You might get ridiculed when you go to the Mage Tower…”

“Why do you think that?”

“Well, we know this one’s story and that it helped us, so we understand it’s no ordinary creature… but others won’t.”

Anima, who understood this well, voiced her concern to me.

Green slimes are weak, insignificant beings—so much so that even a child could fend one off with a stick.
And familiars represent the magician who summoned them.

Anima may have faced much envy and jealousy from others because she had formed pacts with spirit kings—the most powerful and noble of spirits.

That’s why she was worried in advance, considering how others might see me.

“Who would dare mock the magician who defeated the Demon King Ergossum just because their familiar is a green slime?”

But in the end, public opinion can flip as easily as turning over a palm.

I said this while scraping up the scattered fragments of the fake Victoria from the ground.

Even if others point fingers at my familiar, no matter how high and mighty they are, this creature is a symbol of the guilt I carry for failing to protect Victoria.

“The reason I haven’t used a familiar until now is because of things like this. Magicians splitting ranks over trivial things like familiars—it’s laughable.”

I spoke with a bitter smile, watching the dirt crumble beneath my fingernails.

No one can truly know how much pain the fake Victoria, now in pieces, had endured—or how badly she might’ve wanted to scream.

Pitying or guessing at someone else’s suffering when you haven’t lived it yourself can only cause them more pain.

“…It seems Lord Astal is right. We should proceed with the familiar summoning,”

Tarion said as he gathered the fragments of the exploded fake Victoria.

Come to think of it, didn’t elves and druids believe that life endlessly cycles, merely changing form each time?

Tarion was diligently collecting the slime, placing it carefully at my feet.

“If souls truly exist and there’s a world after death, shouldn’t we try to save her?”

“Even if it was brief, we wouldn’t have been able to track Memoria without her.”

“And besides, even if it were us in her place, we would’ve made the same choice.”

Even the other companions joined in, picking up pieces of the slime that was once the fake Victoria, each adding their thoughts.

Even if she was a mere doppelgänger created by our enemy Memoria, she sacrificed herself for us—just like a real human being would.

“This should be enough to summon a familiar. With some luck, maybe the soul that once dwelled in the fake Victoria will return.”

“There’s no way to confirm it immediately, though.”

Even if the fake Victoria comes back as my familiar, she’ll likely have lost all her memories and knowledge from when she was human.

If the chance arises, I’d find a good person to entrust her to, someone who could teach her language and help her relearn what it means to live as a human.

“…Somehow, I really feel like she could live among humans again.”

I smiled bitterly as I let blood drip onto the pile of green slime.

Not the Memoria who was obsessed with humanity to a twisted degree, but the fake Victoria who had walked her own path—that’s the one who truly proved herself human.

In the end, it may not be one’s memories that define a person, but the nature hidden within them.

“Sanguis, Pactum, Familiarius.”

I began chanting the spell, carving the ritual with blood using my finger.
Familiars are beings closer to spirits, so the incantation had to differ slightly from ordinary magic.

“…I was going to help if you didn’t know the spell.”

“What kind of magician doesn’t know how to summon a familiar?”

The contract formed with the summoner’s blood—it could bind spirits, creatures, and even demons into servitude.

“I used to think it’d be cool to summon a dragon as a familiar and ride it around.”

Truthfully, I had dreamed of taming a dragon if I ever summoned a familiar. To magicians, dragons were the ultimate aspiration.

“…You’re a monster.”

“That’s just perverted.”

“Hey, I wasn’t thinking of Victoria, okay? Everyone daydreams about being a dragon knight when they’re kids.”

I defended myself against the scornful gazes of my companions.

Those vague dreams changed after I met Victoria.

After hearing how her mother—a Gold Dragon—had to give up her powers just to live in the human world.

At first, I couldn’t understand what love was that it would drive someone to do such reckless things just to escape the closed-off dragon society.

But now, I thought I could understand.

I glanced sideways at Victoria, who had her hand over her mouth, watching the situation unfolding with intense focus.

“…Lord Astal, would it be alright if I prayed to a different god?”

“To whom are you planning to pray?”

“To Thanatos, the god of the underworld… He might be able to grant our wish.”

