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    1. Lord (1)

 

 

 

Zeno felt the approaching aura of death.

 

,"Kulk...."

 

The blood he coughed up dyed the pure white snowfield.

His torn-off right arm was frozen, and he couldn't feel anything.

His left eye, pierced by fragments of his mask, had lost its light.

 

He looked up at the sky with his remaining eye.

It was a cold winter with thick snowflakes swirling.

 

,"...Was this my fate?"

 

Zeno had lived as a Werewolf hunter.

He never intended to jump into such a dangerous job from the start.

He was just a mercenary content with living hand-to-mouth.

 

However, one day, a bizarre phenomenon turned Zeno's life upside down.

 

Someone who had been perfectly fine until yesterday bit their family in the middle of the night.

A ranch owner devoured all the livestock he had raised.

A trainee Knight annihilated an entire formal Knight order.

 

The commonality was that these incidents all happened in the middle of the night.

And their appearance was a monster with a mixture of wolf and human features.

 

The continent was thrown into chaos by this unidentified phenomenon, and all the requests coming to the mercenary guild were focused on Werewolf subjugation.

 

Zeno, who had to take on requests to avoid starving to death, had no choice but to start catching Werewolves.

 

With each wolf's head that fell, Zeno's value gradually increased.

He lived closest to death to survive.

Before he knew it, he had become the mercenary who had caught the most Werewolves and even earned the title of 'Wolf Hunter'.

 

But now, it was all irrelevant.

 

Blink, blink.

 

His consciousness was 끊긴다 (kkeunkinda - being cut off) bit by bit.

It became too much to lift his constantly closing eyelids.

 

,'I should have refused the request that felt strange....'

 

Zeno regretted his momentary mistake and closed his eyes.

 

,"Hmm? I smelled blood somewhere."

 

He tried to close them.

If it weren't for the clear voice that suddenly came from in front of him.

 

,'...Did they follow me all the way here?'

 

When he lifted his heavy eyelids, a blurry silhouette came into view.

 

,'...A girl?'

 

No matter how he looked at it, she wasn't someone who should be in a forest with nothing but snow.

 

Zeno focused more on his vision.

 

Something was perked up on the girl's head.

Fluffy wolf ears.

 

,"......!"

 

Zeno immediately tried to swing his sword.

It was now a habit to lash out at anything that even resembled a wolf.

 

However.

 

,"......Ah."

 

Thud.

 

He collapsed powerlessly onto the snowfield.

He didn't have a right arm to swing his sword with.

 

,"Wait...! Are you okay?!"

 

The girl approached. The first thing he smelled was the sweet scent of wine.

 

,"What on earth did you do to get such injuries......"

 

The girl's appearance became clearer as he saw her up close.

 

An elegant sky-blue scarf.

Black hair that looked as fluffy as wool covering it.

Her flawless, fair skin was flushed red with the alcohol.

 

And when he met her subtly shining rose-colored eyes, Zeno's eyes widened.

 

,'This woman is.......'

 

He wanted to ask why she was here, but he couldn't hold onto his fading consciousness and fell asleep.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Pain as if his body was burning.

Zeno opened his eyes wide.

 

,"Keuk......."

 

His head spun.

He felt phantom pain in his arm that no longer existed.

Zeno unconsciously grabbed his shoulder and noticed something strange.

 

,'Bandages?'

 

His entire body, including his torn-off right arm and burst left eye, was wrapped in bandages.

 

Zeno raised his stiff body and looked around.

 

A fireplace crackling.

Various flasks and herbs.

A pile of miscellaneous books in one corner.

A wooden house that was cozy if you put it nicely, or small if you put it badly.

 

,'A cabin.'

 

That was how he would describe what came into view in a single word.

 

When he came to his senses, he was lying in a space he couldn't understand at all.

 

This was definitely.......

 

,"I've been kidnapped."

 

,"Don't people usually think they've been rescued in situations like this?"

 

Along with the voice he heard earlier, the smell of alcohol wafted over from the side.

This time, Zeno didn't try to draw his sword.

 

,"...Rubia Gong-nyeo."

 

,"Oh? You seem to know me?"

 

Rubia Hessler.

The only daughter of Duke Hessler.

She was a wolf beast-person, not a Werewolf.

 

But Zeno's wariness deepened more than when he faced a Werewolf.

 

,"......The Witch who created the Mutants."

 

,"Everyone's been calling me that these days."

 

The name given to Werewolves, meaning they only transform at night, was 'Mutant'.

She was being framed as the culprit who created these Mutants.

 

,"I've never left the territory once, though. Am I quite the celebrity?"

 

It was Rubia Hessler, currently chugging wine straight from the bottle.

 

Originally, Rubia was mainly famous for her looks.

Her nickname was 'Flower Blooming on the Snowy Mountain'.

It was a nickname given to her, meaning she had the most outstanding appearance in the snow-covered North.

 

But when Mutants appeared all over the continent.

Rubia was branded as a 'Witch' who created Werewolves because of the suspicious experiments she was conducting in the territory.

 

,'An experiment to turn humans into wolf beast-people, was it.'

 

The Hessler family denied that there was such an experiment until the end, but they were all executed due to the evidence that kept coming out.

Rubia herself was said to have escaped from the execution site and was living in hiding somewhere.

 

,"So you were hiding in a place like this."

 

,"Yeah, no one comes into a forest with nothing but snow. Anyway, it's amazing."

 

Rubia gulped down the wine she was holding.

Perhaps it was because she was still a noble even if she was rotten, but he felt a strange dignity even though she was clearly drinking straight from the bottle.

 

,"People who realize I'm a Witch usually fall into two categories. They either try to run away, or they try to kill me."

 

,"...I'm aware of my place."

 

Running away or killing her.

Of course, he had thought about both.

It was obvious that she was dangerous as the person who created the Mutant monster.

And the bounty on her head was enormous.

 

,'But I can't do anything in this state.'

 

He was burning with fever.

His strength kept draining from his entire body.

His head throbbed as if someone was pressing down on it, and he was dizzy from losing too much blood.

 

It was obvious that he couldn't resist or run away with this body.

Zeno was trying to avoid offending Rubia in order to prolong his life even a little.

 

,"You look like you have a lot of questions. Let's eat first. You must be very hungry?"

 

Rubia headed to the kitchen and brought something in a bowl.

 

,'Vegetable porridge, huh. It looks ordinary on the outside, but.......'

 

Zeno subtly pushed the bowl away.

 

,"It's okay. I'm not really hungry."

 

In fact, his stomach was screaming because he hadn't eaten anything for two days.

But no matter how hungry he was and how ordinary it looked, Zeno wasn't stupid enough to gobble up a Witch's food.

 

,"That can't be true. You'll collapse again if you don't eat this."

 

,"I'm really okay."

 

,"Tsk, I went to the trouble of healing you, so don't be stubborn."

 

Rubia, speaking as if she was coaxing a child, strode towards Zeno.

Rubia took a spoonful of porridge, blew on it, and held it out to Zeno.

 

,"Eat. Or you'll die."

 

,"I'm okay...."

 

,"Yap."

 

While he was talking and had his mouth open.

The spoon slipped right into Zeno's mouth.

 

,"......!"

 

Before he could spit it out, Zeno swallowed the porridge.

 

,'To eat a Witch's food in such a stupid way...! I need to spit it out before my stomach melts away....'

 

Zeno stopped his hand as he tried to poke his uvula.

 

,"......?"

 

,"How is it, delicious, right?"

 

He rolled his tongue around in his mouth.

He didn't feel any tingling or numbness.

 

He stroked his stomach.

He only felt warmth. He didn't feel any pain at all.

 

,"There's no... poison."

 

,"Why on earth would I put poison in the porridge?"

 

,"...I guess that's true."

 

If she intended to kill him, there would have been no reason to heal him from the start.

Besides, even if she had intentions to harm him, there was no reason to use poison to kill such a weakened body.

 

Gurgle.

 

Was it because he relaxed?

His stomach, which had received nutrients after a long time, protested, demanding more.

 

,"See? You're hungry, right? I knew it. Eat up."

 

,"...Then."

 

Now that he knew there was no poison, there was no reason to refuse.

Zeno ate the porridge slowly, keeping his guard up.

He couldn't taste it, but it was a great meal to fill his stomach.

 

,"Yes, yes. It's so good to see you eating well."

 

Rubia, completely drunk, smiled and stroked Zeno's head.

 

His body stiffened, fearing that she might crush his head, but fortunately, that didn't happen.

 

,'...Why am I being praised by a drunk Witch?'

 

Zeno indulged in a strange feeling and satisfied his hunger.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

He finished his meal.

 

During that time, Rubia had just been staring at Zeno's face with an uncomfortable intensity.

She didn't seem to have any intention of harming him.

 

,"You ate so cleanly. It wasn't bad, was it?"

 

Even if she was a Witch called the enemy of the continent, it was true that Rubia was Zeno's benefactor who had saved his life.

 

,"...I will give my thanks."

 

He would have to watch a little longer to see what she was hiding, but for now, Zeno bowed his head.

 

,"But why did you save me?"

 

And he asked what he had been wondering since earlier.

 

No matter how he thought about it, there was no reason to save him, was there?

To bother picking up a guy who was about to die, healing him, and feeding him.

He wouldn't even be able to use him as a slave in this condition.

 

,"Because you're handsome?"

 

,"......"

 

What came back was a response that left him speechless.

 

Zeno, who had been momentarily stunned, opened his mouth.

 

,"I've never been told I was handsome in my life."

 

,"People must not have an eye for it. And weren't you always wearing a mask?"

 

,"Ah."

 

Zeno felt his face.

He was so focused on being wary of Rubia that he hadn't noticed that his mask was off.

 

,"That mask looked familiar. You're the mercenary who sometimes came to get requests from my father, right?"

 

,"......"

 

,"Looks like I'm right."

 

It had been years already.

Before the Mutant incident broke out, he used to go to Duke Hessler for various requests.

He had recognized Rubia at once because he had run into her a few times when he visited the Duke's family.

 

,"But why were you hiding your face? You look like you could make a lot of women cry."

 

,"...I did make a lot of children cry. Because I look so fierce."

 

,"Is that so? I think you just look a bit sharp."

 

It wasn't just a bit.

 

Ten out of ten children would burst into tears when they saw Zeno's face.

In particular, his sharp eyes often frightened even adults.

Zeno didn't wear a mask because he wanted to.

 

Anyway.

 

Right now, there was something more important than evaluating Zeno's appearance.

 

,"Witch-nim."

 

,"That's right. I'm just saying this now. I'm not actually a Witch."

 

,"Then Gong-nyeo-nim."

 

,"...Oh? You believe me?"

 

Rubia blinked her large eyes.

She looked truly innocent on the outside.

He ignored Rubia's reaction and continued.

 

,"I don't know if you know, but I'm about to die."

 

,"Oh? Yeah, yeah."

 

He felt a little better now that he had something in his body, but that didn't mean Zeno was going to live.

Even if he did live, he didn't know if he could hunt Werewolves again with this body.

 

,"At most, I have a week left."

 

,"Looks like it."

 

,"I want to live. If you save me, I'll do anything you tell me to."

 

,"Eung?"

 

,"Can you save me?"

 

But even if he had become such a useless body.

He wanted to continue this miserable life, even if he had to get help from a Witch.

 

,"Of course. I can make you perfectly fine in a week."

 

A light answer came back as if she was just going out for a stroll in front of her house.

 

So, before doubting Rubia's purpose, Zeno questioned her.

 

,"Do you perhaps know how to use Divine Power?"

 

,"No, I don't believe in things like gods. But I do know a little about alchemy."

 

,"Alchemy...?"

 

Zeno shook his head.

He felt like a fool for having vain expectations.

 

,"These aren't injuries that can be healed with alchemy."

 

,"You won't know until you try."

 

,"No, I know my body best. This is... a state where even pouring Divine Power might not be enough."

 

With that, Zeno lay down as if collapsing.

It was hard to even sit up because he was out of breath even when he was still.

 

,'...Am I going to die here without being able to do anything?'

 

As he was half giving up, Rubia made a heung sound and crossed her arms.

 

,"More importantly. What's your name?"

 

,"...I'm called Zeno."

 

,"Good, Zeno. You don't seem to trust me, so let's make a bet."

 

,"What...?"

 

,"Hehe, if you get up and leave this place within a week....... "

 

Rubia, with a sly smile, flopped down next to Zeno.

 

The sweet scent of wine and Rubia's body scent mixed together.

A mysterious scent that he had never smelled before tickled Zeno's nose.

Rubia came close to Zeno's ear and whispered.

 

,"You'll become mine. How about it?"

 

It was a whisper closer to a little devil than a Witch.
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,"...Huh?" 

 

Zeno doubted his ears.

 

Suddenly telling him to become hers.

 

Does this mean to become a slave?

Or does it mean to become an alchemy ingredient?

 

Or maybe.......

 

,"It means become my Knight. My one and only Knight."

 

,"......"

 

,"Why that expression? What were you thinking just now?"

 

Rubia wore a teasing smile.

Zeno, feeling mocked, turned his head.

 

,"Ah, your face is red."

 

,"...It's not."

 

Come to think of it, there's no way she'd make such a proposal to a dying patient she just met today.

 

Zeno neatly erased the thought that had unintentionally popped into his head and asked.

 

,"But why do you need a Knight?"

 

This place is a remote forest where no one would know even if someone were buried in the snow and died.

 

,"As you can see, my body is in this condition. There's nothing particularly dangerous to protect, is there?"

 

As Zeno pointed to his missing right arm, Rubia closed her eyes and mumbled.

 

,"Hmm... that's true...."

 

Rubia was lost in thought for quite a while.

 

,'...What kind of demand is she going to make?'

 

Zeno swallowed hard.

It was because he thought he might be killed as he was, being useless.

 

,"Then at least be my chat partner."

 

And, contrary to those thoughts, Rubia smiled with a nonsensical remark.

 

It's something I'm reminded of again, but the nickname "flower blooming in a snowy mountain" contained not a bit of falsehood.

Even if I tried not to be conscious of it, her breathtakingly beautiful appearance kept catching my eye.

Zeno tried hard to think of something else.

 

,'All she could think of was a chat partner? She's making it difficult to say she'll help without any compensation.'

 

A slight crease naturally formed on Zeno's brow.

 

,"Is there a reason why you're trying so hard to save me?"

 

,"Because you're handsome."

 

An immediate answer without a second's hesitation.

 

,"......You don't intend to answer, do you."

 

,"I'm serious."

 

,"......"

 

Zeno closed his eyes, thinking that answer was a Witch's trick.

It was a sign that he would no longer converse.

 

Separately from that, as he felt full, drowsiness gradually washed over him.

 

,'There's no such thing as a free favor in the world. I must never let my guard down.'

 

He was thinking that until his consciousness faded.

 

,"But why are you lying next to me?"

 

He abruptly opened his eyes again.

It was so natural that he almost fell asleep like this.

 

,"Huh? Well... because this is the only bed?"

 

,"Isn't it fine to sleep on the floor?"

 

,"You're going to make a woman sleep on the cold floor? That's too much."

 

Rubia's eyes welled up with tears.

Even knowing they were crocodile tears, he momentarily flinched.

 

,'So this is what it means to be a Witch.'

 

Zeno sighed deeply and got up from his spot.

To sleep in the same bed as a woman he met for the first time today, and a Witch at that.

It was something he couldn't even imagine.

 

,"Then I'll go down."

 

,"That won't do. A patient shouldn't sleep on the cold floor."

 

Rubia firmly pressed down on Zeno's shoulder as he tried to get up.

Zeno collapsed onto the bed.

It was because he had no strength in his body at all.

 

,"...Then what do you want me to do?"

 

As they were in the same position as before, an irritated voice burst out from Zeno.

 

,"Just sleep like this? You're missing an arm anyway, so there's plenty of room left."

 

Rubia, having given a clear answer, wriggled and got into the blanket.

 

,'I feel like I just heard something quite rude.'

 

Before he could say anything, Rubia tightly closed her eyes.

Perhaps the alcohol had fully kicked in, as he soon heard soft snores.

The warm temperature felt right next to him made Zeno's heart feel strangely disturbed.

 

,'...Can I kill her now?'

 

His gaze turned to Zeno's sword, which was placed in the corner.

Could it be that the Witch didn't think she could be killed while she was sleeping?

She was a woman with a lack of caution.

 

,'If I walk non-stop from here to the nearest guild, it will take exactly 7 days. If I behead the Witch right now and take it to the guild, I can get treatment from the priest.......'

 

Zeno, who had been racking his brain, plopped back down on the bed.

 

,"......I can't receive it."

 

No matter how he thought about it, it seemed like he would die faster on the way to the guild.

Zeno thought, holding his throbbing head.

 

,'I can't become a Mutant after coming all the way here.'

 

He would not fall for the Witch's tricks and would definitely survive and get out of here.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Three days had passed.

 

Contrary to his determination a while ago, Zeno gradually began to let go of his tension.

Zeno's body was gradually improving after taking the medicine Rubia made.

It was because he had never witnessed the process of creating a Mutant.

 

What Zeno and Rubia did during that time was the same.

 

Zeno blankly stared at the ceiling, killing time.

Rubia combines herbs she has never heard of to make medicine.

 

His body was definitely getting better, but it was a boring time.

 

It was a natural phenomenon that small talk began to occur between the two.

 

,"Zeno. I have something I'm curious about."

 

Usually, Rubia was the one to start the conversation.

 

,"What is it again."

 

Then Zeno would answer.

 

,"You said you were a mercenary who caught Mutants like Werewolves?"

 

,"I didn't only hunt Mutants, but mostly I did."

 

,"But what is a Mutant?"

 

,"......Huh?"

 

Zeno frowned.

 

For the Witch who created Mutants to not know what a Mutant is.

There's no way that's possible.

 

,"I've never seen a Mutant before."

 

Zeno stared intently at Rubia.

 

Whether she was pretending not to know. Or if she really didn't know.

It was difficult to find any signs of lies in her innocent eyes.

 

,'If that's acting, she should be an actress, not a Witch.'

 

Zeno thought that and began to explain.

 

,"Usually, beast-people only have animal ears and tails, right?"

 

,"Right?"

 

,"But Werewolves are covered in fur all over their bodies. To put it simply, they look more like beasts."

 

,"Hmm, so it's closer to furry?"

 

,"? What's that?"

 

,"I don't really know either. It came out in a novel I read a while ago."

 

Rubia shrugged her shoulders and put herbs into a small mortar and pounded them.

Zeno, who had been blankly listening to the sound, asked.

 

,"Aren't you worried?"

 

,"Huh? About what?"

 

,"I mean, you've been nursing me with such devotion. Aren't you worried that I might betray you once I'm all better?"

 

,"You know I've been devoted?"

 

Zeno's face crumpled.

It was because he had unconsciously admitted that he felt Rubia's sincerity.

 

,"......Anyway. What if I stab you in the middle of the night?"

 

It was a plan he almost carried out on the first night.

Unless she had some kind of measure, purely healing Zeno was a crazy thing to do.

 

,"Then I'll just have to die, what else can I do."

 

And Rubia was a crazy woman.

 

,"Huh?"

 

,"I'd die even if you attacked me right now, not in the middle of the night. My body is just so weak."

 

,"Then with what confidence......."

 

,"We promised, right? That if your body is fully healed within a week, you'll become my Knight."

 

Zeno let out a hollow laugh without realizing it.

 

,"You believe in a promise that's just words?"

 

,"Should we write a contract then? It won't matter anyway if one of us dies."

 

Come to think of it, that was true.

In this cabin, no matter how they made a promise, it would be no different from a promise in words.

 

,"So I have no choice but to believe. That you'll keep your promise."

 

,"......You're foolish."

 

,"Maybe I am. But I believe in you."

 

,"So on what basis......!"

 

,"You look kind."

 

Zeno's face suddenly contorted.

It was something he had never heard in his life.

 

,"Pu-huh...!"

 

Rubia burst into laughter.

Only then did Zeno realize it was a mischievous joke and trembled.

 

,"Are you angry?"

 

,"I'm not angry."

 

,"The medicine is ready. Drink this and calm down."

 

,"I said I'm not... no, never mind. Can I mix it with water and drink it like yesterday?"

 

,"That's right. Chug it down."

 

Zeno chugged down the green liquid.

He endured the bitterness that tingled his tongue and thought.

 

,'She doesn't know much and is completely different from the rumors.'

 

Rubia's appearance as she tilted her head, saying she didn't know what a Mutant was, was too innocent.

 

Also, unlike the rumors that she hangs body parts all over the place, there were only herbs he didn't know in the cabin.

 

All of this could be acting to turn Zeno into a Mutant.

But inside Zeno, the thought 'Is this really a Witch?' began to sprout.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Even after a week had passed, Zeno did not die. Moreover, he had fully regained his strength.

 

Rubia's nursing had taken effect.

 

,"You really... got better."

 

,"What did I tell you?"

 

Rubia cleared her throat and puffed out her chest.

Her tail also wagged vigorously.

 

,"How did you do it?"

 

,"Huh? What?"

 

,"To make such medicines with ingredients gathered from this forest...."

 

From the beginning, it was questionable how she even obtained the ingredients.

As far as Zeno knew, there should only be snow nearby.

 

,"If you look closely, there's no place without herbs. I'll tell you later."

 

,"...Is that so."

 

,"More than that, let's do that now, that!"

 

Rubia wagged her tail with an excited voice.

Zeno, feeling a sense of foreboding, took a step back.

 

,"What is it."

 

,"You decided to become my Knight, right? We have to have a Knight investiture ceremony!"

 

,"...Just the two of us?"

 

He had certainly said he would become a Knight once his body was completely healed, but why even have an investiture ceremony? It's not like he needs to get formal approval from the country.

 

,"I just want to feel like a princess again after a long time. I've never had a Knight of my own."

 

But Rubia's will was firm.

 

,"Well... I understand. Then I'll bring the sword."

 

,"Oh? You're surprisingly willing to do it?"

 

,"...I'm not one to not know gratitude."

 

Having watched her right next to him, there was no way he couldn't know what efforts Rubia had made.

 

Rubia went hungry to combine herbs.

She wiped Zeno's sweat with a wet towel every night.

The warm meals invigorated Zeno.

 

Even if she was a Witch, Rubia was the benefactor who saved Zeno's life.

 

It was annoying, but Zeno wasn't so ungrateful that he couldn't do something that wouldn't take long.

 

,"Do you even know how to do it?"

 

,"Of course. You just tap their shoulders with the sword's blade and say what you want to say, right?"

 

,"Yeah, well......."

 

Not at all.

 

But since it didn't need to be formal, he decided to just gloss over it.

 

,"Ahem, ahem, then I'll do it."

 

Zeno knelt on one knee.

Rubia groaned and lifted Zeno's sword.

 

,"This, this is heavier than I thought."

 

,"It's a sword made of silver. I guess there's no need to even have an investiture ceremony...."

 

,"No, I'm going to do it."

 

Tap, tap.

 

Rubia tapped Zeno's shoulder with the sword's blade and cleared her throat.

 

,"I, Rubia Hessel... no, let's drop Hessel. I'm not a princess anymore anyway. Anyway, I, Rubia, appoint you as my escort Knight."

 

,"Yes, I shall serve...."

 

,"Will you take responsibility and protect the most beautiful and kind Lord in the world until your life is exhausted?"

 

,"Huh?"

 

,"Will you?"

 

,"I think there are a lot of strange flowery phrases attached......."

 

,"Ahem, answer."

 

Rubia's eyes were unnecessarily serious.

Zeno, not feeling the need to argue, lowered his head.

 

,"......Yes, Lord."

 

,"Hehe, good. Then, how about starting with helping me bathe?"

 

,"...Escort Knights don't do such things."

 

After making a master-servant contract with only each other as witnesses.

Their cohabitation in the cabin began.
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A month had passed.

 

During that time, I learned that Rubia's stamina was unbelievably terrible.

 

,Ju-gun, that's not firewood, it's just a slightly larger branch."

 

"Hoo, that was hard... Huh? What did you say?"

 

"...I'll chop the firewood from now on."

 

Such things happened when we chopped firewood together for the fireplace.

 

"Ju-gun, why did you bring a cart if you're only going to take a tiny bit of herbs, like a rat's dick?"

 

"You're using more bad language as time goes on? How dare you speak to your Lord like that?"

 

"It's the truth. You could carry this much by hand."

 

"This is super heavy, you know?"

 

"I'll take care of it, so just bring more herbs."

 

"......You won't even help me pull it even though I'm struggling? Don't regret it?"

 

Such things happened when we went to gather herbs together.

Of course, Zeno could easily pull the cart with one hand, so he never regretted it.

 

Rubia had always seemed to have a unique aristocratic aura.

But after doing outdoor work, that was clearly not the case.

The final nail in the coffin for that image of Rubia was the day I built a makeshift training ground.

 

'I should start getting my senses back.'

 

I made a small training ground in front of the cabin with materials gathered from around the area.

 

Hoo- hoo-

 

Zeno took off his top and swung his sword.

 

Balance and perspective.

And to learn how to use the sword with his left hand.

 

"Ahem, ahem! Hey, Zeno?"

 

While I was sweating and training hard.

Rubia called out to Zeno from the cabin.

 

"What's wrong... Why does your face look like that?"

 

Zeno frowned as he turned around.

Rubia's face was redder than usual.

 

"...Are you sick?"

 

She didn't smell sweet like she had been drinking.

 

'Is it a cold?'

 

I was about to approach Rubia to check if she had a fever.

 

"W-w-wait a minute. Don't come any closer, Zeno."

 

Rubia urgently stopped Zeno.

 

"...? What's wrong?"

 

"W-well, it's not that I'm sick. How should I put it..."

 

Rubia's eyes darted around.

Rubia, who had been tapping her index fingers together, opened her mouth in a barely audible voice.

 

"It's... I'm in h-heat today..."

 

"Heat?"

 

"...Don't make me say it twice...!"

 

Zeno's head spun for a moment.

 

'Did I just hear that right?'

 

I looked at Rubia.

Her face was even more flushed than before, and it looked like she would explode any minute.

 

'I heard that beast-people go into heat once every one to two months.'

 

If that's the case, then the reason Rubia is saying this is.

 

"Are you asking me to help you?"

 

"N-no! What are you talking about! There's no way!"

 

Rubia jumped up and shook her head like crazy.

 

"It's not that, it's just that your sweat smells too stimulating...! C-could you just stay outside until it calms down a little...?"

 

Rubia's breathing is rough.

Her feverish eyes gleam as they scan every inch of Zeno's body.

Saliva drips as her Adam's apple bobs up and down.

 

The hairs on Zeno's skin stood on end as he sensed the danger.

 

"...I understand."

 

Zeno nodded hastily.

I had the feeling that if I went near Rubia today, I would literally be 'eaten alive.'

 

"T-thank you."

 

Soon, Rubia rushed inside.

She seemed to be trying to appear as relaxed as usual, but with that dangerous expression, it was impossible.

 

Zeno patted his flushed face for no reason.

 

'I guess I'll have to train all day today.'

 

I swung my sword again to clear my mind.

 

However.

 

"...!"

 

The whimpering sound coming from the cabin was enough to distract Zeno.

 

The scent of a female that filled the cabin that day would never be erased from Zeno's mind.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

And so, the days continued.

 

Zeno ended up taking on almost all the physical labor.

I didn't particularly mind.

If I kept watching Rubia panting over trivial things, I felt like I would die of frustration first.

 

"Hoo, that was tough today."

 

"I did everything."

 

After finishing all the now-familiar tasks.

I once asked Rubia, who was drinking as usual.

 

"Ju-gun, why do you live like you're only living for today? Even though you're so physically weak."

 

"...Are you suddenly cursing me?"

 

"I've wanted to ask you from the beginning. Why do you live so defenselessly?"

 

From the first day I brought Zeno, she slept next to me.

She plays mischievous pranks without fear.

And now she's chugging down alcohol.

 

'She probably doesn't know that I'm still hesitating.'

 

I can slit Rubia's throat whenever I want.

The reasons Zeno doesn't do that are because I've never seen Rubia create a Mutant.

And because of the minimal conscience of being a life saver.

 

"Living only for today..."

 

Rubia, who had been resting her chin on her hand and pondering Zeno's words, replied.

 

"Well, it's because I'm supposed to live only for today."

 

"...What do you mean?"

 

"It's exactly what it sounds like. I'm on the run, right? It wouldn't be strange if I died tomorrow."

 

Rubia chugged the wine straight from the bottle again.

 

"Puhah... But I can't just tremble in fear, so I just enjoy every day."

 

"I find that hard to agree with."

 

To live carelessly because you don't know when you'll die anyway.

Zeno, who lives each day on edge to avoid dying, couldn't understand those words.

 

"Right. That's why I thought it would be nice if you became my Knight."

 

The corners of Rubia's lips curved into a smile.

Her reddened face took on a strange sexiness under the moonlight.

Zeno, who found it difficult to look at her directly, subtly averted his gaze.

 

"Unlike me, you seemed to live for the future."

 

"I have no such memories."

 

"No, you did. From the first time I saw you, you cherished your life so much, right? To the point of grabbing my pant leg and begging me to save you."

 

"Don't exaggerate."

 

I did ask her to save me, but I never grabbed her pant leg.

 

"Hehe... Anyway, you seemed like you would live a long, long time no matter what. So I thought, if someone like that became my Knight, wouldn't they protect me well~?"

 

"...I only cherish my own life."

 

Zeno has never protected anyone in his life.

Because his own life has always been the most precious, and that's how it will be in the future.

 

"No, you will definitely protect me."

 

But Rubia asserted.

 

"What makes you so confident?"

 

"Because I'm pretty."

 

Zeno was momentarily speechless.

 

"If your self-love is that strong, it's a disease."

 

"This isn't self-love, it's a fact. When I was in the territory, I received so many marriage proposals every day that I couldn't count them."

 

"Isn't that before you were called a Witch?"

 

"You also glance at me when I come out of the bath. And when our eyes meet, your face turns red..."

 

"Stop. I give up."

 

"Hehe, I won."

 

Rubia was a woman who was annoyingly good at self-awareness.

Especially in that she knew very well that her appearance was exceptionally beautiful.

 

Zeno, who had nothing to say in response, changed the subject.

 

"Ju-gun."

 

"Hmm?"

 

"Are you really not a Witch?"

 

"Ehh... You're still doubting me?"

 

"I tend to be wary."

 

"We've been living together for a month already..."

 

Rubia's ears drooped.

 

In fact, I was somewhat certain.

 

"If you're really not a Witch, why don't you clear your name? It would be much better to clear up the misunderstanding and live proudly than to hide in a place like this."

 

"...How?"

 

"Huh?"

 

"I still don't even know what a Mutant is. I don't even know why I was branded as a Witch. So how am I supposed to clear my name?"

 

Rubia's voice lowered.

She sounded angry, and also seemed to be lost in sorrow.

 

"Of course, I tried to clear up the misunderstanding many times at first. But..."

 

Rubia took off her sky-blue scarf.

It was a scarf that she always wore except when bathing, saying that it contained a miracle.

 

Swish.

The scarf fell to the floor.

Then, a dark scar on Rubia's neck was revealed.

It was a sight that perfectly fit the phrase 'a flaw in perfection.'

 

"It's a scar I got from standing in front of people."

 

"...You almost died."

 

"Yeah, I barely escaped. No matter what I said to people who only wanted to kill me, they wouldn't listen."

 

"......"

 

"That's when I realized. 'Ah, proving something you didn't do is the hardest thing in the world.'"

 

Rubia smiled as usual.

But her drooping ears and tail only showed how empty her smile was.

 

Zeno hesitated, moving his lips as if wondering what to say, and then uttered a single word.

 

"I will believe you."

 

"Huh? Believe what...?"

 

"That you're not a Witch. I mean, I'll believe you."

 

Prick.

 

Her drooping ears perked up.

 

"From the start, it was a little strange for you to be a Witch. Your body is seriously frail, you don't know much, and all you can do is alchemy..."

 

Zeno looked at Rubia.

A month, short if it was short, long if it was long, flashed through my mind.

 

Every day, I fell asleep and woke up in the same bed as Rubia.

I started the day eating the warm breakfast Rubia made.

Zeno got angry when Rubia teased him with mischievous jokes, and we shared trivial stories until we fell asleep.

 

This was the first time Zeno had ever experienced such a daily life.

It was the first time I had ever received unconditional kindness from someone else.

 

Therefore, as this time continued, I became afraid.

 

I was afraid of becoming addicted to the comfort.

I was afraid that if this peaceful daily life was shattered, I wouldn't be able to go back to the way I was.

 

"......"

 

Zeno, wondering how to explain these complex thoughts, slowly opened his mouth.

 

"It's just that... you're too kind to be a vicious Witch."

 

That's all that came out, even though I had such complex emotions.

 

'I'm so bad at talking.'

 

As Zeno was blaming himself for his cursed way of speaking, Rubia creaked and got up from her chair.

 

"Ju-gun?"

 

"......"

 

Rubia walked towards Zeno without saying a word.

 

And then.

 

Suddenly.

 

She hugged Zeno tightly.

 

"What suddenly...!"

 

"...That's the first time I've ever heard that."

 

"......"

 

There was moisture in Rubia's voice.

Zeno's hands, having nowhere to go, lingered in the air before finally landing on Rubia's back.

 

It was an awkward shape because one arm was missing, but it was definitely something to be called a hug.

 

How long had we been like that?

 

"Why are you saying such nice things today? Should I give you a kiss?"

 

Rubia, who had quickly regained her playful expression, leaned in her lips.

 

"You smell like alcohol."

 

Zeno barely managed to push Rubia's face away.

 

Chuu.

 

Then Rubia, who had stubbornly kissed the palm of my hand, grinned.

 

"Then Zeno is really my bodyguard now."

 

"I was originally a bodyguard."

 

"Still, it's like... a relationship built on real trust now. So..."

 

Rubia rummaged through the cupboard and took out a glass and handed it to Zeno.

 

"Let's drink together. Just one glass, even if you don't like it."

 

"...It's not that I don't like it."

 

In fact, I like it a lot.

But I never drank in front of others.

Because until now, I thought that others were beings that could never be trusted.

 

'But in front of Ju-gun...'

 

Zeno looked at Rubia, who was grinning.

No matter how I looked at her, she was a creature that seemed like she would die with a single touch.

Now, instead of worrying about being killed, I started to worry about how to protect Rubia.

 

"Then I'll drink just a little."

 

"Great! Cheers~!"

 

Jjaeng.

 

Zeno, who clinked his glass against Rubia's bottle, slowly tilted his glass.

 

'I never thought this day would come.'

 

That day, for the first time, Zeno drank alcohol in front of someone else.

 

The moon was especially bright that day.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Not long after sharing the cup of trust, the peaceful daily life was shattered.

 

 

 



2. Regression (1)

 

 

It was when I had finished all my daily tasks and was in the middle of training.

 

"Zeno. How much longer are you going to do this?"

 

"I think I'll keep going until sunset."

 

"Play with me too."

 

Zeno looked at Rubia.

She was dangling her legs with a bored look on her face.

 

"Are you bored, Rubia-nim?"

 

"Yeah."

 

"Please be a little more bored. Haven't you lived a life without boredom until now?"

 

"Wow, you're so mean."

 

Rubia's lips turned into a duck's beak.

It was a familiar grumble.

Zeno stroked Rubia's hair. It was because he knew this would make her feel a little better.

 

"But I need to spend some time to get back in shape...."

 

Shiver-

 

I stopped talking and looked around. 

It was because of the anxiety that swept through the back of my neck.

 

"Huh? What's wrong all of a sudden?"

 

"No, I just felt like I was being watched."

 

"What are you talking about? Who would come into this forest?"

 

"That's true, but...."

 

"Even if they did, they would never find this cabin, right?"

 

That's right.

 

After living in the cabin for a month, I realized that there was nothing but snow around here, except for a few herbs.

 

I know it's a place where people wouldn't come.

 

'Did those bastards follow me?'

 

I kept looking around, unable to shake off the anxiety.

How long had I been doing that?

 

Tuk-

 

Something warm touched my back.

 

"...What are you doing all of a sudden?"

 

"I'm hugging you."

 

"I know that much."

 

Rubia, who had approached from behind, gently hugged Zeno.

 

"What I want to ask is, why are you hugging me all of a sudden?"

 

"So you don't feel anxious."

 

"...Excuse me?"

 

"I don't know why, but you're afraid of something."

 

"...Are you talking about me?"

 

"Yeah, your body is still trembling."

 

Zeno looked down at his hands.

They were indeed trembling slightly.

 

'Afraid? Am I afraid of those bastards?'

 

Is it because I've been too steeped in peace for too long?

Or is it because my half-crippled body is reacting on its own?

I couldn't tell, but as I felt Rubia's warmth, the trembling gradually subsided.

 

"You seem a little calmer. Are you okay?"

 

"I think... I am."

 

Zeno nodded awkwardly.

 

'Have I become too weak?'

 

I clenched my fist out of spite.

I was about to pick up my sword and start training again, but.

Rubia wouldn't let go of Zeno easily.

 

"Lord."

 

"Yeah?"

 

"I need to train again, so please let go."

 

"Ugh... that damn training."

 

Rubia made a groaning sound and rubbed her face against Zeno's back.

It felt like a big dog begging to play.

 

"I'd rather chat with you than watch you train."

 

"It's to protect you, Lord."

 

That was true.

Still, I'm supposed to be a guard Knight, so I need to have some level of martial prowess.

It was too awkward to hold a sword with this body, so I needed to train to get used to it.

 

"If you put it that way, I have nothing to say."

 

Rubia, pouting her lips, fell from Zeno's back.

 

"Then I'll have to drink alone in loneliness and solitude."

 

"Drinking from noon is not good for you."

 

"Then come and stop me."

 

Rubia's back as she entered the cabin, wagging her tail, somehow looked sulky.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

By the time I finished training, the sun was already setting in the west.

Zeno returned to the cabin, ate the dinner Rubia had prepared, took a bath, and came out.

 

"Ah, turn off the lights before you go to bed."

 

Rubia, who had washed up first, lay on the bed and patted the space next to her.

 

Tak.

 

As the only light source illuminating the cabin disappeared, Zeno groped around, unable to find the exact location of the bed.

 

"Here."

 

Kok, a slender finger poked the back of Zeno's hand.

 

Zeno headed to where he felt the sensation.

 

I lay down next to Rubia.

Soft moonlight streamed in from the window on the opposite side.

It wasn't enough to disturb my sleep, so I didn't draw the curtains.

 

I turned my head to the side.

 

Rose-colored eyes filled with warmth were staring at Zeno.

As my eyes became accustomed to the darkness, Rubia's face became clearer.

Moist skin with moisture remaining. When her small, plump pink lips caught my attention.

 

Rubia's lips slowly parted.

 

"Then today too... shall we do that?"

 

"I'm a little tired today, so I want to go to bed early."

 

"Don't be like that. Let's do it just a little bit. Okay?"

 

"Well... I understand."

 

Zeno nodded.

Rubia moved closer to Zeno.

 

A cabin in the middle of a forest where no one comes.

What young men and women would do late at night is, of course.

 

"How was your day today?"

 

"I'm living the same way every day. What could be different?"

 

It was a conversation.

 

-Then at least keep me company.

 

I thought it was half a joke.

But Rubia was serious about it and made a small rule: 'Talk to me for 5 minutes before going to sleep.'

 

Zeno initially found it annoying.

 

-This is the first time I've talked to someone for this long.

 

After seeing Rubia's face smiling brightly as she said that, that feeling disappeared completely.

 

"Then, does that mean the experiment you did back then wasn't an experiment to turn humans into werewolves?"

 

"Why would I do such a thing? I just wanted the people of the territory to eat their fill, so I was drawing up a super-sized cake magic circle...."

 

It was truly shocking.

 

The reason Rubia was branded as a Witch is known to be because of 'an experiment to turn the human race into werewolf beastmen'.

But the reality was that she was just doing an experiment for the people of the territory.

 

'Why was such a kind person framed....'

 

Every time Zeno faced Rubia's good nature like this, he had to feel pathetic.

 

"Haaam...."

 

Rubia, who had been chattering away, yawned softly.

 

"I think you should go to sleep soon."

 

"...I'm getting a little sleepy."

 

"Please sleep well."

 

"Yeah... Zeno, you too, sleep well. See you tomorrow."

 

See you tomorrow.

It was what Rubia always said before falling asleep.

As if Zeno would leave if she didn't say those words.

 

'...Is she asleep?'

 

Zeno gently waved his hand in front of Rubia's eyes.

Rubia was breathing softly, but she didn't wake up.

 

Zeno quietly got up and picked up the sword at the head of the bed.

 

Seureung-

 

The sleek blade reveals its appearance.

Zeno looked down at Rubia with the sword in his hand.

 

"I have something to check, so I'll be away for a while."

 

I left the cabin.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

A cold wind blows.

It could be because this forest is in a cold region, but today I feel a particularly eerie energy.

 

"......"

 

Zeno slowly looked around.

 

'It's the gaze I felt earlier.'

 

I could think it was a mistake during the day.

Now that the moon is up, I can't mistake it.

 

"Come out. All of you."

 

Then, a sound came from a direction Zeno didn't expect.

 

"...How did you know I was awake?"

 

Creak, Rubia came out of the cabin.

 

"...Lord?"

 

Zeno was embarrassed.

I was clearly trying to take care of things while Rubia was sleeping.

That plan was completely ruined.

 

"Why are you awake?"

 

"Because you weren't next to me. I was wondering if you had left―"

 

When Rubia said that far.

The bushes in front of Zeno shook.

 

"...!"

 

I immediately swung my sword.

 

Kkaang!

 

Sparks flew as it was blocked by a solid object.

 

Zeno stepped back and clicked his tongue.

 

'It would have been nice if you had stayed asleep.'

 

Now that this has happened, it's too late to send her back to the cabin.

 

"Lord, you must stay behind me."

 

"What, what?! What's going on all of a sudden?"

 

"Keureureu...."

 

The answer did not come from Zeno.

 

A low growl of a beast.

Bright red eyes that can be seen clearly even at night.

A giant with white fur that easily exceeds 2m.

 

Zeno gripped his sword again and said in a subdued voice.

 

"...It's the Mutant you were curious about, Lord. It's a Werewolf."

 

The monster I was tired of catching appeared, drooling.

 

'One sword, one bow, and one crossbow.'

 

The difference is that they wore armor and carried weapons like humans.

Their intelligence, which was bizarrely superior for beasts, was the reason Zeno lost his right arm and one eye.

 

I feel like my right arm, which was bitten and torn off by this damn Werewolf, is itchy for no reason.

 

"Ze, Zeno. Are you okay?"

 

A worried voice comes from behind.

Rubia's pupils are shaking as if there's an earthquake.

 

"...I will protect you."

 

My sense of balance is not good yet, and I'm not used to swordsmanship.

But still, I had to protect her.

 

Zeno's gaze turned to the moon in the sky.

 

'The moon isn't bright. It's doable.'

 

I might have been defeated back then because it was a full moon, but this time it's different.

 

I clenched my sword tightly.

I bent my lower body like a spring.

Zeno, crouching low, cut through the wind and shot forward.

 

Kaang!

 

The thrust, compressing the power, is easily blocked.

 

"Keuk...."

 

Zeno twisted his sword path and aimed for the neck of the swordsman Werewolf.

 

Kagak, it is blocked once more with a sound.

 

It was because I couldn't put strength into it when I tried to swing the sword with my left hand.

 

"Keureureu..."

 

The Werewolf let out a low growl as if mocking me.

 

"You... beast!"

 

Kkaang! Kkang!

 

Several exchanges took place.

 

The solid defensive style deflects Zeno's attacks.

If there is even a slight gap, it immediately switches to an offensive style and rushes in fiercely.

 

Funnily enough, this Werewolf was imitating human swordsmanship.

 

"...If only I had my right arm."

 

Sweat was pouring down Zeno's forehead like rain.

It felt like I was dueling with a formal Knight.

 

Zeno took a step back, panting.

 

Flash.

 

The Werewolf's eyes lit up.

The instinct to bite the prey that showed an opening was triggered.

 

"Keuheong!"

 

Thrust.

As if Zeno was the first thing he saw, the Werewolf gathered his strength at one point and rushed at Zeno.

 

"Ze, Zeno!"

 

Just before the Werewolf's sword reached Zeno's heart.

 

Kagagak.

 

The silver sword crawled up the Werewolf's sword like a snake.

 

Kwajik.

 

The blade was stuck in the gap in the armor.

 

"Kyaeng!"

 

"...One down for now."

 

The Werewolf dropped his sword.

 

Zeno did not miss the opportunity.

The wrist, the back of the knee, the shoulder. Finally, the neck.

I slashed the parts that the armor couldn't protect.

 

'You're just a beast.'

 

I induced carelessness by acting weak.

The Werewolf met his end with that shallow trick.

 

Next were the archer and the crossbow-wielding Werewolf.

 

As if they had already won.

The Werewolves, who were giggling from behind, were startled and notched their arrows.

 

Swaeak!

 

Arrows poured in.

 

Zeno kicked off the ground and leaped up.

 

I deflected the first arrow.

I avoided the second arrow.

The third arrow was lodged in my thigh, but.

 

Chwaak!

 

Zeno's sword, which did not stop, drew a semicircle.

 

"Keureureu......."

 

The archer with his chest split open collapsed on the spot.

It was because these marksmen were wearing armor that wasn't very sturdy.

 

The Werewolf with the crossbow met a similar end.

 

Even if they could increase the wounds on Zeno's body, it was the Werewolves who were falling.

 

"Heoeok... Heok......."

 

Zeno gasped for breath.

My whole body was screaming from the long-awaited battle.

 

'Still... I have a pretty usable body.'

 

But I also felt joy.

Wasn't this the first time I had protected someone?

The training I had done so far was not in vain.

Thinking that, I turned around.

 

"Look, Lord. The results of the training have appeared, haven't th―"

 

Zeno, who had said that far, felt like his heart was dropping.

 

"Yeah...... I saw it, cough. You're really... good... haa... at fighting."

 

Since when was it?

 

When Zeno dodged the archer's arrow?

When I deflected the crossbowman's arrow?

 

I couldn't tell.

 

What was certain was that Rubia, who I thought I had protected, had an arrow lodged in her abdomen.

 

Thud.

 

Rubia, clutching her stomach, collapsed.

 

 

 



2. Regression (2)







"..._Jugun_."




Zeno limped towards Rubia.

He wanted to run with all his heart, but it was impossible because of the arrow stuck in his thigh.




"...Are you okay? That must hurt."




Rubia, with blood trickling from the corner of her mouth, said that.




"......Who the hell is saying that to whom right now?"




Kung, kung.




Unlike his heart, which was beating with an ominous rhythm, his head was calmly working.




'Fortunately, it wasn't a hit to a vital point. First, stop the bleeding....'




Having made his assessment, Zeno jumped to his feet.




"I will go get the medicine. Please wait a moment."




He pulled out the arrow stuck in his thigh and threw it away. It was getting in the way of his walking.

Zeno forced his tingling leg to move and entered the cabin.




'The place where I probably put the medicine together is....'




He rummaged through the cupboard.

Among the unknown herbs, he found bandages and first aid medicine.




This should be enough for first aid.




Thinking so, Zeno hurried back to Rubia's side.




"Eueum......."




Perhaps because she had shed too much blood, Rubia's already pale skin was turning even paler.




Zeno tapped Rubia's cheek.




"_Jugun_, get a hold of yourself."




"Eueung... Zeno......."




"It will sting a little."




"...Huh?"




Zeno pulled the arrow out of Rubia's stomach.




"Haeuk......!"




Rubia, faced with sudden pain, let out a short groan.




He poured medicine into her bleeding abdomen and wrapped it with bandages.




"Heueu... It's not just a little stinging...."




There was no strength in the joke Rubia offered.




Growing impatient, Zeno poured medicine on his own thigh and tightly wrapped it with bandages.




It wasn't painless, but he was able to move.




Zeno gave his back to Rubia and said.




"_Jugun_, get on my back."




"Eueung...?"




"I'm going to get treatment from a priest."




"...A priest? But......."




"Hurry."




Zeno picked up the hesitant Rubia.

There wasn't much time.

What Zeno did now was at best first aid.

Rubia's current injuries required professional treatment.




It would be nice if he could make medicine himself like Rubia, but Zeno didn't have that ability.




'The closest village from here is 7 days away. No, if I walk without rest, it could be 5 days.'




The only thing he could rely on now was a priest who could use Divine Power.




The situation is desperate.




The distance to the village is far.

Rubia's breathing is getting weaker.

Zeno's body, having finished the battle, craved rest.




But he had to move.

Because Zeno was a guard Knight with a duty to protect Rubia.




"...Please hold on."




He whipped his screaming body and headed towards the village.







* * * * *







He crossed the snowy forest without rest.




He almost dropped Rubia, who was on his back, several times.

Trying to support her with only one arm quickly became too much.




He almost fell several times.

This was because his sense of balance was not right because he was missing one eye.




His arm muscles felt like they were about to break, and he was out of breath.

Blood was seeping out of his thigh, which was roughly wrapped with bandages.




What was truly desperate was that he had to do this march for another 5 days.




He shouldn't rest.

He shouldn't stop here.




His body, burdened, kept putting a brake on Zeno's movements.




He walked with an almost obsessive will.




Tak.




His foot caught on a tree root he didn't see, and he fell.




"Keoheok...."




Like a stretched rubber band snapping, Zeno's mind momentarily drifted away.




"Are you... Are you okay, _Jugun_."




But there was no time to be lying down.

Zeno, who jumped up as if bouncing, checked Rubia's condition.




"No... I'm not okay......."




As Rubia said, her condition didn't look good.




Sweat is pouring down like rain.

The bandage wrapped around her stomach was stained red.

The groans leaking through her teeth brought anxiety to Zeno.




"I'm sorry, _Jugun_. I will start again."




He forced his hardened legs to move, pounding on them.

He tried to pick Rubia up again with his trembling hands, but it was not easy to carry a person using only his left arm.




"Zeno."




"...I'm sorry. I'll start again soon...."




"Look at my face, Zeno."




Rubia grabbed Zeno's hand tightly.

As if there wasn't much time left.




"_Jugun_...."




Zeno looked at Rubia with an anxious face.




Rubia untied the scarf she had been wearing even when she slept and smiled at the corner of her mouth.




"Take my head and go back to the village."




It felt like his reason was snapping.

Zeno's face became more ferocious than ever.




"...What the hell are you suddenly talking about? Do you want to joke around even in this situation?"




He was angry.

That she was smiling calmly in this situation.

That she was wearing a bitter smile as if she had accepted the result alone.




"It's not a joke, Zeno."




He flinched.

Zeno trembled.




Rubia's eyes were losing their vitality, but they were more serious than ever.




"First of all, I'm a Witch, right?"




"_Jugun_ is not a Witch."




"That's what I am to people."




"Even so...!"




"If you take my head back, you can live well for the rest of your life. Much more fun than living here."




Zeno bit his lip as hard as he could.

Blood flowed from his burst lip.




"......I can't do that. I will definitely save you. We just need to get to the village. Then I will somehow save you, just like _Jugun_ did...!"




"...Even if we get to the village. What priest would treat a Witch."




"......"




His heart tightened.




"Why are you being so unlike yourself? You're a rational person."




Rubia was forcibly pushing the truth that Zeno had been trying to avoid.




"...I know that this is my limit."




Yes, he already knew.

That he wouldn't be able to make it to the village with this body.

That even if he arrived at the village, Rubia would be executed rather than treated.




He already knew all the facts, but he just pretended not to know because he couldn't give up.




"If you don't want to take my head. Can you do me one last favor...?"




"...What is your request?"




Zeno slumped down in his seat.




Zeno, who had been running away from the truth, finally admitted it.




Rubia dies here.




Then the only thing Zeno could do was grant Rubia's last wish.




"Until I fall asleep... keep me company."




"...Is that all?"




It was a truly simple request.




"You promised. To talk to me for 5 minutes before going to sleep. Have you already forgotten...?"




It was a simple request, but it was also a request that had no next time.




"......I have not forgotten."




So, Zeno decided to keep the promise he made with Rubia.




"That's a relief. Then...... what should I say."




Rubia's words slowed down.

As if she was trying to enjoy this moment as much as possible.




"You know, I had the most fun in the month I spent with you than at any other time."




"......"




"Chopping firewood together, going to dig up herbs. All of it...."




"......Me too."




More than when he stained his hands with Werewolf blood.

More than when he was filling his hunger by tearing apart hard bread alone.

More than when he was on edge and tense every day, sharpening his blade against others.




The month he spent with Rubia was the happiest moment in Zeno's life.




"...Thank you, for becoming my Knight."




So, those words of gratitude were what Zeno should have said.




Rubia's fading breath made Zeno's throat tighten.

Her blurring eyes pierced Zeno's heart.




Zeno couldn't answer and hugged Rubia tightly.

He couldn't even hug her properly with only one arm.




"...I'm sorry. For being a cripple who can't even hug you."




The only thing that came out was an apology.




"What are you saying......."




Rubia, frowning, put both arms around Zeno's back.




"I can hug you. So, don't say you're a cripple."




When their bodies were close together, he could feel Rubia's pounding heart.

Her pulse was definitely slowing down.




"I'm getting sleepy...... Shall we go to sleep now?"




"..._Jugun_."




"...If I had known it would be like this, I should have tried some dirty jokes. It's a shame."




Rubia smiled brightly until the end, like Rubia.




"...See you tomorrow."




Rubia closed her eyes, saying the words she always said before going to sleep.




Tuk.




The hand that had been wrapping around Zeno's back fell.

He could no longer hear her gentle breathing.

Her warm body was cooling down.




Zeno blankly, just blankly, looked down at Rubia.




"Why the hell...."




It's the first everyday life he's found.

It's the happiness he barely found.




But how could it be like this.......




'I have something precious for the first time.'




Zeno was a beast.

A beast who only knows his own life, who bares his teeth and harms others to survive.

One day, such a beast met a 'person' named Rubia.




Even if he sharpened his blade and pushed her away, Rubia kept coming closer.




Treating his wounds, giving him meals, and playing pranks.

She broke down his defenses and confronted him with her sincerity.




Without realizing it, Zeno had become domesticated by Rubia.




"...I don't have the confidence to live like I used to."




The beast who had felt the warmth of a person was destined to never return to the wild.




Zeno stroked Rubia's hair with his trembling hands.




"...If I was just a little stronger. If my body hadn't become like this. If I hadn't met _Jugun_ in the first place......."




Zeno muttered regretfully and closed his eyes.




It would be dangerous to lie down in a place like this, but it didn't matter anymore.




Without Zeno knowing, his goal had changed from survival to guarding Rubia.




"......If I had one more chance. If I had a chance to protect _Jugun_. I will protect you no matter what."




Leaving a promise that would never be fulfilled, he buried his head in Rubia's cold embrace.




So he didn't see it.




Hwaaak!




The huge light emanating from Rubia's scarf.




The unidentified light swallowed Zeno's body whole.




A miracle happened.










2. Regression (3)

 

 

Ttchak-! 

 

A burning pain flared on Zeno's cheek. 

 

"You can't even handle a simple thing like this, yet you thought you deserved to be paid?" 

 

"......" 

 

Zeno lifted his head, looking dazed. 

 

A blonde woman was trembling as she glared at Zeno. 

 

"Ah, I'm so sorry. Please calm down a little bit...." 

 

"Calm down? How can I calm down when our Kiki has disappeared!" 

 

"Please be a little quieter, other people are watching...." 

 

A kindly-looking bald man was sweating profusely as he tried to calm the woman down. 

 

'...Guild Master?' 

 

Derun. 

The Guild Master who brought Zeno, who was barely surviving by hunting Werewolves alone, into the mercenary guild, and also Zeno's mentor. 

For some reason, he was standing in front of Zeno. 

 

'He should have been by Lord's side....' 

 

As I was holding my cheek and lost in thought, Derun grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me up. 

 

"What are you doing, you bastard? Apologize to her! And return all the advance payment!" 

 

"......Apologize?" 

 

At those words, a vague memory flashed through Zeno's mind. 

 

The woman, flying into a rage and slapping Zeno's cheek. 

The Guild Master, flustered and trying to calm the woman down. 

 

Perhaps what will happen next is....... 

 

'She slapped the other cheek, right.' 

 

Ttchak! 

 

"Do I have to teach you how to apologize, you uneducated, low-born bastard? Kneel down right now." 

 

The situation unfolded as Zeno had predicted. 

 

As the burning pain intensified, my mind became calmer. 

 

'Is this a dream? No, there's no way I'd feel pain then. Besides....' 

 

My right arm, which had been torn off, was perfectly attached. 

My left eye, which had lost its sight, had regained its vision. 

 

The sensations were so vivid that I couldn't possibly think it was a dream. 

 

'...The light that was emanating from the scarf.' 

 

The light, which I could feel even through my eyelids, flickered. 

This scene unfolded right after that warm light enveloped my body. 

 

'Could it be.' 

 

Even while thinking that such a thing was impossible, Zeno recalled Rubia's words. 

 

-I told you that this scarf is imbued with a 'miracle.' 

 

I always thought it was just a joke, but now I realized. 

What the 'miracle' contained in Rubia's scarf was. 

 

'I've returned to the past.' 

 

Regression. 

 

I don't know what the principle is, but it was a power that could only be explained that way. 

 

"Can't you hear me? I said kneel down!" 

 

Just when my thoughts were roughly organized, the blonde woman tapped Zeno's cheek. 

The burning skin was stimulated, making me realize once again that what was happening now was reality. 

 

Zeno recalled how this had happened. 

 

'She wanted me to find her cat, right.' 

 

The woman was probably a young lady from an insignificant rural baronial family. 

She had commissioned me to find her cat that had gone missing from her mansion. 

Zeno searched every nook and cranny of the territory, looking for the cat. 

But in the end, I couldn't find the cat. 

Because the cat hadn't disappeared, it had been sleeping under the bed from the beginning. 

 

At the time, Zeno, who had no way of knowing that, obediently apologized and returned the money. 

The money was so little that I could barely afford the cheapest glass of alcohol at a restaurant. 

 

'I ended up going hungry that day.' 

 

Zeno raised his head and looked at the woman. 

Was it because I had spent the past month with Rubia? 

I couldn't help but find the woman in front of me so pathetic. 

 

Her sharply raised eyes glared at Zeno. 

Her panting breaths were like a bull's. 

The disgusting smell of perfume stung my nose. 

 

'She has no grace whatsoever.' 

 

Unlike in the past when I was just a mercenary, now I know what 'nobility' is. 

 

Rubia had the grace of a noble. 

 

I've never seen her make a sound while eating. 

She has never raised her voice in excitement. 

Even without wearing perfume, Rubia always had a pleasant fragrance about her. 

 

Rubia might be a little playful, but she wasn't as frivolous as this woman. 

 

"Oh my, look at those eyes? Can't you relax your gaze?" 

 

If it had been the old me, I would have groveled before a woman like this and begged for her forgiveness. 

At this time, Zeno was a newbie who had just joined the mercenary guild. 

I thought that if I failed even a simple request, my reputation would be ruined and I would no longer receive any requests. 

 

But now, there was no reason to be servile. 

 

"I was born this way, originally." 

 

I held my head high. 

I didn't avoid the woman's eyes. 

I know very well that doing this will intimidate her. 

 

"...Yo, you low-born bastard, how dare you talk back!" 

 

As expected, the woman took a step back. 

Like a cornered rat baring its teeth, she swung her hand high. 

 

Before her dirty hand could touch Zeno's cheek. 

 

Tak. 

 

Zeno grabbed the woman's wrist. 

And, with a snapping sound, twisted it and threw her to the ground. 

 

"Kyaaak!! Wh, what are you doing, you low-life bastard!" 

 

The woman clutched her twisted wrist and screamed at the top of her lungs. 

Zeno didn't bat an eye as he said. 

 

"I will return all the commission fee." 

 

"That's a given! Do you know who I am? Do you want to never work here again?" 

 

"Yes, I don't know who you are." 

 

"Ha? Yo, you... I'm going to tell my father all about...!" 

 

"And I don't care either." 

 

Cutting off the voice I didn't want to hear, Zeno looked at Derun. 

 

"Yo, you......." 

 

Derun was staring at Zeno as if he was looking at a madman. 

 

"Guild Master." 

 

"Hey, you crazy bastard. Have you finally lost your mind? Are you quitting being a mercenary? Why are you suddenly doing this?" 

 

"What year is it now?" 

 

"Hah, I knew it, you've really lost it. You don't even know what year it is." 

 

"Please answer me." 

 

"...It's Imperial Year 485. Why are you asking that all of a sudden?" 

 

"Aha." 

 

Zeno let out a small laugh without realizing it. 

Soon, the laughter gradually grew louder, filling the inside of the guild. 

The surrounding mercenaries were whispering about Zeno. 

He failed a request, twisted the client's wrist, and is now laughing, so he must look like a madman. 

 

But I didn't care about the other mercenaries' gazes. 

 

'I've returned to five years ago.' 

 

What's important is that Rubia is alive. 

I've been given another chance to protect Rubia. 

 

Derun's expression, looking at Zeno, became serious. 

 

"Hey, are you really okay? If you're having a hard time, take a break. I'll take care of the pending requests......." 

 

"No, please cancel all the requests that I was supposed to receive." 

 

"What?" 

 

"I'm quitting. Being a mercenary." 

 

Derun's eyes widened as if they would pop out. 

He approached Zeno's ear and whispered. 

 

"Seriously, what's wrong with you today? Is it because you failed the request? That kind of thing won't even tarnish your reputation, you idiot! People can make mistakes sometimes." 

 

Derun was one of the few kind people, just as Zeno remembered. 

Of course, that only applies when there's monetary value involved. 

 

"That's not it." 

 

"Then did another guild tell you to come? There won't be better conditions than here, though?" 

 

"That's not it either." 

 

"Then why...!" 

 

"Because there's a place I have to go." 

 

Zeno recalled. 

The forest covered in snow. 

The cabin in between. 

Rubia, who must be living there lonely. 

 

"Because there's something I have to protect." 

 

That day, Zeno quit being a mercenary with a sense of relief. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

Zeno left the guild right away. 

 

The young lady from the baronial family was yelling from behind, demanding that he take responsibility for her wrist, but Zeno didn't care. 

 

What I need to focus on now is the plan for the future. 

 

First, head to the cabin and find Rubia. 

That hasn't changed. 

 

'But I can't keep living there.' 

 

The problem was what came next. 

 

Even if the Werewolf hadn't chased Zeno, death was inevitable anyway. 

 

Because the stockpiled food was slowly running out. 

I would have had to visit the village someday to procure food. 

 

So, this time, should I live in hiding and go down to the village whenever I run out of food? 

 

No, I didn't want that. 

 

'Lord is not a Witch. I can't let her live in hiding unfairly forever.' 

 

Only Zeno knows Rubia's true nature. 

She was the first person to show me kindness without expecting anything in return, the person who made Zeno feel warmth. 

 

She was a person who shouldn't die in obscurity, falsely accused. 

 

'If I find the Witch who created the real Mutants, I can clear her name.' 

 

The easiest way to clear her name is to catch the real culprit. 

Even if it's somewhat dangerous, I'll leave the cabin and find the 'real Witch' who created the Mutants. 

While searching for the real Witch, I'll stay by Rubia's side, even if it means turning the whole world against me. 

That was Zeno's goal. 

 

First, I need to meet Rubia to do that. 

Zeno left the Empire without any specific plans, carrying only a silver sword. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

The cabin where I lived with Rubia is located in the Tobiel Kingdom in the north, specifically in the 'Forest Where the Snow Doesn't Melt.' 

 

Zeno calculated the distance from here to the forest. 

 

'I don't have money to rent a carriage. It'll take at least two weeks.' 

 

After finishing the calculation, Zeno walked without resting. 

 

When I was hungry, I would visit a nearby village, do odd jobs, and get food. 

Sleeping on the streets was a daily occurrence. 

I wrapped myself in a blanket against the cold that intensified as I went north. 

 

I didn't feel any hardship at all. 

I have no injuries, and all my limbs are perfectly attached. 

Above all, I didn't feel tired at all because I was thinking that I was on my way to meet Rubia. 

 

As a result of walking with such light steps for two weeks straight. 

 

"......Finally." 

 

The Forest Where the Snow Doesn't Melt. 

I arrived at the place where Rubia would be. 

 

'The place I went to back then was....' 

 

Zeno only knows the scenery near the cabin, so I don't know the exact location. 

This is because I didn't intend to enter this forest, but I arrived here while desperately running away from the Werewolves. 

 

"This tree is probably...." 

 

As I was identifying the surrounding scenery one by one, searching for the cabin. 

 

"......Right there!" 

 

I heard people's voices from afar. 

It sounded like they were fighting. 

 

As I got closer, the voices became clearer. 

 

"Isn't there some kind of misunderstanding? Please listen to me. You all know that I'm not that kind of person!" 

 

"...!" 

 

It's a familiar voice. 

My heart was pounding. 

I quickened my pace. 

The fast walk soon turned into a sprint. 

 

Zeno pushed through the bushes in the direction where the voice was coming from. 

 

"You must have been deceiving us all this time, you wicked Witch! Return my family to their original state!" 

 

Beastmen who appeared to be farmers. I found a familiar face among them. 

 

Her fluffy black hair, her red eyes filled with warmth, and the sky-blue scarf around her neck were all the same. 

 

It was Rubia, whom I thought I would never see again. 

 

"So, I'm not a Witch...." 

 

Rubia shook her head and protested to the Beastmen, but the Beastmen, who were dominated by anger, had no intention of listening to Rubia's words. 

 

The rabbit Beastman standing at the front was trembling as he held a hoe in his hand. 

 

"If you can't return my daughter, you vile bitch... Dieeee!!" 

 

The hoe rushed towards Rubia's neck. 

Rubia, whose legs had lost their strength, collapsed on the spot. 

 

Just before the blade touched Rubia's neck. 

 

Kkaang-! 

 

Zeno took the hit instead. 

 

"Wh, what!" 

 

"Who is this guy who suddenly appeared!" 

 

The Beastmen opened their mouths, wary of Zeno. 

 

"What business does a human have in a place like this! If you were just passing by, keep going!" 

 

"Yeah! If you want to play the hero, get lost! That person is a Witch!" 

 

At those words, Rubia's body flinched and trembled. 

 

The smile she showed even when she was dying was nowhere to be seen, and the corners of her lips were turned downwards. 

 

Not liking that, Zeno said as if chewing his words. 

 

"I know." 

 

The Beastmen were momentarily stunned. 

 

"...You know? Then don't tell me you're trying to steal our achievement!" 

 

The Beastmen, panting, raised their weapons. 

Looking at them, Zeno calmly shook his head. 

 

"I'm trying to protect her." 

 

"...What? Protect a Witch?" 

 

"Yes, I am the Witch's escort Knight." 

 

Rubia blankly looked up at Zeno. 

Zeno examined Rubia's neck. 

The dark scar that had remained was not visible now. 

 

'Was this the wound she got at this time.' 

 

Zeno let out a sigh of relief inwardly. 

I'm glad that Rubia's body wasn't scarred. 

Thinking that, I raised my sword. 

A murderous aura swirled in my golden eyes. 

 

"Get lost. Or I will cut you down." 

 

It was impossible for Zeno, whose right arm had returned, to be defeated by farmers. 

 

 

 



2. Regression (4)

 

 

It was a one-sided domination that barely qualified as a fight.

 

"Keu-ack...! What kind of monster is this...!"

 

The Werewolves, clutching their respective wounds, quickly ran away.

 

Zeno deliberately didn't chase after them.

 

This was a silent warning.

A warning not to even think about harming Rubia again, now that she had someone to protect her.

 

'Now they'll spread rumors that the Witch has a bodyguard.'

 

He was safe for the time being.

Thinking this, Zeno sheathed his sword and turned around.

Rubia was blankly gaping.

 

Zeno approached Rubia and knelt on one knee.

 

"Are you alright, Ju-gun?"

 

"Ah, yeah... thanks to you."

 

Thankfully, Rubia didn't even have a scratch.

It seemed Zeno had arrived just in time.

 

"Why did you come to such a dangerous place, Ju-gun?"

 

"Huh? Well, I was going to clear up misunderstandings with people today...."

 

'Dialogue' with people holding weapons.

Rubia was truly a foolish woman.

 

"But, you know... who are you to call me Ju-gun...?"

 

Kung.

 

It felt like his heart was dropping.

He had fully expected to hear this question, but he couldn't help the ache in his chest.

 

"...Do you recognize me?"

 

Zeno put on the mask he had tied to his waist.

 

Rubia narrowed her eyes.

 

"A... mercenary? The mercenary who sometimes came to receive requests from my father?"

 

"That's right."

 

"So, does that mean...?"

 

"Yes, I received a request from Duke Hessler-nim. A request to protect Ju-gun."

 

It was a lie prepared to avoid suspicion.

 

As expected of Rubia, who lacked vigilance in the first place, she didn't show any signs of suspicion.

 

"Father did......."

 

Rubia frowned her beautiful brow.

Her eyes began to fill with moisture.

 

"Then, if that's true... then why, all this time...."

 

Rubia couldn't continue, as if her throat was choked.

 

"......"

 

That's right.

If it came to this, he would have nothing to say when asked why he hadn't come to find her for the past year.

 

Zeno bit his lip slightly.

 

"...I'm really sorry for being late."

 

"......I was scared. All the people in my family were executed. Everyone who looked at me tried to kill me."

 

Drip, drip.

 

Tears fell without resistance from her rose-colored eyes.

 

Now that he had returned to the past, it was Imperial Year 485.

It was a chaotic time, only a year after the Mutants had appeared.

 

"Why, why did you only come now...."

 

Zeno couldn't even begin to imagine how painful it must have been for the girl who was unknowingly branded as a Witch.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

He barely managed to calm Rubia down.

 

'It's the first time I've seen her cry.'

 

She wasn't a strong person from the start.

She had only learned to become indifferent and pretend to be okay as wounds piled upon wounds.

 

Rubia, who wasn't yet accustomed to people's hostility, was just a fragile girl.

 

'Then all I have to do is protect her from the side.'

 

And Zeno had no intention of making Rubia get used to hostility.

There was no need to add more wounds here.

 

"...Sorry for crying all of a sudden."

 

"It's alright."

 

Rubia spoke first as they headed towards the cabin.

 

"Hey... you said your name was Zeno?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Oh, I see. Hmm......."

 

Rubia clenched her fist tightly and mumbled.

Her tail wagged weakly as if she was hesitating about something.

 

'I can't get used to it.'

 

Zeno, feeling awkward at Rubia's timid appearance, spoke first.

 

"If you have something to say, please feel free to say it."

 

"Ah, okay...."

 

Rubia moved her lips and finally opened her mouth.

 

"I'm not doubting you at all, but... are you really my Knight...?"

 

"...You hesitated that much just to ask that?"

 

"I thought you might feel bad if I said something like that to someone who saved my life......."

 

Zeno felt a twinge in his heart at those words.

It was because he remembered how prickly he had been towards Rubia, who had saved his life.

 

Zeno suppressed his shameful feelings and replied.

 

"I can swear it. I am a guard Knight who will protect Ju-gun's side. If you really can't believe me, I'll cut off my finger right here and now...."

 

"Ah, no! I believe you! You don't have to go that far!"

 

Rubia, startled, shook her head vigorously.

 

It was just something he said, since he wouldn't have any problem holding a sword even without a finger.

It seemed like it was quite a gruesome story for Rubia to hear.

 

Rubia, whose ears were even flapping, asked cautiously.

 

"Then, by any chance... did my father leave any other words for me when he made the request?"

 

"......"

 

"Why I'm being called a Witch. Why my family was purged....... Anything is fine, just anything."

 

Rubia's eyes were earnest.

Of course, there were no words that Zeno could convey.

 

'Because I didn't come here with a request from Duke Hessler.'

 

But Zeno, who couldn't tell the truth, added another lie since he had already lied.

 

"Ju-gun is not at fault at all."

 

"...Huh?"

 

"Duke Hessler said that Ju-gun is not a Witch but has been falsely accused, and that it's okay to rely on the guard Knight......."

 

"...Rely on the Knight......."

 

Zeno felt his face heat up as he watched Rubia mutter.

It was because the last words were mixed with his personal feelings.

 

"Hey, are you okay? Your face is red."

 

"...You don't have to worry about it."

 

Zeno, thinking he had added unnecessary words, ran his hand over his hot face.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Okay, we're here. This is where I live."

 

How much conversation had they had?

It was only when the sun was setting in the west that they arrived at the cabin.

 

It was a scenery he missed, but it was also too awkward.

 

The firewood piled up in the yard.

The herbs they had gathered together.

The simple training ground Zeno had made was gone.

 

"Zeno? Aren't you coming in?"

 

"...Excuse me."

 

Zeno pressed down on his aching heart and followed Rubia inside.

 

As expected, there was no trace of the life he had shared with Zeno anywhere.

 

Zeno looked around the cabin and saw himself in the mirror.

In the mirror, he saw a beggar.

Of course, that beggar was Zeno.

 

'...I haven't been able to wash for too long.'

 

He hadn't been able to pay attention to cleanliness because he had been traveling here non-stop for two weeks.

Zeno, who had only now realized this, asked Rubia.

 

"Ju-gun, if it's not too much trouble, may I go to the bathroom first? I think I smell a bit......."

 

"Huh? You want to take a bath first? Okay. I'll heat up the water for you."

 

She must have smelled the terrible stench since a while ago, but she didn't even show it.

As expected, Rubia was too kind-hearted.

 

Zeno bowed to Rubia and went into the bathroom to take a bath.

 

He quickly finished his bath and came out of the bathroom, as he thought he might fall asleep.

 

"Was the water temperature okay...... Wow."

 

Rubia let out a small exclamation as he came out of the bath.

 

"? What's wrong?"

 

"Huh? Oh, no. It's just that you're really handsome...."

 

A straight punch that came out of nowhere.

Zeno chuckled at Rubia's way of speaking.

 

'What's so good about this fierce face?'

 

It was a bizarre taste that he couldn't understand at all.

 

As he was thinking this, Rubia gathered her eyebrows in the middle and approached him.

 

"Ju-gun? What's wrong?"

 

"No... just a moment."

 

Rubia stood on tiptoe and brought her face close to Zeno's.

Her breath touched Zeno's face and shattered.

 

"What...."

 

"Stay still."

 

Rubia stroked Zeno's face with her slender fingers.

Zeno, unable to do anything about the ticklish sensation, stood stiffly.

 

"Look at these dark circles......."

 

"...Dark circles?"

 

"How can you get like this if you don't sleep...? You look really tired. Do you want to sleep and wake up later?"

 

"...Ah."

 

Rubia was worried about Zeno's condition.

Zeno, feeling relieved, unknowingly let out the breath he had been holding in.

 

"Then. I'll close my eyes for a moment."

 

Zeno, exhausted to the extreme, didn't refuse and lay down on the bed.

It felt strangely wide lying alone on the bed where they always slept together.

 

Zeno fell asleep with a deep sense of regret.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"...Wake up. Wake up!"

 

"Uhm......."

 

Zeno woke up to the clear voice ringing in his ear.

When he lifted his eyelids, he saw a tearful Rubia.

Zeno was startled and got up.

 

"...Are you alright?"

 

"Are you the one who's alright...?"

 

"...Yes?"

 

The question came back to him.

Rubia spoke as he blinked.

 

"You've been sleeping for two days. I thought you were dead...."

 

Zeno looked at the window.

The sun hadn't set yet.

He thought he hadn't slept for more than a few hours.

But the day had already changed twice.

 

"...I'm sorry."

 

"No. You don't have to apologize. I'm glad you woke up."

 

Rubia brushed her chest and smiled brightly.

Zeno was mesmerized by her innocent and clear smile.

 

"You must be really hungry. Let's eat this first."

 

"...Yes?"

 

Zeno felt a sense of déjà vu at those words.

Rubia was boiling something in a small cauldron.

 

"This is by any chance...."

 

"It's vegetable porridge. It might not taste very good... but this is all I have to give you."

 

Vegetable porridge in a small wooden bowl.

It was the vegetable porridge that he had suspected and tried to refuse when he first met Rubia.

 

Zeno blankly accepted the bowl.

And he took a spoonful and put it in his mouth.

Just like then, it tasted like nothing.

 

But why did he feel a lump in his throat?

 

"Huh? What's wrong? Does it taste weird?"

 

"...No. It's too delicious. It's just that this is my first time having a meal like this."

 

Zeno silently shoved Rubia's porridge into his body.

 

After finishing the porridge cleanly, Zeno told her the purpose of coming here.

 

"Ju-gun. It may be sudden, but we must leave this place."

 

"...Why?"

 

Rubia frowned.

He understood that she didn't like it.

Because this was the cabin that Duke Hessler had left for Rubia.

 

"Are you worried about food? If that's the case, it's okay. There's still a lot of food left."

 

"That's not the problem."

 

Even the food would run out in five years.

If they lived together from now on, it might run out even faster.

Living like that was not what Zeno wanted.

 

"Do you intend to live with false accusations for the rest of your life, Ju-gun?"

 

"...What are you talking about?"

 

Rubia tilted her head to one side.

A different light flickered in her rose-colored eyes.

Zeno, not missing it, continued.

 

"Do you know about the existence of Werewolves?"

 

"I only know the name."

 

"Ju-gun is being framed as the Witch who created those Werewolves."

 

"But I didn't do anything―"

 

"That's why I'm going to find the 'real Witch'."

 

Rubia's lips closed.

 

"I don't know where to start or how to find her. But I'm going to find her even if I have to travel around the continent."

 

"...Why are you going that far? Did you get an advance from my father or something?"

 

"I didn't receive anything."

 

"Then there's no need to take the risk. I have nothing to give you...."

 

Rubia's ears drooped.

Zeno, not wanting to see her dejected appearance, said.

 

"I don't need any reward. I'm just trying to repay your kindness."

 

"...Kindness? To my father?"

 

Rubia blinked her big eyes.

 

'It doesn't matter if you think you've received kindness from Duke Hessler right now.'

 

What was important now was to leave this cabin with Rubia as soon as possible.

 

"I will clear Ju-gun's name. I will restore a life where you don't have to live in hiding like this, and where you won't be attacked even if you stand in front of people."

 

"...There's nothing good about getting involved with me. You can say that because you don't know how I'm being treated."

 

"No, I know."

 

How could he not know?

He came all the way here because he knew how she was being treated.

 

"I am prepared to stand by Ju-gun's side even if I have to turn the whole world against me."

 

"......!"

 

Rubia's eyes widened.

Zeno handed her the silver sword.

Then he knelt on one knee.

 

"So, please make me Ju-gun's Knight. Please join me on the path to finding the 'real Witch'."

 

Knight investiture ceremony.

Something that Rubia had once proposed first.

Now, Zeno was asking for it instead.

 

Rubia's pupils trembled.

 

Would she stay here and live in hiding for the rest of her life?

Or would she take the risk and leave this place to clear her name and live freely?

 

She seemed to be thinking deeply, but Zeno already knew Rubia's answer.

 

'If it's Ju-gun's personality, she will definitely.'

 

She would accept.

She said she enjoyed the present, but she had never let go of her attachment to the future.

 

As expected.

 

Tong, tong.

 

Rubia awkwardly tapped Zeno's shoulder with the flat of the sword.

 

"......Okay. But give me some time. I need time to sort things out too."

 

"Thank you, Ju-gun."

 

Zeno lowered his head and unknowingly smiled.

 

It was the establishment of the second Lord-Servant contract.

 

 

 



3. Knight (1)

 

 

A day passed.

 

There were only a few alchemy tools to pack, so I was able to prepare to leave quickly.

 

"You're really leaving this place..."

 

Rubia looked up at the cabin.

Complex emotions flickered in her rose-tinted eyes.

 

"If the work is done, I'll be able to return soon."

 

"...Okay."

 

With a slightly regretful face, Rubia turned her feet.

 

"My Lord, just a moment..."

 

Before seriously departing, Zeno took out a large hat.

 

"What's with the hat?"

 

"It will help to hide your ears."

 

He put the hat on Rubia's head.

 

"Euek... It's stuffy."

 

Rubia's expression distorted as he pressed down on her protruding ears.

 

"Turn around. We have to hide your tail too."

 

"Where the hell are we going that you're making me do this much?"

 

Zeno rolled up Rubia's wagging tail and tucked it away, answering.

 

"I'm thinking of going to the Kingdom of Tobiel."

 

"...What?!"

 

The tail she had hidden with such effort popped out.

 

"There's no point in hiding it like that, is there."

 

"No, no. That's not the problem. You're going to the Kingdom of Tobiel first? What are you talking about?"

 

"We're going to start with the place where there are likely to be the most clues."

 

"But it's too dangerous there..."

 

It's understandable that Rubia would react this way.

The Kingdom of Tobiel is Rubia's hometown.

In other words, it is the kingdom of the Beastmen.

 

"That's why we're thoroughly hiding your identity. So that no one recognizes you."

 

"No, no matter how much I hide, there's no way they won't recognize my face. And this scarf too..."

 

"Don't worry. Even if your identity is revealed, I can handle it sufficiently."

 

Zeno rolled up Rubia's tail again and tucked it into her pants.

 

"I will protect you. Even if it costs me my life."

 

Because I swore that.

In this life, Zeno was not going to allow even a single scratch on Rubia.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Rubia, who had thoroughly hidden her Beastman traces, followed closely behind Zeno.

Since the cabin was deep in the forest, they had to walk through the endless snowfields for days.

 

'Knight. My knight... Zeno is my knight?'

 

Rubia thought, looking at Zeno's large back.

 

'What the hell did my father do for him to take care of me this much.'

 

After the family was uprooted, it was days of just running away.

It was days of hiding so as not to be seen by people.

 

Now I didn't want to do that anymore, I wanted to clear up misunderstandings with people.

 

-Then give us proof that you're not a Witch!

 

At those words, Rubia had to shut her mouth.

 

Proof that I'm not a Witch.

Proof that I didn't create any Mutants.

 

Proving that you didn't do something was too difficult.

 

When I couldn't say anything, people again drove Rubia as a Witch.

 

'If Zeno hadn't appeared, I probably would have died on the spot....'

 

Zeno appeared in Rubia's life out of nowhere.

 

He was a person of a type I had never seen before.

 

-I am the Witch's escort Knight.

 

He tried to protect me even though he knew Rubia was a Witch.

 

-I am prepared to stand by my Lord's side even if I turn the whole world against me.

 

He knew exactly what path lay ahead, but he wanted to walk the difficult path.

 

'I say I'm indebted to him, but....'

 

Was there a human who was indebted to my father?

I don't think there was any human who had a deep relationship with him in the first place.

Was he really commissioned by my father?

 

That thought kept swirling around.

 

"We should rest around here today."

 

"Ah...."

 

As I blankly followed Zeno while thinking, the sky had already turned dark.

 

"Then shall I start a fire?"

 

"Please do."

 

Zeno puts up the tent, and Rubia prepares the meal.

It was a division of roles that had become familiar in a few days.

 

Dinner was a simple stew with various ingredients thrown in.

 

Zeno, who had cleaned up the stew so cleanly that the bottom was visible, said.

 

"It was delicious again today."

 

"It was a little burnt today? Everything's delicious as long as I make it...."

 

Even as she said that, the corners of Rubia's mouth turned up with a grin.

It had been a long time since I had talked to someone like this, so no matter what I said, a smile quickly bloomed on Rubia's face.

 

'Don't grin too much. ...It's a little foolish. Zeno might not like it.'

 

With that resolve, Rubia patted her cheeks and went into the tent.

Zeno, who followed Rubia in, naturally took a seat in the corner.

 

"...Are you going to sleep sitting down again today?"

 

"Yes, I need to respond immediately when the alarm goes off."

 

"Still, lie down a little...."

 

A worried voice came from Rubia's mouth.

It couldn't be helped.

Zeno had been sitting and sleeping for days, saying he had to be on guard.

 

"It's okay. Please sleep comfortably first."

 

"How can I sleep comfortably when you're so uncomfortable."

 

"...Then I'll go out...."

 

"No."

 

Rubia grabbed Zeno's hand as he tried to get up.

 

"Don't go. You're a Knight, aren't you? Then you have to stay by my side."

 

"......"

 

It hadn't been long since they met, but Rubia was relying on Zeno in many ways.

Of course, where would there be a Lord who wouldn't rely on a Knight who swears allegiance?

 

"Please, just lie down next to me until I fall asleep."

 

Rubia picked up the blanket and patted it.

 

Zeno, who alternated between looking at the blanket and Rubia, groaned and struggled.

 

"...As you command."

 

Perhaps because of the word 'Knight,' he bowed his head and came into Rubia's blanket.

 

"Then I'll just stay for a bit."

 

"Yeah, good."

 

A smile naturally appeared on Rubia's lips.

 

Rubia subtly stuck close to Zeno.

Not too close, but not too far either.

It was a distance where they could feel each other's warmth.

 

"We should arrive in two days."

 

"We're almost there."

 

"That's right."

 

"Heeya... It's the first time I've walked this long. My cabin was really deep..."

 

Zeno answered Rubia, who was stretching.

 

"Why did you come out so far from that deep place? So dangerous."

 

"About that. I've been thinking about it. I think the reason I came out that day was to meet you."

 

"...What are you suddenly talking about?"

 

"No, it's like, you suddenly appeared the day I decided to clear up misunderstandings. I was wondering if this wasn't fate."

 

"You don't believe in God, but you believe in fate?"

 

"Uh... I don't believe in God, but. How did you know that? Did I say that?"

 

Zeno closed his mouth.

After a moment of silence, he said shamelessly.

 

"You just look like you wouldn't."

 

"?"

 

Rubia deliberately didn't fall asleep and chatted with Zeno.

 

"We should slowly enter a nearby village now. It looks like it's going to rain soon."

 

"You can see things like that too?"

 

"Yes, I've been a mercenary...."

 

It was to wait for this very moment.

 

Zeno's voice slowed down.

The frequency of blinking his eyelids decreased.

His chest rose and fell, and even breathing could be heard.

 

In the end, he couldn't overcome his fatigue and fell asleep.

 

Rubia, who was staring at Zeno's profile, said.

 

"Good night, Zeno."

 

Rubia swept back Zeno's hair.

 

"Thank you for suddenly appearing in front of me. Thank you for being the only one who says you're on my side."

 

A thank you without anyone listening was conveyed inside the tent.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next morning.

 

"I'm sorry. I fell asleep like that. I was out of my mind."

 

As they headed towards the village, Zeno repeatedly apologized.

 

"I'm telling you, it's not your fault."

 

Rubia thumped her chest as if frustrated.

 

"I deliberately put you to sleep because you looked so tired."

 

"...You could tell I was tired. I'm sorry―"

 

"Don't. Lift your head."

 

Rubia quickly grabbed his head, which he was trying to lower again.

 

Zeno's head, which had been grabbed by both cheeks, came up again.

 

"If you keep being tired, it will interfere with your escorting, right?"

 

"...That's right."

 

"So, sometimes get some rest comfortably. If you're always so tense, things that could be done won't be done."

 

Zeno nodded at the gentle voice as if coaxing a child.

 

Whether before or after the regression, she seemed to know how to handle Zeno well.

 

Rubia, who had let go of Zeno's cheeks, smiled brightly and said.

 

"Then shall we start again?"

 

"...Yes."

 

One thing that was different from before the regression.

 

The smile on Rubia's lips now was a pure smile without a single speck of impurity.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Dark clouds gradually gathered in the sky, and they had almost escaped the forest.

 

"As I said yesterday, we will be stopping by a nearby village soon."

 

"I know. Hide my ears and tail well, right?"

 

Before he could add anything, Rubia pressed down on her hat.

Then she stuck out her chest as if wanting praise.

Zeno burst into laughter at the cute sight.

 

"You know it well even without me saying it now."

 

"Of course. I think I've heard it over 100 times coming here."

 

"...It's not that much."

 

They were having such a conversation and clearing the bushes.

 

"Huh?"

 

"Hmm?"

 

They ran into someone on the other side.

It was a Beastman with animal ears on his head and wearing rags.

He tilted his head, then filled his belly with air.

 

"Daejaaang!! There's someone here, -ssipsho!!"

 

He shouted so loudly that the forest was about to collapse.

 

"...!"

 

Zeno immediately drew his sword.

 

Rubia, who was following from behind, was startled.

 

"Why, what's wrong?"

 

"...I think they're bandits."

 

If he was a beggar in the village, he wouldn't have come this far into the forest, so this man must be a bandit.

 

"You're not looking at a tree again, are you?"

 

"...No. That was at night."

 

"You never know."

 

Rubia shrugged her shoulders.

It was the story of how he mistook a tree for a person and swung his sword last time.

 

As if to erase Zeno's embarrassment, several footsteps were heard from the other side.

 

"Hmm? Let's see. What big-hearted bastard came into our territory?"

 

What appeared was a giant bear Beastman comparable to a Werewolf.

 

Zeno put Rubia behind him and emitted a sharp murderous aura.

 

"Are you the boss?"

 

"Hmm? Yeah. But who are you?"

 

"A passerby."

 

"Hmph... Is that so?"

 

The giant crossed his arms and puffed out his nose.

The eyeballs he was rolling around were shiny.

His gaze was fixed on Rubia.

 

"Hoo... Okay. I'm not interested in you, so just hand over that bitch and get lost."

 

The giant licked his lips and pointed at Rubia with his dirty finger.

 

Zeno said without the slightest hesitation.

 

"No."

 

"What?"

 

"I said no. I'll pass by quietly, so just let me go."

 

"Heh, hehe. This guy's funny."

 

The giant, who was laughing, grabbed the club he had on his back.

Just before the giant club fell on Zeno's head.

 

Pook!

 

Zeno first stabbed his sword into the man's heart.

 

"It's similar to a Werewolf, so it's easy to catch."

 

"Keuheok...!"

 

The leader of the bandit gang died so futilely.

 

"Hi, hiik! Boss?!"

 

"Th, that bastard!"

 

Kkieeek-

 

A chilling sound was heard from the lackeys behind him.

 

'...Bow.'

 

Zeno threw his sword with a near-spastic motion.

The flying sword hit the bandit who was drawing his bow.

 

"Kuaaak...!"

 

The bandit with the sword stuck in his stomach collapsed.

 

"Everyone, attack! That bastard threw away his weapon with his own hands!"

 

"What a stupid bastard!"

 

The bandits rushed at Zeno, who was empty-handed.

 

But there was nothing to worry about.

 

Peoeok!

 

"Keuhaak!"

 

A fist was planted in the face of the bandit who was running with a dagger.

Teeth flew everywhere, and his nose bled.

The bandit slid down as is.

 

A single blow.

It had happened like this with just one punch.

 

"......"

 

It was only natural that the bandits froze as a group.

 

"Why. Aren't you coming in anymore."

 

"Ru, run away! He's a monster!"

 

"Even the boss isn't that strong!"

 

The bandits, who had come to their senses, threw away their weapons and quickly ran away.

 

Zeno deliberately did not chase the bandits and returned to Rubia.

 

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

 

The reason was that Rubia's condition was the most important to him.

 

"Yeah, thanks to you. My Knight is really strong?"

 

"I told you. I will protect you."

 

Zeno sighed deeply.

He said it like this, but he was inwardly scared.

 

I was worried that Rubia would be hit by an arrow while I wasn't paying attention.

I was worried that she would leave Zeno's side again like that.

 

"...I'm glad you're safe."

 

The corners of Zeno's mouth drew an arc.

 

I was glad I could protect Rubia again today.

 

 

 



3. Knight (2)

 

 

After defeating the bandits, I escaped the forest.

 

Before long, a sign that read [Tobiel] was visible in the distance.

 

From here on out, it was the land of the Beastmen.

 

"Are you really okay with this, Zeno...?"

 

"No one will pay close attention to passersby. Please, be at ease."

 

Even with those words, Rubia, seemingly worried, pulled her hat down low.

The scarf was also neatly folded and placed in her bag.

 

Tudook, tudook.

 

Raindrops began to fall from the sky.

 

"Ah, it's raining."

 

"We should go to the nearest inn for now."

 

I entered an inn that was visible.

Because I had the money I swindled from the bandits, I could stay in the village for a few days.

 

"Two people."

 

"Ah... what should we do? We only have single rooms left right now...."

 

The innkeeper said with a pitiful look.

Zeno nodded without much thought.

 

"It's fine. Give me that room."

 

"Ah, are you sure? Then, it's the rightmost room on the second floor."

 

Just as I was about to receive the room key from the innkeeper.

 

Kok kok.

 

Rubia poked Zeno's back with her finger from behind.

Rubia lowered her voice as much as possible and said.

 

"A single room is fine? What are you talking about...?"

 

"Ah."

 

Zeno saw the look in Rubia's shaking eyes and realized his mistake.

 

'Come to think of it, my Lord right now is.......'

 

I forget sometimes because I'm so used to it.

The Rubia in front of me now is a Rubia who doesn't have any memories with Zeno.

In other words, Zeno is the only one who remembers sleeping and waking up in the same bed every day.

Although we have a Lord-servant contract, Rubia still probably thinks of me as just a savior.

 

"I'm sorry. It would be uncomfortable to share a room with a strange man. I was thoughtless."

 

"Eh? Ah, that's not it...!"

 

"Then I'll look for another inn...."

 

"Ah, no! Give me the key!"

 

As Zeno was about to leave the inn, Rubia snatched the key from the innkeeper's hand.

 

"...Lord?"

 

"We slept in the same tent, so it's a little weird to say you're uncomfortable now, right? And it's raining outside......."

 

Rubia was flustered, her face strangely flushed, and she spoke incoherently.

 

"S-So, come quickly."

 

Rubia left those words behind and ran up to the second floor, dododo.

 

The reason she was flustered wasn't because she was uncomfortable sleeping with Zeno.

 

'I couldn't help it with the tent, but staying in the same room at the inn means we're going to do something like that.......'

 

Zeno would never know that Rubia was thinking such a thing.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

I ate a simple meal at the inn.

This was because there was a high possibility that Rubia's identity would be revealed if we used the restaurant.

 

"Heua... How long has it been since I took a bath in warm water......."

 

Rubia came out of the bathroom with a languid expression.

She had to wash in cold streams for several days due to camping, so it was no wonder she said that.

 

"I filled the tub with water, so you should wash up too, Zeno."

 

"I understand. You must be tired, so please sleep first."

 

"Eung? What are you talking about? How long does it take to wash? I'll wait, so hurry up and wash."

 

Rubia said, twisting her damp hair around and around.

 

"...Lord? Your cheeks seem a little red."

 

"W-Well... Isn't it because I was in a hot place for a long time?"

 

"Hmm."

 

It was a plausible explanation.

I was relieved that she didn't seem to be sick and went into the bathroom.

 

"Then I'll wash up and come out too."

 

Zeno first wiped his body and then soaked himself in the bathtub.

 

"Huu...."

 

The warm warmth enveloped Zeno's body and relieved his fatigue.

 

'Those damn bandits from earlier....'

 

I lay in the bathtub and thought about the bandits I had missed during the day.

 

'It's annoying. If I happen to meet them again....'

 

Once might be okay, but twice is dangerous.

No matter how healthy Zeno is, it's difficult to protect Rubia from a large number of people.

 

'I need to take care of them once and for all.'

 

Zeno clicked his tongue and got up from the bathtub.

The water in the bathtub had become lukewarm while Zeno was organizing his thoughts.

I wiped the water off with a towel and came out of the bathroom.

 

"Lord, I have something to do outside for a bit......."

 

I was going to tell Rubia to go to sleep first, but.

 

"Kool......."

 

Rubia was leaning against the wall, asleep, as if she had been trying to wait for Zeno.

 

"I guess you were tired."

 

Zeno was about to lay Rubia straight on the blanket when he was startled.

 

"...Why are you sleeping with your collar so loose? How clumsy."

 

Rubia's clothes were a bathrobe given by the inn, but the front was wide open, probably because she hadn't tied the string properly.

 

Zeno tried hard not to look at Rubia's bare skin and closed her gown.

 

"Please sleep, Lord. I'll be back soon."

 

I put on the mask I wear when carrying out requests and took out my silver sword.

 

'Roughly, a place where a group of bandits might move....'

 

I will take care of all the bandits in the vicinity before dawn.

 

That was Zeno's idea: to not leave behind even the slightest risk factor.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Eueung...."

 

Sunlight seeping through the curtains.

Rubia opened her eyes to it.

 

"Heuaaam...... Ah!"

 

Rubia stretched and jumped up in surprise.

 

"...When did I fall asleep?"

 

I remember waiting for Zeno with my collar undone.

 

Rubia looked down at her gown.

It was closed without a single gap.

 

'It was my own way of showing permission....'

 

Rubia was always sorry to Zeno.

This was because she received so much but had nothing to give in return.

So I tried to express my gratitude in this way.

He not only saved my life, but also shows his loyalty every day.

Above all, I thought it would be okay if it was the handsome Zeno.

Zeno didn't even touch Rubia's sleeping body, but rather closed her collar.

 

"By the way, where did Zeno go?"

 

I couldn't feel any warmth from the seat next to me.

That meant he either woke up early or slept sitting in the corner again.

 

'If he's sleeping sitting down again, I should let him sleep comfortably.'

 

With that thought, Rubia went looking for Zeno.

 

"Zeno? Where are you?"

 

The bathroom and the washroom.

Zeno wasn't anywhere.

 

"Did he go out for a bit?"

 

Soon Rubia came to that conclusion.

 

'Maybe he went out to buy breakfast.'

 

It's a plausible story.

It's a little scary to eat at the restaurant.

It's possible that the diligent Zeno woke up early and bought food.

 

"Yeah. That must be it. Don't worry for no reason...."

 

Kukung-!

 

Rubia's ears perked up at the sound of thunder coming from outside.

It was pouring rain outside the window.

 

"Eue, eu-eum... The weather's not good. I wonder if he's okay...?"

 

Rubia sat down on a chair with a worried look.

 

"He should have said something...."

 

Rubia's tail began to wag low, as if uneasy.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Half a day passed.

Zeno still hadn't returned.

 

Rubia kept sitting down and getting up.

She also circled around in place like a puppy that needed to pee.

 

'Should I go out and look for him now? Or should I wait a little longer?'

 

This was because such a conflict was going on inside.

 

At first, I waited quietly.

 

Zeno was a knight sent by my father.

And I saw with my own eyes how much he cared for Rubia during that time.

 

'...He didn't leave, did he?'

 

But now, I couldn't help but feel a creeping sense of unease.

 

Bad fantasies kept popping into my head.

 

'What if he went to serve a better Lord than me?'

 

An imaginary person was drawn.

A woman taller than Rubia, with a slender figure.

A proper young lady with wealth and without the stigma of being a Witch.

 

That imaginary young lady smiles at Zeno.

 

-Hmm, you there. Would you like to be my 12th escort knight? I'll make sure you get a generous reward.

 

-I am honored.

 

Then Zeno bows his head and follows the young lady.

 

Rubia's complexion turned blue after imagining that far.

 

'Ah, no. I should go look for him after all.'

 

If it were the usual Rubia, she wouldn't have had such ridiculous fantasies, but the current Rubia's reason was clouded.

 

Rubia hid her ears and tail tightly and came down to the first floor.

The moment I opened the door to leave the inn.

 

Shwaaaaaaa-

 

The rain poured down so loudly that it hurt my ears.

 

Deureureuk.

 

Rubia quietly closed the inn door.

 

'Rather than aimlessly searching without an umbrella....'

 

I strode towards the innkeeper.

Then I cleared my throat and changed my voice.

 

"Excuse me...."

 

"...Yes? What's the matter?"

 

The innkeeper's expression was strange, but he didn't seem to recognize Rubia's identity.

 

"Have you seen a man leaving with a sword this~ big?"

 

Rubia tried to describe Zeno's appearance, mixing in gestures.

 

"Are you talking about the person who came with you yesterday? I don't think I saw him leave...."

 

"Is that so...."

 

But the answer I got wasn't very helpful.

 

Rubia trudged back to her room.

I leaned against the window and stared blankly out the window.

 

"......Was I abandoned?"

 

The sound of rain pattering against the window seemed to answer yes.

 

'If Zeno doesn't come back like this... what should I do?'

 

Rubia recalled her short life with Zeno.

 

He always showed his reliable back and took the lead.

He said he was on Rubia's side and would protect her.

At dinner, he said that the food Rubia made was delicious.

 

Sincerity.

 

I felt something from Zeno that I had never felt even when I was living as a princess.

 

"...You said you'd be by my side."

 

But now Zeno is not by my side.

 

I've been living alone until now.

But when the person who was next to me disappeared, I felt even more empty.

 

Should I go back to the cabin like this?

I had that thought, but.

 

'...I can't go back now.'

 

It was impossible.

It wasn't a matter of physical distance.

 

I didn't have the confidence to live alone anymore.

I couldn't spend the rest of my life alone, mixing herbs.

 

-I will protect you.

 

It was because of a man who appeared out of nowhere and said he would protect me.

 

Should I really run out into the rain and look for Zeno now?

 

When I had that thought.

 

"......!"

 

A familiar figure was visible in the distance.

The pouring rain obscured my vision, but I couldn't fool Rubia's sharp eyes, which could even pick out the smallest features of herbs.

 

A man walking with a soaked body without an umbrella.

It was Zeno.

 

Rubia immediately ran out of the room.

I came down the stairs two or three steps at a time.

It was something that didn't suit the dignity of a noble, but I didn't care.

 

Now she is not the princess of the Hessler Dukedom, but the Lord protected by Zeno.

 

"Heoeok... Heok...."

 

My lungs are screaming in pain from running that short distance.

Rubia cursed this weak body and went to the entrance of the inn.

 

"Huu... It took longer than I thought...... Hmm?"

 

I ran into Zeno, who was wringing the water out of his clothes.

 

"...Lord? Why are you out here?"

 

Zeno tilted his head as his eyes met mine.

 

"......You said you were my knight."

 

Sadness welled up inside me.

Tears poured out.

 

"You said you'd be by my side. You said you'd protect me......."

 

Once the tears started, they didn't stop and kept flowing out.

I didn't want to show this ugly side of myself, but there was no way to stop it.

 

"Where the hell did you go......."

 

Rubia tightly grabbed Zeno's wet collar.

 

That day, Rubia realized.

 

That she couldn't live a life without Zeno anymore.

That she was relying on Zeno more than she thought.

 

 

 

 



3. Knight (3)

 

 

There was one reason Zeno couldn't return to the inn right away.

 

"Spit out the locations of the other bastards."

 

"Keueuk... I've really told you everything I know now...."

 

The thieves weren't gathered in one place.

It was only natural that it took a long time to deal with the scattered groups of thieves one by one.

 

"Why do you keep telling such obvious lies...."

 

Kwajik!

 

He crushed the thief's hand with his foot.

A long scream escaped from the man's mouth.

 

"Kkeuaaa......."

 

"Last chance. There must be some remnants left."

 

"E-East... there's a temporary hideout to the east from here...."

 

Peoeok!

 

Having heard that much, Zeno kicked the thief in the solar plexus with all his might.

The thief fainted without making a sound.

 

"Tsk, just wasting time unnecessarily."

 

Zeno immediately ran east.

 

His shoes squelched as they sank into the mud.

His waterlogged clothes gradually became heavier.

The heavy rain obscured even the immediate view.

It was a very unfavorable environment for combat, but Zeno didn't stop.

 

'It's too late. My Lord must be waiting.'

 

He couldn't tell exactly because the sun was hidden by the clouds, but he knew that it was already well past morning.

 

"Kkeuaak...!"

 

The remaining remnants of the thieves were nothing special either.

 

Chwaak.

 

He washed the thief's blood off his sword in the rain.

 

'I guess this is roughly cleaned up.'

 

He had to hurry back.

Rubia will be waiting.

Or she might be wandering the rainy streets looking for Zeno.

 

Zeno ran through the rain and returned to the inn.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

He arrived in the village.

He looked at the clock in the square.

 

'Is it already past lunchtime?'

 

Zeno hurried to the inn.

 

"Hoo... it took longer than I thought...."

 

He shook the mud off his shoes at the entrance of the inn.

Just as he was wringing out the water from his clothes.

 

U-dang-tang-tang!

 

Noisy sounds were heard from inside the inn.

 

Beolkeok!

 

"Heoeok... heok...."

 

Rubia, breathing heavily, burst out.

 

"...My Lord? Why are you out here?"

 

Zeno tried to approach Rubia, but.

 

"......You said you were my knight."

 

He stopped dead in his tracks.

 

"You said you'd be by my side."

 

Rubia's eyes turned red.

Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes.

 

Tudook, tuk.

 

The droplets, unable to overcome gravity, fell down Rubia's chin.

 

"You said you'd protect me......."

 

More than the pouring rain, Rubia's tears flowed without stopping.

 

Rubia tightly grabbed Zeno's sleeve.

Her small, soft hands trembled.

 

"Where the hell have you been......."

 

Zeno couldn't say anything to that sorrowful question.

 

'...Did I make her wait too long?'

 

Excuses were unnecessary.

What Zeno could do now was.

 

"...I'm sorry."

 

It was just an apology.

 

"I'm sorry for leaving without saying anything, and for coming back too late."

 

"......Please. Don't leave me alone."

 

"...I'm sorry. I was short-sighted."

 

He was stupid.

To say he'd protect her and then leave her side.

 

'Am I an idiot?'

 

What good is it to wipe out the thieves?

What if he eliminated the danger?

 

"Heueuk...."

 

If he had known that Rubia's tears would be the result of his actions, he wouldn't have done it.

 

Zeno knelt on one knee.

 

"I will never leave your side again."

 

"......Really?"

 

"Yes, I will never leave my Lord alone."

 

That day, Zeno realized.

 

That being by Rubia's side was more helpful to her than eliminating dangers from unseen places.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

First, he took Rubia back to the room.

Because he couldn't leave the crying Rubia standing outside.

 

"......"

 

The tears that had been flowing had stopped, but Rubia had a look on her face as if she would burst into tears again if poked.

 

'Was she always such a crybaby?'

 

This was already the second time he had seen Rubia crying.

That fact made his heart ache.

It was because he remembered Rubia's face, who didn't lose her smile even as she was dying.

 

'Did she become like that because she cried so much that her tears dried up?'

 

Thinking that, Zeno carefully watched Rubia's expression and spoke cautiously.

 

"My Lord."

 

"Yeah...."

 

"May I go wash up first?"

 

Zeno's body was soaked from the rain.

Even now, water was dripping and soaking the room.

Rubia wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and nodded.

 

"...Go ahead. But don't run away this time."

 

"Yes."

 

Zeno tried to go into the bathroom, but.

 

Kkuuk.

 

He couldn't because Rubia grabbed his sleeve.

It was a weak force. That's why it was even harder to shake off. He might break her if he was careless.

 

"My Lord. You have to let me go so I can go into the bathroom."

 

"...Eut."

 

Rubia's ears drooped.

Her tail tapped the floor weakly.

Zeno gave a bitter smile at that.

 

"I won't run away. Please believe me."

 

"But......."

 

The hand holding his sleeve gripped even tighter.

Rubia, who had been hesitating, suddenly raised her head.

 

"Then I'll come in too."

 

"...Excuse me?"

 

"You might run away again."

 

"I didn't run away."

 

"......Anyway! I'm going in to watch you."

 

There was one thing Zeno had overlooked.

 

He thought he had been away for 'only' half a day.

But for Rubia, it was 'a whole' half a day.

 

She became a Witch without knowing why.

She endured the animosity pouring out from people without knowing the reason.

It had been a year since she had been living so unfairly.

For the first time, someone who was on her side appeared.

He said he was her escort knight and would protect her by her side.

And then Zeno disappeared without a word. For half a day, no less.

 

People feel a greater sense of emptiness when something they had is taken away than when they never had it in the first place.

 

"...Can't I?"

 

Rubia was being stubborn like this because of fear.

 

Zeno pondered for a moment.

 

'Even so, following me into the bathroom is....'

 

It's not a matter of shame.

He was just worried about what would happen if Rubia found him hideous after seeing his naked body.

 

'But if that's the only way to ease my Lord's anxiety.'

 

On the other hand, he also had this thought.

If it was Rubia who was seeing it, Zeno didn't really care.

He was the kind of man who would gladly show his naked body if it was to soothe his anxious Lord.

 

After struggling with the conflict, Zeno soon came up with a suggestion.

 

"It's difficult for you to come all the way into the bathroom, but how about we talk until I finish bathing......?"

 

This way, Rubia doesn't have to come into the bathroom.

There's no reason to be anxious because the conversation won't be interrupted.

 

"......Then let's do that."

 

Rubia released Zeno's sleeve, perhaps thinking it was a reasonable method.

 

Zeno bowed his head and went into the bathroom.

 

As he was washing his body, which was sticky with rainwater.

He heard a tuk sound.

It was the sound of Rubia leaning her back against the bathroom door.

 

"Zeno, are you there?"

 

"I just came in, my Lord."

 

"......Anyway. Are you there?"

 

"Yes, I'm here. My Lord, you're there, right."

 

Shwaaaa-

 

Even while being hit by the water, Zeno faithfully answered Rubia's questions.

 

"So, where did you go?"

 

"I went to take care of the thieves."

 

".........What?"

 

He couldn't hear Rubia's voice trembling slightly because it was drowned out by the sound of the water.

 

"You know the thieves we met before coming down to the village. I went to clean them up because I thought they would be a nuisance when we move to the forest later."

 

"...How many were there?"

 

"I think there were about forty. But I didn't fight them all at once, but four or five at a time......."

 

"Are you hurt?!"

 

Beolkeok!

 

The bathroom door opened.

 

Zeno's naked body was revealed.

He happened to be lathering up, so his important parts weren't visible, but it didn't change the fact that his bare skin was exposed.

 

Kulkeok.

 

Rubia's Adam's apple moved up and down.

His firm back. His abs revealing the 王 (king) character.

It was because she had witnessed the subtle muscles that couldn't be seen through his clothes.

 

"......Sorry."

 

Rubia, with a flushed face, quietly closed the bathroom door.

 

"Y-You don't seem to be hurt."

 

"Yes, I'm fine. I should be asking if my Lord is okay."

 

"O-Oh... I'm okay."

 

It happened so quickly that there was no time to feel ashamed.

Rather, it was Rubia who was embarrassed.

Zeno got into the bathtub as if nothing had happened.

 

"I'm not so weak that I'd get hurt by mere thieves."

 

"Oh... yeah, you seem to be."

 

He could hear Rubia's floating voice, wondering what she was imagining.

 

"My Lord?"

 

"Ah, no. Still, it's dangerous. Why do you do such things alone?"

 

"That's... I'm sorry."

 

"You're my knight. So you should report to your Lord before going out."

 

"...I have nothing to say."

 

That's right. All of this happened because of Zeno.

 

If he had left even a note, he wouldn't have had to see Rubia's crying face.

 

"I was so focused on ensuring my Lord's safety that I didn't consider it."

 

"...Heu, heum. Then I have nothing to say...."

 

Rubia's voice softened a little.

 

"So, what did you do with the thieves?"

 

"I only beheaded the leaders and knocked out the rest."

 

Thieves tend to fall apart easily without a boss or leader.

Zeno, who didn't particularly enjoy killing, didn't kill the remnants either.

...He almost crippled them, though.

 

"It will be difficult to find thieves in the area now."

 

"That's good."

 

Listening to Rubia's compliment, Zeno got up from the bathtub.

After rinsing his body with water, he dried himself and came out of the bathroom.

 

"...You changed your clothes and came out."

 

"? What do you mean by that."

 

Rubia had a strangely disappointed expression.

Zeno said, holding his mask in his arms.

 

"I have to change because I'm going out as soon as the rain stops."

 

"Huh? Where are you going?"

 

"I'm thinking of stopping by the market. Our camping gear is almost out."

 

As he said that, a glint flashed in Rubia's rose-colored eyes.

 

"Zeno."

 

"Yes?"

 

"You have to be punished for leaving your Lord alone and lonely, right?"

 

"Punishment... you mean?"

 

Punishment. If that could make Rubia feel better, Zeno was fine with anything.

 

"I'll gladly accept it since I did something wrong."

 

"Yeah, that's what I mean...."

 

Rubia stroked her chin and perked up her ears.

Her twitching lips were enough to bring anxiety.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The rain, which seemed like it would pour all day, surprisingly stopped quickly.

Rubia and Zeno's outing became even earlier than planned.

 

"...So. This is the punishment?"

 

"Yeah. This way, you can never leave my side, right?"

 

Like the sky where the dark clouds had receded, Rubia smiled brightly as if she had never cried.

 

Zeno looked down at his right hand.

 

'Indeed, I can't run away.'

 

Zeno's right hand was being held by Rubia.

And it was tightly intertwined.

 

"It's difficult to wield a sword in an emergency situation like this."

 

"What emergency situation is there in the middle of the day? And it's a punishment. You should be able to protect me with just your left hand, shouldn't you?"

 

"That's not wrong."

 

Kkook.

 

Rubia's slender fingers intertwined between Zeno's knuckles.

Zeno's heart rate gradually increased with the added soft touch.

 

'Isn't this a reward rather than a punishment.'

 

Calming his heart, which was trying to run wild, Zeno walked along the market street with Rubia's hand in his.

 

 

 

 



3. Knight (4)







While walking down the street holding hands, a problem arose.




"...My Lord, aren't you a bit hot?"




"I was just thinking that."




They both said that, but they knew very well that it was impossible to be hot.

This place was the Kingdom of Tobiel in the northern part of the continent.

Even if it was an outer village, it was a cold region where you had to wear thick clothes.




The only reason Zeno felt hot was...




'It's more distracting than I thought.'




It was because of Rubia's hand intertwined with his.

Zeno stealthily tried to pull his hand away.

He was afraid that if he stayed like this, he might become addicted to the soft touch.




"My Lord, can I let go of your hand for a moment..."




"No. It's a punishment."




Of course, it was impossible.

Rubia gripped Zeno's hand even more tightly.

She seemed to be using all her strength, but all he felt was a soft sensation.

Zeno's face flushed at the ticklish feeling.




'I'm glad I'm wearing a mask.'




Zeno thought he was glad he didn't have to show his red face.




On the other hand.




'M-Maybe I won't be seen because I'm wearing a hat...?'




Rubia's face was also flushed.

Thinking similarly to Zeno, she pulled her hat down deeply.




The two people, whose faces had turned as red as tomatoes, entered the market.




"Cheap, cheap!"




"The vegetables that came out today are―"




Rubia looked around the market and tilted her head.




"Zeno, doesn't something feel strange?"




"It generally lacks vitality."




The hustle and bustle, vitality, heat, and so on.

Things that you would normally feel in a market were not felt at all.




Rubia, with her eyebrows drawn together, whispered in Zeno's ear.




"Could this also be because of the Mutants?"




"It probably is."




The continent was in a situation where casualties occurred every day due to the Mutants.

Merchants couldn't easily show vitality.

That was the reason why the market was generally deserted.




"...It seems pretty serious. This Mutant thing."




"......"




Rubia's head went down.

Although it couldn't be seen because it was covered by her hat, her ears must have been drooping.

Zeno, not wanting to see that sight, changed the subject.




"Is there anything you want to buy, My Lord?"




"Hmm... not really? If I had to buy something, I'd want to buy a new flask because mine is old... Ah, you don't have to worry about it. It's okay to use it as it is...."




"Then let's go buy alchemy ingredients first."




Zeno turned his steps.




"Uh, uh?"




Rubia, who was holding his hand, had no choice but to follow Zeno.




"But you'll have to pay for everything..."




"It's money I took from the thieves anyway. And."




Zeno scratched the back of his head and said.




"Am I not My Lord's knight? My money is My Lord's money. Besides, I did something wrong today...."




Although it couldn't be seen because it was covered by the mask, Zeno's expression clearly showed regret.




Rubia, blinking her eyes, nodded as if she had realized something.




"That's right. Zeno is my knight. Then can you give me all the money you have now?"




"......"




"Why? Are you worried because I'm a princess who has never touched money before?"




"It's not that, but I think I should manage the money..."




"I know, I know. I was just joking, so you don't have to be so cautious."




Rubia stood on tiptoe and patted Zeno's head.

Only then did Zeno realize.

That Rubia's lips were full of playfulness.




"I'll leave the money management to you. But."




Rubia raised her hand, which was interlocked with Zeno's.




Zeno's large, rough, and clumsy hand.

Rubia's small, soft hand.




It was a truly mismatched pair.




"Can't we let go of this hand today?"




But Rubia smiled brightly as if she didn't care.




"Is it because it's a punishment?"




"Yes, it's because it's a punishment."




"...I understand."




It was a punishment given by My Lord, so there was nothing he could do.

Thinking that, Zeno did not let go of Rubia's hand.







* * * * *







They went straight to the alley where the alchemy ingredients were.




The street was also lifeless.

After buying a new flask, they were looking around the market to see if there were any good ingredients.




"Hmm...."




"Is there anything you like?"




"Just a moment."




Rubia scanned the items on display with hawk-like eyes.




'Her passion for alchemy must have been great from the past.'




Rubia's alchemy was the best on the continent, not just empty words.




'At first, I thought she became skilled because it was a hobby she could do alone.'




Her innocent eyes become sharp when distinguishing herbs.

She shows a lack of common sense, but when combining herbs, she creates rare medicines in ways that have never been heard of before.




If Rubia hadn't been framed as a Witch, she might have made a mark in the alchemy world.




'There's one more reason to clear her name quickly.'




As Zeno was thinking that, Rubia shook her head.




"There aren't any special ingredients after all. They're all ingredients I've seen before."




"Well, isn't that because it's My Lord's hometown?"




"That's true... Ah."




Rubia, who was about to nod, was distracted by something.

Zeno followed Rubia's gaze.

There was a raw stone that looked quite expensive.




"Is that a rare ingredient?"




"I don't know that ore either. But somehow...."




Gulp.




Rubia swallowed.

Her eyes were burning with academic enthusiasm.




"I feel like I can create a new substance."




"Is that so?"




Then shouldn't I buy it for her?

With that thought, Zeno approached an old man who looked like a merchant.




"How much is this stone?"




"Hmm...?"




An old man with tiger ears on his head raised his head.




"Has someone finally recognized the value of this jewel?"




The old man, with half of his teeth missing, laughed heartily and held up the raw stone.




"This is a raw stone brought from the Kinu continent. I don't know the exact name, but isn't that the famous Kinu? It must be a rare ingredient."




A crack appeared on Zeno's forehead.




"Kinu... the land of giants? How did you bring it from a continent on the opposite side?"




The land of giants, Kinu.

It is a strict place where a lot of minerals are buried, but all races except giants are rejected.

But to sell Kinu's goods in such a small market, not a black market.

It smelled like a scam.




"Tsk, everyone says that and leaves... If you're not going to buy it, forget it!"




When the old man said that and took the raw stone back.




"Excuse me for a moment...."




A man passed in front of Zeno, or rather, in front of Rubia.

In an instant, Zeno felt something was wrong.




'Why would he go here in this wide street?'




It was a part that Zeno, who was always overly cautious of his surroundings, had captured.




Sure enough.




"...!"




The man's hand reaches for Rubia's bag.

A flashy hand movement that makes no sound.

In the blink of an eye, Rubia's scarf was in the man's hand.




It all happened in a short time of less than 2 seconds.




Ppeok!




Zeno kicked the man in the shin.




"Kkeuaaaaaak!!!"




"What, what are you doing, Zeno!"




The man, who was suddenly hit in the shin, rolled around.




"Why are you hitting someone who's just passing by...!"




Rubia slapped Zeno's arm.

Of course, it wasn't painful because it was a soft fist.




"He wasn't just passing by."




Zeno grabbed the rolling man by the back of his neck.




"Keuk... Who are you? Suddenly attacking someone who's passing by...."




Jjaak!




He slapped the man's cheek.

His mouth naturally closed.




"Take out what's in your pocket."




"What are you talking about... Ah, wait!"




When he rummaged through the struggling man's pocket, Rubia's scarf came out.




"Huh? Why is my scarf...."




"This guy just tried to steal it."




He almost had his precious scarf, which made Zeno regress, stolen.




"Kueuk... How did you notice...."




"I just did what a guard should do."




At the man's admitting tone, the gazes that had been gathering around disappeared one by one.




Now all that's left is to hand him over to the guards.




But.




"Tsk, it looked like a pretty expensive item!"




The man shouted and took something out of his pocket.




'A scroll?'




Before Zeno could twist the man's wrist.




Buueok-




The man tore the scroll.