Victoria calmly asked for my opinion as she mentioned a different god. Thanatos was a being of lower rank than the eleven deities worshipped across the continent.

It was not a choice that Victoria, who originally served the celestial god Lumina, would normally make.

“If souls truly exist, then there’s no harm in trying.”

There was a resolute and firm look in Victoria’s eyes. It seemed that speaking with the fake had affected her memories.

“Do as you please. Personally, I think it’s better to work hard myself than to rely on gods.”

At my words, Victoria nodded, then knelt down and began praying to another being.

“…By the contract sealed in blood, manifest here. My familiar.”

I continued the blood-formed ritual, and soon the green slime began to gather in one place and writhe.

Fssshhhh—

The familiar summoned from the fragments of the fake Victoria let out a sound like smoke being released and took on a small, fluid-like form.

“Did it… work?”

“It’s too soon to tell. The memories from when she was the fake Victoria, and even the emotions she held back then, are most likely gone.”

Looking at the iridescent core moving within the green slime, I wanted to believe we had succeeded.

The core, with its colors reminiscent of Idea, couldn’t rightly be called Memoria’s.

“…But at least now, she won’t fall under Memoria’s commands or spells again.”

Since we couldn’t yet confirm whether the soul of the fake Victoria had truly returned, I didn’t want to speak too optimistically.

“I guess this means we did everything we could…? If she really is back, maybe I can treat her like a younger sister this time…”

Victoria gently poked at the familiar in my hand, as if it were a finger. Normally, a slime’s body would be acidic and dangerous, but…

“Strangely, it’s not attacking. Could it be… that some memory remains? No, that can’t be. I checked the will-bound spell, and there’s nothing unusual…”

My familiar simply clung tightly to Victoria’s finger, as if recognizing her, and wouldn’t let go.

“…Doesn’t this mean we succeeded? There was no need to pass on the past year’s memories—it only needed her original memories.”

“Such as?”

“Like the time she and I shared our true thoughts… or the memory of speaking with you, Lord Astal, just before entering the will-bound spell. Since we shared those moments, there was no need to transfer them separately.”

Victoria’s reasoning made sense to me. No matter how weak, my familiar was still a green slime.

Since I hadn’t yet given any commands or explained who should not be harmed, it should’ve shown hostility toward nearby living beings.


“What the… It’s so cute! If it’s like this, maybe her soul really did come back?”

“Don’t get careless. What if it tries to devour us like Memoria did… though, it’s way too small and weak for that.”

“If we ask it to draw something later, maybe we can confirm it more quickly.”

It was acting unusually friendly toward me and my companions.

Seeing the familiar frolic in the hands of my companions, wiggling its body playfully, I finally felt a bit relieved.

Maybe… just maybe, the soul of the fake Victoria really had returned.

★★★

The next step was to restore Victoria’s original memories. To transfer the memories stored in the will-bound spell, we had to follow a process roughly in reverse order of how the incident first began.

“…First, I’ll put you to sleep with a sleep spell, then extract the compressed memories from the will-bound spell and drop them onto your forehead.”

“There’s no other way?”

“Well, we could compress the will-bound spell and store it in a ring that you’d wear… but if you ever took it off by accident, you’d behave like you had a split personality.”


I made a displeased face at the thought. Dealing with the memory-lost Victoria this time had taken quite the emotional toll.

“I promise I’ll never take it off, but… there’s always the chance I could lose a hand.”

Victoria nodded, then rested her head on my lap and closed her eyes.

“When you open your eyes, it’ll all be over. Try not to worry too much.”

I whispered quietly to the sleeping Victoria and began transferring the memories stored in the will-bound spell, little by little.
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After a short while, all the procedures were complete, and Victoria opened her eyes. She awoke from her sleep with a look of freshness more radiant than ever before.

“Is something wrong? I don’t understand why you’re looking like you’re about to cry.”

Victoria stretched out with a big yawn in my direction and made that remark in a teasing tone.

“Are you seriously asking because you don’t know?”

“Well, even though I lost my memory, I fell for you all over again. And as your lover, I believe I did the best I could.”