The light flickered and the man disappeared without a trace.




"...Isn't that a Teleport scroll?"




"It seems like it."




"What kind of pickpocket uses a scroll?"




That's what Zeno wanted to say.




Scrolls are quite expensive.

To the point where even the knights fighting on the front lines are only given one each.

A mere pickpocket uses such a precious item for escape?




'There's someone behind him.'




It meant that someone with the wealth to support the scroll was here.




"Tsk tsk tsk, he ran away again."




Zeno turned his head at the old man's words.




"'Again.' Has that happened before?"




"Of course. The security is not good these days. Last time it wasn't that guy, but another guy....... It's true that you can't trust people you see for the first time these days."




The merchants around him nodded in agreement with the old man's words.




It seemed that the reason why the atmosphere in this village was depressed was not only because of the Mutants.




'If it's a rich guy who gives scrolls to pickpockets....'




Just one person.

I know a guy who does such crazy things.




"...?"




Zeno raised his head at the gaze he felt above his head.

Someone was sitting on the roof looking at Zeno.




"......!"




The man who made eye contact ran away from the roof in a hurry.

He roughly guessed who it was, but Zeno didn't chase him.




"Are you hurt, My Lord?"




"Yeah... thank you. That was close. I can't lose this scarf no matter what...."




The duty of a guard is to protect My Lord.

That's because he realized that taking care of Rubia's safety was much more important than immediately storming into the pickpocket's hideout and destroying it.




Rubia said, stroking her chest.




"By the way, you didn't suddenly leave this time to catch the pickpocket?"




Zeno raised his interlocked hands.




"You told me not to let go today."




"So you stayed by my side? You're so nice."




Before Rubia could stand on tiptoe, Zeno lowered his head.

Rubia, who burst into laughter, stroked Zeno's head.




Zeno said, receiving Rubia's praise.




"My Lord, it seems like we have a place to go."




"Huh? Suddenly?"




He really hates doing things that weren't planned.

This time is an exception.




"...I think I saw someone I know just now."




Whether it was the gang of thieves or this pickpocket.

Zeno realized one thing.

That there is a limit to protecting Rubia alone.




To eliminate the danger, he had to empty Rubia's side.

But if he just stayed by her side, there was no way to get rid of the annoying things.




In the end, to protect Rubia and travel to find the 'real Witch', he had to admit one fact.




'It's too much for me to do everything alone.'




A trustworthy colleague.

Zeno was slowly feeling the need for a colleague.












4. A Trustworthy Companion? (1)

 

 

I paid more than expected to buy the raw ore from the old man.

 

,"Don't you think you spent too much...?"

 

"Lower the corners of your mouth before you speak, Rubia-ssi."

 

Rubia touched the corners of her mouth that were soaring towards the sky.

 

"You're right. Hehe, thanks, Zeno."

 

"It's nothing. After all, my money is my Lord's money."

 

If only you would always show me that smiling face.

I couldn't bring myself to say such cheesy words and swallowed them down.

 

After buying camping gear and alchemical ingredients, we returned to the inn.

Zeno, who had been quietly watching Rubia pack her things, opened his mouth.

 

"My Lord, as I mentioned earlier...."

 

"You're going to look for someone you know? Wait a moment."

 

Rubia, who had put down the raw ore with a shimmering blue light into her bag, got up from her seat.

 

"Shall we go, then?"

 

Rubia reached out her hand again, which she had set down to pack her bag.

The promise to hold hands all day today.

It was a meaning to keep that promise.

 

,'I wish I could just stay at the inn.'

 

The place I have to go to now is the hideout of pickpockets.

I didn't want to take Rubia because I wouldn't be able to show her anything good.

 

"My Lord."

 

"Yes?"

 

"I think we have to go to a place that might be a little dangerous for you...."

 

"You said it's a pickpocket den, right? Hmm, it might be dangerous."

 

Rubia nodded.

There was an inexplicable eeriness hidden behind her bright smile.

 

"Really just a little?"

 

At the sharp question, Zeno stepped back.

His eyes naturally glanced downward.

 

"...Actually, it might be very dangerous."

 

"Hmm... so?"

 

"It will only take a moment, so if you could stay at the inn...."

 

"So you're going to leave me alone again?"

 

"...I guess that won't work, will it?"

 

"Nope, it won't."

 

Rubia smiled brightly.

 

"You just lied, didn't you?"

 

"Yes? But...."

 

"Then I'll have to give you another punishment."

 

Rubia took off her hat.

She turned around and leaned her head against Zeno's chest.

Rubia's ears perked up in front of Zeno's eyes.

 

"The punishment is a massage. Rub my ears a little."

 

"A massage... you mean?"

 

"Yeah. My ears have been folded all the time, so they're super tingly."

 

"...Is that so?"

 

Zeno wasn't a beast-person, so of course he didn't know.

Frowning, he placed his hand on Rubia's fluffy ear.

 

"You should have said something earlier."

 

He began to press down firmly from the roots connected to her head.

 

"Eueuheueu......."

 

Then a strange sound leaked out of Rubia's mouth.

 

"My Lord? Are you alright?"

 

"I, I'm fine... it's just a little stiff."

 

Rubia said that, perking up her ears as if to tell him to rub more.

Zeno continued to rub Rubia's ears.

 

"Hyaeueu......."

 

A little... no, Rubia's expression seems to be melting a lot.

I thought her muscles were that stiff and massaged her even harder.

 

"Heueueu... Sseu, stop. I think you can stop now."

 

"Are you alright now?"

 

"Yeah. Look. I'm all better, right?"

 

Rubia wiped the drool from the corner of her mouth and spun her ears around and fluttered them.

 

Certainly, it was a more lively movement than before.

 

"By the way, shouldn't we be going soon? You said you don't know when your friend will leave."

 

"He is not a friend."

 

Zeno's face crumpled.

It's because the guy I'm trying to find now is someone who can't be a friend no matter how you think about it.

 

"Anyway. We need to hurry, right?"

 

Rubia, who had pulled her hat down again, took Zeno's hand.

And naturally intertwined them, interlocking finger to finger.

 

"I'll ask one last time. Is it really dangerous?"

 

"......"

 

"If it's really dangerous, I won't let you go."

 

There was a hint of seriousness in her uncharacteristically subdued rose-colored eyes.

Zeno answered seriously to that.

 

"There will be nothing dangerous for me."

 

At best, it won't be more dangerous than a group of thieves.

When I answered with that meaning, a bright smile bloomed on Rubia's face.

 

"Then you can protect me, right?"

 

Zeno made a blank face and then burst into laughter.

 

,'Was this the question you were aiming for?'

 

From the beginning, Zeno was caught in an inescapable situation.

 

If it's a really dangerous place, Zeno has to be stuck with Rubia.

If it's not that dangerous, it means it's okay to take Rubia with him.

 

"I can make sure that there isn't a single scratch on my Lord's body."

 

Zeno said confidently.

 

"Hehe, then that's settled."

 

Rubia shook her clasped hands back and forth and said casually.

 

"But Zeno. You shouldn't touch the ears of beast-people carelessly."

 

"? You told me to rub them, my Lord."

 

"Yeah, that's true. But the people who beast-people allow to touch their ears are limited. Who do you think it is?"

 

The person who is allowed to touch their ears. 

I thought it would be someone close to them, but I had never been a beast-person, so I couldn't know.

 

"I don't know."

 

"Hehehe...."

 

Rubia, who let out a meaningful laugh, stood on tiptoe and approached Zeno's ear.

 

"The only people who are allowed to rub their ears are family."

 

"......"

 

"Ah, I don't have any family, so I allowed you. Don't misunderstand?"

 

Rubia grinned and moved away from Zeno's ear.

 

,'I don't know if she wants me to misunderstand or not.'

 

If Rubia intended to bring Zeno anxiety, her plan was a great success.

 

Zeno scratched his ear, which was still ticklish from Rubia's breath, and thought.

 

Rubia seems to be resembling the Rubia from before the regression more and more.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

I followed the traces of the man who had been watching Zeno from the roof.

 

Then.

 

The outskirts of the outer village.

A place where shabby planks were erected instead of houses.

We arrived at a place that was hard to call a village.

 

"Zeno. Didn't you say you were coming to meet someone you know?"

 

"He's probably here."

 

"Your friend must be a very bad person, Zeno."

 

"He's not a friend... no, never mind."

 

Rubia couldn't help but admire the pseudo-houses.

 

"This is even smaller than my cabin...."

 

"It's not just there."

 

"Huh?"

 

"Probably this entire area is a den of pickpockets."

 

No sooner had he finished speaking.

 

Beast-people quietly emerge from behind each plank.

They each held weapons such as pipes or daggers.

The number seems to be greater than the group of thieves Zeno had wiped out.

 

,'This is ridiculous.'

 

Their hands holding the weapons are shaking excessively with force.

There are so many gaps in their posture that I'm wondering where to strike.

The expression of biting their lips as if trying to hide their fear is spectacular.

 

In short, the level was too low.

 

,'It's obvious that they were forcibly set up.'

 

Zeno, who scratched the back of his head in annoyance, said.

 

"I know you don't want to fight anyway. Don't do anything stupid and call your boss."

 

Honestly, I was disappointed.

I came here prepared to create a sea of blood to protect Rubia.

Doesn't this make it seem like Zeno was making a fuss?

 

"It doesn't seem that dangerous, does it?"

 

"...Yes, it seems so."

 

As expected, Rubia tried to tease Zeno as soon as an opportunity arose.

Zeno approached the pickpockets and took off his mask before Rubia could tease him.

 

"Hieeek...!"

 

The terrified pickpockets stepped back.

 

"Ah."

 

Being by Rubia's side, I had momentarily forgotten how fierce Zeno's face looked.

 

"Do people really get scared just by looking at your face?"

 

"There's no reason to lie about that."

 

"You shouldn't judge people by their looks...."

 

Rubia grumbled from the side as I was putting on my mask again.

 

,'You just have unique tastes.'

 

Zeno swallowed those words and looked around.

 

,'That guy is there too.'

 

What caught my eye was the pickpocket who had tried to steal Rubia's scarf during the day.

 

Zeno walked towards him.

 

"Why, why are you coming to me... to me?"

 

His words become rapidly louder at the end.

It seems I unintentionally scared him because I just took off my mask.

I don't really care. Rather, it will be easier to get an answer this way.

 

"Didn't I ask you? Where is your boss?"

 

"Th, that's...."

 

"I'm here, so don't bother my subordinates."

 

A voice came from behind while the man was rambling.

 

He must have set up all the pickpockets to create such a terrible production.

Thinking that, Zeno turned around.

 

,'It was Ren after all.'

 

A black hood covering him from head to toe.

His pale face, which contrasted with it.

Even his slit eyes, which could be called his characteristic.

 

Ren.

 

That was the name of the man who had been looking down at Zeno from the roof earlier.

 

Rubia looked at Ren and whispered in Zeno's ear.

 

"Wow, Zeno. That person looks like a mastermind."

 

"...How do you know that?"

 

"The masterminds in novels always have slit eyes."

 

"I want to say that you shouldn't judge people by their looks...... but it doesn't seem that wrong."

 

If you ask if that man is as bad as a Demon's henchman, I would shake my head, but objectively, he is a bad guy.

 

Illegal farms.

Gambling dens.

Pickpocketing.

Fraud.

Etc.

 

It's not a serious crime like murder.

He is a guy who goes back and forth between the light and dark sides and runs all kinds of money-making businesses.

 

"Are you just pickpocketing in a small village like this, Ren?"

 

"Oh? You even know my name."

 

"Can't you recognize me?"

 

"Hmm...?"

 

Ren narrowed his eyes.

Actually, I don't know if he narrowed them because they were slit eyes.

I'm just guessing that's the case based on the atmosphere.

 

"Ah, are you perhaps Zenon? The one who went to a large guild."

 

Ren clapped his hands and said.

 

"It's Zeno."

 

"Was it? Sorry. I meet so many people. It's been a while."

 

Ren smiled amiably and held out his hand.

 

Seeing that, Rubia poked Zeno's arm.

 

"You said he wasn't your friend?"

 

"He really isn't. He's just pretending to be friendly."

 

"Pretending to be friendly in front of me. That's too much."

 

Ren awkwardly withdrew his hand and shrugged.

 

,'He probably didn't have much acquaintance with me at this time.'

 

The reason Zeno came to know Ren was because he had once 'acted' as a mercenary.

 

In order to catch several Werewolves, just as many mercenaries were needed.

It was inevitable that I would often encounter Ren, who was acting as a mercenary, in the same quest.

 

,'Is he still only running businesses in small villages like this?'

 

Ren was the most despicable, cowardly, and low-class person Zeno knew.

 

He becomes more servile than anyone else for money.

The woman he has by his side changes every day.

Zeno has never liked Ren even once.

 

-Hey, Zeno. I'm asking you a favor. Stab me in the heart. As painlessly as possible. Okay?

 

I even felt a moment of pity when he asked me to commit his murder.

 

"......"

 

I feel uncomfortable facing the person I killed directly in front of me.

Zeno shook his head to shake off the unpleasantness and looked at Ren.

 

,'He's a reliable guy in terms of business, though.'

 

If our interests align, there is no better assistant than him.

Thinking that, I approached Ren, who was wearing an artificial smile.

 

"So, what's the reason you came all the way here...... Keuheok."

 

Peoeok!

 

Zeno slammed his knee into Ren's abdomen.

 

"How have you been?"

 

It was a greeting of welcome to Ren, who had given me unpleasantness even at the time of his death.

 

 

 



4. A Trustworthy Companion? (2)

 

 

"Kuluk... Kuluk...." 

 

Ren clutched his abdomen and coughed incessantly.

 

'Such pathetic acting.'

 

Zeno, who had beaten Ren the most in his past life and even ended his life, could be certain.

That Ren was pretending to be weak.

 

'There's no way a guy who openly assassinated a princess and returned unscathed would be this weak.'

 

Clicking his tongue, Zeno reached out to grab Ren by the hair.

 

"Stop faking and get up."

 

"Wait, Zeno."

 

Rubia stopped Zeno.

 

"You said you knew him. Why are you suddenly hitting him?"

 

Because he was a son of a bitch until the very end, not even dying nicely.

Of course, I couldn't say that.

 

"...It was a sign of affection."

 

"So, if I'm happy to see you, I can hit you like that too?"

 

"That's not it, but...."

 

Rubia hugged Zeno tightly, preventing him from reaching out.

 

"Zeno is great in every way, but he's too quick to use his hands. Without even trying to talk things out."

 

She's saying that because she's so naive.

There are problems in the world that can't be solved peacefully with words.

That's what I was about to say, but.

 

"Hoo... as expected, pretty people are good at talking too."

 

Ren, who got up dusting off his butt, cut me off.

 

"Hehe, thank you."

 

"Hmm? You're not denying it?"

 

"She's actually pretty and good at talking, isn't she?"

 

"Wow, Zeno. Who is this confident miss?"

 

"...She is the Lord I serve."

 

Zeno hid Rubia behind his back.

It was because he thought Ren's gaze might wear her down if it touched her.

 

"Lord? Do big guilds also take on escort requests?"

 

"It's been a long time since I quit the guild."

 

"...Is that so? That's unexpected. I thought you'd stick with it until the end."

 

With those words, Ren casually waved to the pickpockets.

 

"Good job, everyone! Go on in now."

 

Hearing those words, the pickpockets slinked away.

 

"Weren't they living here?"

 

"What are you talking about? Even if they're my subordinates, if I gave them a place to live in a place like this, there would be a rebellion."

 

"...? Then why were they gathered?"

 

"I just gathered them here because you were following me? I wanted to see if you had any guts."

 

Ren said with a smirk.

As expected, he had used the pickpockets as a performance.

 

"Anyway, that greeting of affection. Can I return it too?"

 

"If you're confident."

 

"Then I guess not."

 

When Zeno grabbed the hilt of his sword, Ren stepped back, licking his lips.

 

"So, what's the reason you came to find me? You didn't come just because you were happy to see me, right?"

 

"Let's do one job together."

 

"Looking at it, it doesn't seem like a simple request, but like something that will take quite a long time?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Wait a minute. Let me guess."

 

Ren, who pretended to be thinking with his eyes closed, snapped his fingers.

 

"Is it to have me escort that miss together?"

 

"It's a little different, but similar."

 

As expected, he was disgustingly quick-witted.

 

Ren put his hand on his chin and said in an exaggerated tone.

 

"Hmm... but what to do. I have so many businesses going on that I don't have the bandwidth to do escort work?"

 

"Clean them all up."

 

"Do you even know what kind of business I'm in?"

 

"Illegal farms, gambling dens, pickpocket gangs... you're probably doing something like that. You're still expanding, so you can clean it up enough, can't you?"

 

"......Did I ever mention that?"

 

Ren's head tilted.

At this point, they had only met once or twice during the Werewolf subjugation request.

It was only natural for him to be puzzled since Zeno was rattling off secret businesses that he hadn't even told him about.

 

"Well, whatever. Let's ask about the minor stuff later."

 

Ren shrugged and gave a fake smile.

He had switched to business mode.

 

"What are the terms of employment, customer-nim? Like the deadline or the cost."

 

"There is no set deadline. And I have no money."

 

"You crazy bastard. Then what am I supposed to see and help you with?"

 

Ren, who quickly came out of business mode, put on his hood with a serious face.

Since he looked like he was about to leave at any moment, Zeno grabbed the back of Ren's neck.

 

"Listen and decide. There's another reward."

 

"What is it? Unless you're offering 30 young virgins, I won't do whatever it is."

 

"......"

 

Zeno's brow furrowed.

 

"...Zeno. Do you want to finish beating him up now?"

 

It seemed that Rubia, who was listening to the conversation from behind Zeno, felt the same way.

 

Zeno sighed and said.

 

"You will die in three years."

 

"What? Are you suddenly cursing me?"

 

"No."

 

Zeno pointed at Ren. Specifically, at his heart.

 

"The Demon inside you will kill you."

 

Ren's eyes widened.

His hidden blue eyes were revealed.

The playfulness completely disappeared from his face.

 

"...What are you talking about? A Demon?"

 

"Don't play dumb, you already know everything."

 

Ren is a hybrid of a Demon and a human, that is, a half-Demon.

 

"The guy sleeping in your heart is growing rapidly and will take over your body in three years."

 

That was why he had requested Zeno to kill him.

Because after his body was taken over by the Demon, he would no longer be an existence that could be called Ren.

 

"What do you know......"

 

"I know that you're raising money while expanding your business to get rid of the Demon."

 

"......"

 

"Aren't you thinking that you can get rid of this abominable Demon if you spend a lot of money?"

 

Ren, who had been staring at Zeno's face for a while, returned to his squinting eyes.

It was hard to find any more playful signs.

 

"That's almost right. So what do you want to say?"

 

"I will exorcise the Demon residing inside you."

 

"Is that the price for an indefinite, unpaid collaboration?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Hoo......."

 

Ren's expression was tinged with worry.

 

He's probably worried.

The existence of the Demon that he had never told anyone.

And Zeno knows why he's obsessed with money.

 

'It doesn't matter if he thinks it's suspicious right now. As long as he cooperates.'

 

Ren, who had been lost in thought, took out a cigarette from his pocket and said.

 

"Shall we move the place and talk? I know a good place."

 

"Let's do that."

 

Zeno cheered inwardly.

 

'He's completely fallen for it by now.'

 

The fact that Ren didn't refuse on the spot meant that he was seriously considering it.

 

"Follow me."

 

Zeno took Rubia and followed Ren.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The place Ren led them to was a small restaurant.

The furniture creaked and rough curses were exchanged, but this was his successful business.

 

"...It's a bit of a scary place."

 

The girl who he said was his Lord hid behind Zeno and peeked out, following him.

 

'What's so special about that bitch that he's serving her?'

 

Ren didn't like her inwardly.

 

He hadn't seen Zeno many times, but Ren could feel it through those short encounters.

Zeno's beast-like fighting style and unwavering coolness.

 

There was no one more suitable for the assassination business that Ren was planning the most.

He was so upset when he heard that a large mercenary guild had hired him first that he wanted to hit the ground.

 

'If I had known he was just going to be a lackey, I should have at least tried to talk to him.'

 

As he was licking his lips in regret, Zeno frowned and said.

 

"You brought us to this noisy place because you like it?"

 

"There's no way. Of course not."

 

He always has such a fierce face.

Thinking that, Ren wiggled his fingers left and right.

 

"Boss?"

 

"Yes, yes. What can I get you today?"

 

"No, I didn't come to eat today."

 

Ren flicked a gold coin at the owner.

 

"Can you empty this place quietly for a gold coin?"

 

"O-of course!"

 

The owner, whose eyes widened as if they would pop out, shouted at the noisy restaurant.

 

"You bastards! I'll treat you to one menu each that you want tomorrow, so get the hell out of here quickly today!"

 

Despite hearing the owner's rough curses, the customers cheered and left the restaurant.

It's because they like anything if it's free food.

 

"I'll clean the place up nicely, so please wait a moment...."

 

Ting.

 

Ren flicked a silver coin with his hand.

 

"Just have the owner go out for a while too. Come back in about 3 hours."

 

"Yes, yep!"

 

The owner, who had brought a rag, disappeared from the restaurant like an arrow.

The atmosphere, which had been chaotic until just now, became quiet as if it were a lie.

 

'I can't let them hear about the Demon or anything.'

 

Honestly, I don't believe that Zeno can exorcise the Demon.

 

'This is a no-lose situation.'

 

But he knows the existence of the Demon sleeping inside Ren's body.

That alone is suspicious, but he knows Ren's secret businesses inside and out.

 

Seueuk-

 

Ren hid a dagger in his sleeve so that he could take it out immediately.

The blue eyes hidden in his squinting eyes were directed at the girl holding Zeno's hand tightly.

 

'He seems to value that bitch very much. If I threaten her with a knife, he'll have no choice but to spill the information.'

 

Even if it was despicable, this was the way he lived.

 

'But let's pretend to listen first.'

 

Ren put on a smile on his face as if he were changing masks.

 

"Then shall we continue the story we were talking about earlier...."

 

Chiiik-

 

He lit a cigarette.

The girl frowned as he exhaled smoke.

Confirming that, Zeno growled at Ren.

 

"Put it out."

 

"Huh? Why."

 

"Because my Lord doesn't like it."

 

"I even emptied the restaurant, but this much is...... Ah, I get it, I get it."

 

He wasn't crazy, but he suddenly drew his sword, so I had no choice but to back down for now.

 

"Tsk, he's distracted by a woman...."

 

"What did you say?"

 

"Nothing. Shall we really talk about work?"

 

Ren, who was muttering, quickly changed his attitude and changed the subject.

 

"What's the way to exorcise the Demon inside me?"

 

"Aren't you going to ask how I know?"

 

"Well, I guess you found out some way. Anyway, what are you going to do?"

 

If I threaten him, he'll naturally spill it.

With that thought, Ren glossed over it.

 

"Shall we hear the conditions first?"

 

"Hey, how difficult is it to escort one precious person?"

 

From the beginning, he had no intention of cooperating.

So he thought it didn't matter what the conditions were.

 

"Lord, excuse me for a moment."

 

"Huh? Are you okay?"

 

"I will make it okay."

 

Until Zeno took off the girl's hat.

 

"Hmm? She was a Beast-person?"

 

There were fluffy beast ears on the girl's head.

There was nothing particularly strange about that.

Because this is the land of the Beast-people.

 

"That's right."

 

But when Zeno put a sky-blue scarf he took out from somewhere around the girl's neck.

The blood drained from Ren's already pale face.

 

Thinking, no way, Ren cautiously opened his mouth.

 

"...Hey, Zeno."

 

"What's wrong?"

 

"I'm asking just in case. It's not what I'm thinking, is it?"

 

"What is it?"

 

"If it's a wolf Beast-person with a sky-blue scarf...."

 

Ren lowered his voice even though there was no one around.

 

"...She's not a Witch, is she?"

 

"Yes, I'm not a Witch, I'm Rubia."

 

The answer didn't come from Zeno.

Ren's head turned to the girl who introduced herself as Rubia.

 

'Rubia? Is she talking about Rubia Hessler?'

 

Ren's mind raced.

Rubia Hessler.

The princess of the Hessler family, which collapsed a year ago.

In other words, she was the Witch who brought chaos to the continent.

 

"What the fuck! That's the same th―"

 

Teop!

 

Zeno blocked Ren's mouth.

 

'...I couldn't even see him.'

 

It's not just the speed.

The grip was so strong that he couldn't even breathe, let alone make a sound.

 

Seureung-

 

Zeno pointed a sharp sword at Ren's neck.

 

"Sit back down without making a sound. And throw away the weapons you're hiding."

 

A stinging sensation brushed against his neck, and red blood dripped down.

 

Taenggeurang-

 

Ren threw the hidden dagger on the ground and thought.

 

'Ah, shit, I'm fucked!'

 

He shouldn't have been tempted by the words of exorcising the Demon and called them to a quiet place.

 

 

 



4. A Trustworthy Companion? (3)

 

 

As Zeno expected, Ren moved exactly as he predicted.

 

,Bringing me to a quiet place and hiding a weapon in his wrist-so predictable.'

 

Zeno slowly removed his hand from Ren's mouth.

 

"You'd better not think about screaming."

 

"...With a knife to my throat, I don't have the guts to do that."

 

Ren quietly sat back down.

 

"Now, are you ready to have a proper conversation?"

 

"You call this a conversation?"

 

Ren tapped the silver sword against his neck with his finger.

 

"It's a minimal safety measure."

 

"You saw me throw away my weapon just now. Can't you take that thing away? It's tickling me."

 

"I'll think about it if you throw away all the weapons you're hiding."

 

"Heh, how do you know all this, seriously..."

 

Blades rained down from inside Ren's hood.

 

Only after confirming that he no longer had any weapons did Zeno withdraw his sword.

 

"Hoo... I thought I was gonna die."

 

Ren exaggeratedly gasped for air, then whispered to Zeno.

 

"Hey, Zeno. I'm just asking, but..."

 

"If you're suggesting we sell out our Lord together, I refuse."

 

Ren's mouth opened and closed like a fish.

 

,Predictable.'

 

Of course, I knew he'd make this offer.

There's no way Ren wouldn't know how much the bounty on Rubia's head is.

 

As if he'd changed his mind, Ren asked in a defeated voice, as if giving up.

 

"Haa... I'm sorry for trying to threaten you earlier. So, can't you just let me go?"

 

"No."

 

"I'll keep my mouth shut for the rest of my life."

 

"Keep your mouth shut, my ass. You'll gather all sorts of troops and come after us."

 

"...Are you secretly a mind reader or something? There's no other explanation."

 

"Your psychology is just obvious."

 

"How long have you known me..."

 

Ren looked at Zeno with confused eyes and asked.

 

"Let's hear it first. What are you trying to do, escorting a Witch?"

 

"Before that, let's get one thing straight. My Lord is not a Witch."

 

"Yeah, sure. So, what's your goal?"

 

"You don't believe me at all."

 

"Would you believe you if you were me?"

 

Ren crossed his arms, expressing his disbelief.

 

Sensing that the story would be long, Zeno asked a question in return.

 

"Why do you assume my Lord is a Witch?"

 

"Because everyone says she's a Witch."

 

"Just because of that?"

 

"Just because? Humans, giants, fish-men, even beast-men all say that she's a Witch. Intellectuals and leaders of each country are all saying the same thing. How can I not believe it?"

 

"......"

 

It was certainly a difficult thing to refute.

 

,That's exactly what I thought.'

 

In fact, Zeno had suspected Rubia for a whole month.

It was probably worse than Ren, if not the same.

 

As Zeno was choosing his words, Rubia gently stroked the back of my hand.

 

"...Lord?"

 

"I'm okay."

 

"But..."

 

"I wouldn't believe me either. If everyone in the world says so, who would believe you if you were the only one saying no?"

 

Rubia looked up at Zeno with a bitter smile.

 

"It's okay, though. Zeno's the only one who believes in me, right?"

 

"......"

 

Zeno kept moving his lips.

Because I couldn't find the words to comfort Rubia.

 

"Goddamn."

 

Ren couldn't stand the silence and broke it.

 

"Okay, let's say Rubia isn't a Witch."

 

"Don't speak informally to my Lord."

 

"Okay, okay. I'll call her Rubia-nim. So put the knife away, you crazy bastard."

 

Zeno reluctantly put away his sword.

 

"Anyway, I don't care if I work under a Witch... Rubia-nim, as long as I get paid."

 

Ren, who corrected himself in the middle of his sentence, put his hand over his heart.

 

"The fact that you can remove the Demon inside me. Is that for sure?"

 

"It's certain."

 

"What confidence do you have?"

 

"There's a magician I know in the Upiston Empire."

 

I wouldn't know him at this point, but it didn't matter.

Zeno knew a way to quickly become friends with that magician.

 

"A magician?"

 

"To be exact, a Black Wizard."

 

"...Isn't that dangerous?"

 

"Did you think removing a Demon would be safe, then?"

 

"Well... I guess that's true."

 

Ren nodded as if he understood.

 

"So, are you going to follow us?"

 

"Hmm... Give me a little time to think..."

 

Seureung-

 

"I don't have time to waste on your worries."

 

"At this point, it feels like you're the one possessed by a Demon, not me."

 

Ren raised both hands and looked back and forth between the sharp blade and Zeno's even sharper face.

Then, he sighed deeply, as if the ground was sinking.

 

"I need to sort out my businesses first. Can you at least wait for that?"

 

"Of course."

 

"Okay, then tomorrow here..."

 

"Wait a minute."

 

I stopped Ren, who was about to get up.

 

"What is it now? I said I'd cooperate."

 

"I can't trust a promise made with words alone."

 

"Haa... Okay. Then let's write a contract."

 

"No."

 

I shook my head at Ren, who was rummaging through his pockets to take something out.

 

"Take out the scroll."

 

Tteuk.

Ren's hand stopped.

 

"...Do you really have to go that far?"

 

Ren didn't even ask how I knew anymore.

The corners of his mouth twitched.

 

"Of course. If I let you go like this without anything, who knows what you'll do."

 

"...What scroll are you telling me to take out?"

 

"The Scroll of the Curse of Utterance."

 

"...You meticulous bastard."

 

Ren clicked his tongue and took out a scroll from his pocket.

 

"Swear."

 

"What should I say?"

 

"That you will not tell anyone about my Lord's identity or anything related to it."

 

"Haa... I swear."

 

Ren tore the scroll with a rip and said.

 

"I, Ren, from this moment on, will not reveal anything about Rubia's identity. If I break this oath, my tongue will melt away."

 

As soon as he finished speaking, the scroll burst into flames and disappeared.

 

The Curse of Utterance was definitely in effect.

 

,He makes a living with his silver tongue, so he won't go around running his mouth recklessly.'

 

As Zeno wore a satisfied smile, Ren, with a distorted face, got up from his seat.

 

"Is that it? Can I really go now?"

 

"Yeah. I'll see you tomorrow."

 

"Haisshi... I think I really stepped in shit."

 

Ren grumbled and left the restaurant.

 

,Even though he's unpredictable, he's talented with money and has a good eye.'

 

While I was thinking about how to use Ren most efficiently in the future.

 

"My Knight is so meticulous."

 

Rubia gently stroked Zeno's head.

Zeno accepted the gentle touch and replied.

 

"He's such an untrustworthy bastard, that's why."

 

"Yeah, you did well."

 

It was a day when I gained a comrade who wasn't trustworthy, but definitely useful.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day.

 

Zeno and Rubia followed Ren to his businesses.

 

"If I knew he was this tiring, I wouldn't have even pretended to know him in the first place."

 

"Shut up and keep going."

 

"I'm going, I'm going."

 

It was to prevent him from running away while pretending to clean up his businesses.

 

Ttalang-

 

The place we arrived at this time was a gambling den operating in the basement of an ordinary pub.

 

Ren had a conversation with a middle-aged man who seemed to be the owner of the gambling den.

Soon, a loud voice erupted.

 

"Huh?! What are you talking about?! We're just starting to get some business, and you're suddenly closing down!"

 

"That's how it is. I can't help it either."

 

"What do you mean you can't help it? Did someone threaten you with a knife or something?"

 

Ren silently looked at Zeno.

 

Zeno slyly avoided Ren's gaze.

Puhat, Rubia burst out laughing.

 

"I bet he doesn't know you were really threatened with a knife, huh?"

 

"Be quiet."

 

Zeno grabbed Rubia's whispering lips.

 

"Ubeubeub..."

 

Rubia, with her mouth grabbed, flailed her arms in resistance.

Of course, she couldn't beat Zeno with strength alone.

 

"Someone's throwing away their precious money, and you guys are flirting..."

 

Ren gritted his teeth.

 

"Well, anyway, that's how it is. I've already decided to take out the building, so please take care of the cleanup."

 

"But boss...!"

 

"Take care."

 

Ren waved his hand without looking back and left the gambling den.

 

Zeno and Rubia also quickly followed Ren out.

 

"Is there only one place left now?"

 

"Yeah."

 

"Where's the last place?"

 

"The private mercenary group I personally run."

 

"You even ran a mercenary group? You're unnecessarily spreading yourself too thin."

 

"It's not unnecessary. I made that much money."

 

What I felt from following Ren around all day was that Ren's influence had already spread to all the villages on the outskirts of Tobiel.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

A problem occurred at the last business.

 

"What?! Why would a private mercenary group get a job like that?"

 

"We don't know!"

 

Ren, who was talking to the mercenaries, smacked his forehead.

 

"Why is a Count asking us instead of a guild?!"

 

"I guess it's because it's a request that's difficult to tell to a public guild."

 

"Even so..."

 

Ren's expression is serious.

Sensing that something was wrong, Zeno joined the conversation.

 

"What's going on?"

 

"Ah, Zeno. I'm not really trying to stall this time. I think I have to take care of this request before I can leave..."

 

"What the hell are you talking about?"

 

"Wait, don't draw your sword, just listen to me first."

 

I wasn't even thinking about it, but Ren made a fuss and stepped back.

 

"You know Count Eichen, right?"

 

"If you're talking about the cat beast-man Count, I know him."

 

I remember him as a white-haired old man with a stylish mustache.

 

"Then you know how powerful Count Eichen is in the Tobiel Kingdom."

 

"Get to the point."

 

"We got a request from the Count. If I fail this, I won't be able to set foot in Tobiel again."

 

Zeno's brow furrowed.

 

"Can't you just refuse the request?"

 

"The problem is that these bastards already took the down payment."

 

Ren pointed his finger at his subordinates.

 

"You can just return the down payment..."

 

"They say they used it all up on booze."

 

"......"

 

Zeno quietly glared at Ren's subordinates.

 

"Hie, hiik...!"

 

Their faces turned blue.

 

"No, we accepted it because we knew it would be solved as soon as the boss came!"

 

"Tha, that's right!"

 

"Haa......"

 

I didn't like it.

I wanted to leave this village quickly and find a real clue about the Witch.

I was worried that I would be delayed here again.

 

"Tell me what the request is about first."

 

"Why? Are you going to help?"

 

"I'll listen first."

 

"...Huh? Really?"

 

Ren's eyes widened as if he couldn't imagine it.

Thanks to that, his hidden blue eyes were revealed.

 

"For the record, it's not free."

 

Of course, Zeno wasn't going to clean up the mess out of goodwill.

I could get the job done much faster than the rookies rolling around in the private mercenary group.

I was planning to squeeze that much money out of Ren.

 

"You're a really dirty and stingy bastard."

 

"Tell me what the request is about quickly."

 

"Haa... Okay. It's a request to monitor his daughter."

 

"Monitor?"

 

"Yeah. He said he thinks his daughter is a Werewolf."

 

"Hmm...?"

 

Zeno's sharp eyes became even sharper.

 

"Keep talking."

 

"She disappears from her bedroom every night and has something all over her mouth in the morning."

 

I couldn't be sure with just that, but they were symptoms that made me suspect she was a Werewolf.

 

"But what's Count Eichen's public image like?"

 

"A nobleman who loves his family."

 

"That's why he asked a private mercenary group like us. He doesn't want the rumor that he suspects his daughter to surface."

 

He spoke at length, but in the end, it meant that it was something that happened because of the nobleman's image.

 

,They're really annoying bastards.'

 

Zeno clicked his tongue and nodded.

 

"I'll help."

 

"I was going to handle it myself, so just give me a little time... What?"

 

"I said I'll help."

 

It would be faster and more certain for Zeno to step in here.

 

,I had the title of Wolf Hunter, after all.'

 

Distinguishing and hunting Werewolves.

 

That was what Zeno did best.

 

 

 



4. Trustworthy Companions? (4)

 

 

The daughter of Count Eichen, Ariston Eichen.

 

I received news that she would be hosting a banquet in three days.

 

For Zeno, it was welcome news.

Werewolves transform on nights when the moon is out.

As it happens, in three days, it will be a new moon night.

 

'It'll take less effort.'

 

The weaker the moonlight, the weaker the werewolf's power.

Even if Ariston is a werewolf, there was no need to feel too burdened.

 

"Why is a mask a necessity? It's not like she's holding a masquerade ball."

 

The unusual thing was that you couldn't participate in the banquet Ariston was hosting unless you wore a mask.

 

Supposedly, it's to freely enjoy the banquet without worrying about social status.

 

"That's a good thing. It means I don't have to show my Lord's face."

 

It was nothing bad for Zeno.

It would make it easier to hide his fierce appearance and Rubia's identity.

 

Ren let out a hollow laugh as if he was dumbfounded.

 

"No, Rubia... I mean, why are you taking Rubia-nim? No matter how I think about it, she'll only be a hindrance."

 

Zeno smacked Ren's mouth, *PAK!*

 

"Don't say disrespectful things. And don't carelessly say her real name."

 

Didn't I decide not to leave Rubia alone anymore?

Zeno had no intention of breaking his promise because of such a simple request.

 

"Aish... then what am I supposed to call her?"

 

Ren, holding his mouth, grumbled.

 

Zeno, pausing for a moment, looked down at Rubia.

 

"My Lord, I think we'll need a pseudonym. What would you like it to be?"

 

"Hmm...? Suddenly?"

 

Rubia closed her eyes and tapped her lips with her finger.

 

"...Ruelle? How about Ruelle?"

 

"Well, it's alright."

 

"It's a pretty name."

 

Ren, who didn't really care what the pseudonym was, nodded.

Zeno nodded seriously.

 

Ren, who was walking ahead, suddenly stopped and turned to Zeno.

 

"Hey, but can't I just call her 'My Lord' too? Then we wouldn't have to decide on a pseudonym...."

 

"That won't do."

 

The answer came from Rubia.

 

"Why not...... No, why won't it do?"

 

Ren, who almost spoke informally, quickly raised his tone, noticing Zeno's gaze.

 

"Because, my Knight is only Zeno."

 

Rubia cautiously hid behind Zeno as if wary of Ren.

 

"And Ren. You don't have any intention of serving me, do you? I have no intention of accepting someone like that as my Knight."

 

"Oh, is that so? That's a shame. Then let's go buy a mask quickly."

 

Ren, answering casually, waved his hand and went ahead.

It seemed like he didn't bring it up out of great dissatisfaction.

 

Rubia, who was looking at Ren's back, said.

 

"Did I do well?"

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"Telling Ren not to call me 'My Lord'."

 

"I don't mind."

 

"Liar. You were going to be jealous."

 

"Yes? What are you...."

 

Zeno looked at Rubia with a dumbfounded expression.

Rubia, shrugging her shoulders, went ahead briskly.

 

"Never mind. Come on, let's go quickly. Ren has already gone far ahead. We might lose him like this."

 

"...Understood."

 

Following Rubia, I imagined Ren calling Rubia 'My Lord'.

 

'......Jealous?'

 

Even if it wasn't jealousy, I definitely would have felt bad.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Three days later.

The day of the operation has come.

 

Zeno, Rubia, and Ren. The three were preparing to infiltrate in the alley in front of the banquet hall.

 

"Ta-da. How is it?"

 

Rubia, wearing a mask, made a V with her fingers.

 

"You are beautiful."

 

It wasn't just empty words.

 

'It seems clothes really do make the man.'

 

Rubia's clothes were not the sweater crop top she usually wore, but a pure white dress.

No matter how much she wore a mask, it was not enough to hide Rubia's appearance in a dress.

 

Zeno turned his head to Ren, feeling like he would be mesmerized if he kept looking at Rubia like this.

 

"How many minutes left?"

 

"About... 5 minutes left."

 

"Then let's do a final plan check before we go."

 

Ren nodded and took out a piece of paper from his pocket.

When he unfolded the paper, a simple drawing of the inside of the banquet hall was drawn.

 

"Our goal is to confirm whether Ariston is a werewolf or not. Fortunately, the banquet hall isn't that big, but... there's a time limit, right?"

 

Zeno nodded.

 

"There's about an hour left until the moon rises."

 

Usually, those who become werewolves lose their reason and attack their surroundings indiscriminately.

 

If Ariston wasn't a werewolf, there wouldn't be any commotion, but if she was a werewolf, a terrible commotion would definitely occur.

 

"How are you planning to find Lady Ariston?"

 

The banquet being held today requires a mask.

In other words, finding her by looking at her face was close to impossible.

 

Ren sighed deeply.

 

"Well, I'll have to check by talking to each person one by one. I've talked to Ariston before, so I'll do that."

 

It was a truly ignorant method, but it was also a sure one.

 

"Then what are we supposed to do?"

 

Rubia, who had been listening quietly from the side, asked.

 

"Zeno and Rubia... Ruelle-nim's role is to pretend to be partners."

 

"Partners?"

 

"Why, you know, what you always do with that bastard. Holding hands, hugging, and kissing. If you just dance there, you'll look like perfect partners."

 

"Hey, we haven't kissed yet!?"

 

"Not yet?"

 

"Ah...!"

 

As the broken Rubia stammered, Ren burst into laughter, *KHEU KHEU*.

 

*PPAAK!*

 

Zeno, striking the top of Ren's head with the side of his hand, asked.

 

"Are you saying I should disguise myself as an ordinary nobleman and step in when you call me after confirming it?"

 

"Augh... that fucking hurts. First, confirm if she's a werewolf before dealing with her."

 

Ren, holding the top of his head where a large bump had formed, straightened his clothes and stood up.

 

"The plan itself is simple, right? Then I'll go in first. Follow me in about 10 minutes."

 

"Do you have a partner?"

 

"Of course. How many girlfriends do I have? She'll be coming this way soon."

 

Ren smiled slyly and left the alley.

Rubia jeered at Ren's retreating back.

 

"Ugh, trash. How can he be so confident when he's cheating?"

 

"He's always been like that. He changes women every day, so you don't have to worry about it."

 

Looking at Ren's receding back, Rubia tugged at Zeno's collar.

 

"Zeno won't cheat, will he?"

 

"...Yes?"

 

Zeno, whose brain short-circuited, hesitated.

It was because I couldn't grasp the intention of what Rubia had said.

 

"I mean, don't have another Lord besides me."

 

Rubia poked Zeno's nose.

 

"Ah."

 

Zeno, regaining his senses, replied.

 

"Of course. I only have one Lord."

 

"Hehe, I'll trust you."

 

Rubia reached out her hand to Zeno.

 

"Then shall we go? Partner-nim?"

 

"Yes, My Lord."

 

"No. Who calls their partner 'My Lord'?"

 

"Then what...."

 

"Name."

 

Rubia said, flicking her finger.

 

"It's natural to call your partner by their name, right?"

 

"Then I will call you Ruelle-nim inside the banquet hall."

 

"Take off the -nim too."

 

"...Then I will call you Ruelle."

 

"It's a shame it's not your real name... but I guess it can't be helped."

 

Rubia murmured and headed to the banquet hall.

 

For the duration of this operation, Zeno and Rubia were partners, not Lord and Knight.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The two entered the banquet hall without any inspection.

 

"I'm glad we got in safely. Right?"

 

"That means we looked like partners."

 

At those words, Rubia slightly lowered her head.

Then she slowly stuck to Zeno and linked arms with him.

 

"Lo... I mean, Ruelle?"

 

"I, I thought it would make us look more like partners if I did this."

 

For some reason, I felt that Rubia's face behind the mask would be red.

But I didn't think I should point that out now.

 

"Is that so."

 

Zeno nodded and looked around.

 

Various people are blooming with laughter.

They are tilting their glasses and dancing.

Among them were those who were dressed lavishly, and those who were dressed plainly.

 

'Are they really telling us to enjoy ourselves equally regardless of status?'

 

Looking around at them, Zeno's brow furrowed.

 

"Hahaha. You're too kind."

 

It was because I found Ren tilting his glass with a woman I had never seen before by his side.

Rubia, who followed Zeno's gaze, covered her mouth and said.

 

"That woman probably doesn't know she's being cheated on. That's so pitiful, right?"

 

"...Yes."

 

I said that, but that wasn't the point Zeno was angry about.

 

'That bastard is leisurely drinking.'

 

I understand that he has to talk to people.

But to leisurely drink in a situation where every minute and every second is urgent.

There was no doubt that he was completely out of his mind.

 

Did he feel Zeno's stinging gaze?

 

"......!"

 

Ren, who was glancing back, made eye contact with Zeno.

He hid his hand behind his back and sent a signal by folding and unfolding it.

 

"What does that mean?"

 

"...He's telling us to act since we're not playing around."

 

No matter how I look at it, he's playing around.

I couldn't go and say anything, so I suppressed my anger inside.

 

"Then shall we dance or something? It'll look awkward if we just stand there."

 

"That's true, but...."

 

Zeno scanned Rubia up and down.

 

"Do you know any dances?"

 

"Are you looking down on me right now?"

 

"It's not that, but you said you only grew up in the territory...."

 

"I still know how to dance, okay?"

 

It was unexpected.

Given Duke Hessler's nature, I didn't think he would have allowed Rubia to dance at a banquet.

 

"You don't have to go to banquets to learn how to dance. It's a virtue of a noble, a virtue of a noble. Do you even know how to dance, Zeno?"

 

"I know a few."

 

"...Really?"

 

Rubia's eyes widened as if they would pop out.

 

"Aren't you too surprised?"

 

"Ah, no, sorry... I'm just a little surprised."

 

It's understandable to be surprised.

After all, Zeno is from a commoner background.

 

"When I receive requests from the guild, there are quite a few situations where I have to infiltrate various banquets. I learned to dance then."

 

"...Is that so? Then who was your partner then?"

 

"I partnered with the mercenary who was carrying out the request with me."

 

"Was it a woman?"

 

"Yes."

 

"Oh, really...?"

 

I learned it without any personal feelings, simply to use it when carrying out requests.

 

But why.

 

"......"

 

Are Rubia's rose-colored eyes blazing?

 

"...Ruelle?"

 

Zeno, feeling a chill, called out to Rubia.

 

"Let's dance."

 

Then Rubia released her arm and said.

 

"...Yes?

 

"Let's dance. Right now."

 

In fact, it would have been enough to just pretend to dance, but Zeno sensed that he shouldn't do that.

 

"...Understood."

 

I held out my palm facing the sky.

Rubia's hand overlaps on top of it.

 

One step, two steps.

 

We start moving slowly.

When Rubia approaches, Zeno retreats.

I feel an unknown feeling from that simple action.

 

'...Was dancing originally like this?'

 

I didn't feel this excited when I was learning to dance.

Rather, I was annoyed that I had to learn this meaningless action.

But what about now?

 

*Kung, Kung.*

 

A heartbeat loud enough to hurt my ears strikes my eardrums.

 

It's definitely not that different.

I'm dancing a similar dance at a similar banquet.

But moving while making eye contact with Rubia.

Just that made my heart beat as if it would explode.

 

Around the time we got used to each other's movements.

The music reached its climax.

I exchanged glances with Rubia.

 

Nod.

 

When Zeno nodded, Rubia spun around in place.

 

The frills on the dress fluttered.

I felt like I could see Rubia's expression hidden behind the mask.

She was definitely smiling.

 

The sight was so beautiful that Zeno was mesmerized.

 

At that moment.

 

*Tak.*

 

"Ah...!"

 

Zeno stepped on the wrong foot.

Rubia, who was trying to step again, got caught on Zeno's leg.

Just before Rubia fell.

 

*PULSSUK.*

 

I hurriedly grabbed Rubia.

 

"I'm sorry. Are you hurt anywhere?"

 

"Ah, yeah...."

 

Somehow, I ended up holding Rubia in my arms.

Our faces became closer than before.

I could feel each other's body temperature.

 

*Dugun, Dugun.*

 

I couldn't tell if it was Zeno's heartbeat or Rubia's heartbeat that was mixed together.

What was certain was that the two of them were feeling the beat at the same time.

 

Time seemed to have stopped.

The voices of people and the sound of music fade away.

All I could see were each other's eyes.

As if we would be sucked into each other's eyes, we quietly made eye contact.

 

"......"

 

"......"

 

At that moment, I was sure.

That the other person was thinking the same thing as me.

 

"Zeno."

 

"Ruelle."

 

When the two people's lips opened at the same time.

 

*Tuk, Tuk.*

 

"I found Ariston, Zeno. Come quickly."

 

Ren, who popped out without any tact, touched Zeno's shoulder.

 

 



4. Trustworthy Companions? (5)







Rubia and Zeno, startled, jumped away from each other.




"What's up? Why are you so surprised?"




"...It's nothing."




Zeno looked down at his now-empty arm.

The warmth of Rubia had vanished, leaving a hollow feeling.

Forcing himself to ignore the sensation, Zeno asked Ren.




"Where is the Aristine Young Lady?"




"She's out on the terrace."




"Alone?"




"Yeah, alone."




Suspicious.

Why would she be alone on the terrace when she was the one who invited people to the banquet?




"Was she drunk, by any chance?"




"No, she seemed fine. Well, not exactly fine, I guess? She was just staring blankly at the sky."




Zeno glanced out the window.

The moon had already risen.




'She probably wasn't looking at the sky.'




Thinking that, Zeno said to Ren.




"Lead the way."




"Got it."




As Zeno started to move, he quietly called to Rubia.




"Ruel."




"H-huh?"




Rubia, still flustered by the afterglow of their moment, and twisting her hair, looked surprised.




"You might see something shocking. Try not to be too surprised, -ssi."




"...Okay."




Although she answered, Rubia's mind seemed to be elsewhere.




'......This is awkward.'




What was Rubia about to say when their eyes met?

No matter how much he racked his brain, Zeno couldn't figure it out, so he scratched the back of his head and followed Ren.







* * * * *







They arrived at the terrace.

The three of them hid and peeked out.

Ren pointed to the woman standing on the terrace.




"She's over there."




A cat demi-human with white fur.

Aristine Eichen was staring blankly at the moon.




"...She looks fine to me?"




Rubia blinked.




"No, she is not fine."




Seureung-




Zeno tensed up and drew his sword.




"Hey, don't rush in. We don't know if she's a Werewolf yet."




"She is a Werewolf."




"What?"




Zeno knew it instantly.

Staring at the moon as if possessed.

It was a symptom that appeared in those about to transform.




"She'll transform soon, so take Lord and get out...."




He only got that far when.




Udeudeuk, udeudeudeuk!




A grotesque sound that could not come from a human was heard.




Bones were being shaved, twisted, and reconstructed.




The young lady who had been looking at the moon so pitifully just moments ago was gone.




"AwooOOOOOOOO-!"




There was only a huge beast drooling.




"W-what's that sound?"




"Did I just hear a howl...."




The people inside the banquet hall murmured.

It wasn't just the people who were confused.




"...T-that's a Werewolf?"




Rubia grabbed Zeno's arm, her face drained of color.

Tsk, Zeno clicked his tongue and hid Rubia behind him.




"Yes, it is."




"...Isn't that dangerous?"




Rubia trembled and pointed at Aristine... no, the Werewolf.




"It is dangerous. So Lord, please go outside with Ren."




"But you......."




"I'll be fine."




Zeno readjusted his grip on his sword.




"I'm not weak enough to throw away a second chance."




The sky was reflected like a mirror on the straight silver sword.




'The moonlight is similar to that day. There's no way I'll lose.'




Thinking that, he took his stance.




Ren, who had been quietly watching Zeno, crossed his arms.




"Are you sure you don't need any help?"




"You'd only get in the way. You evacuate Lord and the others."




"The way you talk...."




Ren shook his head and gestured to Rubia.




"Did you hear that? Then let's get out of here first."




"B-but Zeno is fighting that monster...."




"He'll manage, I guess. And he's not wrong."




Ren waved his hand and continued.




"If I were next to him when he fights, I'd probably die first."




"...Don't talk nonsense and leave."




"Yes, yes."




Ren nodded and shouted into the chaotic banquet hall.




"A Werewolf has appeared, so evacuate! Don't say I didn't warn you!"




"Don't joke around and do it properly."




"I am doing it properly? They're not kids, they should understand by now. Now, Rubia-nim, let's get out of here quickly. We're in the way, apparently."




Ren said that and turned away.

Rubia, alternating between looking at Ren walking away and Zeno standing his ground, clenched her fist tightly.




"...If you come back hurt, I'll be angry."




"I'll try my best."




"I'll be very angry...!"




Rubia, looking at Zeno with worried eyes, followed Ren out, dododo.




At that moment.




"Keuheong!"




Aristine charged.




Kkaang!




Sharp teeth were blocked by the sword.




"Was she waiting for me to be ready?"




She was truly a chivalrous Werewolf.




"Keureureure...."




Instead of an answer, the sound of a beast returned.

She gnawed on the sword as if to break it.

Saliva dripped down Zeno's silver sword.




Zeno stared at the sight indifferently, then.




"Then...."




Kwaddeuk.




He put more force into the hilt.

The Werewolf gradually began to be pushed back.




"Keureureure...!"




"Let's finish this quickly. It must be tough on you too."




Seogeok!




A look of pity flashed across Zeno's face as he swung his sword.







* * * * *







After a few exchanges.

A few drops of blood splattered.

None of them were Zeno's.




Only the Werewolf was being cut, torn, and split.




"Geureureuk...."




The Werewolf, with all its tendons severed, collapsed.




"......"




Zeno stared down at her quietly.




'Light green.'




Werewolf eyes are usually yellow.

There is only one case where the color of the eyes is different like this.

Only the initial stage of transformation.




"...Shit."




Zeno cursed and plunged his sword straight down.




Kwajik!




"Keureuk...."




The Werewolf's neck was pierced.

The Werewolf, who had been foaming at the mouth with blood, stopped breathing.

With this, the request was successful, but Zeno's mood soured.




'I can't get used to it, no matter how many times I do it.'




He didn't mind beheading wolves.

Rather, thinking of the Werewolves who shot arrows at Rubia, he wanted to tear them apart and kill them.




But.




'Was that a look that asked to be killed?'




Beheading something that was human until just now felt very different.




After spending several years as a Werewolf hunter, he realized something.

Those who had just begun to transform still had human emotions left.

They were tormented by their bodies, which they couldn't control, and harmed those around them.




Zeno wiped his sweaty hands and thought.




'Is there really a Witch? Or is it a curse? Or is it God's mischief?'




Those who became Mutants harmed their loved ones with their own hands.

And those around them were harmed by those who became Mutants.




Whoever caused this situation was unforgivable.

Not only did they play such a nasty trick, but they also framed Rubia.




"...It's not much of a substitute, but I'll definitely catch the one who did this, Aristine."




Zeno said that, holding up the head of the Werewolf, no. Aristine's head.




Aristine's expression, with her eyes closed, looked a little more comfortable.







* * * * *







Outside the banquet hall, where everyone had evacuated.

Rubia was pacing back and forth, eagerly looking into the banquet hall.




"Ren, is Zeno okay?"




"Aish, seriously. How many times do I have to tell you he's fine? Do you have dementia or something?"




Ren snapped like that after being asked about 40 times.

Rubia's tail drooped, feeling dejected.




"...I'm just worried."




"I guarantee that that bastard won't lose to a single Werewolf. You know why?"




"...Why?"




Ren held up two fingers.




"First, the moonlight is weak today."




"Hmm...."




Come to think of it, she seemed to have heard Zeno mention it once.

Werewolves weren't that difficult to deal with unless it was a full moon.




Rubia tilted her head.




"What's the second reason?"




"That Zeno bastard is a beast that can't even be compared to a Werewolf."




Ren recalled the first time he went on a request with Zeno.




-...Hey, how did you do that?




-What are you talking about?




-How did you know the attack was coming from there just now....




-...? I just instinctively avoided it.




Instinct.




Sensing danger, deflecting the opponent's attack, and stabbing at their weakness as if breathing.




It was a beast-like talent that was hard for ordinary humans to imitate.




"...A beast?"




Rubia, who had no idea what he meant, just blinked.

Seeing Rubia's innocent eyes, Ren suddenly felt playful.




"Yes, that's right. He's a real beast. You'll know what I mean when you see him in bed later...."




"Ah, it's Zeno!"




He only got that far when.

Zeno's silhouette was seen coming out of the banquet hall.




"...He shows up at the least fun time."




Ren lit a cigarette and blew out smoke.




Rubia ran to Zeno, dododo.




"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"




"I'm fine."




"But you're covered in blood?"




"It's not my blood."




Zeno subtly distanced himself from Rubia.

It was because he didn't want the smell of blood to get on Rubia.

Zeno handed the Werewolf's head to Ren.




"I brought it here. If you do an autopsy, it will probably prove that it's the Aristine Young Lady."




"Thanks. Thanks to you, we can go back to Tobiel."




Ren accepted Aristine's head with an indifferent face.




Rubia's expression distorted at the sight.




"...She was human until just now."




"It can't be helped. She's a monster now."




"But......."




Rubia hesitated and dropped her head.

She must have seen a Mutant for the first time.

It was enough to shock her.




"Zeno, I have a question."




"Please, tell me."




"Does anyone know when or why someone becomes a Mutant?"




"No, they don't."




It was the same before the regression.

Scholars from all over the continent gathered and researched for years, but no clear answer came out.

That's why the 'Rubia Witch Theory' that was first proposed didn't lose its power.




"An unknown plague. That's all we can know for now."




"Then I could become a Mutant too?"




"...What are you talking about all of a sudden?"




"If it's a plague, it wouldn't be strange if I became a Mutant someday."




She was right.

She was definitely right, but.




'Lord as a Werewolf?'




Just imagining it made his heart clench.




Rubia as a Werewolf.

And himself cutting her down.




It was a future he never wanted to see.




"That will never happen. I will make sure it doesn't."




He didn't know how or what he would do to stop it.

But even if there was no way, he was determined to stop it.




"...Okay, I trust you."




Rubia smiled softly, looking at Zeno like that.







* * * * *







The next day.




Even after what happened yesterday, the territory was eerily quiet.




"Is everything settled?"




"Yeah, I got the payment here."




Ren, carrying a heavy pouch, hummed.




"You confirmed that Aristine was a Werewolf, right?"




"That's why I got the payment."




"What did the Count say?"




"? Well, he thanked me. Said I protected the safety of the territory, thanks to me."




Ren tilted his head as if he didn't understand.




Zeno sighed at that.




"A noble is a noble, I guess."




"Yeah, well. Did they ever grieve for their children specifically? They saw them as assets, not children. Now they'll probably pretend they don't know anything and report her missing?"




The girl who became a Werewolf without knowing why disappeared without anyone knowing.

Thinking that he had contributed to that, a bitter taste lingered in Zeno's mouth.




"Did you call the carriage here?"




"Yeah. Don't be surprised if a really nice carriage comes."




Ren said that and grinned.

He must have splurged quite a bit, saying he made some money from this job.




'Are we finally moving to another area?'




He had stayed in the village he only intended to stay in for a short time for too long.

As he was thinking that.




Kkieik.




Not long after, the carriage arrived.




"Euchha, what are you doing? Let's go."




Ren, who had loaded the money pouch first, got into the carriage.




Zeno looked down at Rubia.




"Lord, are you really going to be okay?"




"...Yeah. It was a place I had to go to someday anyway."




The place they were going to now was recommended by Ren.




-If you want to find out why Rubia-nim was framed as a Witch, shouldn't you go there first?




Rubia's hometown, Hessler Territory.

They got into the carriage to head to what had now become Platz Territory.












5. Lost Android (1)

 

 

Inside the carriage, moving smoothly without a single bump, a heavy silence settled.

 

"......"

 

"......"

 

It was because Rubia was leaning on Zeno's shoulder with a gloomy expression.

 

"...Ahem!"

 

Eventually, Ren, who had been watching them, opened his mouth first.

 

"The job was solved well, so why are you acting like this since earlier?"

 

"...It was solved well. But...."

 

Rubia groggily rose from Zeno's shoulder.

Her drooping ears showed no sign of perking up.

 

"What about Ariston?"

 

"Huh?"

 

"He died without anyone knowing. Alone, and lonely."

 

A discomfort like a stone was lodged in a corner of Rubia's heart.

 

"I was wondering what it was. What can we do? We have to stop them if they become Mutants."

 

But Ren shook his head and held up a heavy money pouch.

 

"It's hypocrisy to say things like that after receiving the money, hypocrisy. If you care too much about other people's affairs, you'll get tired~"

 

With those words, Ren grinned, looking at the glittering gold coins in the pouch.

 

"......"

 

Rubia mumbled, then buried her face in Zeno's shoulder again with a *puk*.

 

Zeno brushed Rubia's hair back.

 

"Ren is being unpleasant, but he's right."

 

Having cut down Werewolves so many times, he realized that he shouldn't feel pity for them.

If he did that every time, his emotions would wear down, and then the tip of his sword would naturally become dull.

 

"This is the world we live in. Even if you're a young lady of a Count's family, if you become a Werewolf, you'll be quietly buried."

 

"But that's...."

 

Rubia mumbled with her face buried in Zeno's shoulder.

 

"It's such a lonely death. No one remembers him. We can't even hold a funeral...."

 

Loneliness.

Rubia seemed to be focusing on that.

Perhaps because she might have died that way herself.

 

"...We remember him, don't we?"

 

"...?"

 

Rubia's head lifted slightly.

Zeno looked straight into her rose-colored eyes and said.

 

"It's enough if we remember him. That Ariston became a Werewolf and died."

 

Werewolf Hunters kill Werewolves every day.

It's a natural thing.

Because that's their job.

 

But.

 

'It's still vivid.'

 

If he just dredged up his memories a little, he could remember the real names of the Werewolves he had cut down so far.

 

There were hardly any Werewolves who completely lost their reason and became complete beasts.

Most of them lost their memories every night, harmed those around them, and then suffered the next day.

He had captured such Werewolves, so he couldn't help but remember them.

 

"Is it still a lonely death?"

 

Rubia's expression turned blank at Zeno's question.

Soon, she shook her head.

 

"...That's right. It's enough if we remember him."

 

Rubia leaned on Zeno's shoulder again and closed her eyes.

He was relieved that she seemed more at ease.

 

'...Is my shoulder comfortable?'

 

He looked at Rubia at the thought that suddenly popped into his head.

 

"......"

 

No matter how intently he looked, he couldn't find an answer.

 

In the end, the reason why Rubia kept leaning on Zeno's shoulder could not be discovered until the carriage arrived.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

*Kkieok*.

 

"We have arrived."

 

"Uhm...."

 

With the coachman's call, Zeno woke up from his sleep.

 

'I dozed off.'

 

The battle with the Werewolf.

And the comfort of the carriage combined made it impossible to resist sleepiness.

 

Zeno turned to the side.

 

"*Kkul*......."

 

Rubia was also fast asleep.

 

"What are you doing? Aren't you getting off?"

 

Ren, who had already gotten out of the carriage, knocked on the window.

 

"Wait a moment."

 

Zeno carefully changed his posture.

He tucked Rubia's ears into her hat and rolled up her tail, which had already popped out, and put it in her pants.

 

After the series of actions was completed, Zeno carried Rubia on his back and got out of the carriage.

 

"You're really devoted."

 

Ren, seeing that, let out a hollow laugh as if he was dumbfounded.

 

"She's my Lord, after all."

 

"Yeah, whatever you say."

 

Ren tilted his head casually and was about to move when he stopped abruptly.

 

"But what's that?"

 

"What is?"

 

"The thing that fell on the ground."

 

Zeno lowered his gaze.

Could he have dropped it while getting out of the carriage?

The raw ore he had bought as an alchemy ingredient last time was lying on the ground.

 

"It looks damn expensive? Where did you get something like this?"

 

Ren picked up the raw ore and looked around.

The amber-colored raw ore sparkled in the sunlight.

 

*Tak*.

 

Zeno snatched the raw ore from Ren's hand.

 

"It's my Lord's alchemy ingredient. Don't touch it carelessly."

 

"...I picked it up for you, and you're still being a jerk. Aren't you being too much?"

 

"I know you were about to run away with it just now."

 

"...Tch, you're definitely a mind reader, no matter how I look at it."

 

Ren, who had changed his attitude, clicked his tongue.

 

'As expected, you can't trust slit-eyed guys.'

 

Zeno moved on, reminding himself of the wisdom of life once again.

 

"Is this Hessler territory from here?"

 

"It's Platz territory now. Watch your mouth."

 

Ren said in a low voice and nudged Zeno with his arm.

 

"The Hessler family is considered a traitor to the outside world."

 

"...I forgot."

 

Rubia being a Witch meant that the Hessler family was a family that produced Witches.

They were traitors who tarnished the honor of the Tobiel Kingdom.

 

"We should go somewhere nearby first."

 

"Yeah, we probably should."

 

When Zeno said Hessler territory, gazes were fixed on them from the surroundings.

The gazes were quite sharp, so he turned his feet, which had been heading to the inn.

 

The place they entered was a fancy restaurant at first glance.

 

"Lord, wake up."

 

"Uwoong...?"

 

Rubia rubbed her sleepy eyes and looked around.

 

"Where is this...?"

 

"It's a restaurant in Platz territory."

 

"Platz... territory...?"

 

Rubia, not fully awake, tilted her head.

Zeno adjusted Rubia's hat, worried that her ears might pop out, and whispered.

 

"Didn't Platz Marquis take over Hessler territory?"

 

Indar Platz.

A typical vicious noble who liked to suppress others with power and enjoyed showing off luxury goods.

He was also the noble who secretly crept in and swallowed Hessler territory while the Hessler family was in decline.

 

"Ah.... Platz territory...."

 

Rubia, who kept muttering as if the words were unfamiliar, smiled weakly.

 

"That's right. That's what happened."

 

"...Lord."

 

"Ah, I'm okay. Really...... I'm okay."

 

Rubia, who was trying to smile, bit her lip tightly.

 

Zeno couldn't dare to guess Rubia's feelings.

 

'...The territory that has been passed down for generations has been taken over by someone else.'

 

Zeno, who had nothing to say, just held Rubia's hand tightly.

 

"...Thank you."

 

When Rubia barely managed to lift the corners of her lips.

 

"I'll help you order."

 

A voice that was high-pitched but devoid of any emotion was heard.

 

Zeno turned his head.

 

Was she an employee working at this restaurant?

 

Radiant blonde hair that came down to her shoulders.

Large, sapphire-like blue eyes.

A large red ribbon on her head.

 

'She looks like a doll.'

 

An 11-year-old, or older-looking, girl was standing blankly with a tray.

 

"What, kid. Are you taking orders?"

 

"I'm not a kid. I have a name, it's Eve."

 

Eve shook her head at Ren's casual words.

 

"Of course, it is correct that I am taking orders. Please order quickly as others are also waiting."

 

"Huh? Who taught her to talk like that?"

 

Ren scratched his head and ordered.

Zeno and Rubia also ordered menus that seemed appropriate.

 

"I have taken your order."

 

Eve, who bowed so politely that it was burdensome, returned to the kitchen.

 

Rubia immediately poked Zeno's arm.

 

"Do even kids use this kind of language in fancy restaurants?"

 

"There's no way."

 

Zeno shook his head.

 

"That child is just unique. The restaurant owner must have raised her strictly."

 

The food came out faster than expected.

The interest that had been directed at the unusual girl quickly disappeared.

 

Ren's slit eyes widened as he took a sip of the soup.

 

"Wow, there's a reason why it's expensive."

 

"I know... this is really delicious. Zeno, you should try it too."

 

"I'm okay since I have my own food... *eubeub*."

 

Rubia twirled her pasta and put it into Zeno's mouth.

Ren, seeing that, pretended to wipe away tears.

 

"Wow... how can someone without a girlfriend live?"

 

"...? Isn't it over double digits?"

 

"I don't have one here. I'll have to go out for a bit tomorrow and make one."

 

"?"

 

Is that something you can do as you please?

While he was thinking that.

 

*Jjaenggeurang-*

 

"Did I ask for something difficult!?"

 

A loud noise occurred at the table across from them.

Naturally, gazes turned towards that side.

 

"Ren, is that by any chance...."

 

"...Yeah. It's Platz Marquis."

 

A noble who looked like a plump toad, with a lot of fat.

Indar Platz threw a cup in front of Eve.

 

Eve, whose legs were cut by the broken shards, said with an indifferent expression.

 

"I'm sorry, customer. We cannot provide menus that are not included in the menu."

 

"Who said to give me something on the menu. Do you know who I am?"

 

"I know. Platz Marquis-nim."

 

"Then you should listen to me quietly, huh? Who do you think you can do business here thanks to?"

 

Platz Marquis grabbed Eve by the collar.

Eve, whose feet were floating off the ground, began to cough.

 

"Why is he doing that?"

 

Rubia, frowning, said.

 

"Well, he's probably picking a fight for some trivial reason, like the rumors say."

 

Ren didn't seem to have any intention of stepping in, even while looking at Eve.

Zeno was the same as Ren.

 

'If I cause a commotion, I'll attract attention.'

 

It was because he thought Rubia's safety was more important than a little girl he had just met.

 

But.

 

"......!"

 

When he saw Platz Marquis's hand heading towards Eve's butt.

 

*Kwang!*

 

Zeno kicked off his chair and stood up as if he was having a seizure.

 

"Ze, Zeno?"

 

"Why are you suddenly doing this, you crazy bastard."

 

Rubia and Ren looked at him with surprised faces.

 

But.

 

Zeno couldn't answer them.

 

"It's not like I asked you to give it to me once. I'm just going to touch it a little...."

 

A dirty hand covered with thick hair reaches out to the small girl.

 

A terrible memory was replaying in Zeno's head.

 

-It's okay. I won't hurt you much.

 

The kind-looking uncle.

A hairy hand similar to that pig bastard.

The twisted gaze of desire that shouldn't be shown to a boy who was just entering puberty.

 

The memory of the first murder, when he desperately swung his sword to avoid being violated.

 

*Tak!*

 

His body, which had instinctively sprung out, grabbed Platz Marquis's wrist.

 

"*Heoeok*...."

 

Thanks to that, Eve, who had fallen to the ground, let out the breath she had been holding in.

 

"Hmm? What are you, you bastard?"

 

"...What are you doing to a child?"

 

A voice so cold that it froze the surroundings flowed out of Zeno's mouth.

Murderous intent was constantly emitted from his fiercely soaring golden eyes.

 

*Kkwaak*.

 

The hand that grabbed Platz Marquis's wrist naturally gained strength.

 

The human Zeno loathed the most.

No, it was because a beast was alive and breathing in front of him.

 

 

 



5. Lost Android (2)

 

 

PTSD.

 

That's why Zeno committed such an impulsive act.

 

,I did it again....'

 

He wouldn't get this worked up over most things.

Having faced death daily, the first thing I learned was how to keep my head cool.

 

But there's one thing Zeno can't handle rationally.

 

"*Kholok*, *kholok*...."

 

The abuse of children.

Especially sexual exploitation.

 

,...I screwed up.'

 

Zeno belatedly realized what I had done.

 

"Who the hell are you? I've never seen your face before?"

 

It wasn't like I could politely release the Marquis's wrist and return to my seat, apologizing for my rudeness.

 

"......"

 

"Did this bastard suddenly go mute? Hey, I'm asking who you are!"

 

Vulgar language, unbecoming of a noble.

Platz Marquis spat as he shook off Zeno's hand.

 

*Tak!*

 

"Some pathetic thing...."

 

Platz Marquis grabbed Eve's chin, who was sitting on the floor.

 

"You've got a pretty face, which is great...."

 

Platz Marquis looked Eve up and down as if appraising merchandise.

 

"Who's the owner here?"

 

"Y-yes, you called?"

 

At his booming voice, a frail old man appeared from the kitchen, trembling.

 

"L-Lord, I greet...."

 

"Whatever. How much for her?"

 

Platz Marquis, stopping the old man from bowing, pointed at Eve.

 

"L-Lord, she's not for sale...."

 

"What? What did you just say?"

 

"*Hiiiik*...!"

 

The old man's body shrank back.

 

"It's not like I'm taking her for free. Anyone would think I'm forcibly taking her. Huh?"

 

The Marquis tapped the old man's cheek.

 

"I-I'm sorry...."

 

The old man couldn't resist in any way, repeatedly bowing. Eve, watching the old man, opened her mouth.

 

"I am not for sale, Platz Marquis-nim. What is sold here is on the menu...."

 

*Ttsaak-!*

 

Eve's head turned.

 

"Shut up. I didn't ask you."

 

Eve's cheek, where she was hit, swelled up.

It was an injury that would not be strange to burst into tears, but Eve continued to speak with a blank face.

 

"Assaulting an employee is strictly illegal...."

 

"E-Eve!"

 

The old man tried to cover Eve's mouth, but it was already too late.

 

"Haa... seriously. Why can't you understand me, huh?"

 

Platz Marquis shook his chubby flesh and grabbed Eve's face tightly.

 

"I'm going to buy you. Your workplace is no longer here, but under my desk. Still don't understand?"

 

"I do not know what tasks can be performed under a desk."

 

Eve, who had no idea what he meant, tilted her head.

 

"Haha... seriously."

 

The Marquis, after letting out a hollow laugh, clenched his fist.

The target is Eve's stomach.

Just before the tightly clenched fist reached Eve.

 

*Tak.*

 

Zeno grabbed Platz Marquis's arm.

 

,...I can't take it.'

 

And then.

 

"What is it, mute? Still not gone? Mind your own business and get the hell out... Aaaaaaack!!!"

 

*Pudeudeuk.*

 

I broke the Marquis's arm.

 

"Y-you lowly bastard! How dare you, do you know who I aaaaam!!!"

 

The Marquis, his arm twisted grotesquely, rolled around on the floor, making a sound like a pig being slaughtered.

 

"T-that crazy bastard...!"

 

Ren, who had been holding his breath until then, jumped up and ran towards Zeno.

 

"Hey, what are you doing? You should be hiding, why are you picking a fight with the Marquis...!"

 

I didn't have much to say to Ren, who was whispering with a pale face.

 

"I'm sorry. I acted rashly."

 

"No, I understand why you did it, but what are we going to do now...."

 

"You! Wait right there. I'll call the Knights!!"

 

The Marquis screamed and stomped out of the restaurant.

 

*Kwang!*

 

After the sound of the door slamming shut, the restaurant became silent.

 

"W-well... why did you do that...."

 

The old man trembled, tears welling up in his eyes.

 

Zeno quietly lowered my head.

 

"I'm sorry. For causing a disturbance."

 

"T-that's not the important thing...!"

 

But the old man pounded his chest as if frustrated.

 

"This child is not a person, but an Android. Why would you do that to the Lord...!"

 

At those words, Zeno creaked and turned my head towards Eve.

 

"I don't know exactly, but I know that you saved me, customer-nim. Thank you."

 

Eve held her swollen cheek and bowed politely.

 

,...Ah.'

 

Only then did Zeno understand.

 

Why Eve spoke like that.

Why no emotion appeared on her face.

How she could remain still even when her life was threatened.

 

"...Android, you say."

 

"That's right. I am an Android, a being born for the convenience of human-nims."

 

Eve.

 

The doll-like girl was truly a doll powered by magic engineering.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

A silent restaurant.

 

Zeno sighed repeatedly, holding my head. Rubia patted Zeno's back.

 

"You did well, Zeno."

 

"......What do you mean."

 

"You saved that child."

 

"She was an Android."

 

"Still, she's a child. Even if she's an Android, that kind of thing...."

 

Rubia frowned as if imagining it was disgusting.

 

,Even if she's an Android, she's still a child....'

 

Zeno looked at Eve, who was holding her red cheek.

Certainly, it was not right for a child like that to be sold as a sex slave.

 

"It seems I have caused some trouble. I sincerely apologize."

 

"...It's okay."

 

All this clueless Android did was get hit.

It wasn't something to be apologized for by Eve.

 

"...What are you going to do now, Zeno."

 

Ren, who had been folding his arms with a serious expression, asked.

 

"The original plan was to go to the accommodation and check the schedule for tomorrow...."

 

"The Knights will come to arrest me."

 

Having caused a major accident by twisting the Marquis's arm in the opposite direction, it was obvious that I would be taken to prison.

 

"...What happens if you get caught by the Knights?"

 

Rubia, who was listening to the story, asked carefully.

 

"I will probably be put on trial."

 

"...Trial?"

 

"What trial, it's practically a death sentence."

 

Rubia frowned at Ren's nonchalant words.

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"I will be put on trial, but... as Ren said, the result is already determined."

 

Platz Marquis is still a Marquis, no matter how rotten he is.

Zeno is just a wanderer.

It wouldn't be strange if a summary execution was ordered.

 

,The Marquis can't do that.'

 

Platz Marquis can only occupy the Hessler Territory because he is entrusted with it on a 'temporary' basis.

If the 'temporary' Lord indiscriminately handed down summary judgments, he would obviously be kicked out by the King.

 

In other words, Zeno had to somehow twist and survive before a death sentence disguised as a trial was handed down.

 

"Ren. Can you take care of my Lord for a moment."

 

At that, Ren sighed as if the ground was sinking.

 

"...Does 'for a moment' mean you can come back alive?"

 

"Maybe."

 

"What do you mean maybe...."

 

As Ren frowned and sighed, Rubia tightly grabbed Zeno's hand.

 

"Z-Zeno. Let's run away quickly instead...!"

 

"I can't do that."

 

"...Why?"

 

"It seems they're already here."

 

"What...?"

 

When a questioning expression appeared on Rubia's face.

 

*Kwang!*

 

"Where is the crazy bastard who dared to lay a hand on the Lord-nim?"

 

A dozen Knights stormed into the restaurant.

 

An excessively large number to catch one person.

It was a determination to drag Zeno away no matter what.

 

,It's too late to run away anyway.'

 

Thinking that, Zeno pulled out a chair and stood up.

 

"Since this happened because of my mistake, I will take responsibility for it. And."

 

My gaze lingered on Eve for a moment.

I wouldn't regret it as long as the other side of her cheek didn't swell up.

 

"I won't die before my Lord dies, so it's okay."

 

Zeno stroked Rubia's head.

 

"Are you the one who made the Lord-nim's arm like that?"

 

The Knights approached Zeno, who was standing blankly.

 

"So until I return. Please stay safe."

 

"...If you get hurt, I'll be mad."

 

"...I will try to come back alive."

 

Forcing a bitter smile, Zeno stood in front of the Knights.

 

"If you're talking about the arm of that disgusting beast. I did it."

 

"Huh, this guy's completely crazy."

 

The Knight grabbed Zeno by the hair.

 

,...If I resist, my Lord will be in danger.'

 

I will bear the mistakes I made alone.

 

That's why.

 

"They told me to bring you back in the same state. Just bear with it."

 

*Udeudeuk.*

 

"......!"

 

Zeno endured even as my left arm was bent in a direction it shouldn't be.

 

"Ze...!"

 

*Teop.*

 

Ren stopped Rubia, who was about to jump up.

 

Zeno gave Ren a look of gratitude.

If Rubia had stepped in here, the reason for enduring the pain would have disappeared.

 

"If you're done, let's go."

 

"Ha, really...."

 

The Knight, with a look of disgust, dragged Zeno out of the restaurant.

 

Zeno mouthed words that the Knights couldn't hear.

 

I will definitely come back, so please punish me properly.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

*Kudangtang!*

 

"Keueuk......."

 

The Knights threw Zeno into the cold prison.

The throbbing increased as my broken arm collided.

 

"Just stay here for a while. We need to prepare for the trial."

 

The Knight locked the iron bars and walked out, step by step.

 

Meanwhile, Zeno checked my condition.

 

,My left arm is broken. It's not my dominant arm, so it's okay. They haven't taken my sword yet....'

 

To survive, you must be the best at understanding your current situation.

 

And Zeno was nothing short of an expert in survival.

 

As I was estimating my strength, the Knight returned before long.

 

"Come out. You must be satisfied to have the trial right now."

 

"I suppose so."

 

True to his impatient appearance, Platz Marquis immediately summoned Zeno.

 

I followed the Knight and moved my steps out of the prison.

The first thing that caught my eye was the red sunset.

 

"Don't dawdle and get out."

 

*Tuktuk.*

 

The Knight pushed Zeno's back with the handle.

What Zeno stepped on as I was pushed out was rough dirt.

 

"This is...."

 

I raised my head.

Like an arena used by gladiators, I could see the rounded stands.

 

"What's with the sudden trial?"

 

"I heard someone from outside the territory broke the Lord-nim's arm?"

 

"Aing, *tsu tsu tsu*... He looks young, why would he do that...."

 

Countless gazes poured out from the densely packed stands.

 

Among them, I could see Rubia biting her lip tightly and Ren shaking his head.

Eve bowed her head with a blank face.

 

,...Even the Android came.'

 

I was thinking that it was fortunate that she seemed to know the grace of being saved.

 

*Kung, kung, kung.*

 

At the very top, an old man with a long beard knocked the gavel.

 

"Everyone, be quiet."

 

The arena fell silent with the cold voice of the judge.

Next to him, Platz Marquis, with a bandage on his arm, snorted.

 

"From now on, we will begin the judgment on the criminal who broke the Lord-nim's arm."

 

With the sound of *cheok cheok*.

Knights armed with armor enter through the doors in each direction.

 

"The content of the trial is a fair duel! The criminal must defeat all the Knights or survive until the moon is at its highest point to prove his innocence!"

 

A fair duel is bullshit, it actually means to fight to the death.

 

It's a method of execution often used by nobles because it's good to spout nonsense that even the criminal died honorably if they die like that.

 

However, Zeno had no intention of dying obediently in a place like this.

 

,There are nine Knights. It takes about half a day for the moon to be at its highest point.'

 

*Seureung-*

 

Thinking that, Zeno drew my sword.

 

"The criminal must not give up and fight to the end."

 

At the same time as the judge's words mixed with ridicule ended.

 

*Chaeang-!*

 

The bodyguard's struggle to return to my Lord began.

 

 

 



5. Lost Android (3)

 

 

Rubia looked down at the arena, clenching her fist tightly.

 

,,......Zeno."

 

She couldn't help but feel nervous.

 

Zeno, with his left arm broken, had to face nine Knights.

To prove his innocence, he had to defeat them all or endure for more than half a day.

 

,,Surely, he's not planning to take on formal Knights with just one arm, is he......?"

 

,,Well, there's nothing to see here."

 

The territory residents who had come to watch the trial scratched their ears and left. 

Thus, the trial began in an arena with less than half the audience remaining.

 

Kkaang-! Chaeng!

 

Metal clashes and sparks fly.

 

Ppeok-!

 

Teeth break and bones shatter.

 

Yet, Zeno does not back down.

 

,,......Tuh."

 

He spits out broken teeth and taps his stiffened legs.

He leans against the wall.

Minimizing the angles as much as possible, he swings his sword again.

 

,,......That's one damn tough bastard. How the hell is he doing that?"

 

As Ren assessed, Zeno was indeed tough.

 

,,......Ren. Will Zeno be alright?"

 

,,It's hard to be optimistic. He's already in that state."

 

Contrary to everyone's expectation that it would end quickly, Zeno was holding his own.

However, it was also true that it was only a matter of time before his knees buckled.

 

Kagagak-!

 

,,Keuek...."

 

He is gradually being pushed back in the power struggle.

It was only natural.

Zeno had to fight with only one hand, while the Knight was pressing down with both hands.

 

Ppeok-!

 

,,Keoheok...."

 

Bruises gradually increase.

No matter how excellent Zeno's defense was, it was too much to withstand the combined attacks of trained Knights.

 

,,Zeno... what to do...."

 

Rubia's expression twisted.

When Zeno's face was cut, when his stomach was kicked, when his thigh was stabbed.

It felt as if that pain was being transmitted to Rubia.

She simultaneously wanted him to endure and didn't want to see such a painful sight.

 

But.

 

,,......Isn't it about time he fell?"

 

,,Why the hell is he holding out like this?"

 

Zeno endured so fiercely that the Knights uttered such words.

 

Ren, who had been blankly watching the scene, opened his mouth.

 

,,I'm not the type to speak carelessly, but I can say one thing for sure."

 

,,What...?"

 

,,That bastard. He will definitely come back alive."

 

As if echoing Ren's words, Zeno, whose eyes were half-blurred, opened his mouth.

 

,,I have something to protect."

 

He rises with trembling legs.

If leg strength alone is not enough, he leans on his sword to stand.

The Knights, intimidated by his near-madness, step back hesitantly.

 

,,But there won't be a second chance, I think."

 

Zeno's gaze briefly rests on Rubia.

He grits his teeth and raises his sword again.

The number of Knights is still nine.

The time he has to endure is still a long way off.

 

,,Since this happened because of my mistake, I will also take care of it. And......."

 

He lowers his stance.

To fight a seemingly hopeless battle, Zeno once again kicks off the ground.

 

,,I'm going back to my Lord's side."

 

Kwang!

 

With a deafening roar, Zeno clashed with the Knights.

A constant murderous intent emanated from his eyes.

In Zeno's golden eyes, there was no hint of defeat.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Chaeng-!

 

The night was so deep that the moonlight reflected off the clashing swords.

 

The spectators who had left early finished their work and returned to the arena.

Zeno had not fallen even until then.

No, he had even defeated four Knights.

 

,,I thought his head would be chopped off in no time, but how......?"

 

,,Oh my god, he's defeating formal Knights. What kind of monster is that......."

 

Word spread faster than a running horse, and the arena was soon packed.

 

,,Damn it! How much money did we spend per person, and they can't catch a single commoner!"

 

Platz Marquis spat and screamed, but it was no use.

 

,,T, this is crazy......."

 

,,Monster, a monster even worse than a Werewolf! This isn't human......!"

 

They had grown up receiving Knight training since childhood, but they were still human.

It was only natural that they would be terrified when they saw a madman charging at them, even with their focus off and their joints twisted.

 

Watching Zeno fight precariously, Rubia's lips went dry.

 

,,Please, Zeno......."

 

His twisted ankle couldn't maintain proper balance.

His once-white hair was soaked in blood and turned red.

His lungs, pushed to their limit, exhaled fragmented breaths.

He was covered in wounds that would have been believable even if he were dead.

 

Instinct, or venom.

 

Zeno was moving with such things.

 

Rubia glanced anxiously to the side.

Eve was sitting in the next seat, maintaining a consistently expressionless face.

 

-He is someone who has shown me grace. I felt it necessary to stay and watch to repay him.

 

For that reason, Eve had come to Zeno's trial.

 

,,If it weren't for this kid....'

 

It was inevitable that Rubia would have such thoughts.

 

At first, she thought Zeno had done a good thing.

Even if she was an Android, she thought it was wrong for this little child to be treated as a sex slave.

 

But now, seeing Zeno's appearance, it was very difficult to swallow her resentment.

 

,,......Do you have something to say to me?"

 

Eve turned her head towards Rubia.

 

,,......"

 

Rubia, who seemed about to pour out her resentment, was at a loss for words.

Eve's cheeks were flushed red, to the point of turning bluish.

 

,,......Come to think of it, she hasn't received treatment yet.'

 

This was no one's fault, neither Zeno's nor Eve's.

If she had to assign blame, it would be Platz Marquis's fault.

 

Thinking that, Rubia said to Eve.

 

,,Doesn't it hurt?"

 

,,If you are referring to my cheek, I feel a burning pain. But it's alright. I can endure this much pain."

 

Endure.

At those words, Rubia turned her gaze to the arena.

 

,,Keuek......!"

 

There, Zeno was desperately enduring the Knights' swords.

 

,,He resembles that fool.'

 

Rubia, who inadvertently had such a thought, bit her lip tightly and rummaged through her bag.

 

,,Still, I can't just leave it like this. It'll scar that pretty face."

 

,,It's alright. My design purpose is labor for humanity. Appearance is not important......."

 

,,Just stay still."

 

Rubia applied ointment to Eve's cheek, who was making unnecessary noise.

 

,,Ah. It's cold... and stings. What is this?"

 

,,It's ointment I made."

 

,,......Ointment?"

 

Eve blinked.

Rubia was startled.

 

,,You don't know what ointment is?"

 

,,I'm sorry. It's the first time I've seen it."

 

,,No, you don't have to be sorry......."

 

She stopped Eve, who was trying to lower her head, and asked.

 

,,Then what did you do when you got hurt until now?"

 

,,My master treated me."

 

,,Master?"

 

,,Yes, the master who created me handles white light. When that light touched me, any wound was healed."

 

,,White light......?"

 

Rubia asked, putting a large bandage on Eve's cheek.

 

,,What does your master do?"

 

,,Unfortunately, I don't remember."

 

Eve shook her head.

 

,,I remember the reason and purpose for which I was created, but other than that, only fragments remain."

 

,,Even about your master?"

 

,,That's right. I only vaguely remember activities with my master. I don't remember anything about my master, not their face, voice, or gender."

 

Having said that, Eve turned her head towards the arena.

 

,,That's why I am grateful to you, customer-nim. If I had been dragged away by the Marquis-nim, I wouldn't have been able to search for my master."

 

That's right.

If she had been dragged away by Platz Marquis, she would have suffered all sorts of terrible things.

She might have even been discarded.

 

,,......Yes. Zeno did the right thing.'

 

While Rubia was thinking that.

 

,,It seems you have won, customer-nim."

 

Eve pointed to the arena.

 

,,What?"

 

Rubia's head snapped around.

 

As far as she knew, he had to endure for another hour.

Otherwise, he would have to defeat the remaining five Knights.

 

,,......!"

 

The answer was neither.

 

,,I, I can't do it. How many hours has it been already with this monster! I quit."

 

,,M, me too!"

 

The Knights throw down their swords, which are as precious as their lives, and run away.

It was a truly dishonorable act, but no one in the audience could condemn the Knights.

 

,,Heoeok... heoeok... keulleok... Hueu...."

 

Even though all the Knights had left, Zeno did not sheathe his sword.

His blurred eyes were searching for the next opponent.

 

The Knights were amazing just for having crossed swords with that madman for several hours.

 

Kung!

 

,,You pieces of shit!"

 

Platz Marquis trembled and slammed his chair down.

 

,,That's why I......."

 

,,Marquis-nim."

 

,,Huh?"

 

,,May I have a word in your ear......."

 

But after hearing what the judge whispered, he wore a wicked smile.

 

,,Ah, yes. I'm glad I put someone with a good head in charge."

 

,,You flatter me."

 

,,Haha, then should I tell you the results?"

 

,,Understood."

 

Platz Marquis's attitude changed abruptly.

Rubia felt uneasy about it.

 

,,There is still time before the moon is at its highest, but since all the Knights have fled, I will now deliver the verdict."

 

The judge raised the corners of his mouth and struck the gavel.

 

,,The defendant has shown a spirit that did not back down even in the battle with the Knights. Taking that into consideration, I declare him innocent."

 

Kung, kung, kung.

 

The hammer struck, delivering the verdict.

 

,,Innocent?'

 

The judge clearly said so.

It's a good thing.

Because Zeno doesn't have to suffer anymore.

It should definitely be a good thing.......

 

,,Something's wrong."

 

As Ren said, something was suspicious.

It didn't seem like Platz Marquis would just let Zeno go like this.

 

Thud.

 

,,Zeno!"

 

But there was no time to think about what was suspicious.

Zeno, who had been enduring and enduring, collapsed.

 

Rubia jumped out of her seat and ran to Zeno.

 

,,Heoeok... heoeok... Zeno...."

 

She stood in front of Zeno, clutching her pounding heart.

 

,,......Lord."

 

Even though he couldn't even open his eyes, Zeno smiled as if he was so happy.

 

,,......I'm sorry for coming back hurt."

 

,,Don't talk, you idiot."

 

,,So, as promised, will you punish me......?"

 

,,I said don't talk......!"

 

Tuk, tuuk.

 

The water droplets that had formed in Rubia's eyes could not overcome gravity and fell.

 

Rubia didn't even think about wiping away her tears as she took out all sorts of medicines from her bag.

 

She disinfected the wounds and poured potions on them.

She tightly wrapped bandages to stop the bleeding.

She did all the first aid she could.

 

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

 

,,......Why is he like this?"

 

Zeno's complexion turned pale.

He was burning with fever.

His breathing was 끊겼다.

 

This wasn't just a body ache caused by the fatigue of battle.

 

,,......Poison?"

 

Rubia, who had lived by combining herbs every day, could tell.

Zeno had been poisoned.

 

,,When the hell......?"

 

,,......Sword."

 

Ren, who had been stroking his chin, suddenly raised his head.

At the end of his gaze was Platz Marquis, who was smirking.

 

,,From the beginning, he had poison applied to the Knights' swords."

 

,,......!"

 

Rubia examined Zeno's wounds.

A green liquid was mixed with blood in the open wounds.

 

,,You, you despicable......."

 

Rubia glared at Platz Marquis with murderous eyes.

 

,,Lower your head. What if your identity is revealed? We need to save him first."

 

Ren was right.

Saving Zeno was the priority right now.

 

But.

 

,,......I don't know at all.'

 

Leaving aside the fact that there was no antidote right now, she couldn't even make one on the spot.

This was because it was a type of poison that Rubia had never seen before.

 

,,What should I do? What should I do? I'm the only one who can save Zeno here.......'

 

An alchemist, and the only thing she could boast about was alchemy, yet she couldn't even make a single antidote.

Could there be a more useless alchemist in the world?

While she was biting her lips until they bled, blaming herself.

 

,,Excuse me. May I examine his condition?"

 

Eve approached Rubia's side.

 

,,......Eve?"

 

,,My master always told me to repay grace."

 

Eve knelt down.

 

,,Although it is a power that my master told me not to use, I think repaying grace is the priority."

 

She clasped her hands together.

She bowed her head and mumbled something.

It looked like a prayer.

Along with that.

 

Hwaaaak-!

 

Light poured out of Eve's body.

The pure white light was transmitted to Zeno.

 

Then.

 

,,......!"

 

Like a lie, Zeno's irregular breathing calmed down.

His fever gradually decreased, and Zeno fell asleep as if he had fainted.

Rubia, who was blankly staring at Zeno's face, recalled the words she had heard earlier.

 

-The master who created me handles white light. When that light touched me, any wound was healed.

 

Divine Power, which only priests who believe in God can use.

An Android created by humans had used that sacred power.

 

 

 



5. Lost Android (4)

 

 

A white light piercing through the clouds and soaring upwards.

Those who witnessed the immense light were all speechless.

Silence settled heavily in the arena.

 

Thud-

 

, "...Eve?"

 

What broke the silence was Eve, who had lost her strength and collapsed.

 

"Eve, are you okay?"

 

There's no response even when shaken.

Her doll-like, beautiful eyelashes show no sign of opening.

 

"Isn't her battery dead?"

 

"Battery? Does she have one of those?"

 

"I don't know either. Since she's a machine, wouldn't she have one?"

 

Ren and Rubia have absolutely no connection to magic engineering.

There was no way they could know why Eve had collapsed.

 

"First, let's move her to the dorm......."

 

When Ren was about to carry the fallen Zeno on his back.

 

"Th-th-that thing!!!"

 

The judge sitting at the top of the arena jumped up from his seat.

With eyes that looked like they would pop out, he pointed at the fallen Eve.

 

"It's, it's, Divine Power, Young Lord-nim!"

 

"What? Divine Power?"

 

"Yes! I'm certain. Hasn't this old man seen the Saintess-nim's miracle before! It's a little less than that, but that's definitely Divine Power!"

 

"Hmm... that little brat...?"

 

Many thoughts flashed through the Marquis's eyes.

Divine Power is a noble power that only high-ranking priests can use, even among priests.

Moreover, if Eve emitted that much, she's close to a Saintess level.

 

A toy with added utility.

 

That's how the Platz Marquis saw Eve.

 

"...Call all the remaining Knights."

 

Of course, the Platz Marquis's Knights aren't just the ones who ran away from Zeno.

 

Many more Knights enter the arena.

 

Cheok cheok cheok.

 

The Knights surround Rubia and Ren in unison.

 

"Bring that brat to me right now!"

 

The Platz Marquis no longer cares about whether Zeno is alive or dead.

His only goal is to capture Eve and confirm if it's really Divine Power.

 

However.

 

"...No way."

 

Rubia picked up Eve.

Why did Zeno end up like this?

Why did Eve collapse?

Even setting aside those reasons, she couldn't hand Eve over to that filthy Marquis.

 

"Hand over that child willingly."

 

"I said no way."

 

"Are you defying the Young Lord-nim's words right now?"

 

The Knight drew his sword without hesitation.

 

Seureung-

 

The thin, sharp blade is aimed at Rubia.

Her legs trembled from the killing intent she felt after a long time.

 

'...Zeno always protected me.'

 

Her loyal escort Knight is asleep.

Then this is a time when Rubia has to make her way alone.......

 

"What are you dawdling about."

 

That's what she thought, but.

 

Puh-wang!

 

Pure white smoke burst out.

 

"What, what is it!"

 

"Damn it, I can't see anything......."

 

The Knights were flustered by the sudden obstruction of their vision.

 

Tak!

 

In the meantime, someone grabbed Rubia's wrist.

Rubia, startled, tried to pull her hand away, but.

 

"...Ren?"

 

"Yes, it's me."

 

"Did you do this?"

 

"Who else would have done it but me?"

 

It was Ren who approached Rubia.

 

"When did you even...."

 

"Everyone carries around a smoke grenade in their heart, right? It's like that."

 

"...?"

 

"Don't let go of that brat, hold her tight."

 

Along with words that were hard to tell if they were a joke or serious.

 

Huweok!

 

Ren, who lifted Rubia up in a flash, cut through the smoke.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

They barely escaped the Knights' pursuit and returned to the dorm.

 

"Heo-heo.... God damn it... I'm gonna die......."

 

Ren panted for a long time. Sweat was pouring down his forehead like rain.

It was understandable.

He had been running non-stop, carrying the unconscious Zeno and Rubia, who was holding Eve.

 

"...Thank you, Ren."

 

"Haa... knowing is enough. I'm going to add it to this bastard's debt anyway."

 

Ren poked at Zeno, who was still asleep.

Zeno's wounds, which had been broken, cut, and burst, were completely healed.

It must have been because he received Eve's Divine Power.

Thinking that, Rubia looked at Eve.

 

"...I ended up bringing her here without realizing it."

 

"Are you going to abandon the kid there then?"

 

Rubia's eyes widened at Ren's blunt answer.

 

"That's very unexpected."

 

"What is."

 

"I thought Ren would hand Eve over and run away."

 

"...Do you see me as some kind of trash?"

 

At Ren's frowning words.

 

"Yeah."

 

Rubia answered yes.

 

"......"

 

"No, it's true. The Ren I know is a very, very bad guy...."

 

"I'm not such a bad guy that 'very' has to be said twice, okay?"

 

"Anyway."

 

Rubia looked at Ren.

 

"I was wondering if there was another motive for bringing Eve here...."

 

Eve is an existence that can use Divine Power.

The thought that Ren might have bad intentions kept lingering in her mind.

 

"Haa... I guess good behavior is important. Even when doing good deeds, I'm still being suspected...."

 

Ren scratched his head roughly and said.

 

"She looked like a younger sister. Is that okay?"

 

"...You have a younger sister?"

 

"To be exact, I had one. I'm going to go wash up then."

 

Ren forced the conversation to end and went into the bathroom.

 

'...Is she gone now.'

 

She couldn't know for sure, but somehow Ren's back looked bitter.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Ugh...."

 

A feeling as if someone was crushing his head.

Feeling such terrible pain, Zeno woke up.

What he discovered as soon as he opened his eyes was.

 

"......Zeno?"

 

It was Rubia, who was wringing out a wet towel next to Zeno.

 

"...My Lord."

 

As soon as Zeno's mouth opened, Rubia rushed at him.

 

"Y-you idiot. I thought you were really going to die...!"

 

"...I will not die leaving my Lord behind."

 

As if telling him not to talk nonsense, Rubia's slender arms tightened around him.

 

"I'm really going to scold you. As soon as you get a little better, I'm going to give you a good scolding...."

 

Somehow, his chest feels wet, but Zeno pretended not to notice and let out a laugh.

 

"Yes, please scold me."

 

"What are you laughing about like you did something good...."

 

"I'm sorry."

 

"It's not like you have to be sorry...."

 

Rubia bumped her head against Zeno's chest.

Zeno stroked Rubia's head and opened his mouth.

 

"More than that... what happened?"

 

It was a question that contained a lot.

 

How did he get here?

Why is his battered body so intact?

And why is that Android girl lying here?

 

Rubia told him one by one, step by step.

 

"Eve healed your body."

 

"......Excuse me?"

 

"Eve healed your body with Divine Power."

 

"......?"

 

It was an incomprehensible statement.

An Android used Divine Power.

But he couldn't just not believe it.

The wounds that would have required at least a month of recuperation were healing in three days.

 

"...It's hard to understand, but I understand."

 

Zeno nodded with difficulty.

 

"Then you're saying you shook off the Knights' pursuit and came all the way here?"

 

"Yeah, Ren worked hard."

 

"Hmm...."

 

He thought that would be the case.

There's no way the frail Rubia could have carried Zeno on her back and run all the way to the dorm.

But there was a part that he didn't understand.

 

"You're saying Ren even brought that Android here?"

 

"Yeah, he said she's like a younger sister."

 

"...Excuse me?"

 

Like a younger sister.

 

'...What intention did he have in saying that?'

 

It wasn't taken literally.

It was because the other party was Ren, who had his legs in the doors of so many women, like a Slime's tentacles.

 

'Now he's even going after little kids?'

 

Just before Zeno was about to conjure up disgusting thoughts.

 

"No, it's weird if you cut out the context and say it like that."

 

Ren, who came out of the bathroom, tapped Rubia on the crown of her head.

 

"Ayaya...."

 

"Why do you have that expression again?"

 

"...It's nothing."

 

"It's obvious that it's not nothing, right? I'm saying this in case you misunderstand, but it's really because she's like a younger sister."

 

Zeno looked closely at Ren's face.

 

'...Did he originally have a younger sister?'

 

She's not in Zeno's memory.

Then Ren is either lying or he separated from her when he was very young.

 

"What are you glaring at."

 

"It's nothing."

 

He didn't seem to be lying.

 

Zeno withdrew his suspicious gaze and said.

 

"To summarize, you're saying that the Android collapsed after using Divine Power and you brought her here?"

 

"Yeah, that's right."

 

"And she doesn't show any signs of waking up again?"

 

"Yeah... but."

 

Rubia turned Eve's body over.

When she poked the back of her neck, something like a cover popped open.

 

"I found this."

 

A shattered jewel was embedded in Eve's neck.

The blue jewel crackled as if it would burst at any moment, emitting an ominous light.

 

"...Power source?"

 

Zeno muttered, taking the jewel off.

 

"Oh? Do you know what this is?"

 

"Yes, probably... it's the Android's power source."

 

The purpose of Androids is to replace tasks that are difficult for humans to do.

Of course, that includes Werewolf extermination.

The reason Zeno encountered Androids often was because of that.

 

'The nape of the neck was the weak point.'

 

There were usually two cases when seeing an Android that had become combat-disabled.

Either the nape of the neck was destroyed.

Or it was crushed to the point where it couldn't be called an Android.

 

"It can be replaced with another power source. To do that, we need to find this one's master."

 

"We don't even know where they are?"

 

"That's the problem."

 

Zeno readily admitted to Ren's point.

 

"Then what do we do......."

 

Rubia's ears drooped.

 

"If it were a person, we would treat them, but we can't even do that...... uh?"

 

Rubia's ears perked up as she rummaged through her bag with a sullen face.

 

"What's wrong?"

 

"That... maybe."

 

Rubia took something out of her bag.

A gemstone with a shimmering amber color.

It was a gemstone that a peddler had sold for a high price, claiming it came from the Kinu Continent.

 

Rubia compared the gemstone to the jewel that came out of Eve's neck.

 

"Doesn't it look similar to this?"

 

"Certainly......"

 

Eve's jewel and the amber gemstone were identical in appearance, except for the color.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Rubia immediately performed surgery on Eve.

 

In fact, it was more like carving the gemstone to fit and inserting it into Eve's neck than surgery.

 

"B-but is it okay to just put it in like this? What if something goes wrong?"

 

"It's unfortunate, I guess. Wouldn't it be a relief if she doesn't just turn into a combat weapon?"

 

Rubia's trembling intensified because of the words 'combat weapon'.

Zeno glared at Ren once and then massaged Rubia's ear to ease her tension.

 

"It'll be okay. Nothing will happen unless we try it."

 

"Haeuwoo... you're only allowed to touch my ears if you're family...."

 

"Are you feeling a little less tense now?"

 

"I'm relaxed. I'm relaxed, so stop it......."

 

Tok.

 

The limp Rubia inserted the jewel into Eve's neck.

And at the same time as closing the lid.

 

"......!"

 

Eve jumped up as if she had been sprung.

 

"S-she's not going to attack suddenly, is she?"

 

Rubia, who ran away in a hurry, hid behind Zeno.

 

Contrary to Rubia's worries, Eve just stared blankly at the ceiling even after 1 minute, 5 minutes, and 10 minutes had passed.

 

'Is it a failure?'

 

Perhaps the parts didn't fit, that's what he was thinking when.

 

"Updating Master-nim's memories. ...Failure. Cannot be called up."

 

Eve, who was holding her small head, muttered.

 

"...Eve?"

 

When Rubia, who poked her head out, called Eve.

 

"...Master-nim."

 

Eve walked over with small steps.

 

"Master-nim."

 

Eve, who stood in front of Zeno, said that.

 

"Are you talking about me?"

 

Eve shook her head at Zeno's question.

What her finger was pointing at was Rubia, who was behind him.

 

"Are you my Master-nim?"

 

"Me? I'm not...?"

 

"I see."

 

Eve nodded as if she had understood on her own when the flustered Rubia shook her head.

 

"Are you the customer who came to the restaurant?"

 

"Oh, yeah...."

 

The question-and-answer session that started by chance continued.

 

"What is your name, by any chance?"

 

"My name is Rubia.... Why?"

 

"Are you, Rubia-nim, the one who re-implanted my power source?"

 

Eve didn't answer and continued to ask questions.

 

"If you're talking about the thing I put in your neck... yeah. I did it."

 

"I understand."

 

Eve quietly closed her eyes and knelt down.

 

"Confirmed that a significant amount of the original Master-nim's memories have been lost. Acknowledging Rubia-nim as the second Master-nim."

 

"Wh-what? Wait a minute, I'm not your Master......."

 

Seureureuk.

Eve lifted her beautiful eyelashes.

 

"Acknowledging Rubia-nim, who reactivated me, as Master-nim."

 

Eve bowed deeply, saying that.

 

"Please take good care of me, Master-nim."

 

"No, what's suddenly......? Well, please take care of me too...?"

 

An unidentified Android who uses Divine Power.

Rubia inadvertently became the master of such an Android.

 

 



5. Lost Android (5)

 

 

Eve made a sudden declaration of ownership and then dozed off, claiming a lack of power.

Rubia stroked Eve's hair as she breathed softly and said,

 

"This isn't kidnapping, is it...?"

 

"Why would this be kidnapping? That Android recognized Lord as its master."

 

"Still, it was working at the restaurant..."

 

"Hmm."

 

Certainly, the restaurant owner would be taken aback.

The Android that went to see the trial suddenly found a new master and wouldn't return.

 

"Then we just need to get permission, right?"

 

Ren, who had been crossing his arms, casually said.

 

"That weak-hearted old man will probably just tell us to take it anyway, don't you think?"

 

"Old man? Watch your mouth."

 

"It's not wrong, though."

 

Ren shrugged and slightly opened the curtain to look out the window.

 

"The problem is, it's a bit noisy outside..."

 

"Noisy?"

 

"There are Knights everywhere. Just by looking, it seems that this pig bastard is blinded by Divine Power."

 

As he said.

 

The Platz Marquis's Knights were searching every nook and cranny for Eve with fire in their eyes.

 

Zeno, who also checked the window, said.

 

"It seems dangerous to go out now."

 

"Not just now. It's going to be dangerous for a while."

 

With those words, Ren put on his hood and headed towards the door.

 

"Where are you suddenly going? You just said it was dangerous."

 

"You said we need to get permission from the restaurant owner, right?"

 

Ren smirked.

His smiling face always reminded one of a mastermind.

 

"I'll bring him. Just wait a moment."

 

"What is that..."

 

Before Zeno could finish, Ren quickly left the Dormitory.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Ren soon returned with the restaurant owner.

 

Tuk.

 

"Here, I brought him."

 

"Eubeubeu...!"

 

With his mouth taped shut and tied up with rope.

 

"This is real kidnapping!"

 

Rubia jumped up and screamed.

 

"What else could I do? If he hadn't resisted so much, I wouldn't have used such extreme methods."

 

"Of course he'd be surprised if you went wearing all black..."

 

"Alright, alright, let's not dwell on the trivial. Let's ask him then."

 

Ren, who dismissed the kidnapping as trivial, removed the tape.

 

"Plea-please, save me......"

 

The old man, having regained his freedom of speech, prostrated himself and began to beg.

 

"Hey, I've told you so many times I'm not going to kill you. I just had something to ask you, okay?"

 

Ren, unfazed by the pitiful sight, pointed to Eve, who was lying in Rubia's arms.

 

"About that Android over there."

 

"...Eve? Why is Eve...... Did Eve perhaps cause some kind of accident...?"

 

Could he not know what happened at the arena?

The old man lowered his posture again and trembled.

 

"I-I'm sorry. I'll give her a good scolding, so please forgive her..."

 

"No, I can't get a word in. Does this old man not intend to listen to me?"

 

"...Usually, people don't calmly listen to kidnappers."

 

Zeno said, then approached the sleeping Eve.

 

'Making people misunderstand for no reason.'

 

After glaring at Ren, he shook Eve.

 

"Wake up, Android."

 

"Eueum...."

 

Seureureuk.

Eve's eyelids opened.

 

"What is it? I need more charging."

 

"It'll only take a moment, so wake up."

 

Eve tilted her head, not having any particular doubts, and got up.

 

"? How is the boss here?"

 

That was Eve's impression upon seeing the trembling old man.

 

"That's what I want to ask.... Why are you here...?"

 

Eve explained step by step to the old man, who looked as if he would burst into tears at any moment.

 

"So... you're saying you got a new master?"

 

"Yes. I'm sorry, boss. I didn't have time to report to you."

 

"No, no. That's alright. But Divine Power..."

 

The old man looked at Zeno as if asking if it was true.

 

"It's true. I apologize for the sudden kidnapping. Though I didn't do it."

 

"Oh, no, it's alright. I was a little surprised, but..."

 

The old man waved his wrinkled hands and continued.

 

"I honestly don't believe in Divine Power, but...... there must be a reason why the Knights on the streets are chasing you all."

 

The old man stared at Eve for a moment.

Various thoughts flashed through his twilight eyes.

Soon, the old man nodded as if he had made a firm decision.

 

"You can take her."

 

"You're surprisingly easy to persuade."

 

"It's not something I can allow or not in the first place. Eve was working at my restaurant to find her master."

 

The old man added that she was just working at the restaurant to earn money.

 

Zeno asked Eve, who was sitting blankly on Rubia's lap.

 

"Do you still want to find your original master?"

 

"Yes. I still want to find my master... that is, my creator. For some reason, it feels like I must... it's a memory I feel like I must find."

 

With those words, Eve looked up at Rubia.

Rubia chuckled and stroked Eve's head.

For some reason, Zeno didn't like that sight.

 

'Daring to occupy Lord's lap.'

 

Ren could be excused.

Zeno had called him, and he was necessary to protect Rubia efficiently.

But Eve was unexpected.

In particular, Eve going up on Rubia's lap and snuggling like a cat made Zeno uncomfortable.

 

"...But we don't have time to find your master."

 

"It's alright. I think I might be able to find traces of my former master if I travel around with my new master."

 

"Is that so."

 

But he couldn't just kick her out just because he didn't like her.

First of all, Rubia becoming Eve's master was secondary.

 

'Divine Power is too much of a merit.'

 

He might have to go through several more fights to clear Rubia's name.

He couldn't afford to be battered and need months of recovery each time.

If he had Eve's Divine Power, he could definitely push his body to the limit.

 

"Then let's make a promise. If you lend me your Divine Power whenever I need it, I will definitely find your former master someday."

 

Eve, not even worried about the power source, nodded without much thought.

 

"Thank you. Lord's escort Knight-nim."

 

"Just call me Zeno."

 

"Yes, Zeno."

 

"...Add -nim."

 

"Alright, Zeno-nim."

 

An Android who seemed to threaten his position joined Zeno's party.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Ren safely returned the restaurant owner.

Zeno was now waiting for Ren to return on the roof.

 

In the distance, a black dot gradually grew larger and reached Zeno.

Of course, it was Ren wearing a black hood.

 

"You've come. Did you take him back properly?"

 

"Of course. Anyone listening would think I'm a kidnapper."

 

"Aren't you?"

 

"Where in the world is there a kidnapper who takes you all the way home?"

 

With those words, Ren put a cigarette in his mouth and lit it.

 

"Huu...."

 

Ren exhaled something that was hard to tell whether it was a sigh or smoke.

 

"Hey, Zeno."

 

"What is it?"

 

"What you said earlier. Was it real?"

 

"Hmm?"

 

"The Android. I'm talking about Eve."

 

Ren turned his head to Zeno.

His sly, narrow eyes were gone, and his serious, sunken blue eyes were staring at Zeno.

 

"Are you really going to find her master for her?"

 

"...You don't believe me?"

 

"No, it's not that. I'm just wondering, just in case. Does a guy who only has his Lord in his head have time to care about other things?"

 

"......"

 

"But you'll still do it someday, right? Removing the Demon inside me too. Finding Eve's master too. Someday."

 

Someday.

Ren, who emphasized those words, tapped Zeno on the shoulder and went down from the roof.

 

"I'm going in first. You should rest too."

 

Even though Ren had gone down, Zeno still couldn't answer.

 

'Is it really a promise I can keep? Well...'

 

It was because he couldn't deny that he only had Rubia in his head.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

As soon as he returned to the Dormitory, Rubia ran up to him, todo do.

 

"What took you so long? You must be cold."

 

Rubia grabbed Zeno's cheeks with both hands.

The warm, soft palms made him feel like he was melting.

 

"It's alright. I was just sorting out my thoughts.... More importantly, where did Ren go?"

 

He couldn't stand it for a moment and went somewhere. Ren's black hood was nowhere to be seen.

 

"He said he was going out to buy cigarettes for a moment."

 

"I see."

 

That must have been his signal.

Zeno thought so and looked around the Dormitory.

Eve was breathing softly on Rubia's bed.

 

"Is she recharging again?"

 

"Yeah, she needs to adjust for a while until she gets used to the power source."

 

"Is it alright to let her sleep on Lord's bed?"

 

"Of course. More than that, come here too."

 

Rubia grabbed Zeno and headed to the bed.

 

Peolssuk.

 

Rubia laid Zeno on the bed, sat next to him, and covered him with a blanket.

 

"Lord? It's daytime now."

 

"I have eyes too, you know? I'm just telling you to rest a bit. You've been through a lot."

 

Seueuk seueuk.

 

Rubia's soft touch stroked Zeno's hair.

Zeno felt like his eyes would close at any moment and opened his mouth.

 

"Lord, are you alright with this?"

 

"Hmm? With what?"

 

"With suddenly having an Android."

 

"Call her by her name instead of Android. It's too long."

 

"...Yes. Anyway. I'm asking if you'll be uncomfortable taking Eve with us from now on."

 

In fact, Rubia wouldn't be greatly inconvenienced.

Rather, Zeno's discomfort was greater.

 

"Why, are you jealous?"

 

And Rubia pointed that out accurately.

 

"...Why would I be jealous?"

 

"Then why did you look at her like that when I was stroking Eve earlier?"

 

Zeno closed his mouth, about to ask what kind of look it was.

It was because he was certain that an embarrassing answer would come back.

 

Rubia chuckled and lay down next to Zeno.

The distance rapidly narrowed.

Rubia whispered as if telling a secret.

 

"Don't worry. You're my only Knight."

 

"...I know."

 

"So don't be too harsh on Eve? She's like a cute younger sister, which is nice."

 

"...I understand."

 

It was a difficult thing to agree with, but he nodded for now.

 

"Good boy. My Knight."

 

It was because Rubia continued to stroke Zeno's head.

Zeno, who was blankly receiving the strokes, said.

 

"Lord. What will we do from tomorrow?"

 

"About what?"

 

"We came all the way here to find out who framed Lord, didn't we?"

 

He had forgotten about it for a while because of Eve, but the reason they came to Platz Territory was for that purpose.

 

"Even if it's a little dangerous, we'll disguise ourselves and explore from tomorrow..."

 

"Sseup, what are you saying."

 

Rubia pressed Zeno's nose when he tried to explain his brief plan.

 

"Three days."

 

"Yes?"

 

"You have to rest for three days without doing anything. You got treated with Divine Power, but Zeno, you're still a patient."

 

"But to clear Lord's name..."

 

"Sseup! I told you you'd be in trouble if you came back hurt, right? Listen to me because this is your punishment."

 

"......I understand."

 

Zeno backed down.

It was definitely because he had promised that.

 

"Then I'll stroke you until you fall asleep. Let's take a good nap and wake up?"

 

"I'm not a child."

 

"Should I not do it then?"

 

Zeno shook his head without a moment's hesitation.

 

"......Please do it."

 

"Puhup."

 

Rubia, who burst into laughter, chuckled and stroked Zeno.

He felt like he was being treated like a child, but he didn't feel particularly bad.

 

'I've never been treated like a child in my life.'

 

As he was thinking that, drowsiness began to creep in.

 

"Good night, Zeno."

 

Just before his consciousness was cut off, Zeno entered dreamland, hearing a beautiful voice.

 

It was the day Rubia's scolding had just begun.

 

 

 



6. Scolding (1)

 

 

Three days had passed.

 

And what Zeno had been doing during that time...

 

"My Lord, it's about time you got up...."

 

"No way. You said I could rest until today, right?"

 

He was being scolded by Rubia for taking a forced break.

 

'My body's starting to get restless.'

 

Rest was the most luxurious thing in Zeno's life.

If you lived facing Werewolves every day, you couldn't rest even if you wanted to.

But for the past three days, thanks to Rubia, he had enjoyed rest to his heart's content.

 

"Just lie still."

 

Rubia pressed down on Zeno's forehead as he tried to get up.

 

Malang.

 

Soft skin touched the back of Zeno's head.

He had been worried about Rubia because she didn't seem to have much meat on her bones, but her thighs were just the right amount of cushiony.

 

"Aish, shit. Someone's money keeps going out while someone else is getting a lap pillow...."

 

Ren, who had gone to pay for the lodging, grumbled.

He should have left a long time ago, but he couldn't because of the Knights stationed outside.

It was only natural that Ren's wallet would get lighter as he rented the room he had borrowed again.

 

"Ren, you saw what state Zeno was in. He needs to rest well until today."

 

"Then if I get hurt that badly, will you give me a lap pillow too?"

 

"Nope?"

 

Rubia shook her head without a moment's hesitation.

 

"My lap is only open to my Knight."

 

"Tch, see that? It's just full of personal feelings...."

 

Rubia ignored Ren's words and looked at the clock.

 

"It's almost that time."

 

"...Are we eating it again today?"

 

"Yeah, I have to eat it. Hey, Eve. Can you bring the medicine bottle?"

 

"Understood."

 

Eve, who had been charging her energy with her eyes closed, got up.

She trotted to the table and brought back a medicine bottle with an ominous green glow.

The medicine that Rubia had prescribed as a tonic.

Zeno frowned as he looked at it.

 

"My Lord, no matter how I think about it, I think my body is already healed...."

 

"Sseup, I told you not to judge recklessly when you're not a doctor, right?"

 

Aren't you not a doctor either?

He couldn't bring himself to say that.

 

"Here, ah~"

 

That liquid that made his tongue twist just by looking at it entered Zeno's mouth.

 

"Ugh...."

 

"Think of it as getting healthier and swallow it down."