She spoke with a smirk, and as usual, clung to my side, wrapping her arms around mine.

“Don’t tell me… it’s still not enough? Do you still want to tease innocent, amnesiac me with suggestive, explicit words, grope me all over until I start letting out moans I didn’t even know I had in me…”

Victoria then pressed her chest tightly against my arm and whispered to me in a seductive, sultry voice meant to enchant.

“Ah, so your memory really is back.”

Watching her, I realized that Victoria had regained her memory.

Otherwise, she wouldn’t be joking around like this. The Victoria I knew was always like this—teasing and mocking me in her own way.

“That’s no fun. I thought you’d blush like you used to, or maybe panic and ask if I was feeling unwell.”

“…Aren’t we closer than that now? We’re lovers who even exchanged rings.”

“You sure talk big—for someone who once rejected my confession, you virgin wizard.”

Even as she said that, Victoria gently touched the ring on my finger. She looked a bit uncertain, like she wasn’t quite sure whether this was reality or a dream.

“…Isn’t the fact I’m still a virgin at this age entirely your fault?”

“Do you have any proof it’s my fault? Maybe the problem is just that your lower half isn’t up to the task.”

She poked at my pride with those sly words, and I couldn’t understand why Victoria was acting like this the moment she got her memory back.

Surely she knew how much I’d suffered because of her memory loss.

Even if she was pretending to be normal to avoid worrying me, wasn’t this too much?

At that moment—

Smooch, smooch, smooch.

Her soft, sticky kisses began sucking on my neck like a vampire.

“What are you doing…?”

The kisses, which started at my neck, moved downward with care and precision, as if she were engraving a mark on me.

We weren’t even alone—our comrades and familiars were right nearby, watching this unfold.

“W-Whoa…!”

“Should I cover its eyes? This kind of thing is a bit much for a young familiar.”

Anima let out a gasp watching Victoria’s relentless kissing as she reached my collarbone, and Tarion covered the familiar’s face.

Victoria, completely unbothered by the presence of others, even stood on tiptoes as she left kiss marks all over my body.

“Oh, my apologies. Contrary to what I said earlier, it seems your body is in perfect health.”

“…….”

She caressed my thigh with one hand while licking her lips with her tongue.

It was, by anyone’s standard, blatant seduction.

I couldn’t help but wonder—why was she acting like this the moment her memory returned?

“Is this because I gave the fake you a glance? Even if I did, I mean, come on… I only lost you for a few days. Isn’t this too much?”

Victoria furrowed her brows slightly and seemed to be taking her frustration out on me. The tight squeeze of her arms around mine felt like I could hear her heart pounding.

“To be honest, I wanted to say I was sorry for losing my memory. But I didn’t want to make you sad with those words.”

Hearing her true feelings, I realized that all of this teasing was her way of keeping me from worrying.
She didn’t want things to get too heavy.

“Even so, I did my best not to be swayed by the fake or distance myself from you.”

“But didn’t the fake Victoria leave a dying wish that she wanted to meet a man like you?”

I understood her jealousy.

Even though I ultimately chose the real one, I did feel sympathy and compassion for the fake.

Normally, my personality was such that I would kill monsters or demons regardless of their circumstances or reasons.

After all, their values and thinking were so different from humans that you never knew when or where something would go wrong.

There were cases where monsters begging for their lives had previously torn the skin off children’s faces,
or demons who especially liked eating human brains and organs, demanding body parts as payment for answering questions about the future.

“That one, at least, didn’t succumb to evil thanks to your memories. Though she’s a very rare exception.”

I chuckled bitterly, thinking about Graktar. In this vast demon realm, there were only two beings with their sanity intact.

Besides, the fake Victoria had now been reborn as my familiar, so there was no risk of her harming humans anymore.

“…How could a man have committed so many sins? It wasn’t enough that I fell for you while I’d lost my memories— even the slime that inherited those memories ended up falling in love too.”

Victoria puffed her cheeks slightly, showing a dissatisfied expression. It was clear that without Kyle’s advice, she might not have been able to make up her mind either.

“So, how is it having your memories back? Anything missing or strange?”

I asked Victoria just in case, but she shook her head, assuring me that everything was fine.