 

Zeno swallowed the tonic down his throat, suppressing the nausea that came out on its own.

It was always a difficult time, but it was well worth enduring.

 

"You ate well again today."

 

Seueuk seueuk.

 

Because Rubia's praise always followed after swallowing this disgustingly bitter tonic.

It was starting to get embarrassing to be treated like a child.

 

'...This is the last day for this, though.'

 

With that thought, Zeno quietly accepted Rubia's praise.

 

"What a bunch of crap...."

 

In the end, Ren, unable to watch any longer, put a cigarette in his mouth and left the room.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

He had been intoxicated by comfort and forgotten, but this wasn't the time to be doing this.

 

"If you know that so well, why are you doing that now?"

 

"...Isn't it unavoidable?"

 

Zeno turned his head sullenly at Ren's scolding.

 

His body was starting to recover.

Zeno was going to go out on a reconnaissance mission to check on the Platz Marquis's movements.

 

"You said you'd rest until today, you can do it from tomorrow!"

 

Of course, that attempt was thwarted by Rubia.

Rubia stuck to Zeno's back like a cicada and hugged him tightly.

It wouldn't be hard to shake her off if he wanted to, but if he did, Rubia would definitely get hurt, so he had no choice but to stay still.

 

"Since it's come to this, I'll ask you for a favor."

 

"If you look at it, it seems like I'm getting all the chores dumped on me here? And I'm paying for everything."

 

That's why I brought you along.

He didn't say that out loud.

Zeno had that much sense.

 

"So the conclusion is that this kid and I have to go on a reconnaissance mission together?"

 

"I'm not a kid. I have a name, it's Eve."

 

"Anyway, you're a kid."

 

Zeno stepped in between the two who had started bickering.

 

"Yeah, just check on the Platz Marquis's movements and come back."

 

The Knights who had been looking for Eve had now retreated to some extent.

Since there had been no news about the Platz Marquis since then, he had to check the situation first.

Because if he moved rashly, he might fall into the Marquis's trap.

 

"Haa... okay. If I want to get out of this damn lodging quickly, I guess I'll have to run around. Since it's come to this, follow me, kid."

 

Ren said, rummaging through his hood.

 

"I'm not a kid, I'm Eve. I think I just said that, are you perhaps lacking somewhere?"

 

"You're so small, but you have a lot to say."

 

"Have you ever seen such a big bean?"

 

"You two, stop it."

 

Rubia, unable to watch the bickering that had started again, mediated.

 

"How can you keep bickering like that when you're going to see each other in the future? Even if you can't get along well, you shouldn't get along badly."

 

Ren and Eve nodded at Rubia's words, who spoke gently as if dealing with children.

 

"It would have been more persuasive if you hadn't been sticking to Zeno's back."

 

"I agree."

 

Rubia, who had been peeking out from the side of Zeno's back, disappeared.

 

"T, this is because Zeno needs to rest more, so it can't be helped...."

 

"Just say you want to stick with that bastard a little more."

 

"It's not exactly that...."

 

"Then from now on, you two will be alone, so hug each other or roll around as you please. Let's go, kid."

 

"I'm not a kid, I'm...."

 

Ren gave a nonchalant salute and left the room.

Eve followed him.

 

"......"

 

"...Ahem."

 

Only Zeno and Rubia, whose faces were red, were left in the room.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After disguising themselves to scout the territory, they went out into the street.

 

"Is this even called a disguise when it's so eye-catching?"

 

Hair tied in pigtails.

A cute red cape.

Even the basket in her hand.

 

Eve, who looked like she was going around selling matches, tilted her head.

 

"Yeah. The basic of disguise is to blend in naturally with the crowd."

 

To that end, Ren had put on clothes that made him look like an ordinary young man.

And Eve was dressed in clothes that made her look like an ordinary little kid.

To others, they would look like siblings, or an uncle and niece.

With this, he was a little less worried about Eve being caught by the Knights and having her Divine Power exploited.

 

"I see. I understand. Ren is using this kind of naturalness to swindle people."

 

"What the hell... no, who said that?"

 

"Zeno-nim said that."

 

Anyway, that bastard who knew Ren so well was the problem.

 

'Of course, it's not wrong.'

 

Thinking that, he put a cigarette in his mouth.

He rummaged through his pockets, but there were no matches to be found anywhere.

 

"Aish... did I leave them in the room?"

 

"Are you looking for this?"

 

As he was scratching his head, Eve suddenly held something out.

It was the matches that were in the basket.

 

"...What is it?"

 

"Isn't it something you need when you smoke? If not, I'll put it back."

 

"No, that's right, you're useful at times like this, thank...."

 

Ren happily snatched the matches from Eve's hand.

 

"......"

 

And stopped abruptly.

 

"Ren?"

 

"Ah... no, it's nothing. I'll smoke later. I suddenly don't feel like it."

 

Ren stuffed the cigarette and matches he had been holding into his pocket.

For some reason, he felt like he shouldn't smoke in front of Eve.

 

-Ugh... the smell. Oppa! I told you to stop smoking! 

 

It was because he was reminded of someone with a sharp voice.

 

'If you look at it like this, there's nothing particularly similar.'

 

While Ren was examining Eve's appearance and thinking that.

 

"Oppa."

 

Eve said with an indifferent expression.

 

"...What?"

 

Ren, who had been reminiscing about the past until just now, was startled.

 

"Why are you so surprised?"

 

"...No, it's nothing. So why did you call me?"

 

"It seems like there are more people now."

 

It was as Eve said.

The more they entered the downtown area, the more people there were around them.

It seemed like Eve had called him that without much thought to look natural.

 

"...Hey. Everything else is fine. Just don't call me Oppa."

 

"? Why?"

 

"I don't know either. Anyway, don't call me that."

 

He didn't know why, but he felt a prick of conscience.

Was it because he thought he would never hear the title 'Oppa' again?

In any case, this was quite a serious matter.

Because even if he committed any minor offense, the triangle of conscience had never rotated like this.

 

"Then should I call you Dad?"

 

"That's too far. It's weird to say that I have a daughter your age on my face."

 

"Ren is old-looking, so it'll be fine."

 

"Do you really want to get hit? Should I do a skull strength test here? Huh?"

 

At those words, Eve, who was carefully covering the top of her head, looked up at Ren.

 

"Then Mister?"

 

"That's not much different from Dad."

 

No matter what title he attached, it was just awkward.

 

"Then what do you want me to call you?"

 

In the end, only after those words came out of Eve's mouth did Ren wave his hand.

 

"...Call me whatever you want, whatever. Just not Oppa."

 

"Then I'll call you Uncle."

 

Uncle, huh.

Even if it was for disguise, to be called Uncle at this young age.

As he was bitterly smacking his lips, the sound of people talking caught his ear.

 

"Really? Are they going to collect more taxes here? Haisseo, aren't they too high up to hear the sound of the farmers' backs breaking?"

 

"That's right... I know I shouldn't say this, but it was better when the Hessler family was around...."

 

"Eohheo, no matter how hard it is to live, that's not true! What are you saying right now?!"

 

"Yeah, yeah. I know that too, of course......."

 

80% of the conversations were complaints about the Platz Marquis.

 

That taxes had risen too much these days.

That the number of patrolling Knights had increased significantly, making the territory scary.

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the territory residents didn't seem to have a very good opinion of the Platz Marquis.

 

"Eueum...."

 

"What is it all of a sudden?"

 

"Huh? What."

 

"You just had a face like an evil villain plotting something."

 

"Don't judge people by their looks."

 

Ren felt a little guilty for no reason.

It was because he was really plotting something.

 

'I knew the perception wouldn't be good, but if it's this much....'

 

Ren, who had been stroking his chin, smiled.

 

"Hey, kid. I think this is enough. Let's go back now."

 

"Have you finished plotting your evil scheme?"

 

"Yeah. So now I have to go get permission from your master and the master's lackey."

 

"I feel like I'm becoming a bad kid when I'm with Uncle."

 

"That might not be wrong."

 

Ren said that and grinned as he returned to the lodging.

 

He was dying to know how Zeno and Rubia would react when he laid out the groundbreaking idea he had just come up with.

 

 

 



6. Scolding (2)

 

 

, "...What the hell are you talking about?"

 

Contrary to Ren's high expectations, Zeno showed a lukewarm reaction.

 

"What do you mean, what am I talking about? You just heard me?"

 

"Yeah, I heard you. Some crazy bullshit about starting a rebellion out of the blue."

 

I told him to go do some scouting, and he comes back saying, 'Let's start a rebellion!'?

Zeno was pissed.

Especially the fact that he had a proud look on his face after saying such batshit crazy things.

 

"I just told you, the territory residents' morale is fucked. Now is the only time to kick out Platz Marquis."

 

The territory residents' dissatisfaction had reached its peak.

Thanks to Zeno's trial, the number of Platz Marquis's Knights had decreased.

That was why Ren suggested starting a rebellion, thinking it was a good plan.

 

"And if we kick out Platz Marquis, it'll be easier to investigate why Rubia-nim was falsely accused."

 

"...Still, it's not gonna work. It's too dangerous."

 

There were many merits, but I couldn't just flip everything over.

 

"How are you going to handle the aftermath? Let's say we overthrow Platz Marquis with a rebellion, then who are you going to put in his place?"

 

Even if we get rid of Platz Marquis, it doesn't mean Hessler Territory will be back.

Of course.

Rubia is still known to the world as a Witch who created Mutants.

 

"I've got it all figured out. Don't worry, I have connections."

 

Seeing Ren grinning like that only amplified my anxiety.

 

"...Just in case, you're not thinking of taking Hessler Territory for yourself, are you?"

 

"Am I crazy? I know damn well I'd get torn limb from limb by you if I did."

 

"Hmm."

 

Zeno nodded.

 

'Good thing he knows it.'

 

If he dared to take Rubia's land, I would have pulverized him, leaving only his limbs behind.

 

"Then how are you going to deal with the interference from around us?"

 

It hasn't even been a year since Hessler Territory was changed to Platz Territory.

But the Lord is being replaced again due to a rebellion?

It's obvious what will happen.

 

First, the Tobiel Kingdom's Royal Family will voice their displeasure.

The Uphiston Empire might also snoop around and interfere.

 

'If any friction arises from that, a war will break out.'

 

Even if we do nothing, a war will break out between the Tobiel Kingdom and the Uphiston Empire.

Three years after the Mutant incident.

The Uphiston Empire invades the Tobiel Kingdom because it's the country where the Witch came from.

 

'But if this incident provides an excuse...'

 

The battlefield that was the border in my past life would this time be Hessler Territory.

I certainly didn't want Rubia's hometown to be stained with blood.

 

"I've thought of all that too."

 

"You're not a Sage, how do you have so many thoughts?"

 

"I'm serious! I've got connections with the 5th Prince of the Empire and the 3rd Princess of the Kingdom. I've got some face time with some big shots."

 

The 5th Prince of the Uphiston Empire.

The 3rd Princess of the Tobiel Kingdom.

 

Both are far from the throne.

As such, they tend to play in the underworld, so it was possible for Ren to have connections with them.

 

"..."

 

"The things you're worried about will never happen. So just trust me this once."

 

"Haa..."

 

Zeno took a deep breath and rubbed his face.

 

"...So, what's the specific plan?"

 

"First of all..."

 

Ren smirked, raising the corners of his mouth.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

That evening.

Around the time the sun was about to set.

Zeno and the group came out to the plaza.

 

"Then I'll spread the word a bit... and bring people over."

 

Ren left those words behind and disappeared like the wind.

Even though he was about to pull off a huge scam, Ren's face had been beaming with smiles since earlier.

 

The specific plan Ren told me was as follows.

 

1. Disguise Rubia as a Princess from a faraway land, and Zeno as her escort Knight.

 

2. Ren and Eve incite people in the plaza to hold a protest in front of Platz Marquis's mansion.

 

3. Rubia naturally enters Platz Marquis's mansion like a noble who happened to be passing by.

 

4. Zeno captures Platz Marquis and digs up all his corruption.

 

Keocheok-

 

"...This is fucking uncomfortable."

 

For this operation, Zeno had to wear heavy plate armor.

Zeno's fighting style was to quickly subdue opponents by utilizing his mobility.

He couldn't move quickly wearing such heavy armor.

 

"Let's just bear with it for the sake of the operation. It looks cool and nice, right?"

 

"Keueung... Understood."

 

But even such complaints disappeared in front of Rubia.

 

"...Because they say we can bring down that Marquis."

 

It was because a rare look of anger was on Rubia's face.

Zeno held Rubia's trembling hands tightly.

 

"...Zeno?"

 

"If your nails dig in, your beautiful hands will be scarred."

 

"Ah..."

 

Rubia, who let out a sigh, smiled faintly.

 

"That's right. Thank you."

 

"I've only done what I had to do."

 

After saying that, Zeno scanned Rubia from head to toe.

Unlike Zeno, who was wearing heavy armor, Rubia didn't need to disguise herself.

 

"Hmm... But is this okay for me?"

 

"In my eyes, you look noble enough."

 

Rubia's attire consisted of a flowing dress and a pure white sun hat.

On top of that, she was wearing a necklace with a large jewel embedded in it, so no matter where you looked, she could only be seen as a noble.

 

"It feels strange. It feels like my heart is hanging around Lord's neck."

 

Eve said, stroking the back of her neck.

 

"Ahaha..."

 

The jewel embedded in Rubia's necklace was the same type of jewel as Eve's power source.

There was no money to buy a necklace, so it was an unavoidable choice.

 

"Whew... Is this enough?"

 

Ren, who had been running around the territory and flapping his gums, looked over the group.

 

"This is good enough. Very natural."

 

Ren, who was patting Zeno's armor, looked at Eve.

 

"Kid. You've memorized everything you need to do, right? You absolutely can't make a mistake?"

 

"Of course. If I ruin this operation, Lord will suffer a great loss. I will not do anything that harms Lord."

 

"That's a great attitude. Let's go then. It's our turn to show them."

 

"Understood."

 

Eve, wearing a red cape, followed Ren briskly.

 

Zeno and Rubia stood far apart and watched them.

 

How much time had passed?

People began to gather in the plaza one by one.

 

"Heo... It seems to be really working."

 

"I know, right. The Marquis must have been acting really badly."

 

However, they didn't have a combative atmosphere.

Rather, it was right to say that they were here out of curiosity.

They tilted their heads, looking at the paper in their hands.

 

"Is this real? They're rebelling against Platz Marquis?"

 

"It seems that there's a child who lost their parents because of the Lord. So the child's uncle is starting a rebellion..."

 

"Oh my, how awful..."

 

To be exact, that was the setup.

Eve was the child who lost her parents, and Ren was Eve's uncle.

 

-There's no repertoire that stirs up people's anger more than a child orphaned by the unjust death of their parents.

 

That was the setup decided by Ren's idea.

 

Around the time the territory residents filled the plaza.

 

Tobeok Tobeok.

 

Ren walked out to the fountain with a look as if he had lost the world.

The moment questionable gazes were fixed on Ren, he opened his mouth.

 

"...Thank you all for taking your precious time to gather here."

 

The territory residents sighed at Ren's choked voice.

Perhaps it was because they guessed his identity.

 

"Are you the one who spread this notice?"

 

"...Yes. I am the uncle of this poor kid who lost his brother overnight... no, who lost his parents... Keuheup."

 

"Oh my, how awful..."

 

As Ren grabbed Eve's hand tightly and performed method acting, people wore pitiful expressions.

 

"Ren is really good at acting. Right?"

 

"He's been living by scamming people, after all."

 

Of course, Zeno and Rubia, who knew he was acting, were watching with their arms crossed as if they were watching an interesting play.

 

"I... I can't forgive the bastard Marquis who's occupying this territory..."

 

"What the hell happened?"

 

Ren looked up at the sky as if recalling the past and sighed.

 

"We are tourists from out of town who came to Platz Territory a month ago."

 

"Out-of-towners? So you're saying that an out-of-towner is telling us to start a rebellion?"

 

Just as the territory residents' eyes were about to sharpen.

 

"...That's right. Even though we're out-of-towners, that goddamn Marquis did such terrible things to my brother and sister-in-law..."

 

Tears streamed down Ren's chin.

The sudden burst of tears was enough to attract people's attention.

 

"...What did he do?"

 

"We were just enjoying the beautiful scenery of Platz Territory."

 

Ren placed his hand on Eve's head next to him.

 

"It was all because of the shoes."

 

He slowly knelt down, made eye contact with Eve, and slowly opened his mouth.

 

"It's a little hard for me to say it myself, but I'm a successful businessman. However... I owed my brother a lot before I became successful."

 

Ren wiped his eyes, thinking of his non-existent brother.

 

"So after I became successful, I vowed to treat my brother's family well. The reason I came to Platz Territory for sightseeing was also for my brother's family."

 

"What does that have to do with the shoes..."

 

"But!"

 

Ren looked at the territory resident who was trying to interrupt him.

The territory resident flinched, but Ren's acting continued.

 

"We met Platz Marquis during our sightseeing. We showed as much courtesy as possible, but..."

 

Ren stroked Eve's head with a bitter expression.

 

"How would this young kid know anything? She was so excited and running around that she accidentally put the ice cream she was holding on the Marquis's shoes..."

 

After saying that, he poked his eyes, and the territory residents looked at each other's faces.

 

"E-Even if the Lord is evil, would he kill someone over something like that...?"

 

"Y-Yeah. Even if he's a Lord who sucks the marrow out of a flea, that's a bit much..."

 

"Even if he's a Lord who values the lives of the territory residents less than flies, that's a bit..."

 

The people didn't seem to believe Ren's words, but.

 

"Heueuk..."

 

Ren still had a finishing move prepared.

 

"Heugeuk, is Daddy never coming back...?"

 

That was Eve's tears.

 

The sympathy brought about by a child's tears was twice as fatal as an adult man's appeal.

 

"...I didn't know she could cry?"

 

"Y-Yeah...?"

 

Zeno and Rubia's mouths dropped open.

It was because Eve, who always had a blank expression, was trembling sadly.

 

"Daddy and Mommy... to that fat Ajusshi..."

 

"I'm sorry. If I hadn't bought you ice cream back then...!"

 

Ren hugged Eve tightly while shedding tears.

Eve also hugged Ren and cried her heart out.

 

The territory residents who saw this scene trembled with their fists clenched.

 

"H-How cruel! What was so wrong about that!"

 

"Is a person's life worth less than those shoes!?"

 

"That arrogant pig bastard! He imprisoned my brother for a similar reason!"

 

"We have to drive him out of this territory!"

 

"That's right! That's right!"

 

The firewood with kindling inside burned up on its own.

 

The territory residents each raised their torches with fierce faces.

 

"Let's storm Platz's mansion right now! We don't need a Lord who devalues our lives!"

 

"Uoooo!!"

 

The excited territory residents all rushed together.

Taking advantage of the gap, Ren and Eve slipped out of the crowd.

 

"Whew, they completely fell for it. How was it? Was my acting okay?"

 

Ren had a relieved expression on his face.

 

"Acting is difficult. It's not difficult to force tears, but it was difficult to recreate the feelings of a child who lost their parents."

 

Eve, who wiped away her tears, had already returned to her expressionless state.

 

"You'll get better at that as you gain experience."

 

"I don't want to do family acting with Ren again."

 

"I'm not that thrilled about it either? But until this operation is over, we're uncle and niece."

 

"Haa, hardship is expected. I've had a really hard time, so please praise me quickly, Lord."

 

Eve let out a dry sigh and leaned her head against Rubia.

 

"Hey... Eve. Weren't you not supposed to feel emotions?"

 

As Rubia stroked Eve's head with a dazed face.

 

"That's right. But I can imitate them well enough. Ren listed the feelings of a little kid who lost their parents in detail. I just learned it."

 

"And it succeeded nicely."

 

Ren making a V with his fingers.

Zeno and Rubia, who were looking at him, made eye contact.

 

"...I don't think we should let Eve hang out with Ren."

 

"I agree."

 

If we left it like this, Eve would definitely only be negatively influenced by Ren.

 

It was a part where Zeno and Rubia's thoughts coincided.

 

 

 



6. Scolding (3)

 

 

"My Lord, shall we move too then?" 

 

"Yeah. Ren and Eve have gone this far for me. We should show them what we've got too." 

 

Zeno held out his hand. 

Rubia's hand overlapped with his. 

They gripped each other's hands tightly, like tying a rope, and slipped through the crowd. 

They arrived at the back gate of the mansion, where people weren't gathered. 

It was a hidden route Ren had discovered. 

 

Kung kung kung. 

 

A heavy sound echoed as they knocked on the massive door. 

 

"With all this chaos, do you think anyone's even here?" 

 

"There will be. This huge mansion can't be run by just one or two servants." 

 

As Zeno said, the door creaked open before long. 

 

"I'm sorry, but we can't receive guests right now... Oh?" 

 

The woman who came out paused mid-sentence, her mouth agape. 

 

"......!?" 

 

Rubia, facing her, gasped. 

Ripples spread through her rose-tinted eyes. 

 

"You, you are......" 

 

It was because someone she knew all too well had come out of her enemy's mansion. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

"Goddamn it!" 

 

Kwaang! 

 

Platz Marquis slammed his fist on the desk. 

The desk caved in, but it didn't relieve his anger. 

 

"Everything was going so smoothly, so why the hell did it turn out like this, why!" 

 

Platz Marquis yanked open the curtains. 

 

"Get out! Get out!" 

 

"We won't accept trash like you as our Lord!" 

 

"Now you're not just killing our own people, but outsiders too!" 

 

The territory's people were gathered in front of the Marquis's mansion. 

When did they even plan this uprising? 

Those holding torches were spewing out unknown words, venting their rage. 

 

He closed the curtains again and sat down. 

 

"If it weren't for that brat...!" 

 

Platz Marquis trembled as he thought of Eve. 

 

At first, it was just curiosity. 

The saying that the smaller they are, the tighter they are. 

He was curious about what that 'tightness' felt like, so he tried to buy Eve even though he already had over ten slaves. 

But she could even use Divine Power. 

It wasn't strange that his eyes were glued to her. 

 

But trying to catch that brat led to a series of unfortunate events. 

 

'I should have just executed him from the start.' 

 

If he had to pick the root cause of all this, it was the man who stopped him from taking Eve. 

 

An outsider who dared to break the Marquis's arm. 

The man he had only recognized as such had survived the trial until the end. 

And that wasn't all. 

The man had defeated four of the Marquis's Knights and made five run away. 

Thanks to that, the number of Knights remaining in the Marquis's Order was barely half. 

 

It was a number too small to stop the enraged crowd. 

 

"Damn it... What the hell? I don't think I've ever done anything to make public sentiment this bad...." 

 

Harsh exploitation. 

A reign of terror that handed out punishments for even the slightest fault. 

Only he didn't realize that this was happening because of Platz Marquis's unique vulgarity combined with those things. 

 

"Hoo... Let's calm them down first and then think...." 

 

Whatever the case, the mansion might catch fire if things continued like this. 

Just as he was about to leave his office to calm the people. 

 

Ttok, ttok, ttok. 

 

A knock came from the other side first. 

 

-Master-nim, I'm coming in. 

 

Kkiee-ik. 

 

A red-haired woman entered. 

She was one of Platz Marquis's slaves, wearing rags that were embarrassing to even call clothes. 

 

"Number 1. I didn't answer. Who told you to come in without permission?" 

 

Platz Marquis said with a fierce expression. 

 

"...I'm sorry. It's urgent." 

 

The woman with the brand '01' on her thigh immediately bowed. 

Her clothes were so short that parts that shouldn't be seen were visible, but she didn't cover them. 

It was because she knew too well what would happen if she did. 

 

"Urgent? Did you come because you suddenly wanted to do it yourself, or something?" 

 

Platz Marquis chuckled with a lecherous look. 

 

"...How could that be." 

 

"I'll only know if it's true after I see it." 

 

The Marquis peeked through the curtains, looking down at the territory's people. 

 

"It's okay to do it once before going out, right? Come up here and spread your legs." 

 

Then, he tapped the desk in his office with his palm. 

A gesture with a very clear intention. 

Number 1 said, clenching her fists. 

 

"...A guest has arrived." 

 

"Huh? A guest my ass. What kind of guest would come when things are like this? Don't talk nonsense and hurry up here. If you waste time, I'll throw you in the punishment room?" 

 

Wince. 

 

Number 1's body trembled at the word 'punishment room.' 

It was because of learned fear. 

 

"I prepared a letter in case you said that...." 

 

To suppress her fear, Number 1 bit her lip until it bled and handed over a letter sealed with wax. 

 

"A letter? There's no one who would send me one." 

 

A letter with a fancy wax seal. 

Platz Marquis tore open the envelope with a suspicious look and quickly read through it. 

 

To summarize the letter, a noble named Ruelle was offering to help Platz Marquis. 

 

"Ruelle? Who's Ruelle?" 

 

It was a name he had never heard before. 

According to her, she was a Princess who had come from a distant land. 

There were more than one or two suspicious things. 

 

How did she know that Platz Marquis was in trouble? 

And how could he know if they would really help? 

 

He was about to throw away the letter, thinking that. 

 

-Of course, I'm not offering to help without any compensation. 

 

That sentence caught the Marquis's eye. 

 

The following content was short. 

 

All she wanted was to start a small business in Platz territory. 

To that end, she would quell the people's anger and make a huge investment. 

 

He still didn't trust her, but it was tempting. 

 

"Hmm......" 

 

Should he ignore the letter and stand before the angry people to solve things alone? 

Or should he meet the owner of this letter and talk? 

 

His 고민 was short. 

 

'Let's at least see her face.' 

 

Thinking he had nothing to lose, the Marquis approached Number 1, who was stiff as a board. 

 

"I'll be back in a bit. Let's see each other when I get back. Get ready so I can use you right away." 

 

"......Yes." 

 

Number 1 nodded powerlessly at his words as he stroked her thigh pervertedly. 

 

Click. 

 

The office door closed, and she was left alone in the room. 

 

"...It's all over now." 

 

Thud. Number 1 collapsed onto the spot. 

 

"This fucking life is over too." 

 

Tears flowed. 

Tears that she thought had dried up flowed out in torrents. 

 

"So Rubia... please, take revenge...." 

 

Her name was Lindel Arizzio. 

The young lady of the Arizzio family, who had fallen along with the Hessler Duke just because they were closely related. 

Now, she was a woman who had become Platz Marquis's first slave. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

Hessler Duke was quite a prestigious noble. 

The northern part of Tobiel. The land where the snow never melts. 

You could tell just by how he had ruled that barren place without incident. 

 

He was isolated, but there was no place he didn't trade with, and he got along well with the surrounding territories. 

 

Among them, the family he got along with most openly was the merchant family, Arizzio. 

If you wanted to transport goods in the north, you needed a merchant who would come all the way to this barren place. 

They had no choice but to get along with the Arizzio family, who were physically close. 

 

So, after the Hessler family fell. 

What happened to the families they were close to? 

 

The result was right before her eyes. 

 

"...Rubia?" 

 

The red-haired woman. 

 

-Are you always just in your room? 

 

The woman who had bothered to come to Rubia, who was sitting on her bed because of her weak constitution. 

The woman who had suggested that she try alchemy, the only woman she could call a 'friend.' 

 

Lindel Arizzio, who she thought was dead, had come out of Platz Marquis's mansion. 

 

"Rubia... is that you?" 

 

Was it because she was hiding her ears and tail? 

Lindel looked at Rubia with doubtful eyes. 

 

According to the original plan, she should say she was Ruelle. 

Because she had to enter the mansion with that 'persona.' 

 

But. 

 

"......Lindel." 

 

Rubia couldn't bring herself to lie to her only friend. 

 

"My Lord." 

 

"It's okay." 

 

"......" 

 

"I'm sorry. But... she'll be okay. Please, just trust her once." 

 

Rubia's voice trembled slightly. 

Zeno couldn't say anything to that, so he closed his mouth. 

 

"......Is that really Rubia?" 

 

Lindel's eyes widened and she covered her mouth. 

 

"You're alive. I'm so glad...!" 

 

Lindel didn't call Rubia a Witch. 

She just showed her happiness. 

That's why Rubia couldn't smile. 

 

"......Why did things turn out like this." 

 

The Lindel in her memory wasn't this thin. 

She was full of health, incomparable to Rubia, who was so weak. 

But why was the healthy Lindel thinner than Rubia? 

 

"...And why are you wearing those clothes." 

 

Lindel was a girl who loved dress shopping. 

The day she showed off her new dress to Rubia, they would be laughing all day long. 

 

But. 

 

"This isn't even clothes......" 

 

The girl who loved dresses was no more. 

There was only a slave wearing rags that were hard to even call clothes. 

 

"And why is your hair like that...!" 

 

Her red hair, which used to be so shiny, was now dry and rough because it hadn't been taken care of. 

Rubia's heart ached at Lindel's changed appearance. 

 

"...A lot happened." 

 

The answer that came back was shocking. 

 

After the Hessler family was branded as a family of Witches. 

The aftermath affected the surrounding territories as well. 

Of course, the Arizzio family, who had been the closest, couldn't avoid the aftermath. 

The Arizzio family was branded as traitors who had cooperated with the Hessler family and fell. 

 

"So you were... sold to Platz Marquis...?" 

 

"Yeah......" 

 

Rubia let out a hollow laugh. 

 

Count Arizzio had sent her to Platz Marquis to save at least Lindel. 

With the heart of a father who cared for his daughter, he had tearfully entrusted Lindel to Platz Marquis. 

 

"But how......" 

 

Rubia's eyes went to Lindel's thigh. 

A scar with the number 01 engraved on it. 

Platz Marquis had made Lindel a sex slave as soon as the Arizzio family fell. 

 

"How could you become a slave instead of getting married......" 

 

Her life after becoming a slave was obvious. 

A life of being violated whenever Platz Marquis wanted. 

If she disobeyed the Marquis, she would be put in the 'punishment room' and suffer terrible things. 

 

"Heueuk...." 

 

Rubia clutched her heart. 

Her only friend was going through this. 

She felt guilty. 

It felt like it was all Rubia's fault. 

 

'If I had taken Lindel with me when I ran away....' 

 

She kept thinking about what might have happened. 

 

"My Lord." 

 

Zeno supported Rubia, who looked like she was about to collapse at any moment. 

 

"It's not My Lord's fault." 

 

Now, he could roughly predict what she was thinking just by looking at her expression. 

 

"The world that branded My Lord as a Witch is bad. It's not My Lord's fault." 

 

"Yeah, that Knight-gun...? is right." 

 

Lindel gave a smile. 

 

"You had no choice but to run away. Everyone in the world called you a Witch." 

 

She choked up. 

Lindel had gone through such things, but she didn't show any signs of pain at all. 

 

"And you came back. I see you brought such a cool Knight-nim, so you're going to rebuild the family. Right?" 

 

"Yeah....... It's hard right now......." 

 

Rubia staggered to her feet and took out a letter from her pocket. 

 

"Lindel, can you deliver this?" 

 

"To who?" 

 

Lindel tilted her head as she received the letter. 

 

"To that pig bastard." 

 

Rubia said through gritted teeth. 

Lindel and Zeno were surprised by her rough language, but they didn't show it. 

 

"I can't compensate you for the years you've suffered... but I'll definitely take revenge. I swear on the name of Hessler." 

 

She was no longer a girl hiding. 

She was Rubia Hessler, standing up to the world with dignity. 

 

"...Yeah, please do." 

 

Lindel nodded and entered the mansion. 

While the door was closed for a moment. 

Rubia leaned her head on Zeno's shoulder. 

 

"...Are you okay?" 

 

"No, I'm not okay at all. I want to sit down and cry my eyes out." 

 

It was an immediate answer. 

 

"That......." 

 

As Zeno hesitated, unable to find the right words, Rubia spoke first. 

 

"Zeno, please do me a favor." 

 

"Tell me." 

 

"Let me finish off Platz Marquis." 

 

"But......." 

 

Rubia didn't have a weapon. 

Zeno, who had been thinking that, closed his mouth. 

 

"The difference between medicine and poison is just a hair's breadth." 

 

It was because he understood what weapon Rubia was best at wielding. 

 

"Still, it might be easier for me to handle it. There's a risk of you getting hurt if you do it, My Lord." 

 

Rubia shook her head. 

 

"...Let me do it. Dying from being stabbed by a sword is too easy. Platz Marquis shouldn't die like that." 

 

Zeno shuddered. 

 

"So please listen to me. You can listen to me, right?" 

 

Rubia was smiling as always, but an unknown fear crept in. 

The temperature around them seemed to drop. 

His spine tingled. 

Rubia was spewing out a cold rage. 

All Zeno could do in front of her was. 

 

"...As you command." 

 

To fulfill what his Lord wanted. 

 

It was before Platz Marquis received the letter. 

 

 

 

 



6. Scolding (4)

 

 

Following Lindel's guidance, I arrived at the reception room.

 

"You've come."

 

Platz Marquis, whose very sight made my stomach churn, was sitting in a chair, waiting.

Rubia suppressed the urge to vomit and forced a smile.

 

"...Greetings, Platz Marquis-nim."

 

This was a stage Ren and Eve had worked hard to set up for me.

I couldn't let my emotions ruin things, so I desperately forced the corners of my lips upward.

 

"Hmm, let's get straight to the point. I don't know who this 'Ruelle-nim' is."

 

Instead of returning my greeting, Platz Marquis immediately said that.

 

"Especially since you're hiding your face behind that mask..."

 

"...There are circumstances."

 

I was wearing the mask I had worn to the banquet.

It was the bare minimum of security to hide my identity when facing Platz Marquis up close.

 

"Well, whatever. You probably have burn scars or something."

 

Ignoring Platz Marquis's sneering, I continued.

 

"I am a princess who has crossed the Drodo continent, from the far east, to come here."

 

"Hee-eum?"

 

Jjeolgeureok-

 

I took a small pouch from my bosom and placed it on the table.

 

"However, my identity isn't that important. The only thing that matters is whether I can be of help to you, Marquis-nim."

 

"......That's right."

 

"So, I've prepared some funds in advance."

 

Platz Marquis looked at the pouch with an expression that seemed to say, 'Is that it?'

 

"But is this all of it?"

 

Instead of answering, I opened the pouch and showed him.

 

"P-Platinum coins?"

 

Platz Marquis's eyes widened as if they would pop out.

I smiled at that.

 

"Did you really think I would bring gold coins in such a small pouch?"

 

It was just as Ren had said.

 

-If you just cover the top with platinum coins, they'll be fooled.

 

Platz Marquis, completely fooled, straightened his posture.

 

"Ahem... Then let's quickly hear what conditions you want. As you know, I have urgent matters to attend to."

 

The cheers of the people outside grew louder and louder.

Was he feeling anxious?

Platz Marquis tapped the table with his fingers.

 

"Yes, we should. But... where are the Knights, by the way?"

 

But there was no reason for me to do what Platz Marquis wanted.

 

"Why the sudden interest in Knights...? Ah, never mind. They're probably outside, holding back the people."

 

He seemed a little annoyed at the change of subject, but his expression soon relaxed.

He had completely fallen for the platinum coins.

 

"Then, are the people outside all the guards you have?"

 

"That's... right? But why the sudden interest in Knights...?"

 

"Never mind. Then, let me tell you about the business I want to build in Hessler... no, Platz territory...."

 

I made up a story and gave Zeno a look.

Not missing it, Zeno fiddled with the hilt of his sword and thought.

 

'There are two Knights waiting outside. I'd be a moron if I couldn't beat them.'

 

Thanks to Eve's Divine Power, his broken left arm was perfectly healed.

Thanks to the tonic I made, he was overflowing with strength.

There was no reason to lose at all.

Judging so, Zeno jumped up from his seat.

 

"U-Um? Ruelle-nim? Why is your Knight...."

 

Platz Marquis, who had been listening seriously to my conditions, pointed at Zeno.

 

"Ah, are you perhaps going to help hold back the people? Haha, thank you."

 

Platz Marquis, having come to that conclusion on his own, laughed, his jowls shaking.

 

Seureureung-

 

Unable to stand the sight, Zeno drew his sword.

 

"W-What, what is this! R-Ruelle-nim?!"

 

I didn't answer the Marquis.

 

"Are you going to be okay?"

 

"No problem."

 

"You won't get hurt, will you?"

 

I just looked up at Zeno with a worried expression.

 

Meeting my gaze, Zeno took off his helmet.

 

"Of course."

 

"Y-Y-You're...!"

 

Platz Marquis's complexion turned red and blue as he recognized Zeno's fierce face.

 

"Hey! You bastards outside! Come in here, quick!"

 

Kwang!

 

"What's the matter!"

 

Zeno didn't swing his sword until the two Knights entered the reception room.

 

"As promised, I won't deal with him."

 

Seueuk-

 

He turned the sword he had been pointing at Platz Marquis.

The sword's edge pointed at the two Knights.

 

"Thank you, Zeno."

 

"Then, please have a comfortable conversation."

 

My only goal this time was to protect me.

I needed to subdue the Knights solely for that purpose.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The battle ended in an instant.

 

Kkwang!

 

"Keuheok...!"

 

The last Knight was sent flying, bent at a right angle.

In fact, it was closer to a one-sided beating than a battle.

 

'If my left arm had been fine during the trial, I would have won.'

 

Zeno dusted off his hands and turned his head.

Platz Marquis had been cowering in the corner since earlier.

 

"H-H-How could this...."

 

Platz Marquis, clutching his left arm and chattering his teeth.

The trauma of having his arm broken by Zeno.

On top of that, he had directly witnessed the Knights being brutally defeated, so it was understandable.

 

Zeno sighed deeply and sat down next to me.

 

"Before I break your arm again, hurry up and come sit down."

 

"H-Hik...!"

 

At those words, Platz Marquis sat down on the chair, his belly jiggling.

 

"W-What do you want, anyway? What did I do wrong to be tormented like this!"

 

"...What?"

 

Because of the Marquis, who was trembling his lips as if he was wronged, I and Zeno had dumbfounded expressions.

 

"Ha, fine. I'll tell you exactly what I want."

 

I let out a hollow laugh and threw off my half-mask.

I took off the cap I was wearing.

Fluffy ears popped out, pyong.

 

Each time, Platz Marquis's mouth opened wider and wider.

By the end, he looked almost about to faint.

 

"Y-Y-You're perhaps...!"

 

"Yes, that's right."

 

I took a short, deep breath and raised my head.

 

"In the name of Rubia Hessler, I have come to take back my territory."

 

"H-How did the Witch get here...!"

 

Seureureung-

 

Zeno's sword blade touched Platz Marquis's neck.

 

"My Lord is not a Witch."

 

"Euk...... I, I understand. I understand, so...!"

 

Platz Marquis nodded like crazy.

A liquid that was hard to tell whether it was sweat or tears formed in his eyes.

I felt all my strength drain away at that undignified sight.

 

'As expected, nobles are all the same.'

 

They usually indulge in all sorts of luxury and vanity, but the moment their lives are even slightly in danger, they become more pathetic than anyone else.

 

'...Except for my Lord, of course.'

 

Zeno made excuses in his mind, even though no one had said anything.

 

"That's enough, Zeno. Put your sword away."

 

"...Understood."

 

Zeno reluctantly sheathed his sword.

I held out a small bottle to Platz Marquis, who had turned pale.

 

"Drink this first."

 

"W-What is this...."

 

A bottle filled with a suspicious liquid.

Of course, there was no way Platz Marquis would drink it willingly.

 

"How do I know what you're giving me to dri―"

 

"I guess not, Zeno. Just cut off one of his fingers."

 

"I'll drink it! I'll drink it, so wait!"

 

Platz Marquis, looking at the liquid with suspicious eyes, gulped down the bottle in one go.

He closed his eyes tightly, as if expecting something terrible to happen.

But nothing particularly special happened.

 

"Um...? Nothing happened? What is this...?"

 

"Puhup."

 

Seeing the Marquis's bewildered reaction, I burst out laughing.

After laughing for a while, I wiped the tears from the corners of my eyes and said.

 

"Ah, since you drank it, I'll tell you. That's poison. The poison you used on Zeno."

 

"......Wh-What?!"

 

"I thought a lot about how to make you suffer the most... how to repay you for what you did to my Knight."

 

I stretched.

A relieved smile was on my face.

 

"Your organs will slowly melt from the inside. The antidote is here."

 

"Wh-What does that...."

 

Platz Marquis, looking at me with trembling pupils, stopped talking.

 

"Kkulheok...!"

 

I could tell without him having to ask.

That something was seriously wrong with the internal organs inside his body.

 

Platz Marquis quickly alternated his gaze between my face and the antidote.

 

'As expected of the rumored Witch....'

 

There was no time to be thinking about whether to suck up to the Witch or not.

Saving his life was the first priority.

 

"...What, do you want me to do?"

 

Platz Marquis's voice suddenly rose.

 

I narrowed my eyes and crossed my legs.

 

"Tell me everything."

 

"Everything as in...?"

 

"The reason you were able to enter Hessler territory. The aftermath of the Hessler family's affairs, and all the dirty things you've done, everything."

 

I said, shaking the antidote.

 

"You better speak quickly. Your vocal cords will melt away in 10 minutes."

 

"W-Well, the reason I was able to enter Hessler territory is...!"

 

At that, Platz Marquis rattled off an explanation.

 

I didn't change my expression at all as I watched Platz Marquis spew out blood.

 

"So?"

 

I just continued to ask questions emotionlessly.

 

Looking at me like that, Zeno thought.

 

'My Lord....'

 

Right now, she didn't seem like the Lord who would act spoiled to Zeno, but like a Lord who would govern a territory in the future.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Here, as promised, is the antidote."

 

Degureureu.

 

I rolled the antidote onto the table.

The Marquis snatched the antidote and gulped it down.

 

"Heoeok... Heoeok...."

 

The Marquis's complexion returned.

Zeno looked at him and whispered to me.

 

"...Are you sure about this? You said you would finish it...."

 

"Yeah, it's okay. And I've already finished it."

 

"......?"

 

It was an incomprehensible statement.

But I just pulled Zeno's arm.

 

"Then let's go. We've gotten everything we need, right? The clergy of the Upiston Empire helped Platz Marquis take his place, and all the relics of our family were burned to ashes...."

 

My voice trembled slightly.

I seemed angry, and also anxious.

 

"......Understood."

 

I didn't say anything about having to deal with Platz Marquis before leaving.

I had definitely obtained all the useful information.

He had no intention of rebelling against my words.

 

"Th-Thank you! Thank you for saving me!"

 

The voice of Platz Marquis, who was prostrating himself behind us, was heard.

That voice continued until Zeno and I left the mansion.

 

"Zeno. You asked me earlier if it was okay to spare him, right?"

 

As soon as we got out of the mansion, I opened my mouth.

 

"That's right. Your Lord's friend also ended up like that... won't you regret it?"

 

At Zeno's words, I gave a bitter smile.

 

"About that. It's not actually an antidote."

 

"...Yes?"

 

"Sclerosis grass. It's another poison that contains a poisonous plant that hardens the human body."

 

"That means...."

 

"Yeah. The reason he looks a little better now is just because his nerves are hardened. Maybe in a little while... his body will slowly melt away while hardened."

 

I squeezed the hand I was holding with Zeno.

 

"You know, Zeno. I'm not such a nice person."

 

A faint tremor was transmitted to Zeno.

 

"...What do you mean."

 

Zeno also asked, adding strength.

 

"I'm not such a pushover that I can just let someone who did that to my precious people and insulted our family get away with it."

 

"That's not being nice, it's...."

 

"Yeah. Maybe it's only natural. But you know...."

 

The corners of my lips trembled.

I was anxious about something.

 

"It's the first time I've killed someone...."

 

Tears welled up in the corners of my eyes.

My gaze was lost and wandering, and the trembling in my hands didn't stop.

 

In that moment, Zeno realized.

That the smile I had shown in the reception room was just a lie added to hide my emotions.

 

"But... but if I kill people like this... I really won't have anything to say even if I'm called a Witch―"

 

"No, you're not."

 

Zeno cut off my words.

 

"Why is my Lord a Witch? My Lord has done a just act. Punishing a criminal who illegally occupied the territory. My Lord has only done that much."

 

He nipped the bud of anxiety in the bud.

 

"...Is that so?"

 

I looked up at Zeno with a dazed face.

 

"That's right."

 

Zeno gently hugged me.

I leaned my head weakly against Zeno's chest and muttered.

 

"Yeah, if Zeno says so, then that's probably it......."

 

Looking at me, who seemed to have lost my mind, Zeno made a resolution.

 

That he would take on all the dirty work for the sake of his still-fragile Lord.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day.

 

The news spread that Platz Marquis had been found melted in his mansion.

 

"Haa... This is going to be a pain in the ass."

 

The 3rd Princess of the Tobiel Kingdom arrived in Platz territory.

 

 

 



6. Scolding (5)

 

 

The territory fell into chaos.

Platz Marquis was found gruesomely melted down.

And at the same time, the Third Princess made her way to Platz territory.

 

Amidst this mayhem.

Ren was lounging around in bed like he had nothing to do with the situation.

 

"I guess I'm just born to scam people for a living."

 

"I don't think you should have that kind of constitution,"

 

Eve retorted to Ren's nonsense.

 

"Ren. Is our act over now?"

 

"Yeah, that's right. We completed the mission splendidly, didn't we? I don't know why, but Rubia-nim has been sulking since yesterday."

 

Ren pointed at Rubia.

Rubia, who was looking over the documents brought from the mansion, seemed somehow listless.

 

"My Lord is not sulking. It's just...."

 

"Just what? Is it because she killed someone for the first time?"

 

"...Ren."

 

"What, am I wrong?"

 

When Zeno growled, Ren shrugged.

 

"I'm actually surprised she hasn't killed anyone until now. How could she be on the run and not do that?"

 

"That's because my Lord isn't a rotten bastard like you."

 

"But even if you're not a rotten bastard like me, you still have to defend yourself. It's a tough world where you die if you don't kill, you know?"

 

"......"

 

"I can say for sure. Unless you've lived as a peasant or a slave from birth to death, everyone has killed at least once."

 

At Ren's words, Eve raised her hand.

 

"I haven't, not even once."

 

"I said people. You're excluded."

 

Eve lowered her hand.

 

"Anyway. I think it's an overreaction. Are you going to be all droopy every time something like this happens in the future?"

 

"There will be no more times when my Lord has to stain her hands with blood."

 

"Well, I think there will be a few more times."

 

"...Ren."

 

"Stop it, Zeno."

 

As Zeno's demeanor sharpened, Rubia mediated between the two.

 

"Ren was a bit harsh, but he's right. I don't want to be just a princess who's only protected."

 

Rubia grabbed Zeno's collar with a slightly trembling hand.

 

"I don't want my Knight to get hurt. So, I'm prepared. For the sake of someone precious... I can't just stand by."

 

Rubia looked straight into Zeno's eyes.

Her gaze wasn't as hazy as yesterday.

Her rose-colored eyes were full of determination and spirit.

 

'...She's serious.'

 

Zeno thought so and nodded.

 

"...If that is my Lord's wish."

 

He would try his best to prevent Rubia from getting involved, but he had no intention of dissuading Rubia's will.

 

"What is this, some castrated puppy following his master's orders...."

 

Ren sneered.

 

"And Ren."

 

Rubia jumped up.

Ren, who had been rolling his eyes, straightened his posture.

It was because he realized that he had just upset Rubia, and as a result, something bad would happen to Ren.

 

"Ahem, ahem. Is there something you wanted to say...?"

 

"I know you think I'm pathetic. Because I'm like this over killing just one person, and a bad guy at that."

 

"To be honest... Ah, no, it's nothing."

 

Ren quickly lowered his gaze, meeting Zeno's murderous glare.

 

"But... just understand a little. I just need some time to sort things out."

 

"Yes, yes...."

 

Rubia sat down again with a thud.

For a long time, only the sound of flipping through documents was heard in the room.

Around the time Eve, who had been dozing off on the bed, fell asleep.

Rubia sighed and picked up a document.

 

"Zeno, no matter how I look at it... we have to go to the monastery, right?"

 

"I think it would be best. All the clues point to Rainhill."

 

The documents brought from the Marquis's mansion yesterday were mostly of the same kind.

Rainhill, the largest monastery in the Eufyston Empire.

It was revealed that they had been providing a large amount of supplies to Platz Marquis.

 

"I was wondering how a newcomer could be in control. He had outside help."

 

"Yeah...."

 

That wasn't all.

 

"I have a strong feeling that Platz Marquis was a puppet, right?"

 

"That is correct."

 

Platz Marquis wasn't just receiving help from the monastery.

A half-torn letter.

It also contained content ordering Platz Marquis to do something.

 

"So, our next destination is the Eufyston Empire?"

 

"That's right. There's a lot to gain, even if it's not just about my Lord's territory."

 

"Is that so?"

 

"First, we can find a way to remove the Demon inside you."

 

He's usually such a Demon-like guy that I sometimes forget, but a Demon is sleeping in Ren's heart.

 

"Ah... I don't want to ask the priests for help."

 

"Why is that?"

 

"If I tell them I'm half-human, half-Demon, they'll burn me with Divine Power."

 

"Hmm."

 

He had a point.

They might be more interested in exorcising Ren entirely than removing the Demon from him.

 

"Still, it will be helpful for Eve."

 

"For the kid?"

 

"She used Divine Power, didn't she? She'll probably gain something from seeing the priests."

 

"Well... maybe?"

 

Eve is the only one in the group who can use Divine Power.

But once she squeezes out Divine Power, she runs out of energy.

Of course, there are still gems left that can replace the power source, but they will be used up after a few uses.

We couldn't rely on a limited method.

 

"Okay. So, we're finally leaving Tobiel?"

 

When Ren got up from his seat and stretched.

 

Knock knock knock.

 

Someone knocked on the door.

 

-Hey, Ren. Are you inside? I know you're in there, open up quickly.

 

A voice that seemed to be suppressing anger came from outside the door.

Zeno looked at Ren.

 

"Is that someone you know?"

 

"Uh... no? I don't think so? I didn't exactly call anyone... Ah."

 

Ren, who had been shaking his head, stopped all movement.

The color gradually drained from his face, and soon he turned as white as a plaster statue.

 

"...I do. There is someone I called."

 

"Who is it?"

 

Who could it be that Ren was so afraid of?

The question was soon answered.

 

"The Princess."

 

"What?"

 

"I asked you to call someone to replace Platz Marquis, right? So, I called the Princess... I forgot?"

 

"What the hell... that's not something you forget...!"

 

Before all sorts of profanity could pour out of Zeno's mouth.

 

Kwaaaang!!

 

The door of the lodging was shattered as if it had never existed in the first place.

 

"...Didn't I tell you to open it quickly?"

 

A blonde dog beastman walks in, stepping on the wooden fragments.

Her steps stopped in front of Ren.

 

Kuoong.

 

An axe was stuck next to Ren.

Despite her small stature, it was a huge two-handed axe.

 

"You call a royal and don't even come out to greet her. You don't even tell me where you are. If I have to run around to find you...."

 

The Princess bent down and got close to Ren's face.

 

"Do you think I'm easy to deal with? Huh?"

 

It was the Third Princess's grand entrance.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

To put it bluntly, the Princess didn't seem like royalty at all.

 

"Why did you close the gambling house! I put all my money there!"

 

"Wait, Princess-nim. I'll explain, so please...."

 

Chain smoker.

Gambling addict.

Thug.

 

If you combine these three words that don't suit royalty at all, you get a rough image of the Third Princess.

 

While Ren was being shaken by the collar, Zeno put a hat on Rubia.

 

"There's a reason for that, cough...."

 

"You son of a bitch. If there was a reason, you should have told me... huh?"

 

The Princess, who had been grilling Ren for a while, turned her gaze to Zeno.

 

"...Who?"

 

Did she finally notice?

The Princess released Ren's collar.

 

"Cough, cough... I recently got some companions."

 

"...If you had companions, you should have said so first."

 

"Who's talking after grabbing my collar before I could even say anything-"

 

"Don't talk back to royalty."

 

The Princess, who ended the conversation violently, turned around with a cigarette in her mouth.

 

"My name is Eleina Erdeltine. If I say I'm a Princess of the Tobiel Kingdom, you'll understand roughly. Who are you guys?"

 

She was a woman who had no manners, not even as much as Ren.

But there was no immediate benefit to be gained from arguing with the Princess.

Zeno quietly introduced himself.

 

"I am Zeno, a guard serving Luel-nim."

 

"I, I am Luel...."

 

It was a sudden situation, but Rubia wasn't clueless.

She politely greeted according to the etiquette of the nobility.

 

"Luel? Are you a noble? I've never heard of that name."

 

"Are there any names that the Princess-nim knows?"

 

"Don't be a smartass. Stay still before I split your head open."

 

Ren, who was about to get up, cowered back into the corner.

 

"That's... you probably don't know it. I'm from a small country at the far east...."

 

"Is that so? Well, it's not really my business."

 

With that, the Princess's interest was cut off.

 

"Hey, so tell me. You were singing about wanting to do business so much. What country's etiquette is it to suddenly clean up everything and run away?"

 

"Run away? Don't say such disappointing things."

 

Instead, that interest was directed at Ren.

 

"Respected Princess-nim. Would you listen to me for just a moment?"

 

"Yeah, talk. If you say something wrong now, I'll pull out your tongue so you can't talk again."

 

She looks like a cute dog beastman on the outside.

Unlike her appearance, the Princess was foul-mouthed.

 

"You know the situation in Platz territory, right?"

 

"Yeah. You wrote it all out in the letter. The Lord here died, so you want me to take care of it for a while, right?"

 

"That's right."

 

"But am I someone who has to go if you tell me to go, and come if you tell me to come?"

 

"? I called you, so you came......."

 

Ppaak!

 

Ren, who stubbornly kept flapping his mouth, got flicked on the forehead.

 

"Ugh......"

 

"Don't exaggerate."

 

"No, it's not an exaggeration... Ouch, it hurts."

 

Ren stroked the large bump that had formed and continued.

 

"Princess-nim, you don't have anything to do these days, right?"

 

"That's it. You want to get hit one more time."

 

"Ah, no! It's the truth!"

 

Ren, who ran away quickly, added in a flurry.

 

"Why do you think I called Princess-nim! Of course, it's because of the gambling business!"

 

The Princess, who was swinging her arms and approaching Ren, stopped abruptly.

 

"Gambling business?"

 

"Yes! You must have been so surprised that I closed all the businesses without saying a word."

 

"Yeah, I was surprised. The gambling house where I put all my money disappeared."

 

"So, what I want to suggest is this. Build a gambling house in this territory."

 

"Ren?"

 

Rubia called Ren in a puzzled voice.

It was because such a story had never been discussed.

 

Ren, who approached sideways, whispered to Zeno and Rubia.

 

"I didn't know she would suddenly appear like this, so I didn't talk about it. But this is the only way."

 

"...What are you talking about? Build a gambling house in the territory."

 

"Let's be realistic, Rubia-nim. If this territory isn't managed by the Tobiel royal family, will it become a battlefield here?"

 

"That's... but."

 

Not long after Platz Marquis came in, there was a vacancy in the Lord's position.

There would naturally be many nobles aiming for this position.

Then, a fight would inevitably follow.

 

"I'm sorry I couldn't tell you in advance. But this is really the best way. It's better to have a gambling house than for the territory to become a battlefield, right?"

 

"Umm......."

 

Rubia didn't like it.

A gambling house being built on land that had been ruled since her ancestors.

She wanted to refuse if she could.

 

"......Okay."

 

Now was the time to compromise.

As Ren said, it was better than becoming a battlefield.

 

"Then you're allowing it?"

 

Ren, who smiled, ran back to the Princess and enthusiastically explained something, mixing gestures.

The Princess, who had been seriously contemplating while listening to Ren's words, nodded.

 

"Okay. You're going to return all the money I put into the gambling house, right?"

 

"Of course."

 

"Then well... okay. I'll take care of it."

 

"Haha, well, Princess-nim. It's not just about taking care of it......."

 

"I know. I'll stop other guys from eyeing it. Is that okay?"

 

A smile bloomed on Ren's face.

 

"Thank you!"

 

"Well, I just need a place to gamble."

 

As if she had never grabbed his collar, the Princess quickly started flirting with Ren.

Rubia looked at the scene and made a worried expression.

 

"Zeno, is my territory going to be okay...?"

 

"It will probably be fine."

 

It was inevitable that Hessler territory would fall into someone else's hands now.

Even if it was going to the gambling-addicted Princess.

 

"Anyway, you're planning to come back as soon as you clear your name, aren't you? We can just demolish the gambling house then. First, we have to leave this place and go to the monastery."

 

"Y, yeah. We have to clear my name first...."

 

Rubia nodded with a lingering expression.

 

"Still... I'll definitely come back."

 

"Yes, you must come back."

 

It might be a bit unfair now.

But hasn't it always been unfair until now?

Let's move forward for now, as we'll be able to come back smiling later.

The two held hands tightly and promised.

 

 

 



7. Hypocrites (1)

 

 

Platz Marquis's funeral was held very modestly.

Of course, there were no territory residents grieving over his death.

It was because his reputation wasn't good in social circles either.

 

After the small funeral, unbefitting of his title.

The Third Princess quickly announced the ownership of the Platz territory.

 

,I hereby declare in the name of the Third Princess, Eleina Erdeltaine. From now on, this Platz territory will be managed by the royal family, so be aware."

 

In a way, it was a violent declaration.

However, the public's reaction wasn't bad.

It was partly because they couldn't revolt against royalty.

 

,And I took a quick look... Why are taxes collected so much? Why are there such useless territory laws? From today, I'm getting rid of all of this."

 

It was because she neatly cleaned up the harsh exploitation laws that Platz Marquis had been enforcing overnight.

Smiles bloomed on the faces of the territory residents.

 

,As expected of the Princess-nim...!"

 

,But there's a rumor that they're building a casino here... Is that okay?"

 

,Hey! You there. What does it matter if a casino comes in now? We've been relieved of the worry of dying just from paying taxes!"

 

The establishment of the casino, which I thought would face opposition, was instead met with the territory residents offering to help.

 

,Long live the Princess-nim!"

 

,Long live! Long live!"

 

,What, what is it? I'm glad they like it, but..."

 

Princess Eleina scratched her head.

She never dreamed that the day would come when she, who was only treated as a troublemaker in the royal family, would be praised.

 

Amidst such a shower of cheers.

 

,Tsk, if they're reacting like this, how hard must it have been..."

 

Ren clicked his tongue and got into the carriage.

A luxurious and large carriage at first glance.

I naturally asked Ren, who was getting onto the driver's seat.

 

,...What is this."

 

,Have you never seen a carriage before?"

 

,That's not what I'm asking. Where did this carriage come from?"

 

Ren chuckled and replied.

 

,The Princess-nim gave it to me."

 

,Wow, the Princess-nim did...? Why?"

 

Rubia was startled and looked at the Princess, who was receiving cheers from the people.

Just yesterday, she seemed like someone living a life of gambling, by gambling, for gambling, but she started to look a little different.

 

,It's all thanks to my negotiation skills. Since she's returning a bit more than the money she blew at the casino before, she told me to just take this carriage?"

 

The perception that was about to change returned to its original place.

As expected, it wasn't something bestowed out of the royal family's great generosity.

 

,But is Ren going to drive?"

 

Eve, who had just woken up and was rubbing her sleepy eyes, asked.

 

,Yeah, I have to drive. We're leaving right away today, right?"

 

,Does Ren even know how to drive a carriage?"

 

,Of course. It'd be faster to find something I can't do, you know?"

 

Ren's nose went up.

 

,You can't get married, though."

 

Eve immediately knocked down Ren's high nose.

 

,That's because I have a free-spirited personality."

 

,I've never seen anyone call cheating like eating a meal 'free-spirited.' They usually call it trash."

 

After saying that, Eve struggled to climb onto the driver's seat.

 

,...What are you doing?"

 

,I want to try driving too."

 

Eve jumped as much as she could, but couldn't get onto the driver's seat.

Ren let out a hollow laugh and lifted Eve up to sit next to him.

 

,You're going to drive the carriage? It's going to be tough."

 

,It's okay. I'm an Android, aren't I?"

 

,Ah. That's right."

 

Ren clapped his hands as if he had a great realization.

 

,Then you won't get tired either?"

 

,That's right."

 

,Okay. I'll teach you, so watch and learn from the side. And you'll drive from now on."

 

,Understood."

 

Ren handed one side of the reins to Eve and looked at Zeno.

 

,Get in quickly. I'm going to give a driving lesson to the kid now."

 

,What driving lesson."

 

Zeno shook his head and looked at Rubia.

She was holding Lindel's hand tightly, who had come to see her off.

 

,Since you're going to the Upiston Empire anyway, let's go together."

 

,I appreciate the offer... but I don't think I can."

 

,Why?"

 

,I have to take care of the other kids too."

 

Lindel wasn't the only slave of Platz Marquis.

Lindel had already been living with over ten slaves.

She said it would be hard to leave behind those she had grown attached to and leave on her own.

 

,We're going to try to find jobs in the Upiston Empire too... but we can't all fit in this carriage, can we?"

 

,That's true, but..."

 

,I'm grateful just for the thought."

 

Lindel gently hugged Rubia.

 

,I'm going to discuss with the kids about what to do and then move. So don't worry and go first."

 

,...Okay."

 

,I hope we can see each other again here. Under the name of Hessler territory."

 

Rubia hugged Lindel back.

 

,...It will definitely happen."

 

,It has to. Because you have such a wonderful man by your side."

 

Rubia's face flushed red at the words spoken while poking her side.

 

,W, what are you talking about. Zeno is just my escort Knight, okay?"

 

,Who said anything? I just said he's wonderful."

 

,......"

 

Rubia closed her mouth and glared at Lindel.

Lindel, who burst into laughter, released Rubia from her arms.

 

,Then really come back, Lord."

 

,...I'm not a Lord yet."

 

,You said you definitely will be, right? Then I'll just call you that in advance."

 

,......"

 

Rubia quietly got into the carriage.

Zeno also followed Rubia into the carriage.

 

,I'll be back, Lindel."

 

Rubia, who peeked her head out of the window, waved her hand.

 

,Yeah, come back."

 

Lindel also waved her hand.

 

Promising to meet again here someday, even though they were parting for now.

The girls went their separate ways.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The carriage sped away.

While moving comfortably without a single bump, Ren praised Eve incessantly.

 

,Oh, what's with you, kid? You're learning fast?"

 

,I'm an Android, aren't I?"

 

,Still... At this rate, you might as well just drive?"

 

,Don't lie. I'm still inexperienced. Aren't you trying to dump the work on me because you want to rest, Ren?"

 

,...Where did you learn the word 'dump'?"

 

,Who else could it be?"

 

Eve quietly looked at Ren.

 

,Yeah, it must be me."

 

Ren nodded in agreement.

 

Meanwhile, a change of clothes was taking place in the back seat.

 

,Lord, from now on, you must wear lighter clothing."

 

The Upiston Empire, which they were heading to from now on, was far south.

It was clear that the weather would get warmer, so the sweater Rubia was wearing would be too hot.

 

,It will be hot as soon as we leave the Tobiel Kingdom. I will close my eyes, so please change."

 

,Hmm... really?"

 

Zeno closed his eyes and handed her a thin dress.

It was a similar fluttering dress to the one she wore when she went to meet Platz Marquis.

 

Rustle, rustle.

 

Rubia obediently changed her clothes.

The Upiston Empire is the land of humans.

In other words, she thought it was best to listen to Zeno's words since it was his hometown.

 

,I'm done changing."

 

Zeno opened his eyes.

 

,You are beautiful as always."

 

,T, thank you."

 

Rubia would be beautiful even if she wore rags.

But now that she was wearing such a cute dress, it seemed like light was radiating from Rubia.

 

,But aren't you going to change? That coat looks really hot."

 

Rubia pointed to Zeno's black coat.

He was wearing it to keep warm, but it was clear that he wouldn't need it as much from now on.

 

,I just need to take off my coat."

 

Zeno took off his coat and rolled it up.

While he was doing that, he felt Rubia's gaze and raised his head.

 

,Is there something you would like to say?"

 

,No, it's just... um... it's nothing special."

 

Rubia, who was hesitating, closed her eyes tightly and opened her mouth.

 

,Can I touch your abs just once?"

 

,Excuse me?"

 

Only then did Zeno realize what he was wearing.

All he had on under his coat was a thin white T-shirt.

The outline of his abs was clearly visible.

 

,It's not a difficult thing to do."

 

Zeno often touched Rubia's soft hair, so he nodded without much thought.

 

,I don't mind."

 

,T, then..."

 

Rubia swallowed hard and carefully reached out her hand.

 

,Why are you so nervous about abs?"

 

,You're also very careful when you stroke my hair."

 

She had no words to say to that.

As Zeno kept his mouth shut.

 

Thump.

 

Rubia's hand finally touched him.

She stroked Zeno's stomach up and down, swish, swish.

 

,Wow..."

 

Rubia's ears perked up, causing the hat she was wearing to bounce.

 

,...Is it that good?"

 

,Yeah, it's really hard."

 

Rubia lightly tapped his abs with her fist and poked them with her fingers.

Was she pleased with the firmness?

She fiddled with Zeno's stomach for a long time.

 

,...Now that it's like this, I'm embarrassed."

 

I thought she would just stroke them a little.

Seeing her so engrossed like this, I felt my earlobes getting hot for no reason.

Zeno put his hand on Rubia's head to cool down.

 

,What?"

 

,Would it be okay if I stroked you too?"

 

,Huh? Well... yeah, it's okay."

 

There was nothing else to do while moving in the carriage.

 

Zeno focused on stroking Rubia's soft hair.

Rubia focused on stroking Zeno's firm abs.

 

Eve, who was watching the scene out of the corner of her eye, tilted her head.

 

,Ren. Why are the Lord and Zeno-nim doing that?"

 

,How would I know? They were just changing clothes and suddenly started stroking each other... They're just being lovey-dovey again."

 

Ren said that without even looking back.

 

,Hmm..."

 

Eve, who was carefully watching Rubia and Zeno, tapped Ren.

 

,Ren. There's something I want to experiment with."

 

,What? What experiment sudde- ugh."

 

Before he could finish speaking, Eve's fist landed on Ren's stomach.

It wasn't a strong force, just a weak punch.

But it was enough of a surprise to make him choke.

 

,Cough, cough... What the hell are you doing to someone who's driving...!"

 

,I was just checking if Ren has abs too. They're quite firm."

 

,Then you could have just asked to touch them. Why did you throw a punch, you crazy tin can."

 

Ttaak-!

 

Ren flicked Eve's forehead.

Eve rubbed her forehead and replied.

 

,I thought you wouldn't let me if I just asked to touch them."

 

,Huh..."

 

To just suddenly punch his stomach like that.

 

,...Is she starting to resemble me?"

 

Ren suddenly had that thought.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

They crossed several mountains.

They went through several campings.

 

The scenery gradually changed.

The snow-covered ground became dirt.

The trees that had been bare were now covered in lush leaves.

The climate was gradually getting warmer.

It meant they had arrived in the Upiston Empire.

 

,There, stop."

 

In front of the huge gate.

Two guards jumped out and stopped Ren's carriage.

 

,Are you a citizen of the Upiston Empire?"

 

,No."

 

,Then were you invited to the Empire?"

 

,Not that either."

 

,In that case, we can't let you in..."

 

,Ehey, wait a moment."

 

Ren smiled playfully and rummaged for something.

 

,Can't I get in even with this?"

 

What came out of his pocket was an emblem in the shape of crossed golden swords.

It was a mercenary emblem issued by the Upiston Empire.

 

,You were a high-ranking mercenary. Then the people riding in the back are..."

 

,They are the clients I serve."

 

,Understood. Then please enter."

 

The guard's treatment became courteous.

It was understandable.

Currently, being a high-ranking mercenary meant that you had to capture a certain number of Werewolves to obtain that status.

 

Of course, Ren's emblem was fabricated.

 

,Ren really seems to have a knack for scamming."

 

,I told you. This is my calling, you know?"

 

,Is that something to brag about in front of a kid?"

 

Even though Zeno scolded him, Ren just chuckled.

 

,Anyway, we got in easily thanks to me, right? Don't worry about the small stuff and just look at that."

 

Ren pointed his finger.

 

The huge building visible from the entrance.

A monastery built of pure white stone, but without a single stain.

The Rainhill Monastery was boasting its majestic appearance.

 

,It's huge..."

 

Rubia blankly opened her mouth and looked at the Rainhill Monastery.

 

,You'll get bugs in your mouth."

 

Zeno closed Rubia's mouth for her and thought.

 

,I'll find out exactly what kind of relationship she had with Platz Marquis."

 

The goal was always to clear Rubia's name and find the real Witch.

For that purpose, the carriage headed towards the Rainhill Monastery.

 

 

 



7. Hypocrites (2)

 

 

As dusk began to settle.

I barely arrived at Rein Hill Monastery.

Around the monastery, there was literally nothing.

It was because they had erased all the secular world around the monastery to distance themselves from it.

 

'The most famous building in the Empire is separated from the secular world.'

 

As Zeno was feeling the irony.

 

Kkieek-

 

The carriage stopped with a soft noise.

Is it because the carriage is so fancy and large that it attracts attention?

A nun was standing in front of the monastery.

 

"Are you perhaps trying to visit Rein Hill Monastery?"

 

The nun, with dark circles under her eyes as if she were tired, spoke to Ren.

 

"Yes. Is there some kind of procedure to go inside? Like proving my faith or something."

 

"Of course not. Once you have crossed the border of the Uphiston Empire, no one can prevent you from entering the monastery."

 

However, the nun added.

 

"If you tell us the purpose of your visit to the monastery, it will help satisfy our curiosity."

 

"Hmm...."

 

Ren turned around.

Ren, making eye contact with Zeno, gestured with his chin as if asking what to do.

 

'It would be best to say what I prepared.'

 

When Zeno nodded, Ren casually placed his hand on Eve's head.

 

"I came because of this kid."

 

"Hello."

 

Eve bowed her head with a blank face.

The nun's lips curved into a smile.

 

"Yes, hello. What brings you to the monastery, little miss?"

 

"This little one can use Divine Power."

 

Ren said, stroking Eve's hair.

The nun, who had been silent for a while, smiled gently.

 

"I'm sorry. I think my mind is tired because of the training I'm doing these days. Could you please say that one more time?"

 

"You heard me right. I can show you if you don't believe me."

 

It wasn't a lie.

The main purpose was to find documents related to Hessler Estate.

Verifying the identity of the Divine Power that Eve uses was also an additional goal.

 

The nun, blinking her eyes, asked.

 

"...Is that child human?"

 

Eve shook her head.

 

"No, I'm an Android."

 

"Ummm......"

 

The nun's expression became even more complicated.

It would be amazing for a child who hasn't learned about faith to use Divine Power.

But she said that an Android, who isn't even human, used it, so it was understandable that she couldn't believe it.

 

"...I've kept you standing for too long. I apologize. Please come in. I will guide you to the head of the monastery-nim."

 

The nun, having finished her 고민, said that and took the lead.

 

"Something seems to be working out really well...?"

 

Rubia, who had been quietly standing, whispered to Zeno.

 

"I expected that we would be able to enter without much difficulty... but it's easier than I thought."

 

It's a good thing if I can enter the monastery without much friction.

Yes, it must be a good thing.......

 

'Suspicious.'

 

The impression of the nun, who looked strangely tired, kept bothering Zeno.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Following the nun's guidance, I entered the interior of the monastery.

Most of the building was made of pure white stone.

 

"...I'm going to go crazy."

 

It was a sight that perfectly matched Ren's muttering.

 

I wonder if the nun looked so tired because she lived in a place like this.

Zeno thought so in his mind.

 

"Hmm? Did you say something?"

 

"No. Let's keep going."

 

"I understand."

 

Whether she didn't hear it or pretended not to hear it.

The nun just smiled gently and walked silently.

 

The clerics living in the monastery bowed to the nun as they passed by.

There's nothing strange about it on the surface.

 

'...Didn't they sleep?'

 

Just one thing.

All the clerics had dark circles under their eyes.

 

How long have I been walking?

 

"Nun-nim, what exactly does this monastery do?"

 

Eve said, looking around.

 

"Hmm? Now that I think about it, little miss might not know."

 

"My name is not little miss, it's Eve."

 

"Oh my, I'm sorry. Eve-nim."

 

The nun chuckled and continued.

 

"Our Rein Hill Monastery is a place where clerics are educated. The children who are educated here later go to other cathedrals and preach the greatness of the Heavenly God Lucadis-nim."

 

"Heavenly God? Lucadis-nim?"

 

"Yes, he is the creator who made humans and the administrator of this continent. In the beginning, Lucadis-nim......."

 

The nun gently taught Eve about the Heavenly God.

The expressions of the three who were listening to her were not very good.

Rubia stood far away from the nun and muttered.

 

"...Heavenly God my ass."

 

At the same time, Rubia's skirt fluttered.

 

"Lord, your tail is sticking out."

 

A tail that looked like it would pop out at any moment.

Zeno grabbed the tail that was trying to stand up straight.

 

"Hieuk."

 

Rubia was startled.

Zeno rolled up her tail and bowed his head.

 

"I'm sorry. But I'm afraid my identity will be revealed......."

 

"Ah, no. I was just a little surprised...."

 

Rubia, with slightly flushed cheeks, cleared her throat.

 

"Zeno. I guess we should just leave Eve as she is... right?"

 

Rubia's worried gaze reached Eve, who was listening to the nun's words.

 

"Yes, it might be helpful."

 

Zeno and Rubia do not believe in God.

Because the life given to them was not so happy that God exists.

Therefore, I wanted to shut the nun's mouth right away, but I couldn't.

 

'If this trains Divine Power, I should just leave it.'

 

Eve can use Divine Power.

That is definitely an advantage.

However, the fact that she collapses after releasing Divine Power once was also a clear weakness.

 

On the other hand, Ren was not just standing still with such deep thoughts.

 

'Ugh... it's still nauseating.'

 

His stomach has been churning since he entered the monastery.

 

'This useless bastard....'

 

It was because the Demon sleeping in Ren's heart was rebelling against the sacred energy.

 

"...Are you okay."

 

Was his complexion so bad?

Zeno, who wouldn't care even if Ren rolled around in hell, looked at Ren's expression.

 

"No... I feel like I'm going to die."

 

Normally, the presence of a few clerics around him wouldn't have a big impact.

It just makes him feel a little bad.

 

What Ren overlooked was that this was the largest monastery in the Uphiston Empire.

 

The number of clerics increased as I went inside.

Because of the increasing sacred energy, Ren was about to collapse at any moment.

 

"Well, this is where the head of the monastery-nim is."

 

"Uuup...."

 

As the nun stopped walking, Ren covered his mouth.

He felt nauseous.

It was because he felt an indescribable sacredness from the room, even though he hadn't opened the door.

 

"Brother, are you okay?"

 

"No... I'm not okay... Just a moment. Can you stay there? I think it'll be really hard if you come any closer."

 

Ren staggered back.

He grabbed his throbbing heart and said to Zeno.

 

"...Hey, Zeno. I'm really sorry, but can I stay here?"

 

Normally, he would have forced him to come along, telling him not to exaggerate.

But Zeno was the one who knew Ren's condition better than anyone else here.

 

"Okay. Rest."

 

"Okay. Thanks...."

 

"Um, is that brother waiting outside? Then I'll wait with him...."

 

"No, it's okay. Please go in together. Please."

 

Or just get the hell out of here.

Ren, who barely swallowed those words, leaned his back against the nearby wall.

 

'Ha... Shit, if I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have come in the first place. What was I thinking, crawling in here on my own.......'

 

Ren is cunning and shrewd.

Even if he doesn't do things that benefit him, he always avoids things that will harm him.

 

But why, knowing that it would be difficult to come to such a sacred place, did he come all the way here?

 

As I was thinking about the cause of the irrational choice.

 

'...Eve.'

 

The face of the expressionless Android came to mind.

 

"Haa... At first, I was just thinking about running away."

 

Ren slid down and wiped his face.

 

Ren's plan was to run away somewhere when he arrived at Platz Estate.

It was because he knew too well that he couldn't be tied down to something himself.

Of course, I thought I wouldn't stay until the end of Rubia's adventure to clear her name.

 

One day, he met Eve.

An Android who reminds him of his dead younger sister, even though their appearance, age, and personality are different.

I still don't know why she reminds me of my younger sister.

I just became conscious of her and started to care about her, and because I cared about her, I followed her all the way here.

But it's not like I particularly want to do something with Eve or do something for her.

That's why I was even more confused.

Because this is the first time in Ren's life that he is living with such an unclear purpose.

 

'What the hell do I want to do?'

 

Ren sighed deeply, asking himself a question that would not be answered.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Please talk comfortably."

 

The nun finished the 안내 and left.

 

"I've been waiting."

 

Those words suddenly flew from the man sitting in the chair.

 

"Waiting? Who are you talking about?"

 

Zeno frowned slightly.

A kind-looking, plump 아저씨.

 

'He looks like that bastard I killed first.'

 

Like he's plotting something behind the scenes.

He had the type of face that Zeno hated.

 

"Haha, of course, I'm talking about the little miss. The Lord told me in a dream last night."

 

"I'm not a little miss. I'm Eve."

 

"Oh my, I'm sorry about that."

 

The head of the monastery burst into a hearty laugh.

Looking at that friendly smile, Zeno thought.

 

'...He knew in advance?'

 

I don't believe in the bullshit that the Lord appeared in my dream.

But he seemed to know for sure that Eve would come here.

 

"Let's see... An Android who manifests Divine Power, this is the first time I've seen something like this......."

 

Otherwise, he wouldn't know information that he didn't even say.

 

"How do you know?"

 

Eve blinked her innocent eyes and asked.

 

"Because the Lord is omniscient and omnipotent."

 

"Then are you saying that the Lord told you everything?"

 

"That's right."

 

The head of the monastery, nodding with a pleased face, got up from his seat.

 

"Oh, I haven't introduced myself. My name is Lajarte. I am the head of Rein Hill Monastery."

 

"...I'm Zeno. This is the Lord I serve."

 

"I'm Ruelle."

 

It was when Rubia finished her introduction with a false identity as always.

 

"Hmm, it seems like you two don't believe in the Lord."

 

Seomjjit-

 

Goosebumps ran down my neck.

I felt a chilling energy in the eyes of the seemingly kind Lajarte.

 

"Well, that's okay. I hope you two will return with faith when you leave Rein Hill Monastery."

 

That eerie feeling disappeared in an instant, as if it were a 착각.

 

"Anyway, thank you for coming all the way here. I'll treat you to a meal, so will you please follow me?"

 

"......Yes."

 

"This way."

 

Lajarte led his plump body out of the room.

 

"Zeno, there's something here......."

 

Rubia stroked her arm and looked up at Zeno.

I could tell what she meant without having to say it.

 

"Yes, don't let your guard down."

 

Because Zeno felt the same way.

 

"...I'll protect you if something happens. I think it's best to follow him for now."

 

"Okay......."

 

Zeno held Rubia's hand tightly as a sign of reassurance.

Looking at Rubia's slightly relieved expression, I thought.

 

'Everyone has tired-looking faces. Words and actions that seem to see through our actions.......'

 

Something's suspicious.

Something's off.

 

Without letting go of that thought, Zeno followed Lajarte.

 

 

 



7. Hypocrites (3)

 

 

I followed Lajarte to the dining hall.

 

"It's quite modest, so I'm not sure if you'll like it."

 

Contrary to Lajarte's words, the food on the table was overflowing.

I wondered if the monastery could even produce this much food.

This turned my suspicion into certainty.

 

'...They definitely knew we were coming.'

 

There's nothing near the Rainhill Monastery.

To prepare such a luxurious meal, they would have had to prepare in advance.

 

"Wow... this is a lot...."

 

However, Rubia, with her low guard, couldn't even think that far.

Zeno grabbed Rubia's arm as she was about to pick up a fork.

 

"Lord, just a moment."

 

He carefully examined the steak placed in front of Rubia.

 

'There's no poison, huh.'

 

It looked like an ordinary steak on the outside.

But with so many suspicious things, I couldn't easily relax.

 

"Zeno?"

 

"...Excuse me. Please enjoy your meal."

 

Rubia, who had been blinking, cut the steak into small pieces.

I watched as she picked it up with a fork and brought it to her mouth.

Just before it went past her red lips.

Zeno's eyes met hers.

Rubia turned the fork and held it out to Zeno.

 

"Here, ah~"

 

"...Lord?"

 

"You kept staring at it. Weren't you doing that because you wanted to eat it?"

 

Of course not.

The steak in front of Zeno was the same, so there was no way.

Zeno, who was about to say it was a misunderstanding, closed his opening mouth again.

 

'...No, it's not bad at all.'

 

You never know.

There might be poison that can't be detected with the naked eye.

 

'It's better for me to get sick than her.'

 

Thinking that, Zeno opened his mouth.

 

"...Ah."

 

The piece of meat came right in.

I chewed it thoroughly and swallowed it.

 

"...It's delicious."

 

The steak was normally delicious, making my suspicion seem pointless.

 

"Really? Then me too, ah~"

 

Rubia opened her mouth like a baby bird.

Zeno, who was looking at her, realized what she meant belatedly.

 

I cut the steak into bite-sized pieces.

 

"Here you go."

 

Sok.

 

The piece of steak goes into Rubia's small mouth.

Rubia, who was chewing, smiled brightly.

 

"Delicious."

 

"I'm glad."

 

It seemed they hadn't tampered with the food.

Just as I was about to relax and focus on the meal.

Three pairs of eyes were fixed on them.

 

"They're flirting even in a place like this...."

 

Ren shook his head.

 

"It's definitely the same meat. Does it taste better if you feed it to each other?"

 

Eve had a question mark above her head.

 

"Haha. You two really have a good relationship. Then I hope you have a delicious meal."

 

When Lajarte finally left the dining hall with a satisfied smile.

 

"......!"

 

Zeno and Rubia's faces flushed red, as if they had agreed on it.

 

"...Wait. It's a misunderstanding."

 

"Yeah, it's probably a misunderstanding. You probably took it to check if there was any poison. How obvious, how obvious."

 

Zeno was momentarily speechless at the accurate answer.

 

"T-That's what it was?"

 

"...Yes, that's right."

 

Rubia's hat wriggled as if it were about to come off.

 

"And I didn't even know that...."

 

Her ears were about to perk up as she couldn't handle the embarrassment.

Zeno and Rubia bowed their heads and quietly continued their meal.

 

"Um, then Ren-ssi, please try mine."

 

Eve, who was watching, sparkled her eyes and held out her steak to Ren.

 

"...You're a machine, so you won't get poisoned. Shouldn't you be the one trying it?"

 

"That's an undeniable point."

 

Eve nodded in agreement and took the fork back and put it in her mouth.

Eve, who was chewing, swallowed the meat and said emotionlessly.

 

"It doesn't seem to be poisoned."

 

"I guess not. They wouldn't have tampered with it here."

 

"? What do you mean?"

 

"You don't need to know."

 

Ren waved his hand and cut the meat.

 

"It's normal."

 

After the brief evaluation, the meal continued quietly.

 

It was a truly ordinary meal time.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Did you enjoy the food?"

 

Lajarte returned to the dining hall as the meal was ending.

 

"Yes, it was delicious."

 

When Eve answered on behalf of everyone, a smile appeared on Lajarte's face.

 

"I'm glad."

 

And that smile soon turned into a troubled expression.

 

"I would love to check on Eve-nim's condition right away, but we're too busy with our work... Would it be alright if I showed you to your rooms first?"

 

There was no reason to say no.

It was getting late.

And it was time to move carefully rather than checking Eve's Divine Power.

Everyone nodded.

 

"Then please follow me."

 

Following Lajarte's guidance, we arrived at the guest rooms.

 

"Then have a pleasant night. I have a lot of work to do, so I'll be going now...."

 

Lajarte disappeared at a fast pace.

It wasn't just Lajarte who was moving busily.

All the priests were rushing somewhere.

 

'They have dark circles down to their chins, but what are they so busy with?'

 

Zeno stared at the rushing priests with suspicious eyes and turned his head.

 

"Let's go inside for now, Lord. It would be best to get a good rest today and start working from tomorrow."

 

Lajarte had provided two rooms.

Zeno naturally tried to enter the same room as Rubia, but.

 

"Hey, wait a minute."

 

Ren grabbed Zeno's shoulder.

 

"I'm supposed to sleep with a kid?"

 

"Is there a problem?"

 

"No, it's not a problem, but... isn't it a bit weird? It's better for the guys to use one room and the girls to use the other."

 

Zeno frowned at Ren's words.

 

"...Are you saying you want to use the same room as me?"

 

"Ah, shit. There's no way. I'm just saying I don't really want to use the same room as a kid."

 

Ren, who was also frowning, cursed.

 

"Are you uncomfortable using the same room as me, Ren?"

 

"Yeah."

 

Eve opened her mouth blankly at the curt answer.

 

"Is there a reason? We've been staying in the same room until now."

 

Eve tilted her head as if she genuinely didn't understand.

 

"That's because the four of us were using the same room. And even then, the room was big, right? But look at the state of this room now."

 

Ren opened the door.

It was a small room that would be full with two people.

 

"I don't think you should complain when you're a guest."

 

"You're a machine, don't try to teach people."

 

Ren lightly tapped Eve's crown.

Rubia intervened, thinking that the conversation wouldn't end like this.

 

"Wait a minute. So, Ren, are you saying I should take Eve and sleep with her?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Then isn't it okay to do that?"

 

"No."

 

Zeno shook his head immediately.

 

"We don't know what kind of unexpected situation might occur during the night. I need to be by Lord's side to protect her."

 

"But it's right next door...."

 

"If something unexpected happens, it will be too late if I'm in the next room."

 

Because I couldn't protect her even when I was right next to her.

I swallowed those words.

 

"I will use the same room as Lord. No matter what happens, definitely."

 

Ren scratched his head at Zeno's firm words.

 

"Haa... Okay, okay. I'll just sleep with her."

 

Unexpectedly, Ren obediently stepped back and entered the room.

 

"Go wash up first, kid. I'm tired, so hurry up."

 

"Then shouldn't Ren-ssi wash up first?"

 

"You're small, so you'll wash up quickly. So, go wash up first."

 

"Are you looking down on me because I'm small?"

 

Kkieok.

 

The two bickered and went into the room.

 

"Is it okay?"

 

"It will be fine. Even though he seems like that, he takes especially good care of Eve."

 

Zeno had been recording surprises every day while working with Ren.

It was all because of Eve's existence.

The Ren he knew was the type of guy who would sell even his non-existent parents for money.

But the way he looked at Eve, the way he nagged and took care of her.

It wasn't like the Ren that Zeno knew at all.

 

'I should ask him why he's doing that later.'

 

Zeno thought so and took Rubia into the room.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Hmm... it's quite small."

 

That was Rubia's first words after washing up and lying down.

She had been sleeping in the same bed as Zeno until now.

 

"......"

 

But because this room was smaller than the cabin, the area where their skin touched was larger than usual.

 

"If you're uncomfortable, I'll go down and sleep."

 

"N-No. There's nowhere to sleep down there."

 

The floor is smaller than the bed.

Knowing that, Rubia grabbed Zeno, saying these words.

 

"...You looked a little uncomfortable."

 

"N-No. It's okay if I do this."

 

Rubia snuggled up to Zeno.

 

"I'm not trying to get away... It's okay if I just stay like this."

 

I can feel Zeno's warmth and solid muscles all over my body.

 

Along with that, I can also feel the pounding of his heart.

 

Is this Zeno's heartbeat?

Or is it Rubia's heartbeat?

I couldn't tell.

 

Maybe both of our hearts are beating similarly.

 

"...Lord. Isn't your heart beating too fast?"

 

"I don't think Zeno is the one to talk...?"

 

"...It's just my imagination."

 

"Really? Then it's just my imagination too."

 

Saying that, Rubia snuggled further into Zeno's arms.

 

"...Lord."

 

"Why? Are you uncomfortable?"

 

"No, it's not that I'm uncomfortable, but......."

 

Zeno couldn't continue his words.

Instead, his heart beat even faster.

I also thought that I wouldn't be able to fall asleep like this, but Rubia didn't leave.

 

"Then good night, Zeno."

 

"......Yes, good night, Lord."

 

There was no conversation after that.

Only each other's breathing and heartbeats filled their ears.

 

It's embarrassing, but I don't want to leave.

My face is burning, but I didn't want to get away from the warmth.

 

'...It's strange.'

 

What kind of relationship do Zeno and I have?

Is this really what the relationship between a Knight and Lord is like?

Is it normal for my heart to beat like this, my face to turn red, and to want to be by his side?

 

Rubia continued to think about that and closed her eyes tightly.

 

Of course, both of them couldn't sleep properly because of the loud heartbeat.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day.

 

"Then Eve-nim. Please show us your Divine Power."

 

I attended Eve's Divine Power lesson.
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The next day.

 

Dang- daeng-

 

Zeno woke up to the morning bell ringing from the monastery.

After washing up, he went outside the room.

 

"Are you gonna keep crawling up with something the size of a bean?"

 

"Have you ever seen a bean this big?"

 

Ren, bickering with Eve as always, was visible.

 

"All you learned was how to talk back, you little thing......."

 

Ren turned his head at the sound of the door opening.

 

"What is it?"

 

Ren, discovering Zeno, wore a shocked expression.

 

"What's wrong."

 

"'What's wrong' my ass, you crazy bastard."

 

Ren tapped under his eyes and said.

 

"What did you do last night instead of sleeping? Your dark circles are like......."

 

"I just had a restless night."

 

"A restless night?"

 

Ren made a circle with his index finger and thumb.

He pretended to insert and remove the index finger of his opposite hand through it.

 

"Don't tell me you lost your virginity at the monastery......."

 

"Enough."

 

Zeno cut off Ren's nonsense and pressed his eyelids.

 

'It's no wonder he's surprised.'

 

As Ren said, dark circles must have been heavily set under his eyes.

But it couldn't be helped.

He couldn't get a good night's sleep because his heart was pounding all night.

 

"Fuaaam.... Good morning."

 

Rubia came out from behind, yawning.

She looked just as tired.

Rubia greeted Ren and Eve, then started dozing off while standing.

 

Tuk.

 

She leaned her head against Zeno's back.

 

"Kkul......."

 

"...Are you asleep?"

 

Rubia fell asleep, snoring softly.

Ren looked at the scene and said in a low voice.

 

"...No matter how I look at it, it seems right."

 

"I said it's not."

 

Zeno rubbed his throbbing head and gently shook Rubia's shoulder.

 

"My Lord, you must wake up."

 

"Ugh... just 5 more minutes...."

 

"...My Lord."

 

If he could, Zeno wanted to let Rubia sleep more.

However, they couldn't delay their time in this suspicious monastery.

Unfortunately, there was no time to sleep in.

 

"Please wake up, My Lord."

 

"Ugh... reeeally...."

 

Rubia, squinting and complaining, stretched out her arms.

 

"Give me a hug."

 

"Pardon?"

 

"I'll wake up if you give me a tight hug."

 

What causal relationship could there possibly be between hugging and waking up?

It was a truly bewildering request, but Zeno didn't refuse.

 

'It's better to do it before someone sees.'

 

That's what he thought.

 

"Then, excuse me."

 

He turned Rubia's body around.

 

Kkuuk.

 

He hugged Rubia tightly.

The soft and tender sensation was transmitted throughout his body.

 

"...Ah?"

 

A flustered sound escaped from her mouth.

 

"Wow, what a fuss from the morning."

 

Only after Ren let out a pure admiration from the side did Rubia suddenly wake up.

 

"Ze, Zeno... I think this is enough."

 

"Is that so?"

 

"Yeah......."

 

Rubia, whose face had turned as red as a beet, staggered backward.

 

"Why? Are you going to ask for a morning kiss too?"

 

"......"

 

At Ren's sarcasm, Zeno and Rubia awkwardly avoided each other's gaze.

Eve, looking back and forth between them, walked towards Rubia, tot tot tot.

 

"Were you uncomfortable sleeping, Master-nim?"

 

"Huh?! Ah, yeah... I guess since the sleeping environment changed...."

 

While Rubia, whose face was still flushed, was rambling.

 

"Oh dear, you were uncomfortable. I'm truly sorry."

 

Lajarte, who had suddenly appeared, offered an apology.

 

"...When did you arrive?"

 

"I just arrived. But...... you seem a little tired."

 

Lajarte said, placing his hand on his plump chin.

Zeno met Lajarte's gaze and suddenly noticed something strange.

 

"On the other hand, the Head of the Monastery-nim looks refreshed."

 

Gone.

The dark circles that had settled heavily.

Any sign of being tired.

No, rather, Lajarte looked quite energetic now.

 

"Haha, is that so? I had a good night's sleep for the first time in a while. I guess I look a bit more lively thanks to that."

 

"...Is that so."

 

He didn't believe Lajarte's words.

Zeno nodded, thinking that he must have done something last night.

 

"More than that, if you're really uncomfortable with the sleeping arrangements, I can change your room...."

 

"It's alright."

 

Zeno refused sharply.

 

'It has to be this place.'

 

He had deliberately chosen the room farthest from the clergy.

He couldn't change it just because he had a restless night.

 

'...Hopefully it'll be better today.'

 

Just thinking about sleeping closely with Rubia made his heart beat faster already.

Zeno suppressed that ticklish feeling and said.

 

"Did you come to check Eve's Divine Power?"

 

"Of course. I have to take a look now. But more than that, how about having breakfast first?"

 

Zeno nodded at the words spoken with a gentle smile.

 

"Alright."

 

The group, having had a luxurious meal as they did yesterday, headed to the training grounds.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The training grounds were quite spacious.

Weapons for the monks to use were displayed by type.

Various training dummies were set up.

 

"...It's the same here, mind-numbingly white."

 

And as Ren evaluated, this place was also all white.

Zeno cast a glance at Ren, who was grumbling.

 

"Is it a little better today?"

 

"More than yesterday. But it's still disgusting......."

 

Ren lowered his voice so that only Zeno could hear.

 

"When are you going to start in earnest?"

 

"Tonight."

 

"So, the first place is from there?"

 

Ren gestured with his eyes towards Lajarte, who was stroking Eve's head and laughing heartily.

Zeno nodded.

 

"We'll have to investigate the Head of the Monastery's office first."

 

While they were plotting.

 

"Then, Eve-nim. Please show us your Divine Power."

 

Lajarte said to Eve.

 

"You can use it on the dummy lying here."

 

"Is it not necessary to use it on a living being?"

 

"Yes, of course. This dummy is made of a special material that can absorb Divine Power."

 

"I see. Then I will try."

 

Eve, looking down at the dummy as if looking at an interesting object, knelt down.

She closed her eyes and put her hands together.

She muttered something incomprehensible.

 

Paaat!

 

An enormous light poured down from above Eve's head.

The light, bursting out like an explosion, seeped into the dummy.

Like a balloon filled with air, the dummy that received the Divine Power rose.

 

"Ooh... this power is...!"

 

When Lajarte's eyes sparkled like a child seeing a toy for the first time.

 

Thud.

 

Eve lost consciousness and collapsed.

 

'With that much Divine Power, it makes sense.'

 

Fixing the completely broken arm and the poisoned body.

With such immense Divine Power, it was a fully possible story.

 

"Ah, Eve."

 

Rubia ran to the fallen Eve and checked her condition.

 

"Keungcha......."

 

"Step aside. I'll carry her."

 

When Rubia couldn't lift Eve and was groaning, Ren stepped forward and lifted her up in a flash.

 

"Ren, can you show me Eve's neck?"

 

"Like this?"

 

"Yeah. That's right. Let's see...... Ah, the power source is destroyed after all."

 

The jewel embedded in Eve's nape was cracked.

 

"It really existed... an Android that can use Divine Power...!"

 

Lajarte kept exclaiming in admiration, not even seeing the crackling sparks.

Zeno asked Lajarte, who was staring at Eve as if possessed.

 

"Is what Eve is using really Divine Power?"

 

"Yes, of course! This level of divinity far surpasses ordinary priests! Quasi-Saintess level, no. If she hones it just a little, she'll be as enviable as the Saintess-nim......."

 

"Wait."

 

Ren cut off Lajarte's words, who was spitting as he spoke.

 

"I'm just saying this in case. I have no intention of leaving the kid here."

 

"...What do you mean, Brother-nim?"

 

Lajarte's eyebrows twitched.

 

"I'm saying don't set your sights on her. She's not someone who's going to be tied down here."

 

"Tied down? It's just that staying here a little longer would be helpful to Eve-nim...."

 

"Then let's ask her. What she wants to do."

 

Ren pointed to the lying Eve.

Eve, who had unleashed her Divine Power once and was now limp.

Rubia was replacing Eve's power source.

 

Click.

 

As soon as the jewel was replaced, Eve groggily opened her eyes.

Eve, blinking her eyes, asked Lajarte.

 

"......Was what I manifested really Divine Power?"

 

"It was undoubtedly Divine Power. It was wonderful. Very wonderful."

 

Lajarte approached Eve, puffing out his nose.

 

"You're collapsing like this because you can't control your overflowing faith right now. If you train just a little in our monastery......."

 

"I refuse."

 

"......Pardon?"

 

Lajarte was taken aback by the too-quick refusal.

 

"You can improve more if you spend just a little time. You won't collapse from using Divine Power either."

 

"I can't deny that fact. Nevertheless, I cannot stay here."

 

Eve got up and hugged Rubia tightly.

 

"I am an Android who listens to my Master-nim's orders. I cannot recklessly take away my Master-nim's time."

 

"Eve......."

 

Rubia looked at Eve with wide eyes.

 

"You can stay here if you want."

 

"It's alright. Isn't Master-nim busy with the road ahead?"

 

"Th, then just one day. Try taking a class just for today."

 

Lajarte, clinging on to the point of being pathetic.

Eve raised her head and looked at Rubia.

 

"What would you like me to do, Master-nim?"

 

"Uh, me? Hmm... wouldn't one day be alright?"

 

Rubia said in an uncertain voice and cast a glance at Zeno.

Zeno, who met Rubia's eyes, looked back at Ren.

 

"...Why are you looking at me?"

 

"Are you alright with it?"

 

"I'm saying why are you asking me?"

 

"You should know best why."

 

"......"

 

Ren, who was just moving his mouth at those words, sighed deeply.

 

"If it's just one day, then... it'll be alright."

 

That was the reason Eve's training was decided.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

That day, Eve's training continued until the sun went down.

Thanks to that, she was able to use Divine Power in divided portions, but the amount of jewels consumed in the process was also enormous.

 

Today, after having another luxurious dinner, they returned to their rooms.

 

"Zeno, are you really alright not eating anything?"

 

"Yes, I'm alright. My stomach feels uncomfortable."

 

"Ren, are you alright not eating either?"

 

"Yeah, my stomach isn't feeling well either."

 

Zeno and Ren didn't eat dinner.

It was because they thought it was time to start scheming.

 

"Don't worry and sleep well. We'll be traveling around the Empire for a bit tomorrow."

 

"Huh? Are you leaving already?"

 

"We'll be back soon."

 

They were planning to leave the monastery temporarily after gathering information tonight.

There were so many suspicious places.

 

'It's about time I met that guy too.'

 

It was also because there was someone to find in the Uffiston Empire.

 

Like yesterday, Ren went into the room with Eve, and Zeno with Rubia.

 

Rubia, who came out after washing up, climbed onto the bed.

 

"Th, then today too......."

 

Rubia blushed and hugged Zeno tightly.

 

Dugun dugun.

 

The pounding that started to speed up like yesterday.

Wouldn't sleeping separately be better for their health if this was the case?

That's what he thought, but today was alright.

 

"Kkul......."

 

Unlike yesterday, when she had a restless night, Rubia fell asleep very quickly.

Zeno quietly slipped out of the blanket.

 

Kkieeik-

 

He covered Rubia with the blanket and went outside.

Ren, who had already come out, was standing in front.

 

"Did you check that Eve was sleeping before coming out?"

 

"Yeah. She was sleeping soundly. Was there a sleeping pill in it after all?"

 

"Probably."

 

That was the reason Zeno and Ren didn't even touch the food.

 

Zeno held out his hand to Ren.

 

"What is it. Are you asking for a handshake?"

 

"As if that would happen. I'm saying hand over the Teleport scroll."

 

"What? Why that."

 

Ren's expression crumpled.

It was only natural since he was being asked to hand over something that wasn't cheap.

 

"Shouldn't we return immediately if My Lord becomes dangerous?"

 

"...How would you know if she's in danger?"

 

"I've installed all sorts of security devices in the room and came."

 

"You meticulous bastard."

 

"Aren't you the same?"

 

"......"

 

Ren didn't answer and avoided his gaze.

It was a silent affirmation.

 

"Haa... this is damn expensive."

 

"Don't be stingy."

 

Zeno snatched the Teleport scroll and set the current location.

 

"Then let's go."

 

"Earlier, I saw the clergy all moving somewhere."

 

"Yeah. I confirmed it too. So move quietly."

 

"That's my specialty."

 

They, who had melted into the darkness, walked down the hallway, muffling their footsteps.

 

Their first target was Lajarte's room.

 

It was to infiltrate the Head of the Monastery's room.

 

 

 



7. Hypocrites (5)

 

 

"Ren, I have a question."

 

While quietly heading to the Abbot's office.

Zeno said quietly.

 

"...You actually have something you're curious about?"

 

Ren looked back as if surprised.

 

"Acting like you know everything?"

 

"How could I know everything? Of course, there are things I don't know."

 

"Anyway. What are you curious about?"

 

"Why are you being so nice to Eve, anyway?"

 

There was a brief silence in the conversation.

Zeno didn't rush him.

Because Ren was unusually choosing his words carefully.

 

"You don't have parents, right?"

 

And that was the carefully chosen thing he said.

Another person might have been outraged by the rudeness, but that wasn't the case for Zeno.

 

"That's right."

 

"Did they pass away when you were young? Or......"

 

"From the beginning. They weren't there from the moment I have memories."

 

Parents never existed for Zeno.

He grew up in an orphanage and ran away before being sold elsewhere.

That's how he became a mercenary and met Rubia.

 

Zeno's life was summarized so simply and clearly.

 

"Why are you asking that all of a sudden?"

 

"No, just...... never mind that. What do I look like to you?"

 

"You look like you don't have parents."

 

"That's true, but it sounds a bit strange."

 

Ren scratched his head and continued.

 

"Anyway, then it'll be hard to sympathize."

 

"Sympathize with what?"

 

"I killed my parents, after all."

 

"......"

 

"Ah, I didn't actually kill them? Even if I'm a total piece of human garbage, I didn't kill people from when I was a little kid."

 

Ren chuckled to himself and pointed to his chest with his thumb.

 

"This bastard did it all."

 

"...You mean the Demon?"

 

"Yeah, it's all this goddamn Demon bastard's doing."

 

What followed was a story Zeno didn't know in his previous life.

 

"Hey, do you know how to calm a Demon?"

 

"I don't."

 

"Evil deeds."

 

"...?"

 

"You have to commit evil deeds."

 

Now, only a hundred steps to the Abbot's office.

Should they lower their voices? Ren's story didn't stop.

 

"This son of a bitch only stays quiet if you fulfill the desires he wants."

 

"Desires, you say......"

 

"In my case, it was lust."

 

An image of Ren flashed through Zeno's mind for a moment.

 

Ren, who had several lovers in the village.

Zeno knew that Ren spent wild nights with his women every day.

 

"He goes crazy if I don't satisfy him. But it's not like I enjoyed irresponsible pleasure? I always used contraception thoroughly."

 

Because he didn't want to leave behind the Demon's seed.

Ren added.

 

Zeno, pondering those words, looked at Ren with a contemptuous expression.

 

"......Then, could it be that cherishing Eve is also for the sake of satisfying......?"

 

"No, you fuck! It's not like that."

 

Ren continued, lowering his suddenly loud voice.

 

"Ahem. I told you before, she's like a younger sister to me."

 

"So you cherished your younger sister."

 

"Yeah. Because she was the only one who saw me as a person. ......But in the end, she died because of the Demon inside me."

 

Ren said with a bitter smile.

 

"She's nothing like her, but when I see Eve, I sometimes think of my younger sister, like how she wordlessly crawls up to me with a blank expression or......"

 

"Wait."

 

Zeno interrupted Ren, who was about to get lost in his memories.

 

Jeobeokjeobeokjeobeok.

 

It was because the clerics were gathering in formation in front of the Abbot's office.

 

"Aish, I was just about to have an important conversation......"

 

"Be quiet."

 

Ren and Zeno hid and held their breath.

 

The clerics quietly chattered among themselves.

 

Kkieeok-

 

When the door to the Abbot's office opened, everyone fell silent.

 

"...Did you confirm it?"

 

Lajarte came out from inside.

There were dark circles under his eyes.

 

'...He's already become like that.'

 

It was strange.

He was fine when he was training Eve during the day, but he became like that in just a few hours.

Zeno frowned and continued to watch them.

 

"Yes, I just came back from confirming. Everyone is sound asleep."

 

"It can't be helped. Because the medicine that puts even Mutants to sleep in one go was used."

 

Lajarte raised the corners of his mouth and led the clerics somewhere.

 

"...Did they leave?"

 

After the sound of footsteps completely disappeared.

Zeno and Ren revealed themselves from the darkness.

 

"...Do they think they put even us to sleep?"

 

"It seems so. They seem to have been fooled by the dummies."

 

There's no way the cleric would have checked thoroughly.

Otherwise, there's no way he would have been fooled by the dummies Zeno put in the blankets.

 

"Shall we follow them?"

 

"No. It's dangerous right now."

 

"Then?"

 

"Let's go there first."

 

Zeno pointed to the Abbot's office.

Collecting safe data was more important than rashly following them.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Dal-klak.

 

"Got it."

 

The lock on the Abbot's office was easily opened.

It wasn't that the security was weak.

It's just that it couldn't withstand the lock-picking of a mercenary in his second life and a businessman from the underworld.

 

Zeno and Ren slipped into the Abbot's office and searched the surroundings thoroughly.

 

"This is the Bible, this is the list of names. This is......"

 

"......There's nothing particularly special."

 

Was it thorough, or was it natural?

 

There were no documents related to the Hessler Estate or data on Mutants left in the Abbot's office.

 

"Aish. Is this a waste of time?"

 

Ren clicked his tongue and turned his head.

He asked Zeno, who was quietly reading the Bible.

 

"What are you doing? Did you suddenly develop faith?"

 

"I think I found something."

 

"Found what?"

 

"There's something under the monastery."

 

Zeno showed Ren the page he was looking at.

It looked like an ordinary Bible, but something was inserted in the middle of the page.

 

"A map?"

 

"That's right."

 

What was drawn on the small note was a map of the Rainhill Monastery.

 

"Isn't this where everyone went earlier?"

 

Ren pointed to a part of the map.

It was the part that Zeno had also checked.

 

"It seems so."

 

"Didn't you find anything else besides this?"

 

Zeno nodded.

 

"Then, I guess we have no choice but to follow them...... Is this okay?"

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"Looking at this, it seems like there's only one entrance."

 

As Ren said, there was only one entrance marked in the basement.

 

"What if we follow them in and they close it from behind?"

 

"That's why I brought the Teleport scroll, isn't it?"

 

"Haa...... I really don't want to use it."

 

From Ren's point of view, it was like his precious money was evaporating, but it couldn't be helped.

You have to live first.

 

"Let's go. The night isn't as long as you think."

 

"Aye, aye."

 

Zeno and Ren headed to the monastery's hidden basement according to the map.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Finding the basement wasn't difficult.

 

"――!!"

 

"......!!"

 

It was because strange screams kept being heard.

 

"If you're going to do this, just advertise it. That you're doing something suspicious."

 

"They're doing that because they think we're asleep."

 

"Yeah. It has to be. Otherwise, they're lunatics."

 

Zeno and Ren cautiously approached the entrance.

The closer they got, the more the screams took on a clear meaning.

 

"...-nim isiyeo...."

 

"...Today, to us as well......."

 

The voices of the clerics seemed to be praising God at first glance.

But they don't hold services at night like this, they hold them during the day.

 

Above all else.

 

"...What are you looking at?"

 

"Aren't you bothered by anything?"

 

Ren's complexion was too normal.

 

"Yeah. There's nothing particularly strange...... Huh?"

 

Ren stopped talking and pressed down on the area near his heart.

 

"...Why isn't he reacting?"

 

Ren had a hard time even standing in front of Lajarte on the first day.

But the Demon isn't reacting at all when there are so many clerics gathered and praying.

 

There were two possibilities.

 

The Demon decided to take a break today.

 

"...Or it's not a service to God."

 

Of course, the latter possibility was overwhelmingly greater.

 

"So, are they even worshiping a Demon?"

 

"I don't think so."

 

Zeno shook his head.

There's no way they would worship a Demon in Rainhill Monastery, the largest monastery.

Above all, it was because he didn't feel any Demonic energy.

 

"The only way to know for sure is to go inside. Follow me quietly."

 

In the end, there was nothing they could say for sure unless they saw it with their own eyes.

 

Zeno continued to descend the stairs.

 

One step.

 

The brightness of the torch gradually increases.

 

One step.

 

He hears a rattling noise that he didn't hear before.

 

Another step.

 

As he walked carefully, he came down all the stairs before he knew it.

Zeno leaned against the wall and peeked out.

 

"Lord, thank you so much for allowing us to use this benevolent power again today."

 

Clerics gathered in groups and praying.

 

'...Something's wrong.'

 

The dark circles were stretched down to their chins, just like when he first saw them.

He could even feel madness from them muttering something.

 

"......"

 

Zeno carefully examined what the clerics were surrounding, and then he froze.

 

He couldn't help it.

 

What was bound by those chains was.......

 

"What is it, why are you being like this...... Oh my, shit."

 

Ren, who followed, cursed.

 

It was definitely a small sound.

 

The clerics' voices stopped abruptly.

 

"...Who is it?"

 

Lajarte's head turned with a snap.

His voice was full of anger.

The Abbot with the benevolent smile was not here.

 

"...A rat has crawled in."

 

Kung.

 

Lajarte stamped his staff on the ground.

Then the clerics jump up.

 

"Find them."

 

The clerics scatter in an orderly fashion.

 

Kkieeik-

 

"Wow, it's really closing, what the hell."

 

At the same time, the door to the entrance they came in through also closes.

 

Clerics in front, a tightly closed door behind.

In a situation of being caught between a rock and a hard place.

 

Jii-jik-

 

Without either saying anything first, Zeno and Ren tore the Teleport scroll.

 

Woong-

 

The view is turned upside down.

He feels nauseous because of the dizziness.

When they opened their eyes, they were back in front of their room.

 

"......"

 

"......"

 

The two didn't go in right away.

Instead, they pondered the situation just now.

It was Ren who broke the silence first.

 

"...What did we just see?"

 

"......"

 

Zeno didn't answer.

In the first place, Ren wasn't asking for an answer.

Ren ran his palm over his face.

 

"That...... That's a Mutant, right?"

 

Zeno slowly nodded.

There was no way he could have been confused.

The form of the beast that was surrounded and worshiped by the clerics.

 

That was definitely.

 

"...Werewolf."

 

It was the Mutant who plunged the continent into chaos.

 

 

 



8. Academy (1)

 

 

The next day.

 

Zeno and his party left the monastery as if fleeing.

When he told Lajarte that he would be away for a while, he came out to see them off with a sullen face.

 

, "...You're already leaving. What a shame."

 

"I'll be back soon."

 

"Yes, I'll be waiting for the day we meet again."

 

Formal conversation passed between them.

Unlike his raised lips, Lajarte's eyes weren't smiling at all.

 

'He's suspicious.'

 

Zeno pretended not to notice and got into the carriage.

 

"Heuaaam... Did we really have to leave this early in the morning...?"

 

Rubia was yawning, rubbing her sleepy eyes.

 

"......You're here."

 

Next to her sat Ren, looking exhausted.

 

"?"

 

Sensing something was off, Zeno looked at the driver's seat.

 

"Is something the matter, Zeno-nim?"

 

Eve was sitting there alone.

Zeno frowned and turned to Ren.

 

"What's going on?"

 

"What do you mean?"

 

"I'm saying, why is Eve there alone?"

 

"Because I'm tired. Let me rest a bit too."

 

Ren clasped his hands behind his head and flopped onto the seat.

 

Of course, I understand that he's tired.

Both Ren and Zeno stayed up all night yesterday.

 

But that's beside the point.

 

"Do you think it makes sense to leave the carriage to Eve?"

 

Entrusting the driving to Eve, who had only learned how to drive a carriage three days ago, was insane.

 

"Yeah. She's a good driver."

 

But that was the answer I got.

 

"That's right. Please trust me, Zeno-nim. I have completely learned how to drive a carriage."

 

"The kid says so too."

 

"Even so......."

 

The possibility of Rubia getting hurt in a carriage accident.

Zeno was uneasy about the existence of such a risk, even if it was a very small probability.

 

"Switch places, Ren."

 

"Ah, why? It's better for the kid to do it than for me to fall asleep at the wheel."

 

"Still, it's better for a skilled person to do it...."

 

"Zeno."

 

Rubia intervened in the argument that seemed like it would never end.

 

"Wasn't it an urgent matter that we came out this early? Then we should hurry."

 

Could it be that the effects of the sleeping pills haven't worn off yet?

Rubia was exuding an aura that she wanted to leave as soon as possible, no matter what.

 

"But just leaving the driving to Eve is...."

 

"Let's just trust her for once."

 

With those words, Rubia came close to Zeno's ear.

 

"You don't think Ren would really ask Eve to drive alone because he's too lazy, do you?"

 

"You mean...."

 

"He must have done it because he really trusts her."

 

At those words, Zeno looked at Ren.

Whether he was pretending to sleep, or already asleep.

He was closing his eyes without moving.

 

"Haa...."

 

In the end, Zeno sighed and got into the carriage.

 

"Do you know how to read a map?"

 

"Yes."

 

"First, the place where we are is...... Hmm? You know?"

 

"Yes, Ren told me."

 

When did he even tell her that?

He really was an unpredictable guy.

 

"Is this a map of the Yupheston Empire?"

 

Eve asked, carefully examining the map she received from Zeno.

 

"Yeah. Can you see the marked part there?"

 

"Yes, I can see it. Are we going here?"

 

Zeno nodded.

 

"I understand. But where is this?"

 

"The Academy."

 

"By Academy, do you mean an educational institution that trains talent?"

 

"To be exact, it's the Academy's library."

 

There was no reason to go to the Academy out of the blue if I wasn't a student.

The reason for heading there was simply because it had the largest library in the empire.

 

'There's also someone I need to meet at the Academy.'

 

There were several reasons for making the Academy the destination.

 

Eve grabbed the reins.

In response, the resting horses stood up.

 

"We'll depart."

 

With a dry voice, the carriage slowly began to roll.

The carriage driven by Eve headed to the Yupheston Academy much more safely than Zeno had expected.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"......"

 

"......Zeno."

 

"...Zeno!"

 

With the sound ringing in his ear, Zeno came to his senses.

The first thing he saw was Rubia's face filling his vision.

The next thing he felt was a soft sensation touching the back of his head.

 

"......?"

 

While Zeno was blankly blinking his eyes.

Rubia poked Zeno's nose.

 

"You're awake?"

 

"...Did I fall asleep?"

 

Zeno asked in a hoarse voice.

 

"What. You didn't even know you fell asleep?"

 

Rubia chuckled.

Unlike when they left, there was no trace of sleepiness on her face.

 

"You surprised me. You suddenly passed out less than five minutes after we left."

 

"...Was that so?"

 

I was a little tired.

On the first night, I had trouble sleeping because of Rubia's heartbeat.

Last night, I witnessed a sight that made it impossible to fall asleep.

Even so, Zeno was disappointed in himself.

 

'I've become weak.'

 

It's only been two nights without sleep.

During my mercenary days, I could easily stay awake for three or four days.

To fall asleep after just two days.

 

'This won't do.'

 

Zeno immediately got up.

Only then did he realize.

That he had been lying with his head on Rubia's lap until just now.

 

"Weren't I heavy?"

 

"Nope, not at all."

 

Rubia shook her head and ran her finger under Zeno's eyes.

 

"More importantly, weren't you uncomfortable? Your dark circles seem to have faded a bit, though."

 

"Yes, soft...... no, it was comfortable."

 

Zeno, correcting his words, looked out the window.

The sun, which was just beginning to shine when they left, was already high in the sky.

There were many colorful buildings.

Among them, the most eye-catching was the huge building with the Yupheston Empire's flag fluttering.

 

"...The Academy."

 

It was the Yupheston Academy.

 

Zeno got out of the carriage with Rubia.

 

"You finally woke up."

 

Ren and Eve had come out first and were stretching.

 

"How was it? The kid's a good driver, right? Good enough to not even notice you fell asleep."

 

"Yeah. I admit it."

 

I couldn't help but admit it.

All Zeno had given her was a single map.

Not only did she come to the Academy perfectly, but she also drove safely.

 

"I was too out of it to ask earlier. Why did we come here?"

 

"Ah, I didn't tell you."

 

I was going to explain it in the carriage, but I couldn't because I fell asleep.

Zeno explained the reason for coming to the Academy.

And he told Rubia and Eve what had happened yesterday.

 

"So the conclusion is that you came to look for books about the monastery?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Wait a minute, what do you mean that's right?"

 

Rubia frowned as Ren nodded.

 

"So. The priests were keeping werewolves underground and worshiping them?"

 

"It's not certain. However, it is certain that the priests were gathered underground...."

 

"No, never mind that."

 

Rubia grabbed Zeno's cheeks with both hands.

She had to stand on tiptoe, but she didn't care and said.

 

"So you snuck out at night?"

 

"......"

 

"Why didn't you tell me?"

 

At those words, Zeno felt his blood run cold.

 

'...I feel like I've seen this scene somewhere before.'

 

While Zeno couldn't easily open his mouth.

 

"Ahem, ahem... Zeno. We'll go in first?"

 

"Ren? Why are you going first...."

 

"Shh, be quiet and follow me, you idiot."

 

The quick-witted Ren took Eve and left the scene.

 

"Look at my eyes."

 

Zeno, looking at Ren's back with resentful eyes, returned his gaze to its original position.

Clear rose-colored eyes were staring directly at Zeno.

 

"Didn't you promise me before? Not to leave me alone. If that's difficult, at least tell me."

 

"......I did."

 

The shrunken Zeno answered in a small voice.

There were no werewolf hunters here.

There was only one knight being scolded by his Lord.

 

"Why did you do that?"

 

"Dangerous thing―"

 

"If you say it's because it's dangerous, I'm really going to get angry."

 

Zeno hurriedly closed his mouth.

Cold sweat was already streaming down his back.

I didn't want to imagine what would happen if Rubia got any angrier here.

 

"The food I ate yesterday had sleeping pills in it. Right?"

 

While Zeno remained silent, Rubia showed off her sharp reasoning.

 

"...Weren't you unaware?"

 

"I didn't know. Not until I suddenly felt sleepy. But I knew when my consciousness suddenly cut off."

 

In fact, she noticed because her heart wasn't racing like it did on the first night.

Of course, Rubia had no intention of telling him that fact as it was.

 

"Anyway. You acted behind my back because I was sound asleep, right?"

 

"......Yes."

 

"You did wrong?"

 

"...I did wrong."

 

Zeno quickly admitted it instead of adding unnecessary excuses.

It was true that he waited until the effects of the sleeping pills kicked in.

Because he thought that if he told Rubia, she would only worry for nothing.

 

"Then what should you do?"

 

"I must... receive a punishment."

 

"That's right."

 

Rubia patted Zeno's head as if handling a large pet dog.

 

"Then what kind of punishment should you receive?"

 

"...Should I hold your hand?"

 

That was the limit of Zeno's brain.

Rubia didn't seem like she would give a painful punishment.

The last time she gave a punishment, it was just holding hands.

 

"Tsk."

 

Rubia's gentle eyes slightly went up.

It seems like this was the wrong answer.

 

"...Isn't it?"

 

"Of course not. This is the second time. So shouldn't you receive a stronger punishment?"

 

"A stronger punishment would be...."

 

Instead of answering, Rubia slightly raised her arm.

As I blankly watched her, Rubia poked Zeno's side.

 

"What are you doing?"

 

"Yes?"

 

"Arm in arm."

 

"...Arm in arm?"

 

"Yeah, put your arm in mine. All day today."

 

"Is that a punishment?"

 

"Why. Do you have a problem with it?"

 

Zeno hurriedly put his arm in Rubia's.

There was no way I could have a problem with it.