“Oh, there is one thing missing. I don’t have the memories of when the fake Victoria was speaking with you. I guess she must’ve taken those with her.”

Victoria rubbed her chin with her hand, as if she had a suspicion or two, then spoke with a thoughtful look.

“And there’s almost nothing of the time or life that the fake Victoria lived. Well, I suppose that was entirely her own life. It’s only right to respect that, isn’t it?”

Victoria seemed to consider it for a moment, then nodded, as if to say it wasn’t a big deal.

If there were parts of her memory that she couldn’t perceive firsthand, it would naturally create a sense of dissonance. 

Perhaps the fake Victoria had deliberately chosen not to pass on those memories. 

Or maybe, assuming her soul wouldn’t completely vanish, she had tried to leave behind as much of her existence as possible.

“They say the emptiness left behind is always bigger than what was there before… And she really did act like a human and died like one.”

“She probably meant for us to live cherishing her memory and the feelings she left behind. Even if she called herself fake, I suppose she believed her emotions were real.”

Victoria spoke gently, holding my familiar in her palm. Normally, familiars didn’t have personal will and simply obeyed their master’s orders, but this one seemed to have a free spirit. 

Even now, though I hadn’t given it any commands, it was squirming and forming patterns in her hand on its own.

“What should we name it?”

“Well, do familiars usually get names? I thought most mages treated them like servants or slaves.”

“Do I seem like that kind of person to you?”

“Didn’t you just say you had a fetish for riding dragons? Oh, pardon me—wasn’t there already a similar incident in your past?”

“………”

I wasn’t used to Victoria making dirty jokes or teasing me like this. At least when she’d lost her memories, she had shown some degree of caution toward me.

Just look at her now—she’s practically basking in the scent of the robe I gave her to cover her exposed clothes.

“I get that your memory is back, so enough of that. Too much joking isn’t good, you know.”

I gave her a mild scolding.

I can’t even begin to explain how much guilt I felt over not being able to protect Victoria from Memoria until now, or how desperately I wished to return her to her original self.

Not to mention, the existence of a fake had left me constantly questioning who the real one was.

More than this kind of teasing—I’d rather she just said she loved me.

“Understood. Honestly, I thought this was the only way to prove I truly got my memories back.”

Perhaps sensing how I felt, Victoria’s expression turned serious as she pointed off into the distance—eastward.

“Let’s go. Don’t you think it’s about time we beat that disgusting slime bastard who toyed with us to death?”


Victoria flashed a confident smile, clearly determined to kill Memoria this time.

★★★

Memoria was not pleased with the current situation. The fake Victoria he had created had somehow found humanity through her memories, proved her existence, and died.

“Damn it… What the hell did that crazy bitch do?”

She had even dropped her usual manner of speaking, overcome by a rage so intense she could hardly maintain her human form.

The fake Victoria had deliberately blinded and deafened herself to prevent Memoria from hijacking her senses and spying on the situation.

How could a mere creation do that? The thought kept swirling through Memoria’s head in disarray.

“Amazing. You people are truly amazing. To think you used a unique magic like Legacy Magic to transfer memories.”

Click. Click. Click.

Memoria gnawed on her fingernails with mad laughter. Eventually, she bit into her own fingers, and dark red blood began to drip from the corners of her mouth.

“If I don’t accept this challenge, I’ll lose too much. This is my last chance to devour a familiar with the memories of its human life—along with the abilities and talents of the continent’s strongest hero party!”

Crack—

Memoria’s head tilted unnaturally backward, and her body twisted grotesquely as she transformed into a massive slime with multiple heads and mouths.

“I was a swordsman, mad with the blade.”

“I was a mage who dedicated my life to magic.”

“I was a priest, a dark sorcerer, a lich—a being who could become anything.”


The countless faces and mouths let out their individual wails, creating a terrifying and grotesque atmosphere.

“Ah… ugh… it hurts, it hurts, it hurts… Save me… save me… save me… Mom, I miss you…”

Some even echoed the voices and expressions of people right before death.

“…I am Memoria. The slime that devours memories.”

At last, the squelching green mass declared its name with a laugh loud enough to split the ears.
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