If this was a punishment, I was confident that I could gladly receive it any number of times.

 

"I haven't forgiven you yet? If you let go of this today, you're really going to get it?"

 

"I will keep that in mind."

 

"Then let's go too."

 

"Yes, my Lord."

 

Zeno desperately lowered the corners of his mouth, which kept trying to form a curve, and headed towards the library entrance.

 

That was the reason why Zeno ended up walking around with his arm in Rubia's all day that day.
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 "What a fucking joke." 

 

 As soon as I entered the library, a scathing curse flew out. 

 

 "Hey, weren't you supposed to be getting scolded? Why are you walking in with your arms crossed?" 

 

 Ren let out a hollow laugh and looked at Zeno. 

 

 "This is the punishment?" 

 

 Rubia pulled Zeno's arm closer with an indifferent expression. 

 

 "......Huh?" 

 

 "Zeno will be doing this with me all day today. Right?" 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 "What the hell is that..." 

 

 Ren stared intently at Zeno. 

 Zeno subtly avoided his gaze. 

 It was because he also knew how ridiculous this situation was. 

 

 "You lucky bastard." 

 

 I had to admit Ren's words, at least for now. 

 Clearly, Zeno was receiving a reward rather than a punishment. 

 

 "Then I'll go look for a book." 

 

 Zeno went into the bookshelves as if running away. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 How long had it been since I started walking around looking at the bookshelves? 

 Rubia, who had been looking around, opened her mouth. 

 

 "But what exactly are you looking for? A history book?" 

 

 "No, the book I'm looking for is..." 

 

 It was understandable to think I came to look for a history book since I was going to find out about the Rainhill Monastery. 

 But Zeno passed by the history section. 

 The place he arrived at was the theology section. 

 

 "This is it." 

 

 A pile of books so thick that I wondered if a person would die if they were hit with it. 

 I pulled out the thickest book among them. 

 

 "...Is the name just Rainhill Monastery?" 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 A book with only 'Rainhill Monastery' written on it without any cover. 

 I flipped through the book, which was more like a brick than a book. 

 

 "Two official priests were selected. The monastery was thoroughly cleaned... What is this? A diary?" 

 

 Rubia, who was reading the contents out loud next to me, tilted her head. 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 "...Huh. Really?" 

 

 'Rainhill Monastery' was a kind of diary. 

 The difference from a normal diary was that it was not a record of a person's daily life, but a diary that recorded the daily life of the monastery itself without missing anything. 

 There was a reason why the book was so thick. 

 

 "Um... I know what you're thinking looking for this book..." 

 

 Rubia, who was flipping through the book, lowered her voice and said. 

 

 "Do you think there's anything about Mutants here?" 

 

 "We'll have to find out from now on." 

 

 The Mutant incident occurred exactly one year ago from now. 

 Since the book was updated almost every week, there would be related mentions. 

 With that in mind, I turned the pages to the back. 

 

 Kiing- 

 

 An unpleasant noise occurred and the book did not turn. 

 As if blocked by something. 

 

 "Haa... What a pain in the ass." 

 

 Zeno, who had tried to turn the book a few more times, sighed. 

 

 "Why? What is this?" 

 

 "It's a barrier." 

 

 "...A barrier?" 

 

 It was not a joke. 

 A barrier surrounded by Divine Power. 

 These crazy priests sealed it so that records from a year ago could not be viewed. 

 

 "......" 

 

 Zeno turned his head. 

 

 "Ren, why is there a red sticker on this?" 

 

 "What? Why is something like this in the library? You shouldn't be looking at this." 

 

 "Ah, I found it!" 

 

 Eve came with an adult novel. 

 Ren was seen snatching it away. 

 I thought as I watched Eve jumping up and down as if trying to take back the novel. 

 

 'Eve's power should be able to break the barrier.' 

 

 But Zeno shook his head. 

 

 'There are too many eyes watching.' 

 

 Eve's Divine Power was still explosive and unstable. 

 I couldn't show her collapsing from using Divine Power in the academy library. 

 

 "I think I'll have to borrow the book." 

 

 That was the conclusion Zeno came to. 

 I wondered if the monastery would lend out a book that was blocked by a barrier, but I thought I would at least try. 

 

 "I want to borrow this book." 

 

 I slammed 'Rainhill Monastery' on the counter. 

 The librarian, who checked the book title, scratched his head. 

 

 "Uh... you're going to borrow this?" 

 

 "Is there a problem?" 

 

 "Yes, there are more than one or two... First of all, you're not an academy student, right? Not a professor either." 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 "Then it's impossible to borrow." 

 

 That's what the librarian said. 

 Only academy officials or high-ranking priests could view the contents of the most prestigious monastery on the continent. 

 

 'I thought so.' 

 

 Zeno clicked his tongue and put the book back in its original place. 

 Then Rubia blinked her eyes as if surprised. 

 

 "Huh? You're listening so obediently?" 

 

 "...What do you mean?" 

 

 "You know what Zeno is good at." 

 

 Rubia tapped the silver sword on Zeno's waist. 

 Zeno frowned at that. 

 

 "I'm not a beast who solves everything with force." 

 

 "I didn't think you were a beast... but isn't it true that you only solve things with force?" 

 

 "That's..." 

 

 Zeno, who was about to refute, closed his mouth. 

 When I thought about it, it seemed like I had never had a 'conversation' before. 

 No, that was actually the case. 

 

 'When I brought Ren or when I went to court. The sword went out first.' 

 

 Zeno, who had nothing to say, pulled Rubia's arm towards him for no reason. 

 

 "Are you sulking?" 

 

 "...It's easier to escort you if we stick closer." 

 

 "Okay. Let's go with that." 

 

 Rubia accepted Zeno's ridiculous excuse and asked. 

 

 "So what are you going to do now? You can't borrow the book." 

 

 "It's okay. If I sneak in at night..." 

 

 Someone came into Zeno's view as he was naturally planning a crime. 

 

 '...That guy is.' 

 

 Flaming red hair and a long braid. 

 A long scar on her face and a black uniform. 

 A woman as huge as a Werewolf. 

 

 'Noel Fide?' 

 

 A half-giant from the Kinu Continent. 

 Now a professor teaching magic at the academy. 

 And the Black Wizard he was going to introduce to Ren. 

 

 'I didn't expect to meet you here.' 

 

 I was planning to visit her someday, but I didn't expect to meet her so soon. 

 Noel passed by Zeno with a resolute gait. 

 Zeno was also tall, but he had to bend his head to see Noel passing by. 

 

 'She's always been a great size.' 

 

 As Zeno was looking at Noel with admiration. 

 

 "What are you looking at?" 

 

 Rubia poked his side with her elbow. 

 

 "Are you into tall women?" 

 

 "...Huh?" 

 

 "No, you were staring so blankly." 

 

 Where Rubia was gesturing, there was Noel looking at the bookshelves with a frown. 

 

 '...Could it be.' 

 

 Zeno understood what Rubia was saying. 

 

 "What are you talking about? Even if that were the case, I wouldn't like a woman that big." 

 

 Zeno said with all the laughter gone. 

 

 Noel looks to be over 3m tall at first glance. 

 

 'There's a reason I almost hunted her.' 

 

 In my previous life, I first encountered Noel in the middle of the night. 

 I judged that there could only be a Werewolf with that size in the dark, and I drew my sword without hesitation. 

 That was how the relationship started. 

 Do I like tall women? Absolutely not. 

 

 "I was just looking because she was so surprisingly big." 

 

 I didn't tell her that I knew her. 

 We weren't close in my previous life, and we've never met before in reality. 

 

 "Heeeuuum..." 

 

 "Why are you looking at me like that?" 

 

 Rubia squinted her eyes and stared at Zeno. 

 I was about to correct her that it wasn't what she was misunderstanding. 

 

 "Well, whatever. You're mine now." 

 

 Rubia leaned her head against Zeno's arm. 

 Zeno immediately stroked Rubia's head. 

 I wasn't told to, but I felt like I had to do this for some reason. 

 

 "So, what are you going to do now?" 

 

 Rubia asked while being stroked obediently. 

 

 "I'm thinking of going back for now." 

 

 "...Are you going to come back at night?" 

 

 "I just abolished that plan. I'll tell you the details when we get back, so let's go for now." 

 

 Zeno approached Eve and Ren, who were borrowing books. 

 

 "Eve. Prepare the carriage... What is that book?" 

 

 Zeno, who was about to tell them to go back, twitched his eyebrows. 

 

 "Are you talking about this? It's a book Ren recommended." 

 

 The title of the book Eve proudly held up was 'I Can't Be Satisfied Unless It's the Orc-nim's Anymore'. 

 

 Zeno quietly looked at Ren. 

 

 "Wait, it's a misunderstanding. It's not that kind of content you're thinking of, okay?" 

 

 "I don't know what kind of content it is, but I know it's a condensation of vulgarity. What the hell are you recommending to a kid?" 

 

 "I'm telling you, it's not like that. It's a wholesome novel." 

 

 "......" 

 

 It was a really unreliable statement. 

 

 "That's right, it's a wholesome novel. It was also listed as a recommended book for children last year. It has great emotion and lessons, so you can rest assured, haha." 

 

 Since the librarian said that with a smile, there was nothing much to say. 

 

 "...I'll trust you just this once." 

 

 Zeno looked back and forth between Eve and the book with an unpleasant look. 

 

 'What's going on in the world that a book like that is a recommended book...' 

 

 He couldn't hear it because he was thinking that. 

 

 "...What do you have to do to get that big?" 

 

 Rubia, who had been looking at Noel since earlier, muttered. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 I took a carriage driven by Eve and entered a nearby inn. 

 The group unpacked and took a shower. 

 A short time after a simple dinner. 

 

 "Kkul......" 

 

 Eve, who had been driving the carriage all day, fell asleep saying she was charging her energy. 

 Ren left for a while saying he was going to smoke. 

 

 'I should talk soon.' 

 

 It was time to talk about the Demons inside Noel and Ren. 

 Thinking that, Zeno got up from his seat. 

 

 "Where are you going?" 

 

 Of course, Rubia was with him too. 

 They were still arm in arm. 

 

 '...Um, now that I think about it.' 

 

 The punishment I received today was to be arm in arm all day. 

 In fact, I was arm in arm even when eating, except when showering. 

 

 'It's okay to take Lord with me, right? It's not like I'm going to say something I can't let her hear.' 

 

 Anyway, we have to be together today. 

 

 "I have something to say to Ren for a moment. Would you like to go out with me?" 

 

 I said that with that in mind. 

 

 "Of course." 

 

 As I was about to leave the room with Rubia, who nodded. 

 

 Click. 

 

 "Huh? Where are you going?" 

 

 Ren came in just in time. 

 

 'He came in at a good time.' 

 

 Zeno, who glanced at Eve sleeping soundly, opened his mouth. 

 

 "Do you remember what I told you before?" 

 

 "? About what." 

 

 "There's a Black Wizard in the Uffiston Empire who can remove Demons." 

 

 "......Did you?" 

 

 Ren, who didn't seem very interested, looked at Zeno's face. 

 

 "And?" 

 

 "I found him today. The Black Wizard I was talking about." 

 

 Zeno, who had come up with a way to get access to the 'Rainhill Monastery' book and remove Ren's Demon, smiled and said. 

 

 "There's a way to remove the Demon. Would you like to hear it?" 
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The words that I could eliminate Demons.

Ren was naturally tempted by those words.

However.

 

"...I have to infiltrate the academy?"

 

"That's right."

 

Ren frowned at Zeno's sudden words.

 

"What the hell are you talking about all of a sudden?"

 

It was understandable that it sounded like crazy talk.

Infiltrating the academy to eliminate Demons was too out of the blue.

For explanation, Zeno turned to Rubia.

 

"My Lord, do you remember the giant we saw in the library earlier?"

 

"Huh? You mean that tall woman you were staring at?"

 

"...I wasn't staring, but yes, that's right."

 

Zeno nodded awkwardly and continued.

 

"That woman's name is Noel Pheid. She's a professor teaching magical theory at the academy."

 

"So?"

 

"We're going to infiltrate her lecture."

 

"...Why?"

 

The reason for infiltrating Noel's lecture was simple.

 

'Because it's cost-effective.'

 

Sneaking into the academy library at night to steal books is dangerous in many ways.

I have to break through security and escape into the darkness.

Not only that.

After obtaining the information, I even have to return it to the library.

Instead of going through this troublesome process, I can just ask Noel, who is a professor, to lend me 'Rainhill Monastery'.

Moreover, Noel's other job is a Black Wizard.

Building a relationship with Noel was essential because she could greatly help Ren in his Demon extermination.

 

"...So. You're saying I should forge a student ID?"

 

Ren, who had been listening quietly to Zeno's story, tilted his head.

 

"Forging an ID is easy. But do we really have to infiltrate? Can't we just approach that professor separately?"

 

"We can't."

 

Zeno shook his head firmly.

 

"She doesn't waste her time on those who are worthless."

 

There's a reason why she, a half-giant who faces all kinds of discrimination, proudly made her name on the academy's faculty.

 

"Academic passion and intellectual curiosity. Only those two things can move Noel."

 

Zeno recalled his past life.

 

'If I hadn't been a Werewolf hunter, she probably wouldn't have even talked to me.'

 

Zeno had a connection with Noel for only one reason.

 

-Werewolf? You've actually met a Mutant?

 

When Noel was very interested in Mutants.

Zeno happened to mistake Noel for a Werewolf and tried to hunt her.

Later, he cleared up the misunderstanding and received several questions about Mutants, and that's how he became acquainted with her.

 

"Well... okay. Honestly, I still don't quite understand. What are we supposed to do by infiltrating the lecture?"

 

"Release Demonic energy."

 

"...What?"

 

Ren's narrow eyes flashed open.

 

"What does that mean?"

 

"It's exactly what it sounds like. If you release just a little Demonic energy, you'll be able to attract her attention."

 

It's not for nothing that Noel is a Black Wizard.

 

'She was also very interested in Demons.'

 

She's a person who would even dabble in black magic, which is forbidden in the Euphestone Empire.

She will definitely be interested in Demons.

 

However, Ren's expression stiffened.

 

"...Do you even know how to release Demonic energy?"

 

As Zeno, who cut off Ren's breath in his past life, there was no way he wouldn't know.

 

"Isn't it about entrusting a part of your body to a Demon?"

 

"...Knowing that, you're telling me to do it."

 

"You only need to give up a very small amount. Eve is here, so the things you're worried about won't happen."

 

He won't be completely taken over by the Demon.

If necessary, he can suppress the Demon again with Divine Power.

 

"......"

 

Ren's expression became pensive.

 

"Hey. I hate the feeling of my body being taken over by a Demon."

 

I know.

I saw exactly how desperately he died.

 

"So answer me clearly. If I do that, can I eliminate the Demon? Is that right?"

 

Ren's blue eyes, which rarely showed, stared directly at Zeno.

Zeno, who received his gaze.

 

"It's certain."

 

He answered confidently.

 

"I can't guarantee that I can tear the Demon away right away. But if I borrow Noel's power, I can definitely eliminate it. No matter what."

 

"......"

 

Ren remained silent for a while.

The other members of the group were the same.

It was because they had never seen Ren with such a serious expression before.

 

After quite some time, Ren's mouth finally opened.

 

"...I'll try to prepare a student ID. And those words better be true."

 

Ren said as he put a cigarette in his mouth and left the room.

 

"If not, you won't like what happens."

 

Click.

 

The door closed and silence fell.

 

"I'll go after Ren."

 

"...Eve?"

 

"For some reason, I don't think we should leave Ren alone right now."

 

With those words, Eve trotted out of the room after Ren.

 

The two were left alone in the accommodation.

 

Rubia was the first to speak.

 

"Hey, Zeno."

 

"Yes, My Lord."

 

"That Noel Pheid person. Didn't you say you didn't know her earlier?"

 

"...Ah."

 

A chill ran down Zeno's spine.

 

"You said you were just staring because she was big, right?"

 

Rubia was clearly smiling, but she wasn't smiling.

Zeno turned his head creakily.

 

"That is...."

 

"But you know her really well? How do you know she's a Black Wizard?"

 

"......"

 

"You're not going to tell me again. I see. Zeno seems to have a lot of secrets. I won't pry. But."

 

Rubia strode towards Zeno.

Rubia spoke at a distance where their noses would touch if she came any closer.

 

"...You lied to me again?"

 

"I'm sorry."

 

Zeno answered like an answering machine.

 

'If I had known this would happen, I would have said I knew her.'

 

I was so busy making plans that I didn't prepare a proper excuse.

As Zeno was looking at Rubia's face.

 

"You keep lying to me and hiding things... Is it okay for a Knight to do this to their Lord?"

 

"...It's not okay."

 

"Right. So what are you going to do?"

 

"I'll... accept punishment."

 

Hand.

Arms crossed.

What's next?

Zeno couldn't even guess what kind of punishment would come from Rubia now.

 

"Close your eyes, Zeno."

 

"...Yes?"

 

"I said close your eyes."

 

Zeno closed his eyes.

Not long after.

 

"...Ugh."

 

A stinging pain occurred near his shoulder.

Surprised, I opened my eyes.

 

"...Chup."

 

Rubia was biting Zeno's shoulder.

 

"...My Lord?"

 

"It's a mark."

 

"...Yes?"

 

"A sign that you're mine."

 

Rubia pointed to Zeno's shoulder.

There, the tooth marks that Rubia had just left remained clearly.

 

"Did it hurt?"

 

"It's okay. More than that... is this the punishment?"

 

"Yeah. Why? Does it seem too weak? Should I bite you more?"

 

"It's alright."

 

Zeno shook his head, touching the bitten area.

 

'...Am I misunderstanding the definition of punishment?'

 

It was difficult to understand Rubia's actions, which she called punishment.

 

Of course, this time it couldn't be helped.

 

Leaving tooth marks on the shoulder.

That was a mark left by Werewolf demi-humans on their lovers.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day.

The group successfully infiltrated the academy.

 

"Wow......"

 

Rubia kept exclaiming in admiration from the entrance of the academy.

I understand being surprised.

Rubia probably never went to school in her life.

 

However.

 

"...My Lord. Please calm down a little."

 

All the academy's female uniforms are skirts.

Because of that, the skirt keeps going up when the tail wags.

To prevent lewd appearances, Zeno had to hold Rubia's waist.

 

"Who are those kids I've never seen before?"

 

"I know, right. They're being lovey-dovey from broad daylight. Are they transfer students?"

 

Thanks to that, I couldn't avoid the students' cold gazes.

To them, Zeno and Rubia would have looked like a couple who were always stuck together.

 

"But how can I calm down when I see this...!"

 

Could it be that she doesn't even feel those gazes?

Rubia didn't care and kept looking around.

The cone hat she wore to hide her ears shook along with her.

 

"It's amazing. So many kids go to class in such a big building...."

 

The students were busily moving with books to move to the next lecture hall.

It seems that the sight was amazing to Rubia, who had only been in the territory every day.

 

"Um... you haven't forgotten your purpose, have you? We're not really here to take classes, are we?"

 

Ren carefully intervened, unable to watch any longer.

 

"I'm going to take off my uniform as soon as I make contact with that giant professor or whatever."

 

"I know, I know. Of course, I know."

 

As she answered, Rubia's tail wagged even more violently.

Thanks to that, Zeno had to hug Rubia's waist even tighter.

 

'...She's not doing this on purpose, is she.'

 

Just when I was thinking that.

 

"I think we've arrived."

 

Eve pointed to the lecture hall door with her finger.

 

The phrase written on the lecture hall was 'Theory of Magic'

 

It was a class conducted by Noel Pheid.

 

"It seems like this is the right place. Ren, you haven't forgotten today's operation, have you?"

 

"Yeah. I know, so stop talking."

 

Ren answered, picking his ear.

 

"Slightly release Demonic energy around the end of the class. That's all, right."

 

"You really have to release only a small amount."

 

"I know, I know."

 

Ren said that and strode into the lecture hall.

Ren's attitude was particularly cocky today.

It seemed that he didn't like having to use the power of the Demon residing in his body.

 

Zeno also entered the lecture hall with Rubia.

When they sat down in an empty seat, the lecture hall suddenly became quiet.

 

"...Who are they?"

 

"Wow... she's so pretty."

 

"Should I try talking to her?"

 

The sound of male students whispering pierced Zeno's ears.

Zeno held Rubia's hand tightly.

I don't know why, but it was because I felt bad for some reason.

 

"Zeno?"

 

"...I'm just preparing to run away at any time in case of an emergency."

 

Rubia didn't say anything, but Zeno poured out excuses on his own.

Meanwhile, the whispering male students approached Rubia.

 

"Hey. But it looks like she has a boyfriend?"

 

"Look at his face. It looks like I'll die if I talk to him."

 

"Let's not be reckless and go."

 

The approaching male students turned around with a whimper after seeing Zeno's face.

 

'A fierce face is useful at times like this.'

 

When the corners of Zeno's lips were slightly raised without him realizing it.

 

"Today's class will begin."

 

A giant who came up to the platform without even saying hello.

Noel Pheid suddenly started the class.

 

"Today, like last class, we will talk about the circulation of Mana...."

 

Listening to Noel's low-pitched voice, Zeno tensed his body.

 

'Your role is important, Ren.'

 

The operation to hook the academy professor has just begun.
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The only Giant race magician.

A formal professor at Ufiston Academy.

Noel's class, who is called a Mutant of the Kinu Continent.

 

"So, to prove this formula...."

 

Was boring as hell.

Of course, I didn't participate in the class for fun.

 

'Still, isn't it a bit much that half the students are sleeping?'

 

Zeno looked around.

Half the students were dozing off, and half were sleeping.

There were only about five students taking Noel's class.

 

"Kureureu......."

 

Rubia was also nodding off.

It looked like she was about to slam her head on the desk, so I poked her.

 

"Jugun."

 

"...Euheot?"

 

Rubia, startled, looked around.

 

"How much time is left?"

 

She whispered so as not to disturb the class.

 

"It's only been 15 minutes."

 

"......No way. Does it look like 3 hours have passed?"

 

Rubia covered her mouth.

Rubia, who checked the time with trembling eyes, leaned her head on Zeno's shoulder as if she had given up.

 

"Zeno. Wake me up in 5 minutes."

 

Rubia said, pulling her pointy hat down.

 

"Jugun, you can sleep soundly. After all, Ren only needs to do it properly."

 

"No. Still, since I came to the academy, I have to stay awake...."

 

Rubia stopped talking and fell asleep, snoring softly.

 

'Is the class boring? Or is my shoulder comfortable?'

 

Zeno was pushing Rubia's hair back so it wouldn't get in her mouth when he felt a gaze and looked up.

 

The male student, whom Zeno had threatened with his face earlier and driven away, was staring at Rubia's face with his mouth open.

 

'...Doesn't he still understand the situation?'

 

When Zeno growled at him.

 

"Hieeek...!"

 

The male student, who belatedly recognized Zeno's face, quickly turned to the front.

 

"Tsk."

 

Zeno clicked his tongue and looked at the blackboard.

 

"If you let Mana flow into this equation...."

 

Noel was drawing a magic circle and diligently proving something.

She continued the class steadily, whether the students listened or not.

Watching the boring scene, Zeno recalled his past life.

 

'I lived more normally than I thought.'

 

Noel Pied, as Zeno knew her, was truly a knowledge fanatic.

 

-...How long are you going to keep asking questions?

 

-Just about 50 more.

 

The day I first met Noel.

She persistently clung to Zeno and poured out hundreds of questions.

Zeno was only released after confessing all the information about Mutants he knew at the time.

 

'I thought it was a lie when she said she was a professor.'

 

She is fanatical about knowledge and approaches taboos without hesitation.

Once, she even experimented on a deer carcass, saying she would try necromancy.

Compared to that time, now she is.

 

'Normal.'

 

She is so normal that you would never think she was a Black Wizard.

In her past life, she suddenly disappeared while researching, and her whereabouts became unknown.

It was around the time I was thinking that people are truly unknowable.

 

"Races with Mana can use magic in this way."

 

Tak, tadak.

 

Noel wrote down human, beast, giant, and fish people in neat handwriting.

 

"But what if someone with Mana 'Mutates'?"

 

Then she drew a line next to it and wrote Mutant in large letters.

 

"Can these people really not use magic?"

 

Noel drew a large question mark and continued, shaking off the chalk dust on her hands.

 

"Currently, there is not much data on Mutants, so we cannot be sure. However, I heard that a unique Mutant appeared a few days ago."

 

The students' expressions were filled with questions.

It was understandable.

They came to learn the theory of magic, not a class about Mutants.

Of course, Noel didn't care.

 

"A Mutant who uses human weapons has appeared."

 

"......"

 

Zeno suddenly thought of a group of Werewolves.

 

'Weapon use from this time?'

 

The Werewolves who took Zeno's eyes and arms.

The Mutant group that eventually took Rubia's life.

They definitely used swords, bows, and crossbows used by humans.

However, such evolved Mutants only appeared 5 years after the Mutant incident occurred.

It was too early for them to appear now.

 

"...Anyway. That's what I think. If a magician becomes a Mutant, will they be able to use magic? And if they can...."

 

Noel said, erasing the blackboard.

 

"A terrible disaster will occur."

 

Noel, who muttered those unknown words, continued with the lesson again.

 

"I just brought up a different topic because it seemed like you were getting too bored. Then, let's go back to the main topic...."

 

Zeno couldn't help but be shocked.

 

'She said that kind of thing to lighten the mood?'

 

Rather, the students who were dozing off collapsed on their desks.

Even Rubia was sleeping with her mouth open.

Zeno carefully lifted Rubia's chin to close her mouth and looked at the clock.

 

'About 10 minutes left.'

 

This is just the right amount of time.

Thinking so, Zeno threw an eraser at Ren in the front seat.

 

Tuk.

 

"......?"

 

Ren, who was dozing off like the other students, looked back.

Zeno subtly pointed to the clock with his finger.

Ren sighed deeply and tapped Eve, who was also dozing off next to him.

 

"...If this turns black...."

 

Ren muttered something and closed his eyes tightly.

Not long after.

 

Twitch.

 

A disgusting, sticky sensation spread around Ren.

Ren was sweating like a flood, and something black took root in the back of his neck.

 

At that moment.

 

"......"

 

Hwik, Noel's head turned towards Ren.

A moment of silence.

Just as the students' heads were tilting.

 

Kok.

 

Eve poked the back of Ren's hand.

 

"Huu......."

 

Then the humid sensation subsided.

Ren's pale complexion returned.

The faintly felt demonic energy soon disappeared.

 

"......To continue what I was saying―"

 

Before long, Noel averted her gaze from Ren.

The class continued, but Zeno was sure.

 

'She took the bait.'

 

Noel definitely noticed the demonic energy.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"That's all for today's lecture."

 

As soon as the class ended, Noel went down from the platform like a knife.

The students who had been standing up until the end woke up the students around them and left the lecture hall in a rush.

 

"Jugun, wake up."

 

Zeno also woke up Rubia, who was sound asleep.

 

"Eueueueum...? Is it already over...?"

 

Rubia rubbed her eyes and stretched.

 

"Yes. It just ended."

 

Zeno said, holding Rubia's pointy hat so it wouldn't fall off.

 

"Then what should I do now? Should I go talk to that professor?"

 

"No. Just stay still."

 

"?"

 

Rubia's eyes were filled with questions.

There was no need for Zeno to add any further explanation.

Before long, all the students had left the lecture hall.

In the lecture hall where only Zeno's group remained.

 

Ttobakttobak.

 

Noel came back.

Noel, who walked in with a posture as sharp as a soldier, stood in front of Ren.

 

"What's your intention?"

 

"...Huh?"

 

Did he use a lot of energy to emit demonic energy?

Ren was more withered than usual.

 

"To emit demonic energy in front of me. Didn't you come here knowing that I deal with Black Magic?"

 

Noel, who made an accurate deduction, grabbed Ren by the collar and lifted him up.

 

"Ren!"

 

Eve, who was a step late in reacting, jumped up and down and hit Noel's arm.

Of course, she couldn't cause any damage to Noel's forearm, which was as big as a telephone pole, with her cotton fist.

 

"Keok...."

 

"How did you infiltrate the academy? If you came here to threaten my professorship in any way―"

 

Seureureung-

 

Eventually, Zeno stepped forward, drawing his sword.

 

"Let him go and talk. You can't answer even if you want to if you're grabbed by the collar."

 

"...That's right."

 

Noel put Ren down as if throwing him.

 

"Keoheok... Kulleok...."

 

Eve looked after Ren, who had been thrown down.

Noel, who didn't even pay attention to that sight, asked Zeno.

 

"I should ask you. What's your business in finding me?"

 

She doesn't ask how he knew she was a Black Wizard.

Noel just looked at Zeno from head to toe.

It was a simple gaze, but the giant figure of over 3m was enough to give a sense of intimidation with just a gaze.

 

"I came to negotiate."

 

"Negotiate?"

 

"Lend us 'Rainhill Monastery'."

 

"Don't you know what negotiation is? You have to present conditions and compensation together."

 

A blood vessel pops out on Noel's forehead.

Her large fist was clenched tightly.

 

'Her temper is still the same as then.'

 

Even if she is a half-Giant, she is still a Giant.

Before awakening her inherent fighting instincts, Zeno hurriedly added.

 

"Aren't you collecting information about Mutants recently?"

 

"......So?"

 

Noel looked at Zeno with a look as if asking how he knew.

 

"I think I can give you that information."

 

"You're talking as if you're something special."

 

Zeno was definitely something special.

Because there is no one who has caught as many Werewolves as Zeno.

 

"It's up to you whether you believe it or not. But you should think carefully."

 

Zeno pointed to Ren, who was coughing.

 

"A person with demonic energy."

 

And pointed to himself.

 

"And someone with enough information about Mutants. Don't you want to research and explore?"

 

Noel's eyes trembled slightly.

She can't overcome the instinct of academic passion.

 

"Not only that. I also found out that you are a Black Wizard and came to find you. I don't think you don't know what this means."

 

If she says one wrong word, she will be dismissed or disciplined.

If not, she will obviously be subjected to a troublesome investigation.

There was no way Noel, who was working as a professor, wouldn't understand this.

 

"Ha."

 

Noel, who let out a hollow laugh, crossed her arms.

 

"It wasn't a negotiation, it was blackmail?"

 

"Think what you want."

 

Noel, who stared down at Zeno with blazing eyes for a moment, said.

 

"...Let's move the location for now."

 

The corners of Zeno's lips turned up slightly.

 

The operation to reel in the academy professor was a success.

 

 

 

 



8. Academy (5)







The place we moved to was a secluded cafe.




, "...Unexpected."




"What do you mean?"




"That you'd come to a cafe."




Zeno stared blankly at Noel.

She looks like she could down a bottle of beer whole.

But what she's holding now is a coffee cup that looks like it'll break if she clenches her fist.




"What's that supposed to mean?"




"It's nothing."




Zeno shook his head and sat down.




"To continue what we were saying earlier, we need 'Rainhill Monastery'."




"Why do we need the monastery's books?"




Zeno pondered for a moment.




'Should I tell her?'




That the monastery is taking in Mutants and performing suspicious rituals.

That I want to find out what's happening at the monastery right now.

I thought for a moment whether it would be okay to rattle it all off to Noel.




'What a stupid worry.'




It was really just a moment's hesitation.

The strange phenomena occurring at the monastery.

Noel would want to investigate it, not go around blabbing about it.




Thinking that, Zeno comfortably spilled the beans.

Everything that happened from leaving Tobiel Kingdom to arriving at Rainhill Monastery.

Of course, he left out the part about Zeno's regression and Rubia being falsely accused of being a Witch.







* * * * *







"......Hmm."




Noel, who had been listening with her arms crossed and a serious face, pointed to Rubia sitting next to Zeno.




"Then that woman must be the Witch."




Rubia's expression turned pale.




"...Ze, Zeno?"




She poked Zeno's hand under the table as if asking what to do now.

Zeno held Rubia's hand tightly.

It was to reassure her that it was okay.




'Is there a reason she's a professor?'




Zeno admired inwardly.

He deliberately tried to exclude Rubia's story as much as possible.

Yet Noel managed to derive the conclusion that Rubia was a Witch from the fragments of the story.




"To be exact, she was falsely accused."




"Are you sure it's okay to say that...?"




Rubia, looking mortified, squeezed Zeno's hand even tighter.

It was understandable that she was worried.

The reason she was hiding in a cabin was all because of this ridiculous false accusation.




'It wouldn't have been okay if it were someone else, but.'




It's okay with Noel.




"Whether she's actually a Witch or falsely accused, it's none of my business."




Because I knew she'd react like this.




"Someone single-handedly created the Mutants that suddenly appeared all over the continent? That's impossible in the first place. The 'Witch' was just created because someone needed to be blamed."




Noel snorted and continued.




"Rather, I believe the Mutants are related to Demons."




"...Demons?"




Zeno frowned at the words he couldn't just dismiss.




"What relationship do Mutants have with Demons?"




"Before that, let me ask you something first. How do you think Mutants are created?"




Noel asked Zeno in return.




"That's......."




Zeno couldn't answer easily.

It's only natural.

In his past life, he was too busy beheading Werewolves.

Now, he's too busy protecting Rubia.




'I only thought about clearing my Lord's name. I've never thought about Mutants.'




When Zeno remained silent, Noel made a disappointed face.




"You acted like you knew a lot about Mutants, but you don't know anything."




"...Then how are Mutants created?"




Zeno, his pride wounded, asked in a gruff tone.




"Black magic."




"...Black magic?"




"As a result of dissecting the corpses of Mutants so far, the mark of a Demon has been revealed in each of their organs."




Zeno's eyes narrowed.




'The mark of a Demon?'




Zeno doesn't know what the mark of a Demon looks like.

He usually doesn't get to see Demons in his life.

And he doesn't bother taking out the organs of Werewolves to turn them inside out.




"I'm not sure yet because there aren't enough samples, but in my opinion, all Mutants are related to Demons."




Noel crossed her legs and sipped her coffee.




"That's all the information I can give you. If it's not enough, then the negotiation will be difficult."




Zeno was not at all intimidated by Noel's arrogant attitude.

It was because he had a negotiation card that Noel would be satisfied with.




"You said in class that Werewolves might use magic."




"That's right."




"It will actually happen."




Noel tilted her head.

Zeno continued.




"I've seen some that are quite close to humans myself."




A group of Werewolves flashed through his mind.

The Werewolf who wielded human swordsmanship.

And the archer Werewolf who shot an arrow into Rubia's stomach.




"Unfortunately, there's no way to prove it. It's just something I experienced. It's hard to believe that Werewolves are evolving all of a sudden."




"Yeah, I can't believe it. Give me a little more evidence......."




"Didn't I just say that there's no way to prove it? Instead, I'll make one promise."




Zeno pointed to Ren, who was staggering next to him.

He was still exhausted and being nursed by Eve.




"You can experiment on the Demon inside this guy's body as much as you want."




"? What the hell are you talking about. Who decided......."




Ren, who was dying, got up and expressed his doubts, but that wasn't important now.




"Noel. I know the purpose of your research on Black magic."




"......?"




"Aren't you researching how to remove Demons parasitizing people?"




"......Huh?"




Noel swept her hair back as if she was dumbfounded.




"Did you investigate me?"




"Of course not. In the first place, shouldn't there be records left for an investigation?"




There's only one reason why Noel, despite being a Giant, doesn't return to the Kinu Continent.




'Because there's nowhere to return.'




When she came to the Uffiston Empire to study magic.

An unidentified Black magic swept through the Kinu Continent.

Thanks to that, the Giant race, which already had a small population, decreased even more.

Noel's tribe disappeared from history altogether.




"I have nowhere to return, but I want to avenge my tribe―"




"Stop."




Noel sighed deeply.




"I don't know how you found out, but okay. I'll cooperate."




"...? You're accepting surprisingly easily."




"Yeah, because this is just a 'negotiation'."




Noel's eyes blazed.

Zeno knew that look.




'Zeal for learning.'




Noel was craving knowledge.




"It looks like I'll get a lot out of it. I want to open your head right now to see what you're thinking."




Noel, who said something gruesome without a second thought, got up from her seat.




"But I have enough reason not to cut open the belly of a goose that lays golden eggs. Besides, if you let me experiment with a half-human, half-Demon, there's no reason to refuse."




"No, you son of a bitch... so where's my say in this?"




Ren's cry, who had suddenly become a condition of the negotiation, scattered emptily.




Noel and Zeno didn't even glance at Ren and shook hands with each other.




"I'll cooperate until you're useful."




"Likewise."




"Crazy bastards...."




It was a heartwarming ending, except for one person.







* * * * *







They immediately borrowed 'Rainhill Monastery' from the library.

To investigate the truth of the monastery, they had to read the contents as quickly as possible, even a minute or a second.




"Wow... this is the professor's office."




The place they were currently in was Noel's personal professor's office.

As Rubia was gaping, Noel, who had brought 'Rainhill Monastery', said.




"So, that little kid can break the seal on this book?"




Noel turned her head to Eve.

The height difference was about 2m, so they had to tilt their heads for a long time.




"...Yes, that's right."




Eve, who answered in a small voice, avoided Noel's gaze.




'...Hmm?'




It wasn't revealed in her expression and her voice didn't change, but didn't I have a feeling?

Eve seemed to dislike Noel.




"Then break the seal once."




Whether she didn't feel that way, or whether she was ignoring it.

Noel nonchalantly handed the book to Eve.




"Ugh......."




Eve took the book, which was almost the size of her head, and struggled to receive it.




Kiiing-




When she tried to open the back, it didn't open because of the barrier.




"Do I just need to inject Divine Power?"




"Yeah. You don't have to overdo it. If it doesn't work, I'll find another way."




Eve is not a vending machine that spits out Divine Power.

There was a limit to Eve's power source that Rubia had, so Divine Power had to be used as carefully as possible.




"No. I can do it."




But did Eve feel something from the book?

She closed her eyes and put her hands together.

She quietly muttered something.




Woong-




A halo shines behind Eve.

It was a much more stable operation of Divine Power than before.




Kigik, kigigik―!




The barrier that was making a scraping sound soon.




Chaaaaeeaaeng-!!




It broke with a loud noise.




"Umm......."




Eve staggered and collapsed to the side.




"Good job, Eve."




Rubia, who happened to be next to her, caught Eve and laid her on her lap.




"Huh? The power source is still intact this time?"




Rubia, who was opening Eve's nape, smiled brightly.




"She's definitely getting used to it."




Zeno couldn't help but smile as well.

Did he have affection for Eve because he had been with her for a while?

He felt inexplicably proud even though he didn't do it himself.




"Then I'll check the contents."




Noel turned the page.

What appears from now on is a record from a year ago.




What comes out from the very first line is.




"I have seen the truth. I have finally received the Lord. He said. Feed all the lambs to the wolves."




It was a very meaningful phrase.













9. Black Magic (1)

 

 

 "...What the hell is this?" 

 

 Rubia, having taken off her hat, scratched her ear. 

 Now that there was no need to hide her identity from Noel, there was no reason to keep wearing the stuffy hat. 

 

 "Feed the sheep to the wolves. The Lord will descend directly soon... It's all written in a way that's hard to understand." 

 

 As Rubia said. 

 The contents written in 'Rainhill Monastery' were mostly metaphors. 

 Nothing was clearly stated. 

 

 "I don't know the exact meaning, but it's certain that something that shouldn't be happening is happening at the monastery." 

 

 Feed all the lambs to the wolves. 

 This part is especially bothersome. 

 

 "The lambs must mean the Believers. But to feed them to the wolves..." 

 

 "I'm not sure if it refers to Werewolves, or something else." 

 

 "Hmm." 

 

 Zeno nodded at Noel's words. 

 

 "It's as you say. We'll have to check the exact details ourselves." 

 

 "Then... are we going back to the monastery?" 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 "When?" 

 

 "Right now." 

 

 Zeno looked at Noel, Ren, and Eve. 

 

 "I'll uncover the truth of Rainhill Monastery first and then take care of other things. Any objections?" 

 

 "I don't have any. I've been feeling strange vibes from the monastery lately." 

 

 Noel answered that way. 

 

 "Well... when have I ever been in a position to offer an opinion? I just do as I'm told." 

 

 Ren said with a deep sigh. 

 

 "But if I go into the monastery, my power will probably weaken again." 

 

 "I'm taking that into account." 

 

 It can't be helped that Ren is uncomfortable operating there. 

 Because right now, there's no time to leisurely eliminate Demons. 

 

 'It's a relief that Noel is here, at least.' 

 

 I could only hope that the Giant race's wizard would be helpful. 

 

 "I also agree." 

 

 I thought we were leaving right away since the last vote of approval came out. 

 

 "However, I have a suggestion." 

 

 Eve raised her hand. 

 

 "What is it?" 

 

 "The Divine Power training I received from the head of the monastery. Would it be okay to continue receiving it?" 

 

 "Hmm?" 

 

 "I understand that the head of the monastery is a suspicious person, and that the monastery is a dubious place. However, the Divine Power training I received was really effective." 

 

 "Hmm...." 

 

 That was true. 

 Even though Lajarte showed suspicious behavior, he greatly increased Eve's ability to wield Divine Power. 

 

 '...If it helps, it wouldn't be bad.' 

 

 It seemed like a good idea, as long as they didn't try to take Eve away from the monastery later. 

 

 "Do as you wish." 

 

 "Understood." 

 

 After getting the consent of the three, Zeno looked at Rubia. 

 

 "What do you think, my Lord?" 

 

 "Huh? Wasn't everything already decided?" 

 

 "The final decision is made by you, my Lord." 

 

 "Uhh? Then if I say let's rest a little, we won't go?" 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 Rubia's eyes widened at the immediate answer without a moment's hesitation. 

 

 "Your opinion is always the top priority, my Lord." 

 

 Zeno has never forgotten the relationship between Lord and Knight. 

 Of course, he had many secrets he was hiding and had lied a few times, but his heart for Rubia remained unchanged. 

 

 "Ugh, I appreciate the thought, but you came all the way here because of me. We can't delay." 

 

 Rubia, having put on her pointed hat again, got up from her seat. 

 

 "Then let's go." 

 

 Rubia reached out her hand to Zeno. 

 Reflexively, Zeno takes Rubia's hand. 

 Naturally, their fingers intertwine. 

 The familiar warmth is conveyed to each other. 

 

 Rubia said, adding more strength to their clasped hands. 

 

 "To find out what's going on at Rainhill Monastery." 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "Ah! You've returned sooner than I expected!" 

 

 The first person we met upon returning to the monastery was Lajarte. 

 It was no coincidence that we met him first. 

 

 '...Was he waiting?' 

 

 That's because Lajarte had come out to meet Zeno and his party first. 

 

 "You've brought a new person with you?" 

 

 "Noel Fide. A professor working at the Academy." 

 

 "Leave out the Fide. It's a meaningless name now." 

 

 Noel interjected from the side. 

 

 '......I see.' 

 

 If all the relatives are dead, the surname no longer has meaning. 

 Rubia was also in that situation, so Zeno easily understood. 

 

 "Ah, so you're a great person." 

 

 Whether out of consideration, Lajarte didn't pry into Noel's name and moved on. 

 

 "I think we'll be staying for a few days. Is that okay?" 

 

 "Of course. Rainhill Monastery is always open." 

 

 It was a sudden remark, but Lajarte readily agreed. 

 

 "By the way, how did you know what time we were coming?" 

 

 "Haha, would it be explained if I said the Lord told me?" 

 

 Lajarte avoided answering in that way and turned around to lead the way. 

 

 "Let's have a meal first. I've just prepared a warm meal." 

 

 "......Yes." 

 

 Zeno was on high alert. 

 

 '...It's strange.' 

 

 How on earth is he acting like he can see the future? 

 Zeno followed Lajarte with that thought in mind. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Today's meal was a simple one, not as luxurious as before. 

 

 Zeno took a bite of the bread with relief. 

 

 'He didn't play any tricks this time.' 

 

 There were no drugs in the meal prepared today. 

 Above all, Lajarte was with us at the meal, so it was quite reassuring. 

 

 "I'm sorry for always getting free meals like this...." 

 

 "Haha, no. It's not like we're so short on food that we can't treat our honored guests." 

 

 Lajarte said that to Rubia and looked at Eve. 

 It was as if he was looking at a troublesome child. 

 

 "Ah, speaking of which." 

 

 Thinking it was a good time, Zeno opened his mouth. 

 

 "While we're staying at the monastery, I'd like you to take a look at Eve's Divine Power." 

 

 "Oh...! That's a great idea!" 

 

 Lajarte, who was dipping bread in soup, jumped up from his seat. 

 Then, realizing that the attention was focused on him, he cleared his throat and sat down. 

 

 "I'm sorry. I got too excited." 

 

 "Is that Android such a valuable being?" 

 

 "Of course." 

 

 Lajarte nodded greatly at Noel's question. 

 

 "Eve-nim is not just an Android. She possesses Divine Power equivalent to a quasi-Saintess-level, no less." 

 

 "Quasi-Saintess-level?" 

 

 Noel looked at Eve as if seeing her in a new light. 

 He had seen her release the barrier, but he probably didn't know it was to that extent. 

 

 "I'm still lacking in training." 

 

 Eve said, puffing out her chest and shrugging her shoulders. 

 

 "Your words and actions don't match at all, kid." 

 

 "What's wrong with me?" 

 

 Eve, with her nose held high, tilted her head. 

 Because she had no expression, she gave an arrogant impression. 

 

 "Hahaha. Even humble. Good. Then, shall we start training tomorrow?" 

 

 "Yes, I want to learn as quickly as possible." 

 

 Eve, glancing at Ren, nodded. 

 

 "I always tell the Believers that there's no way to learn quickly... but Eve-nim may be an exception." 

 

 Lajarte, with a gentle smile, got up while clearing the dishes. 

 

 "Excuse me first. I'm going to create a curriculum for Eve-nim tomorrow. Noel-nim, please use the room next to the people you came with." 

 

 What's he so excited about? 

 Lajarte hummed a tune and left the dining room with light steps. 

 

 '...I'm confused.' 

 

 Zeno couldn't quite figure out the person named Lajarte. 

 

 Surely, the Lajarte I saw underground seemed to have lost his emotions. 

 Not only that. 

 A sharp aura was constantly emanating from him. 

 

 But what about now? 

 

 His face is full of vitality and shiny, and his tone is gentle. 

 What should I say, the current Lajarte was like a 'head of the monastery'. 

 Not a cultist who worships Mutants every night, but a head of the monastery who is excited to have discovered a talented Believer. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 That night. 

 

 Of course, the party didn't just fall asleep. 

 

 "We need to check. Whether they're holding suspicious rituals again tonight." 

 

 Mutant worship. 

 That's because we had to check if such acts were really continuing. 

 

 "To move this entire group without being detected..." 

 

 Before leaving, Noel stroked his chin and said. 

 

 "Is there a guarantee that we won't be detected? And is there a safety net if we are detected?" 

 

 "......" 

 

 Zeno was silent for a moment. 

 

 Last time, he and Ren were able to scout without being detected because there were only two of them. 

 Likewise, he was able to use the Teleport scroll because there were only two people. 

 

 "I'm telling you in advance. I can't use the Teleport scroll. It's too precious to use just to look around once." 

 

 Ren also put his foot down like this, so Zeno's worries deepened even more. 

 

 "If there's no good way, how about this?" 

 

 Hwareureuk. 

 

 Noel created a small flame in his hand. 

 A black flame that burned darkly. 

 

 "...Black magic?" 

 

 "Yes, there's nothing better than Black Magic for stealth magic that can be used at night." 

 

 "But......" 

 

 "You don't have to worry about the backlash." 

 

 Noel took out a small dagger from his pocket and drew it across his palm. 

 Blood flowed from his palm, which was much larger than a pot lid. 

 The blood that flowed out like a waterfall did not fall to the floor. 

 Instead, it was all sucked into the black flame. 

 

 "I can pay the price for this many people alone." 

 

 "Hmm." 

 

 That was exactly what Zeno was worried about. 

 Black Magic always requires a price, such as the user's bones and flesh, or blood. 

 That's why I didn't suggest it first. 

 

 "Is there a reason for going this far?" 

 

 "The word 'doing it for you' is wrong. I also just need exploration, so I'm going with you." 

 

 There was no reason to object since Noel said so. 

 

 "Then I'll ask for your help." 

 

 When Zeno said that, Noel gave each person a black flame. 

 The black flame, which seemed to be burning fiercely on the outside, was actually not hot at all. 

 

 "Heuyak." 

 

 Except for one person. 

 

 "...Kid. Don't tell me that sound was you?" 

 

 Ren, who had already become one with the darkness, looked at Eve as if he couldn't believe it. 

 Eve shook her arms as if she was wronged. 

 

 "What can I do if it's hot? How can you all put something this hot on your bodies?" 

 

 Everyone had a puzzled expression at those words. 

 

 "Black flames are not actually hot." 

 

 "That's right, Eve. I don't feel anything...?" 

 

 "...Yes?" 

 

 When Rubia said that, Eve stiffened like a broken Android. 

 

 "Maybe...." 

 

 Zeno, who had been quietly watching the scene, opened his mouth. 

 

 "Isn't it because of your constitution? If you have too much Divine Power, it causes a rejection reaction." 

 

 "Oh." 

 

 "Huh?" 

 

 "Hmm, definitely." 

 

 Everyone had a convinced expression at those words. 

 Eve, who met the gazes of the three people. 

 

 "......Ah." 

 

 She opened her mouth and made a stupid sound. 

 

 A moment of silence came. 

 It was Ren who stepped up first. 

 

 "It can't be helped. I'll be back soon. Take good care of the room." 

 

 He said, ruffling Eve's hair here and there. 

 

 "......Yes, I understand." 

 

 Unfortunately, Eve could not join the patrol tonight. 

 

 

 




9. Black Magic (2)

 

 

 "Don't pout and guard the room well." 

 

 "I cannot pout. Separately from that, I will definitely carry out the mission to guard the room." 

 

 Instead of leaving Eve alone, I entrusted her with a weighty mission. 

 That was to act as a burglar alarm. 

 It was a countermeasure in case Lajarte-ssi came looking. 

 

 "Tear this scroll if you judge it to be dangerous." 

 

 "Yes, I understand." 

 

 Noel handed Eve a scroll. 

 It was a scroll that would send an alarm to another scroll as soon as it was torn. 

 

 "Then, I'll be off." 

 

 "Be safe, Eve." 

 

 "Come back safely." 

 

 Leaving Eve, who bowed deeply, behind, the group departed for the underground. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The underground I had secretly come to back then. 

 

 Today, too, it was crowded with Believers. 

 

 The difference from then was. 

 

 "Huh? Really? You can't even hear voices?" 

 

 That there was no need to act so cautiously. 

 

 "That's right. The sound can currently only be heard among those who are under the Black Magic." 

 

 "Isn't that fucking cheating?" 

 

 As Ren said, it did seem like cheating. 

 If it weren't for the fact that Noel's blood was constantly being drained. 

 

 Noel's Black Magic completely concealed the group in darkness, but in return, it sucked her blood dry. 

 

 '...Is she okay?' 

 

 Of course, I wasn't worried about Noel's health. 

 I was just worried that if she collapsed, we might end up in a difficult situation. 

 

 "Hoo... I feel a little better now." 

 

 Ren, not even thinking about that, put a cigarette in his mouth. 

 Three of them, at that. 

 

 "Put it out." 

 

 "Huh? Why? You can't see the smoke anyway, right?" 

 

 That was true, but that wasn't the problem. 

 

 "It's harmful to my Lord, so put it out." 

 

 "Ah. I thought it was something else." 

 

 Ren, with a deflated expression, turned his head and exhaled the smoke. 

 

 "Just let me have this one day. How long do you think I've been holding back?" 

 

 "Well, who told you to hold back?" 

 

 "Then, am I supposed to smoke like a chimney next to her when I'm sharing a room with a kid?" 

 

 At those words, Rubia opened her eyes wide. 

 

 "...Ren. Do you even think about things like that?" 

 

 "Huh? What are you talking about?" 

 

 "You care about Eve more than I thought?" 

 

 "No... well, it's not that I'm..." 

 

 Ren's fierce expression straightened out again. 

 Just before he continued speaking. 

 

 "Shh." 

 

 Noel, who was leading the way, stopped walking. 

 

 "――!" 

 

 "......!" 

 

 "I can hear some noise inside." 

 

 It was the same as before. 

 The moment we went all the way down the spiral staircase. 

 A strange sound was coming from deep within. 

 

 "My Lord. Just a moment." 

 

 Zeno pulled Rubia's hand and hid her behind him. 

 

 'Perhaps the sight I'm about to see...' 

 

 Will be quite gruesome. 

 If it's the scene Zeno saw back then. 

 

 "I think it's best to prepare yourself mentally." 

 

 "U, un." 

 

 It's a bit out of the blue, but Rubia is a very kind-hearted woman. 

 Someone who is clearly an evildoer to anyone who looks at her. 

 You can tell just by the fact that she had nightmares for days after killing Platz Marquis, who had taken away her territory. 

 

 'If possible, I don't want to show my Lord any scenes that would upset her.' 

 

 Thinking so, Zeno carefully peeked his head out. 

 Contrary to the thought that the Believers would be serving the Werewolf. 

 

 "Keureureureuk...." 

 

 "Ah... we pray like this." 

 

 "We pray." 

 

 "We offered a young lamb, so grant us your grace...." 

 

 They were tying five or six Believers to a large pillar and earnestly praying for something. 

 

 "...What are they doing?" 

 

 Ren, who had finally put out his cigarette, poked his head out. 

 

 "Why are they tying up perfectly normal people... well, maybe not perfectly normal people? Anyway, why are they tying up their own Believers?" 

 

 "We'll have to see to find out." 

 

 "B, but if we leave them like that, something dangerous might......." 

 

 "My Lord." 

 

 Zeno held Rubia's fidgeting hand tightly. 

 

 "It's dangerous. You mustn't rashly step forward." 

 

 "But...... Yeah, you're right." 

 

 Rubia bit her lip and nodded. 

 Rubia is kind by nature. 

 She clearly wants to save those people right now, but she's not the type to ruin things by letting her emotions get the better of her. 

 

 "I think we should watch for a while." 

 

 "...Okay." 

 

 Rubia clung tightly to Zeno's back. 

 Then, as if looking at something scary, she only peeked her head out. 

 

 "Ah...." 

 

 "Grace is descending...." 

 

 The Believers muttered something in reverent voices and repeatedly bowed their heads. 

 

 Not long after. 

 

 "Keureureuk... Keureureureu...!" 

 

 The condition of the people tied to the pillar, who were groaning, changed. 

 

 Ududuk. 

 

 The skeleton was distorted. 

 

 Eudeuk. 

 

 The size grows abnormally. 

 

 Ppudeudeuk. 

 

 Gray fur covers the entire body. 

 

 "...Could it be." 

 

 Zeno knew because he had seen this phenomenon often. 

 

 "Ooh...!" 

 

 Unlike the gruesome sound of the skeleton transforming, the Believers sparkle their eyes and exclaim in admiration. 

 

 "Thank you. Thank you...!" 

 

 Eventually, the Believers even shed tears and prostrated themselves. 

 

 Awoo-ooooo! 

 

 The people tied to the pillar all turned into Werewolves. 

 

 "......" 

 

 "......" 

 

 The group couldn't say anything after seeing that sight. 

 

 'What... is this?' 

 

 It was a completely unexpected situation. 

 Turning people into Werewolves. In a monastery, no less? 

 None of those present could understand the sight that unfolded before their eyes. 

 

 "...Hey, I think we should go back for now." 

 

 It was Ren who first broke the silence of shock. 

 He took out a scroll from his pocket and shook it. 

 

 "Something must have happened to Eve." 

 

 The scroll was glowing. 

 It meant that Eve had torn the scroll. 

 

 "...Hmm. Then let's go back for now. I don't think we can continue exploring anyway." 

 

 Noel said that and quickly left the underground. 

 

 "My Lord. Get a grip, my Lord." 

 

 "Uh, uh...?" 

 

 Zeno grabbed Rubia's jaw, who was blankly gaping her mouth, and shut it with a tap. 

 

 "We have to go back." 

 

 "O, okay...." 

 

 Zeno dragged Rubia, who had stiffened up, out as if carrying her. 

 

 'So, what created the Mutants was...' 

 

 Zeno kept thinking about that as he returned to Eve. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 I hurriedly returned to the front of the room. 

 The first thing I saw was. 

 

 "Eve-nim. A good night's sleep is also essential for tomorrow's training." 

 

 "I'm sorry. I only meant to practice for a little bit, but before I knew it, it was this late." 

 

 It was Lajarte talking to Eve. 

 

 'Where did he go? Did he come looking for us?' 

 

 Lajarte was not at the gruesome scene of creating Werewolves. 

 

 Zeno quickly rolled his eyes to grasp the situation. 

 

 "Hmm...... Practice is good, but you should rest now. Do the other members of the group know that Eve-nim is out here?" 

 

 "No, I came out secretly." 

 

 Expressionless. 

 A voice without highs and lows. 

 It was impossible to distinguish between lies and truth in Eve's linguistic expression, which did not reveal any emotion. 

 

 "Anyway, I'll go in now. Good night, Monastery Director-nim." 

 

 "Then I'll see you tomorrow, Eve-nim." 

 

 Perhaps he felt that. 

 Lajarte didn't say anything more to Eve and walked down the hallway with heavy steps. 

 After his presence completely disappeared. 

 

 "Hoo." 

 

 Eve let out a short sigh and slumped down in her spot. 

 

 "Kid." 

 

 "...Ren?" 

 

 Ren, who had been quietly watching, came out of the darkness. 

 Eve jumped up and waved the torn scroll around. 

 

 "Why are you only coming now? I tore the scroll a while ago." 

 

 "We ran here pretty quickly, too. When we got here, the situation was a bit awkward... so we couldn't come out." 

 

 With those words, the entire group dispelled the Black Magic and came out in front of Eve. 

 

 "Eve, are you okay?" 

 

 Rubia ran to Eve and asked, stretching her cheeks this way and that. 

 

 "No, I was so scared I almost died." 

 

 "Uh, uh? Where did you learn such words...... Ah." 

 

 Rubia, who was flustered, looked at Ren's face and nodded. 

 

 "...She's understanding on her own now." 

 

 Tsk, Ren clicked his tongue and asked Eve. 

 

 "Anyway, kid. So why did that guy come looking for you?" 

 

 "He said he came out to patrol to see if there were any Believers sneaking around at night. I think it's a lie." 

 

 Eve said in a confident tone. 

 

 "Hmm. It's definitely a lie." 

 

 Zeno gave strength to that opinion. 

 

 "Because there are no Believers' rooms here." 

 

 This is the same room we stayed in last time. 

 In other words, there are no priests' rooms around. 

 The fact that Lajarte specifically came all the way here meant that he came to check on the group. 

 

 "...What if he comes looking for us again tomorrow?" 

 

 Rubia's expression darkened. 

 If Lajarte comes looking for us again tomorrow night, we must be inside the room. 

 It was okay today because Eve was outside, but if he comes to check tomorrow, it will quickly be revealed that we disappeared at night. 

 

 "I was originally going to continue the exploration activities tomorrow, but...." 

 

 Noel, who had been listening to the story in silence, opened her mouth. 

 

 "I don't think we can. It's too dangerous to move rashly right now. Let's move with a gap in between." 

 

 "Haa...." 

 

 Zeno ran his hand over his face. 

 I want to resolve this as soon as possible. 

 I'm starting to get a grasp on things little by little now. 

 I think I know where the Mutant came from. 

 

 '...But my Lord's safety comes first.' 

 

 The desire to protect Rubia suppressed the desire to escape this unsettling monastery. 

 

 "...Then let's stay in the room for tomorrow." 

 

 It was time to lie low and wait for an opportunity for the time being. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The next day. 

 

 The group acted naturally as if nothing had happened. 

 Eve received Divine Power training, and the group attended the training. 

 

 Noel wandered around, saying she was going to look around the monastery. 

 Other than that, she didn't do anything particularly noticeable. 

 

 We lived as if nothing had happened. 

 And nothing actually happened. 

 

 And that night. 

 

 Knock knock knock. 

 

 Sure enough. 

 

 "Are you awake, Eve-nim?" 

 

 Lajarte came looking for Eve again today as well. 
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 Kkiik. 

 

 After Lajarte knocked on the door. 

 The sound of the hinge screaming from outside the room can be heard. 

 

 ―What's the matter? 

 

 Next is Eve's voice. 

 

 '...He came to find Eve?' 

 

 Zeno pressed his ear against the door. 

 Rubia was the same. 

 Zeno and Rubia pressed their ears against the narrow door. 

 It was inevitable that the area touching each other would be large. 

 

 "...My Lord." 

 

 "Huh?" 

 

 "I think it's too close." 

 

 Soft skin presses against Zeno's body. 

 A warm warmth surrounds him. 

 Zeno was sweating profusely. 

 He felt like he had committed a serious crime even though he hadn't done anything in particular. 

 

 "I can't help it. I can't hear well if I don't do this." 

 

 However, that was the answer Rubia gave. 

 Rather, she snuggled closer to Zeno. 

 

 Thump, thump. 

 

 I wonder if I can't hear the voices. 

 His heart was pounding so hard that he was worried about that. 

 

 ―You're awake again today. 

 

 ―I just woke up. 

 

 Apart from the crazy Zeno, a peaceful conversation took place between Eve and Lajarte outside the room. 

 

 ―Oh, I'm sorry. To wake someone who is tired from training. 

 

 ―It's okay. I can recharge my power at any time. So, what is the reason you came here today? 

 

 ―Ah, that is... It seems like there is some commotion going on in the monastery right now. 

 

 ―Commotion? 

 

 ―Yes. You may think it's a bit strange, but... Believers keep disappearing at night, and I hear animal noises. Surely there shouldn't be any animals raised in our monastery.... 

 

 Zeno frowned. 

 

 '...He doesn't know what's going on?' 

 

 I don't know what he looks like because I can't see his expression, but Lajarte's voice really seemed questionable. 

 

 'No, that can't be.' 

 

 But when Zeno first went to find him, Lajarte was definitely in the basement. 

 Unless he has two bodies, this must be a reason to deceive Eve. 

 If so, the reason for deceiving Eve is....... 

 

 "Why would he bother saying that to Eve...?" 

 

 "―!" 

 

 "...Why are you so surprised?" 

 

 Zeno was startled without realizing it. 

 It was because Rubia's breathy voice tickled his ear while he was lost in thought. 

 

 "Are you okay? Your ears are red." 

 

 "...I'm fine." 

 

 Zeno touched his hot ears and focused on the conversation again. 

 

 ―I was looking around the neighborhood because I was worried about that. I'm glad nothing happened. 

 

 ―Yes, nothing happened to me. 

 

 ―Are the other members of the group okay? 

 

 ―Yes. They are currently taking a good night's sleep. 

 

 ―Hmm...... I understand. Sleep well. Then I should talk to the believers after all.... 

 

 Step, step. 

 

 Lajarte's footsteps gradually faded away. 

 

 "...Is he gone?" 

 

 "I think so." 

 

 "How boring." 

 

 Rubia got up and stretched. 

 Zeno, who was finally liberated, sighed deeply. 

 

 'Today, this side might have been more dangerous.' 

 

 His heart almost burst because of the soft stimulation. 

 

 Kkiik- 

 

 The sound of the door closing was heard from outside. 

 

 "It's a bit difficult to go to Eve right now. Should I go tomorrow?" 

 

 "...That would be good." 

 

 Zeno lay down on the bed. 

 He didn't know if he would be able to sleep tonight, but he closed his eyes tightly and killed time. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The next morning. 

 As soon as I woke up, I went to Eve's room. 

 I was going to ask about what happened last night before the believers woke up. 

 

 "Is Ren wrong?" 

 

 "......Hmm, the condition is serious." 

 

 An unexpected situation was welcoming Zeno and Rubia. 

 

 "...? What are you doing?" 

 

 Ren was tied to the bed with black magic. 

 Noel was looking at him with a contemptuous expression, and Eve was expressionless. 

 

 "You're awake, My Lord, Zeno-nim." 

 

 As soon as Eve found Rubia, she ran to her and grabbed the hem of Rubia's clothes. 

 

 "Ren has become strange." 

 

 "Huh? Ren?" 

 

 Rubia raised her head with a dumbfounded expression. 

 I couldn't help but do that. 

 Ren was suddenly tied to the bed from the morning. 

 

 "No, what the fuck did I do wrong." 

 

 Ren, tied with a black rope, cursed and struggled. 

 

 "...He's definitely strange." 

 

 His wobbly attitude and rough mouth are no different from usual. 

 But there is only one difference. 

 

 "...Why are his eyes open?" 

 

 Ren is not squinting now. 

 Ren, whose blue pupils were exposed, was giving off a different atmosphere than usual. 

 

 "Oh, shit. I'll explain, so untie this, okay?" 

 

 "I can't do that. Aren't you not the original owner of the body right now?" 

 

 "...Wait. What?" 

 

 Zeno's thoughts were twisted by Noel's words. 

 

 'Not the owner of the body? Then....' 

 

 The past flowed quickly through Zeno's mind. 

 I thought I had seen that face somewhere, but Zeno had actually seen him before. 

 

 "...Could it be Modeus?" 

 

 The Demon of Lust, Modeus. 

 

 When Ren requested his murder. 

 He clearly asked to kill 'Modeus'. 

 

 "Oh? How did you know?" 

 

 As expected, Ren... no, Modeus, who had taken over Ren's body, pulled up the corners of his mouth. 

 

 "Are you talking about the Demon of Lust?" 

 

 "The, the Demon of Lust?" 

 

 "What is that?" 

 

 When Zeno pretended to know, everyone's attention was focused on him. 

 

 Zeno was in a difficult situation. 

 

 'How should I explain this?' 

 

 I just blurted it out, but there's no way to explain it. 

 Can I just say, 'I knew because I killed a Demon in my past life'? 

 

 "Yes, I am the Demon of Lust, Modeus!" 

 

 Modeus shouted as if to break Zeno's worries. 

 

 "Everything is dominated by lust. Humans and beasts must eventually reproduce to survive. I am in charge of lust, the driving force of reproduction...." 

 

 "Anyway, you're a Demon, right?" 

 

 Eve interrupted Modeus' long explanation and slapped her chest. 

 

 "Kkeuaaaaaaaak!!!" 

 

 Then a terrible scream echoed. 

 Eve, who was startled, took a step back. 

 Modeus glared at Eve, panting. 

 

 "Wh, what did you do, you bitch......." 

 

 Modeus, who had been energetic until just now, drooped like a fish that had come up on land. 

 

 "...What's going on?" 

 

 Eve looked up at Zeno as if she didn't know what was going on. 

 

 'Is this because of the Divine Power Eve has?' 

 

 If I had to guess, that was the only reason I could think of. 

 

 "First of all, don't touch Ren today, Eve." 

 

 "Why?" 

 

 "Ren might be purified." 

 

 "Heok." 

 

 Eve, who covered her mouth, nodded. 

 

 "Haa......." 

 

 Zeno could only sigh. 

 

 'There are so many things I need to take care of right away.' 

 

 Zeno suppressed his frustrated feelings and said. 

 

 "It seems like Ren's body has been taken over by a Demon." 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "Yo, you're saying his body was taken over? Then Ren is...." 

 

 Rubia looked at Modeus with trembling eyes. 

 

 "Yes, this guy's body is me―" 

 

 "He's probably asleep. He won't be taken away forever." 

 

 Of course, Ren had not completely lost control, as Rubia was worried about. 

 

 "The reason Modeus woke up temporarily is probably...." 

 

 Noel, who received Zeno's gaze, nodded. 

 

 "The black magic I received at that time seems to have been too much." 

 

 "That's probably highly likely." 

 

 That's right. 

 The reason Modeus suddenly woke up was nothing else. 

 Black magic is a power very closely related to Demons. 

 It would have been strange if the Demon hadn't woken up since he had been wearing it all over his body while scouting. 

 

 'But right now it's a bit....' 

 

 It's troublesome. 

 I found out that they were raising Mutants in the monastery, but suddenly Ren's Demon woke up. 

 

 "Keuheuhe, yes. Anyway, for now, I'm in this guy's body...." 

 

 "Then how can he come back?" 

 

 "Hey, can you stop interrupting me since a while ago?" 

 

 Pajik, a blood vessel rose on Modeus' forehead. 

 

 "Can't I drive him out with my Divine Power?" 

 

 "What the fuck." 

 

 Modeus, who couldn't join the conversation, rested his chin and watched Zeno and Eve talk. 

 

 "I can't explain it well, but Ren's soul is combined with the Demon. As I said before, if you touch him, he will disappear together." 

 

 "Is that so." 

 

 Eve hid her hands and took a step back from Ren. 

 Noel looked at Eve and opened her mouth. 

 

 "Time will solve it. But is it okay?" 

 

 "What do you mean?" 

 

 "This is a monastery. And there's no way they wouldn't notice that much Demonic energy." 

 

 "What? Fuck, this is a monastery?!" 

 

 Modeus, who was surprised, jumped up. 

 Of course, since his limbs were tightly tied, it only looked like a fish flapping around. 

 

 "It's been so long since I came out into the world. I can't die like this. Hey, untie this right now. I have to go...." 

 

 "Please stay still." 

 

 "Kkeuaaaaak!!!!" 

 

 When Eve poked him with her finger, Modeus, who had been flapping around, trembled as if he had been electrocuted. 

 

 '...It might be okay unexpectedly.' 

 

 He was reacting like this even though she just poked him with her finger. 

 It may be because he didn't formally take over Ren's body and was weak, but at this rate, Eve was an excellent Demon suppressant. 

 

 'Then I'll assume that Modeus won't run wild. What should I do?' 

 

 If Modeus' identity is revealed, it's over. 

 Ren will probably be blessed. 

 The companions who were with him will all be kicked out of the monastery. 

 I was desperately racking my brain to prevent such a situation. 

 

 Step, step. 

 

 Footsteps were heard from outside. 

 

 "Oh, he's already here." 

 

 Along with Noel's lament. 

 

 Knock knock knock. 

 

 Someone knocked. 

 

 ―Brothers, I came to find you because you didn't come to eat breakfast. Are you feeling unwell? 

 

 Lajarte's voice is heard from outside. 

 

 "Oh, what should I do, Zeno?" 

 

 The group members all stiffened. 

 Lajarte came again of all people. 

 

 'The head of the monastery wouldn't not recognize him.' 

 

 Zeno bit his lip and was making a plan to break through the situation. 

 

 "...Huh? Isn't that guy outside an impersonator? Why is he here?" 

 

 "...Impersonator?" 

 

 "Yeah. You said this is a monastery, right? But why is there a Demon?" 

 

 "......?" 

 

 The group members all became dizzy at Modeus' incomprehensible words. 

 

 

 




9. Black Magic (4)

 

 

 "...A Demon?" 

 

 "A Demon, you say?" 

 

 The group all wore bewildered expressions. 

 The head of the monastery being a Demon. 

 

 '...A Mimic?' 

 

 And a Demon with a name like that, too. 

 

 ―...Are you still asleep, -nim? 

 

 Ttok, ttok, ttok. 

 

 Lajarte, no, 'Mimic' knocks on the door once more from outside. 

 If I continue to remain silent like this, I'll definitely be suspected. 

 Zeno promptly grabbed Modeus by the scruff of his neck and hoisted him up. 

 

 "What is it? Why the hell are you suddenly acting up?" 

 

 "What's this 'Mimic' you're talking about?" 

 

 "Huh? What else could it be? It's that bastard outside." 

 

 Modeus nonchalantly pointed to the firmly closed door. 

 

 "But the more I think about it, the more of a crazy bastard he is. No matter how skilled he is at disguises, how could he even think about entering a monastery and living there?" 

 

 Modeus, dangling and shaking by the scruff of his neck, exclaimed in admiration. 

 

 ―Ahem, I hear sounds from inside... Have you perhaps woken up? 

 

 "...Crap." 

 

 Zeno clicked his tongue and said to Eve. 

 

 "Open the door, Eve." 

 

 "Are you sure it's alright?" 

 

 "It's not alright. But we can't stall for more time." 

 

 Stalling for time here won't change anything. 

 A head-on breakthrough is the only way to overcome this situation. 

 

 "...Then I'll open it." 

 

 Eve, convinced, trotted over and turned the doorknob. 

 

 "Ah, I see you were awake after all. And gathered together like this...." 

 

 The corners of Lajarte's smiling mouth stiffened. 

 

 "Hey, long time no see." 

 

 "......Modeus?" 

 

 Lajarte's eyes turned cold. 

 The gentle demeanor was stripped away. 

 Zeno was certain at the reaction he showed upon seeing Modeus. 

 

 '...A Demon, after all.' 

 

 Zeno flung Modeus away. 

 Modeus, who collapsed onto the bed with a thud, was once again tightly bound by Noel's black magic. 

 

 "What a load of crap...." 

 

 Leaving Modeus, who was spewing curses, behind. 

 

 Sreung- 

 

 Zeno drew his sword and charged forward. 

 

 "Just how did Modeus get here... Tch!" 

 

 Kkaang! 

 

 Sparks flew, even though the silver sword clearly collided with a wrist. 

 

 Kagagak- 

 

 It felt like swinging a sword against metal. 

 

 'No, it's not just a feeling.' 

 

 In reality, the Mimic's wrist wasn't normal. 

 Hard, darkly gleaming skin. 

 The Demon's skin had taken the brunt of Zeno's sword. 

 The Mimic, who had been locked in a power struggle, shook off Zeno's sword and retreated. 

 

 "Tsk, now that I've been found out...." 

 

 The Mimic, who had taken a stance as if to charge again. 

 

 "See you next time!" 

 

 Immediately turned around and ran away. 

 Zeno, who was about to chase after him, abruptly stopped. 

 

 "Lord." 

 

 "Ah, uh?" 

 

 "Is it alright to chase after that Demon now?" 

 

 "......Huh?" 

 

 Rubia, unable to keep up with the sudden situation, tilted her head. 

 

 "We can catch him if we pursue him right now. I'll leave the escort to Noel and Eve." 

 

 "Uh... Okay, go... get him?" 

 

 "Thank you." 

 

 Zeno bowed his head and then burst out of the room. 

 Rubia, who had nodded absentmindedly, gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. 

 

 "...If he's fighting a Demon, isn't that dangerous?" 

 

 "Weren't you aware when you sent him?" 

 

 "No, I just did it absentmindedly......." 

 

 "Since the Lord-nim gave permission this time, Zeno-nim has gained justification." 

 

 "......" 

 

 She couldn't argue. 

 Today was the first day Zeno had left Rubia's side with permission. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The room where the Mimic and Zeno had disappeared from. 

 

 "He probably won't be able to catch him, if I had to guess." 

 

 It was Modeus who broke the silence. 

 Rubia, who had been blankly staring at Zeno's receding figure, turned her head sharply. 

 

 "Hey, you said your name was Modeus, right?" 

 

 "That's right. It's a cool name, isn't it?" 

 

 "I have something to ask." 

 

 "I'll think about it if you give me some." 

 

 "......" 

 

 Rubia glared at Modeus with a zinging look. 

 

 "Why that look? It's obvious that I'm bigger than him...." 

 

 "Shall I stab him, Lord?" 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 "I'm sorry." 

 

 Modeus, who had been grinning, immediately slammed his head down when Eve raised her finger. 

 Rubia pouted as she watched Modeus's swift actions. 

 

 "......It'd be hard to be bigger than Zeno." 

 

 It must have been a small voice. 

 

 "...How do you know that?" 

 

 Eve, who was next to her, ended up hearing it. 

 

 "Well, I secretly touched it when he was sleeping...... Ah, no! That's not what's important right now!" 

 

 Rubia, who had answered naturally, shook her head vigorously. 

 

 "...Eve will stab you right away if you don't answer properly." 

 

 When she glared at Modeus with a needlessly flushed face, he nodded his head so hard it looked like it would fall off. 

 

 "First question, then." 

 

 "Does that mean there's a second...?" 

 

 "Eve." 

 

 "Ah, no, I was just asking... Yo!" 

 

 Modeus flinched and cowered as Eve moved immediately. 

 His tone also became respectful. 

 A Demon trembling in fear of a little girl's finger. 

 Is he really a Demon? 

 She continued, thinking such thoughts. 

 

 "Don't interrupt me. First, what's a Mimic? Is it a Demon like you?" 

 

 "Eeeh?? There's no way. How could I be on the same level as such a low-ranking Demon?" 

 

 Modeus, who had adopted a polite tone, flopped around like a fish. 

 

 "That's literally just a Demon who mimics. Would you understand if I said Doppelganger?" 

 

 "...Doppelganger?" 

 

 Noel, who had been listening silently, reacted to that word. 

 

 "Are you talking about the Demon in legends that imitates humans?" 

 

 "Yeeh... well. I don't know if such legends are passed down among humans. But it's probably correct." 

 

 "Hmm... If that's the case, then it's troublesome." 

 

 Rubia asked at Noel's uneasy words. 

 

 "...What's troublesome?" 

 

 "If the Mimic that guy is talking about is really a Doppelganger, then there's no way for us to distinguish him. After all, he's a Demon who has survived until now only by imitating." 

 

 "But isn't it alright since Zeno-nim has gone to catch him now?" 

 

 "...I wonder." 

 

 Noel closed her eyes tightly at Eve's question. 

 

 "It would be fine if it were a night when everyone is asleep. But now is the time when all the Believers are waking up." 

 

 "Does that mean...." 

 

 "There are too many humans that the Mimic can imitate." 

 

 "Hmm, that's right. You'll never find him in a crowded place, you know?" 

 

 Modeus smirked, pulling up the corners of his mouth. 

 

 "Even though he's a low-ranking Demon, he knows how to survive like a pro. That's why he's not sealed like me, but with his own body...." 

 

 "Why did you shorten your words?" 

 

 "......He can move around with his own body, that is." 

 

 Modeus forced a smile and raised his voice at Eve's remark. 

 The veins popping out on his head looked like they were about to burst, but what could he do? 

 Modeus would have to feel a tingling pain all over his body with just one of Eve's fingers. 

 

 "Be careful. I'll stab you right away if you displease the Lord." 

 

 "I'll... Keep that in mind...!" 

 

 Rubia thought as she looked at Modeus, who was grinding his teeth. 

 

 'Then is Zeno alright...?' 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 He wasn't alright. 

 

 "...Where did he go?" 

 

 The Mimic was faster than expected. 

 On top of that, he was cunning, so he fled to the monastery's garden. 

 The garden was currently a chaotic scene with newly awakened Believers moving busily. 

 To hide a tree, hide it in the forest; to hide a person, hide them in a crowd. 

 The Mimic was a guy who knew how to properly put those words into practice. 

 

 Sreung- 

 

 I can't go around drawing my sword in front of the Believers. 

 I put the sword back in its sheath and looked around. 

 

 '...Did he already escape?' 

 

 I looked around at the Believers until my eyes almost fell out, but I couldn't find Lajarte's face anywhere. 

 

 Just as I was thinking about whether I should search the entire monastery. 

 

 "Brother? What brings you here?" 

 

 I heard Lajarte's voice from behind. 

 

 "......!" 

 

 Zeno immediately drew his sword and aimed it at Lajarte's neck. 

 

 "H-h-h-Brother?! What's wrong?!" 

 

 Lajarte raised his hands high and trembled his plump jowls. 

 Zeno tilted his head at that reaction. 

 

 "...Are you the real head of the monastery?" 

 

 "Y-yes? What do you mean...... It seems like there's a misunderstanding, so let's talk...." 

 

 Lajarte tried to talk while trembling, but there was no need. 

 

 '...Two heads of the monastery?' 

 

 Another Lajarte was running busily in the distance in the hallway. 

 

 '...Black wrist.' 

 

 The sword mark that Zeno had left was visible on the wrist of the Lajarte in the distance. 

 

 "I apologize for my rudeness." 

 

 "...Yes?" 

 

 "I'll formally apologize later." 

 

 "H-hey, Brother?" 

 

 Zeno left an apology for Lajarte and chased after the Mimic. 

 Like a salmon swimming upstream. 

 Zeno followed the Mimic, pushing through the Believers. 

 

 "Hiek!" 

 

 The Mimic, who looked back, hurried his steps even more when he saw Zeno, who already looked scary, chasing after him. 

 

 '......The distance is too far.' 

 

 Zeno also ran at full speed. 

 But there's no way to quickly pick up speed in the wave of swarming Believers. 

 

 Little by little, little by little. 

 The distance gradually widened. 

 Soon, a wave of Believers passed by. 

 Zeno immediately followed the Mimic's path. 

 

 Tak! 

 

 As soon as I turned the corner. 

 

 "......Crap." 

 

 The only things that greeted Zeno were nuns who were forming a group to go to worship. 

 Lajarte's face wasn't visible anywhere. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "Haa......." 

 

 Zeno sighed deeply and returned. 

 To return empty-handed after confidently claiming to Rubia that he could catch him. 

 

 'How am I supposed to explain this?' 

 

 His face felt hot. 

 He opened the door while thinking of excuses. 

 

 Kkieik- 

 

 What I saw when I entered Eve's room was. 

 

 "Uh...?" 

 

 "...Hmm?" 

 

 The dumbfounded faces of Eve and Noel. 

 Zeno naturally frowned. 

 

 "...Where did the Lord go?" 

 

 Rubia's figure wasn't visible anywhere in the room. 

 Just as I was about to ask again. 

 

 "Didn't Zeno-nim just take her...?" 

 

 Zeno was momentarily stunned at Eve's words. 

 

 "......" 

 

 A moment of silence flowed. 

 

 "......That goddamn Demon." 

 

 Zeno immediately kicked off the ground. 

 

 '...Why didn't I think that he would disguise himself as me...!' 

 

 It was too late to regret it. 

 Rubia had followed the Mimic. 

 That was the only reality that had come to Zeno. 

 

 

 



9. Black Magic (5)

 

 

The reason Rubia followed Zeno without any suspicion was simple.

 

-...I lost the Mimic.

 

Zeno's expression as he returned empty-handed seemed heavy, as if he had committed a grave sin.

 

"Well, it's okay, Zeno. We can catch him next time."

 

Rubia patted Zeno on the back.

 

"......"

 

But perhaps he still thinks the Mimic might be nearby.

Zeno kept looking around.

 

'...Why is he being like this, unlike him?'

 

He's always been a dignified and reliable Zeno.

But doesn't he seem uneasy about something right now?

 

"Eish."

 

"...!"

 

Disliking that sight, when I grabbed his hand from behind, Zeno jumped in place.

 

"...? Why are you so surprised?"

 

"...It's nothing."

 

"Eung?"

 

But soon, Zeno calmed his surprised heart and returned to his usual self.

 

'......Am I mistaken?'

 

Rubia tilted her head and fiddled with Zeno's hand.

 

"Jugun?"

 

"Just a moment."

 

Rubia and Zeno are in the monastery corridor.

Naturally, there are many Believers passing by.

It's only natural that a man and woman holding hands would stand out.

The nuns whispered as they passed, but what was important to Rubia was the nagging feeling that had suddenly struck her.

She didn't care about other people's opinions.

 

'Hmm... what is it? It's the same.'

 

Rough but firm skin.

Snow-white hair like the snow piled up in the forest where the cabin was.

Sharp eyes that often cause misunderstandings, with golden eyes full of vitality within them.

 

Everything was the usual Zeno without exception.

 

"Why do you ask?"

 

Even that stiff way of speaking.

 

"It's nothing."

 

Rubia shook her head.

 

Before the nagging feeling was resolved.

They arrived at the room.

 

"There will be a disruption to the schedule... but I think it would be best to stay quietly in the room today. Modeus has also awakened, and a Mimic Demon is wandering around the monastery."

 

A monastery where two Demons exist.

It's an absurd sentence, but since it's actually happening, there was nothing to say.

 

"Okay, I understand. Then what should we do until lunchtime?"

 

"Hmm. There's quite a bit of time left."

 

Zeno, checking the time, took off his silver sword and placed it on the floor, saying.

 

"How about experimenting with the alchemy you mentioned last time?"

 

"Are you talking about Eve's power source?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Hmm, should I?"

 

I've recently been researching alchemy to efficiently replace Eve's power source.

There's about 3 hours left until lunchtime.

It was the perfect time to try alchemy.

 

"Okay, then will you rest a bit? You must be tired from running since morning."

 

"It's alright. I'll keep watch in case something happens."

 

With those words, Zeno took a spot in a corner of the room.

Seeing that, Rubia perked up her ears and let out a deep sigh.

 

"Then, how about at least taking a shower? It's a bit much to say this... but you smell a little......."

 

"Ah."

 

Zeno, opening his mouth slightly at those words, hurriedly got up.

 

"......Excuse me. Then I will go take a shower."

 

Zeno dashed into the bathroom.

 

Soon, the sound of shwaaa- came from inside.

 

"No, it's not like you need to apologize...."

 

Rubia's voice was drowned out by the sound of water.

She carefully examined Zeno's silhouette reflected on the bathroom door.

 

'Is he really showering? He is showering, right? Then.......'

 

I took out alchemy materials from my bag.

There's no recipe.

I combine herbs and decompose minerals as they come to mind.

And the substance that was born is.

 

"...Did it turn out well?"

 

It was an unidentified liquid that had nothing to do with Eve's power source.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Click.

 

Zeno came out of the bathroom.

Rubia perked up her ears and ran to Zeno.

 

"Did you wash up nicely?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Really? Then......."

 

Rubia immediately buried her nose in Zeno's shoulder.

 

"...Jugun?"

 

Zeno wasn't wearing a top yet.

That means Zeno's upper body is openly showing off his bare skin right now.

 

"Sseuup-"

 

Rubia sniffed and smelled Zeno.

 

"Hmm. It only smells like soap."

 

"...Is it really necessary to check like that?"

 

Zeno stepped back from Rubia, putting on his top.

 

"Zeno. I made some nutritional supplements while you were showering. Would you like to try some?"

 

Rubia smiled brightly and handed Zeno the liquid she had just made.

 

"...Nutritional supplements, you say?"

 

"It's like the tonic I made for you when we were in Platz territory."

 

"I understand."

 

Zeno drank the liquid without hesitation.

 

"Oh, if you drink it all at once...."

 

"Uup―"

 

Before Rubia could finish her warning.

Zeno covered his mouth and retched.

 

"...That's really bitter, so you're supposed to drink it in portions. I guess I forgot since it's been a while since I made it?"

 

"Cough, cough.... It seems much more bitter than before......."

 

Rubia handed a glass of water to Zeno, who was making a terrible face.

 

"Here, water."

 

"Thank you."

 

Zeno gulped down the water.

His Adam's apple moved up and down, revealing his collarbone.

 

Once when he wasn't wearing a top earlier.

And once now.

Rubia, having observed Zeno's neck a total of two times, was certain.

 

"But you know."

 

Zeno, unable to answer because he was drinking water, looked at Rubia.

Rubia met Zeno's eyes and smiled brightly.

 

"Who are you?"

 

"Puh―!"

 

The 'Zeno' in front of me is not the real Zeno.

Otherwise, there's no way the marks Rubia left would have disappeared so cleanly.

 

"What are you suddenly talking about, Jugun."

 

'Zeno', who turned his head and spat out water, said while coughing.

 

"Don't call me Jugun. Only Zeno can call me that."

 

"...But I am Zeno......."

 

"Sseuup."

 

Rubia poked the area around Zeno's neck with her slender finger.

 

"If you're going to deceive me, you should have copied the marks well too."

 

"......"

 

"You don't know what I'm talking about, do you? Yeah, you wouldn't know. Because that's something only Zeno and I know."

 

Perhaps he thought he had already been caught at those words.

 

"...Marks?"

 

'Zeno's' expression twisted fiercely.

 

Rubia smiled brightly at the fact that her prediction was correct.

 

"So you were the Mimic, huh?"

 

"How did you know...!"

 

"Your actions were too obvious."

 

"......!"

 

As if properly scratched by those words, 'Zeno' approaches Rubia with large strides.

Even Rubia felt that his expression right now was quite scary.

 

"But what if you found out? It's just you and me here, you bitch."

 

'Zeno' reaches out his hand as if to grab Rubia by the collar.

Rubia doesn't avoid 'Zeno's' touch.

 

"Even if you knew my identity, all you can do is...... Keuheok."

 

It's because I knew this would happen.

 

"Yeah, you're right. There's nothing I can do."

 

"What is this...."

 

Thud.

 

'Zeno's' one knee collapses.

The body that lost its balance naturally falls over.

 

"Because I've already done everything I can do."

 

"Keureuk... What did you feed me......."

 

"Hmm... do I really need to explain?"

 

Zeno will probably come running here soon.

Because her Knight would have already noticed that Rubia is with the Mimic.

I could just wait for Zeno to return and catch that 'Zeno'.

 

'Well, since I'm bored.'

 

There's nothing to do until then.

I can't just stare blankly at 'Zeno' foaming at the mouth, can I?

 

For that reason, Rubia opened her mouth.

 

"First of all, what you ate is a paralytic. I haven't experimented with it yet, but... even a Werewolf won't be able to move?"

 

There's something I've learned while traveling with Zeno.

That is, 'Let's not be a burden.'

 

It's not easy for Rubia, who is physically weak and doesn't know much about the world, not to hold Zeno back.

In fact, Rubia has been protected by Zeno, and will continue to be so in the future.

 

'I'm glad I can be of help even like this.'

 

So I made a paralytic for Werewolves.

So that Zeno can escort Rubia a little more comfortably.

 

"I'm glad. Thank you for eating it without any suspicion."

 

"This......."

 

'Zeno', who was lying on the floor, could only wriggle his body, unable to get up.

 

"But still, is a Demon just a Demon? I put my best effort into making it, but you're still holding on."

 

If it had gone as intended, he should have already slumped down and fallen asleep.

'Zeno' was holding his head up straight and glaring at Rubia.

Rubia, grasping the meaning contained in that gaze, said.

 

"And the reason I noticed earlier wasn't just because of the mark on your neck."

 

Rubia, with her arms crossed, snorted and continued.

 

"You might have thought you were imitating Zeno well, but it was completely obvious from the start?"

 

"......?"

 

"I don't know if you knew, but Zeno doesn't put his sword down in the room."

 

Inside the room, he doesn't turn the sword on his waist to his back, he never puts it down on the floor.

 

"And when I stick close and smell him, he doesn't react so boringly."

 

"Fu, fun?"

 

"He tries to act like he's not, but it's so cute how his face turns slightly red and his heartbeat quickens. And would I ever tell Zeno to wash up? How good is that manly smell...... no. How good is that dignified smell."

 

Rubia, who was vehemently arguing while wagging her tail wildly, stopped talking.

Because 'Zeno's' eyes were trembling as if looking at a madman.

 

"Ahem. Anyway, it was completely different. Well, you seem to have copied the unique 'there' size quite well......."

 

When Rubia said that much.

 

Bang!

 

"Are you alright, Jugun!"

 

The door opened and Zeno rushed in.

Rubia, startled, turned her head creakily.

 

"...Did you hear it?"

 

"Hear what?"

 

Wiping the beads of sweat that had formed on his forehead, Zeno seemed not to have heard anything Rubia had said at all.

Zeno, who was approaching Rubia, suddenly froze.

 

"...Did Jugun capture this?"

 

That's because a human who looked exactly like him was foaming at the mouth and twitching on the floor.

 

"Yeah. I made a paralytic and fed it to him?"

 

Rubia puffed out her chest.

At the sight of her looking like a child wanting praise.

 

"Are you not hurt?"

 

Zeno strode up to Rubia and grabbed her cheek, tup.

 

In an instant, Zeno's sweat smell entered deep into my nose, huk.

 

'Ah...... yeah, this is it.'

 

I feel at ease when I smell the manly smell...... no, the dignified smell that Rubia wanted.

 

Rubia, whose lips naturally turned up, hugged Zeno tightly.

 

"I'm completely fine. Hehe."

 

"......? I'm glad you're not hurt."

 

Rubia's teeth marks were clearly left on Zeno's neck.

Seeing that makes me feel naturally good.

Rubia, wagging her tail wildly in Zeno's arms, thought.

 

After all, Zeno is the only escort Knight who can protect my side.

 

 

 



10. Doppelganger (1)

 

 

Zeno, who had run breathlessly, was bewildered.

 

'What the hell is this.......'

 

He thought something terrible had happened to Rubia.

Because he thought she had mistaken the mimic for Zeno and followed him willingly.

But what the hell is this situation now?

 

"Keureureuk...."

 

The man who looked exactly like Zeno was convulsing, foaming at the mouth.

 

"Hehe...."

 

Rubia, who was in Zeno's arms, was giggling and wagging her tail.

As if she had deliberately trapped the mimic.

 

"...Are you okay, Ju-gun?"

 

He asked Rubia, who looked perfectly fine to anyone.

 

"Yeah, I'm totally fine."

 

As expected, a positive answer came back.

 

"...Yes, that's a relief."

 

Zeno looked down at the mimic with a dazed expression.

 

'This guy must be related to the Mutants.'

 

The mimic who had turned into Lajarte.

He must also be related to the bizarre events happening every night in the basement.

 

"But what the hell did you feed him to make him like this?"

 

Suddenly curious, Zeno nudged the mimic with his foot.

A venomous look was directed at Zeno.

But there was nothing the mimic could do about it.

 

"I fed him the newly developed paralytic drug."

 

"Paralytic drug?"

 

"Yeah, I was making a drug that could neutralize even a Werewolf in one go...... I just didn't expect to use it on a Demon first."

 

"Neutralize a Werewolf...?"

 

Zeno tilted his head at the words he was hearing for the first time.

 

"Why were you making something like that?"

 

"Because I want to be helpful to Zeno?"

 

Rubia said that and smiled brightly.

 

"......"

 

The sight was so beautiful that Zeno was momentarily lost in thought.

 

"...I've finally caught up."

 

Eve's voice from behind awakened Zeno's dazed mind.

 

"...You're late."

 

"We're not late. Zeno-nim is just too fast."

 

Zeno turned around and frowned.

 

"You brought Modeus too?"

 

Noel and Modeus were with Eve.

Modeus, who was panting, opened his mouth.

 

"Hoo... I'm not Modeus."

 

"......Ren?"

 

"Yeah. It's me. Ren."

 

It was a strange thing.

There was no way he could have regained ownership of his body already.

Thinking that, Zeno asked.

 

"...Then why are you still tied to Noel?"

 

"Because I'm still in a dangerous state."

 

Ren shrugged.

The translucent rope binding his whole body also shook.

 

"Dangerous?"

 

"Ren is currently fighting with the Demon for ownership of his body. And I have resolved that dispute."

 

"Resolving the dispute means...."

 

Zeno focused on Eve's fingertips.

Her small fingers were whitened.

 

"You forcibly woke up Ren, who was asleep with Divine Power?"

 

"That's right."

 

Eve puffed out her chest and continued.

 

"Noel-nim told me. If you keep applying a small amount of Divine Power that is not enough to exorcise, Ren might wake up."

 

"So you put that into practice?"

 

"Yes."

 

Zeno was speechless at Eve's confident answer.

 

'What if something went wrong.'

 

If she had administered too much Divine Power, Ren would have died.

As expected of an Android with no liver, Eve had no fear.

 

"Thanks to you, it fucking hurt, though."

 

"But shouldn't you be grateful that you regained your body thanks to me?"

 

"Yeah. Thanks. I'm so grateful I could die."

 

Ren reluctantly praised Eve.

Eve, with her shoulders raised high, pointed to the floor.

 

"Then is that Zeno-nim lying there the mimic?"

 

"That's right. From now on, we'll discuss how to deal with the mimic......."

 

"But."

 

Noel interrupted Zeno and raised a finger.

 

"Is it supposed to be just a shell like that?"

 

"...?"

 

At those words, Zeno and Rubia turned around.

In the place where the mimic had been foaming at the mouth just a moment ago.

 

Pusshii-

 

There was only a shell that looked like Zeno's skin and scattering smoke.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"...Huh?"

 

One of Rubia's ears perked up.

 

"Huh-uh?"

 

As if it couldn't be.

Rubia circled around the place where the mimic had been.

After a while, she looked at Zeno.

 

"......Where did he go?"

 

Of course, there was no answer Zeno could give her even if she asked.

 

"Ju-gun, did you perhaps put a substance that melts people in the drug...."

 

"No. I've never put anything like that in...."

 

She wondered if the substance used on Platz Marquis was in it, but it didn't seem to be the case based on her reaction.

 

"Then this is......."

 

The mimic, who should have been lying still, melted away.

Just as Zeno's thoughts were falling into a maze.

 

"He ran away, that thing."

 

Ren said.

 

"You should have seen that bastard's tricks once or twice, tsk."

 

"Modeus?"

 

"Yeah. I'm back."

 

No, it wasn't Ren, it was Modeus.

 

"Why did you come out again? Didn't you get enough of the Divine Power?"

 

"No, you crazy bitch. I didn't come out on my own, I came out after fully agreeing, okay?"

 

Whatever happened to Eve.

Modeus, unworthy of the name Demon, slowly moved away from Eve.

 

"I just came out to explain for a moment. So just stay still. Don't come near me."

 

"Hmm."

 

Eve, who was spreading her fingers and advancing little by little, stopped.

Zeno, who was watching, asked.

 

"By explanation, do you mean about the mimic?"

 

"Yeah. I don't know why I have to get involved in this kind of thing......."

 

Modeus glanced at Eve and continued.

 

"You can't physically hold a Demon. Well... like I'm sealed in this body, for example."

 

"Sealed?"

 

"Yeah....... That's a complicated story and I don't really want to talk about it, so let's skip it."

 

Modeus shook his head and threw his gaze at the mimic's shell.

 

"Anyway, there's no way to physically hold the mimic. He can abandon his body and run away like shedding a skin."

 

"...What a headache."

 

"That's why he's been stubbornly alive for hundreds of years."

 

Modeus yawned widely and said.

 

"Anyway, I've explained everything as agreed, so I'm going back in."

 

With those words, Modeus collapsed.

Before long, he got up again.

 

"...Agh, my head."

 

"Ren?"

 

"Yeah. I didn't really believe it, but. It seems like that Demon bastard properly returned my body."

 

At those words, Zeno felt something was wrong.

 

"...Ren. What did you do? 'Sealed,' 'contract.' Modeus was spouting nonsense that I couldn't understand."

 

Ren extremely hates the Demon residing in his body.

But he made a peaceful 'contract' with that Demon?

 

It was a strange feeling.

 

"Oh, that? It's not that I can't explain it.... I'll tell you later. That's not the important thing right now, is it?"

 

Ren vaguely glossed over it and changed the subject.

 

"You heard it from Modeus, so you know it's a bit difficult to catch the mimic."

 

"Then what should we do?"

 

When Rubia tilted her head, Ren raised one corner of his mouth.

 

"What are you worried about? You have her, and you have her."

 

Ren's gaze was directed at Eve and Noel.

 

"You mean us?"

 

"...I see."

 

Unlike Eve, who was tilting her head, Noel nodded as if she understood.

 

"Divine Power or Black Magic. If it's not a physical method, it means you can capture the mimic."

 

"Oh. I guess you're not an academy professor for nothing?"

 

Ren exclaimed as if it was the correct answer.

 

"Divine Power and Black Magic...... that might be possible."

 

Zeno looked back and forth between Eve and Noel.

It seemed that this matter was not Zeno's role.

 

"Then I'll leave the capture of the mimic to you."

 

"Understood. Then from today, are we going to go catch the mimic?"

 

When Eve asked that.

 

"No."

 

Zeno shook his head firmly.

 

"Why? Shouldn't we catch the mimic?"

 

"Of course we'll catch him. But that's not our priority."

 

Catching the mimic.

Of course, it's important.

 

"Stop the bizarre events happening every night in the basement and secure evidence. We must not allow the Mutants to spread any further."

 

But it wasn't more important than the initial goal.

He finally found out where the Mutants were coming from.

He couldn't just stand by and do nothing knowing that.

The more Werewolves there are, the more nonsense rumors about the Witch will increase.

 

'It would be nice if we could solve both at once....'

 

Preventing the mass production of Mutants and capturing the mimic.

It is difficult to carry out both operations at the same time.

It was an inevitable choice to deal with the monastery's problems first.

 

"Yeah, I think so too. It takes too long to catch the mimic. The more we play tag, the more Mutants will grow."

 

"I also agree. After all, the mimic must be related to the mass production of Mutants. There's no reason to focus on capture."

 

Since even Ren and Noel said that, their plan was as good as confirmed.

 

"Then let's go back to the basement tonight. Ren can't receive Black Magic, so from the outside......."

 

"Wait a minute, Zeno."

 

Rubia interjected.

 

"But what if the mimic turns into one of us during the operation?"

 

The following question was quite reasonable.

 

"Don't we need something that only we can recognize each other? A mark or something. A password or something."

 

"Hmm. Certainly."

 

Rubia was right.

I don't know exactly, but Rubia must have noticed the difference between the mimic and Zeno and did this, right?

 

"Then in what way...."

 

"Huh? You already know, Zeno."

 

Rubia stuck close to Zeno and stood on tiptoe.

And then she cleared Zeno's collarbone.

 

"Hap."

 

"Ugh...."

 

She left a deep bite mark, just like she had left on the other side.

 

"Chup."

 

Rubia, who lightly sucked as if to finish, moves away from Zeno.

A smile is on her soft lips.

 

"Like this. We leave a mark that only we can recognize."

 

Rubia whispered in Zeno's ear, slightly lowering her clothes to reveal her collarbone.

 

"Then leave one on me now."

 

Too much stimulation visually, tactilely, and auditorily.

 

Kung! Kung!

 

His heart was pounding as if it would jump out.

 

 

 

 



10. Doppelganger (2)







That night.

As I said before, I decided to prevent the breeding of Mutants.




Jeobeok jeobeok.




When the footsteps buried in the darkness could barely be heard.




"Hehe."




A giggling sound broke the silence.




"...My Lord. Your tail is popping out."




"Ah, it is."




The identity of the laughter was Rubia.

She heard Zeno's remark and tucked her protruding tail back in.




"It would have been dangerous if it weren't for Black Magic."




"Yeah, sorry."




Rubia covered her mouth with her hand and looked around quickly.

Some Believers passed by, but fortunately, none of them seemed to notice the group.




"...She's having the time of her life. I wonder if she's going to fly away like that."




"I don't quite understand. Does having that mark on Master-nim's neck make you feel that good?"




"You don't need to know, kid."




"...I'm not a kid."




Ren and Eve quietly bickered and followed from behind.




"Keuheum, heum."




Hearing those words, Rubia cleared her throat and stuck even closer to Zeno.

Even so, the corners of her lips pointed towards 10:10.




'I didn't think he'd actually do it.'




The dark mark remaining on her collarbone.

It was because the deep mark left by Zeno had lifted Rubia's spirits to the fullest.

Of course, it's more of a business-like feeling than an act of affection, so it's not like there's no regret.......




'If he thinks it's rational, he'll listen to anything?'




In other words, if I create a business-like reason, it means I can continue to do this in the future.

Realizing that fact, Rubia pressed down on the tail that kept popping out.




"If it's that good, I'll do it for Master-nim too."




"What? No way, you punk. No matter how much it's you, if you do something like that......."




The moment Ren grabbed Eve, who was about to jump out in shock.




"Stop."




Tak.




Zeno, who was at the front, stopped.

From here is the entrance to the underground.




"Then, let's divide into groups."




Today, not all of the group will enter the underground.




"As I said before, I just have to stay outside with Eve, right?"




"That's right."




"I will watch carefully from the side."




The people who are excluded are Ren and Eve.




'It would be dangerous if they were affected by Black Magic any more.'




If it weren't for Eve, Modeus would already be rampaging as much as he wanted.

It was right for Ren, who could not receive Black Magic, to scout around outside.




Zeno glanced around once.




'There's nothing that looks like a mimic.'




There are no Believers passing by nearby.

They are completely alone.

Even so, Zeno lowered his voice and said.




"Then let's set a password."




Zeno and Rubia were the only ones who left marks on their bodies.

In order to distinguish the rest of the group, a password that only they could understand was needed.




"But how do you set a password?"




Eve, who raised her hand, asked.




"It must be concise and clear."




Noel answered with her arms crossed.




"At the same time, you have to be able to understand each other."




Noel cast her gaze at Zeno.




"The wolf is?"




"...What?"




"Just say whatever comes to mind. The wolf is?"




"...Doesn't eat sheep."




Zeno spat out whatever came to mind without even knowing what the intention was.




"Good. From now on, if I ask 'The wolf is?', you have to answer 'Doesn't eat sheep'."




"Wait, are you just deciding it so roughly?"




"Yes. It's better to do what comes to mind right now. It seems like the mimic doesn't just copy the appearance. If you think too deeply, the mimic might come to the same conclusion."




"...Isn't that too far-fetched?"




A crack formed on Zeno's forehead.




'It even copies the way of thinking?'




People discover new sides of each other even while living together.

But to copy thoughts just by stealing a glance.

I wondered if that made sense.




"That makes sense, Zeno."




"...My Lord?"




Rubia nodded from the side.




"When the mimic transformed into Zeno earlier, it was almost exactly the same. Expressions, tone, intonation, and stuff...."




"...Then how did you notice?"




"Huh? Well, it was possible because it's me."




Rubia put her hand on her waist and puffed out her chest.




"It's a bit much to say it myself, but my eye for detail is no joke, right? Besides, I left a mark too. I probably wouldn't have noticed if it wasn't for me, right?"




"Hmm......."




It was hard to argue.




'My Lord is good at picking out herbs in the snowfield. I might have been deceived if it wasn't for that level of eye for detail.'




Is it because she's an alchemist? Rubia's eye for detail is definitely on a different level from ordinary people.

Zeno, who had clearly seen that side of her in his past life, had no choice but to agree.




"Then let's do the password that way."




"...He really listens to anything that woman says."




"...What do you mean?"




"No......."




Noel tilted her head with a complex expression.




"I was just suddenly curious. Why are you, who looks so capable, serving that woman as your Lord?"




Tteultteul.




Zeno's eyebrows went up at those words.




"I don't intend to belittle you. Don't misunderstand, I have no intention of fighting at all."




Noel raised her shield-sized hand.

At that sight, Zeno unknowingly stopped his hand that was going to his sword and sighed deeply.




'Yeah. She was probably just simply curious.'




Curiosity, or academic enthusiasm.

Noel was probably looking at Zeno with that kind of gaze.




'I need to resolve some of her questions.'




Noel crossed the continent with just one question in mind.

She rarely focuses on other things when she becomes curious about something.

Zeno, who had painfully felt that fact in his past life, opened his mouth.




"I am indebted to my Lord. I am just repaying the favor as much as I can."




"Hmm... I see. Loyalty.... Is loyalty what makes you move? Then when this is over, I'll research loyalty......."




Seeing her start muttering to herself, it seemed like she had no intention of digging any further, which was fortunate.




'...Loyalty?'




But it was Zeno who had questions instead.

He pondered the words that Noel had casually dropped.




Loyalty.




Is he really following Rubia with just that one heart?




Zeno looked down at Rubia.

Her face was slightly red.

Her small, slightly parted lips drew his gaze.

What that small mouth did to Zeno's neck vividly flashed by.......




'...What am I thinking right now.'




Zeno shook his head to shake off his thoughts.

His face still gets hot when he thinks about that time.

In fact, didn't Zeno leave a mark on Rubia just now?




'...Was it really an act of loyalty?'




When Zeno kept falling into such questions.




"......Anyway, the password is set like that, right? Then I'm going with the kid?"




Zeno came to his senses at Ren's voice.




"...Okay. I'm counting on you."




"Follow me closely, kid. Don't ever fall behind."




"I understand."




"But don't stick too close either."




"...What do you want me to do?"




Ren still feels pain when he touches Eve's body.

So he walked down the hallway, neither too far nor too close.




"My Lord, let's go in too."




"...Okay."




Zeno, Rubia, and Noel also began to descend underground.

As he came down the spiral staircase, Zeno noticed.

The emotion he should have for his Lord.

Something more than that, an emotion that was hard to describe, existed in Zeno's heart.







* * * * *







Meanwhile, Ren and Eve were in charge of ground reconnaissance.




"Hey, kid. Should we just hide somewhere and go in later?"




Ren was gently coaxing Eve.




"That's not allowed. We have a mission to do."




But Eve is a cold-blooded Android.

She was a girl who didn't know laziness.




"Hey, think about it. Do you think it's going to be meaningful for us to walk around here? Besides, we don't have Black Magic right now, so it's much more dangerous."




High risk, low return.




That's what Ren thought of their mission.




"It is meaningful. If the ground situation becomes dangerous, we can inform Master-nim with a scroll, and isn't hiding Ren's specialty?"




Eve refuted with facts armed to the teeth.




'...Is it not working after all?'




Ren clicked his tongue and continued walking.




"Yeah, yeah. You're right. I was wrong."




"I'm glad you realized it now."




"But the way this one talks...... Ugh...."




Ren grabbed his head as he tried to flick Eve on the forehead.




"...Ren? What's wrong?"




"Huh? Ah, it's nothing. I just have a bit of a headache."




"...Are you okay?"




"Uh, hey. You can't touch me?"




"Ah."




Eve hurriedly withdrew her hand as she tried to touch Ren's head.




'It's really annoying.'




Ren pressed down on his temples.

In fact, the reason he suggested slacking off to Eve was not just because he really wanted to rest.




[So when are you giving me autonomy?]




'Just shut up and wait. I said I'll give it to you tomorrow? It's still a long time before sunrise.'




[You know that I lose my sense of time when I'm like this, right? I can ask.]




A voice echoed in his head.

His head often ached like this because of Modeus's voice.




'I didn't know I'd make a contract with a bastard like this.'




[I didn't know either. You were so eager to get rid of me. To propose a contract first.]




Modeus's giggling echoed in his head.




"Ren."




"...Uh. I'm okay now, let's go. I wasn't slacking off, I was just resting for a bit......."




Ren patted his cheeks and raised his head.

But.




"...There's an Android that looks exactly like me."




"What is this? Are you the mimic?"




Shiny blonde hair.

Clear, blue eyes.

Even the big red ribbon on her head.




Two Eves, who are the same from head to toe, point fingers at each other.




"Ren. I think this one is the mimic."




"That's what I should be saying. Ren, I think it would be good to capture this one."




'Eves' speaking with the same voice and the same expression.




[Huh? What is it. A mimic? It won't be easy to distinguish this bastard. Well, good luck.]




Eve, who became two.

Modeus, who is whistling and giggling in his head.




Those two combined.




"Ah...... This is really fucked up."




The headache that had subsided for a moment came back and tormented Ren.












10. Doppelganger (3)

 

 

Ren grabbed his head.

 

'Just when the hell did they sneak in?'

 

The 'Eves' were glaring at each other.

It goes without saying, but he couldn't distinguish the mimic from Eve by appearance.

 

"That... kid?"

 

""Yes.""

 

"......"

 

He couldn't tell by voice either.

 

"Kkeueung...."

 

If he kept standing in the hallway like this, he might get caught by a passing Believer.

But he couldn't just keep the mimic around either.

 

[What are you worrying about? Why did you set a password earlier?]

 

As Ren was groaning, Modeus's voice echoed in his head.

 

Right. Of course, he did set a password.

 

But.

 

"...The wolf?"

 

""Does not eat the sheep.""

 

Same voice, same expression, same timing, same words.

 

"Haa... I figured as much."

 

From the start, he expected the password wouldn't mean much.

 

[Heh heh. Looks like the mimic was listening too?]

 

Modeus also expected as much.

 

'There's no rule saying they can only turn into people.'

 

He realized it when it shed its skin and ran away.

The mimic could probably turn into objects or nature too.

 

"When did you hear the password?"

 

"That's what I want to know."

 

"Both of you, shut the hell up for a second."

 

Ren calmed down the Eves who started bickering again.

Normally, he wouldn't use such harsh words to Eve, but his head was killing him right now.

 

"Ren. Would you believe me if I showed you Divine Power?"

 

"Are you digging your own grave? Fine. I can show you too......."

 

"No. No way."

 

Ren shook his head and took out a rope from his pocket.

 

[...Why do you carry that around?]

 

'Because it's a civilized person's necessity.'

 

[Rope is?]

 

Modeus raised an eyebrow.

Of course, it had nothing to do with Ren.

He focused on tying the rope rather than talking to the disgusting Demon.

 

"Okay, follow me like this."

 

Ren dragged the Eves with their hands tied tightly.

Anyone who saw them might misunderstand them as a slave trader and slaves.

 

'It can't be helped. I can't let them achieve enlightenment if they touch me.'

 

Touching Eve causes pain as if he's really being erased from this world.

He couldn't risk his life to find the mimic, so this was an unavoidable choice.

 

"Okay, stop."

 

A quiet hallway without any Believers' rooms.

Ren was extra careful, even hiding behind the wall in that quiet hallway.

 

"From now on, I'll only untie the person who proves they're Eve."

 

"How can I prove it?"

 

"Showing Divine Power is the fastest......."

 

"I told you before, that's a no-go. Are you trying to kill someone?"

 

Showing Divine Power would probably be the best way.

But the person who has to see it is Ren.

 

'I'm gonna die just by touching it, but if I see it up close.......'

 

Ren shuddered.

He brushed off the thought he didn't want to even think about and said.

 

"And if you use Divine Power, everyone will flock here."

 

It's hard to believe, but this place is still a monastery.

That means if he blasted Divine Power in the middle of the night, everyone would hear it.

Therefore, he shouldn't use Divine Power.

 

"Then how should I prove it?"

 

"That's the problem......."

 

Ren frowned and thought.

 

'...Hey, got any good ideas?'

 

[Huh? Are you asking me? Why are you asking me that?]

 

It's not like Ren is asking Modeus because he likes it.

No, he's actually sick to death of it.

 

'You're a Demon, after all. You Demon bastard. Isn't there a way to tell Demons apart or something?'

 

[Is that how someone asks for a favor? Was this bastard not taught any manners?]

 

'You killed them all.'

 

[Ah. That's right. You didn't have a family, did you?]

 

An unpleasant laugh echoed in Ren's head.

 

Pudeudeuk.

 

Ren gritted his teeth so hard he felt like they would break and asked again.

 

'Anyway. Is there any way or not.'

 

[Oh. You're holding back? Was it Eve? Has that bitch become so precious to you? Well, your sister is.......]

 

Kwaang!

 

Ren slammed his hand against the wall.

 

He knew he shouldn't make a fuss.

But if he didn't do this, he definitely wouldn't have been able to stand it.

 

"...Ren? Why are you suddenly doing this?"

 

"Are you okay?"

 

"......Uh."

 

Actually, he's not okay.

His bones are shattered.

The tingling pain spreads through his nerves to his whole body as if they were completely broken.

Unlike his painful body, his mind became a little more at ease.

 

[Agh...... You crazy bastard. That fucking hurts.]

 

It was because Modeus was sharing the same pain as Ren.

Ren sighed deeply and thought.

 

'So answer me. What's the way to tell them apart.'

 

[Yeah, you crazy bastard. You've gotten a little more backbone than before.]

 

Modeus, who had been exaggerating, said.

 

[It's simple. Just put them together. Then one of them will achieve enlightenment on their own.]

 

'But that's the same as using Divine Power....'

 

[It's not the same. You're not exactly emitting Divine Power, you're just touching bodies. Is your head not working? If that's the case, you should be sparkling when you touch me too.]

 

'......'

 

He wanted to burn his tone right away, but it made sense.

 

"You two, stick together for a second."

 

Ren, who had no reason or time to hesitate, pulled the Eves' ropes.

 

"Yes?"

 

"Stick together? What are you talking about?"

 

The Eves tilted their heads as they were dragged along.

 

"If one of you is a mimic, you can just touch and erase them. So, hold hands or......."

 

The Eves raised their tightly bound hands.

 

"...Can't do that. Put your faces together."

 

"......Are you telling me to put my face against this thing?"

 

"......Are you telling me to put my face against it?"

 

The Eves frowned and looked at each other.

 

"Yeah. Hurry up. You said we have to go scouting, kid, right?"

 

He wasn't sure if he could go scouting with a hand dripping with blood.

But first, he had to figure out who the real Eve was.

And then he had to let Zeno know that the mimic was here.

 

"Hmm."

 

"I understand."

 

Whether it was because they were Androids and understood the rational decision, or whether they were acting to avoid suspicion.

The Eves slowly put their cheeks together.

 

"Is this okay?"

 

"Please judge quickly."

 

Mallaang-

 

Their steamed bun-like cheeks touched.

 

"......Nothing's happening."

 

The Eves with their cheeks pressed in only became cuter.

Neither of them achieved enlightenment or complained of pain.

 

Ren was about to get angry at Modeus right away.

 

[Wahaha. This is fun.]

 

He couldn't because Modeus was purely exclaiming in admiration.

 

'What suddenly?'

 

[What. Don't you know what's going on right now? Where did your quick wit go?]

 

'...What?'

 

[Take a good look at them again.]

 

Ren turned his head to the Eves.

The Eves were still watching Ren blankly with their cheeks pressed in.

 

[It doesn't make sense. How can they both be okay with that much Divine Power?]

 

'...So what are you trying to say―'

 

[Ah. Looks like they're here. The 'real' one.]

 

Along with Modeus's words.

 

Tak!

 

"Hoo... Where the hell have you been alone, Ren? I've been looking for you for a while."

 

Eve appeared behind Ren.

The 'Eve with absolutely no expression' wiped the sweat from her forehead, probably because she had been running.

 

"......Uh?"

 

As Ren looked at the tied-up Eves with a dumbfounded expression.

 

"Ah. I got caught."

 

"But I held out for a long time."

 

"Well, that's enough."

 

The Eves smirked.

 

Goosebumps rose on Ren's arm.

 

'...Come to think of it, the kid doesn't have any expression.'

 

Eve can't frown or smile.

When he thought he realized it too late.

 

"Then goodbye."

 

"See you later."

 

Puseuseu-

 

The Eves melted like sand.

 

"...Ren? What's going on?"

 

Eve, who was looking at the empty space with only ropes left, asked.

Ren creaked his head towards Eve.

 

"...Hey, kid. Tell Zeno right now."

 

"...? Tell him what?"

 

"......There's more than one mimic."

 

All the Eves Ren had been with so far were Doppelgangers.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Zeno had just arrived at the bottom of the basement.

 

"Tsk. Looks like we're doing it again today."

 

Just like he saw back then, strange things were happening in the basement.

A Believer turning into a Werewolf.

A Believer crying and thanking him from below.

A place where no one feels anything strange, making the déjà vu even stronger.

 

"...My Lord. Are you okay?"

 

It was still not a place to show Rubia.

 

"Yeah. More than last time......."

 

Rubia bit her lip and took Zeno's hand.

Zeno also firmly held the hand that was transmitting a slight tremor.

 

"I'm here. Don't worry."

 

"Yeah, I trust you."

 

As they were carefully moving their steps.

 

"...Hmm?"

 

Noel, who was walking ahead, stopped.

 

"What's wrong?"

 

"I received a message from the surface."

 

"...Did something happen?"

 

Noel answered when Zeno asked.

 

"It seems they encountered the mimic. They say to be careful because there's more than one Doppelganger. What does this mean......?"

 

Noel's voice gradually faded as he looked back.

 

"...? What's wrong?"

 

Zeno tilted his head.

 

"No. I just thought they were already here."

 

Noel let out a hollow laugh.

Zeno frowned.

 

"What does that mean? Explain it so I can understand."

 

"Unfortunately, I can't explain it. Instead, look behind you."

 

Zeno and Rubia looked back.

They immediately understood why Noel let out a hollow laugh.

 

"......Huh?"

 

"Heo...."

 

Behind them were beings that looked exactly like Zeno and Rubia.

 

"Uh...?"

 

"Hmm?"

 

They were expressing the same question while looking at Zeno and Rubia.

When no one could easily open their mouths.

 

"Looks like they've already come. Those mimics."

 

The silence was broken by Noel's shocking statement.

 

 

 



10. Doppelganger (4)

 

 

 "......" 

 

 Silence hung heavy in the air. 

 No one dared to open their mouths rashly. 

 The identically faced Zenos and Rubias merely glared at each other. 

 

 "Hoo... right now, the Mutant isn't the problem." 

 

 Noel's deep sigh broke the silence. 

 

 "Excuse me for a moment." 

 

 With Noel's words. 

 

 Hwaaak! 

 

 The smoke flowing from Noel's hand intensified. 

 The billowing black smoke soon covered the surroundings in a dome shape. 

 

 "This way, no sound will leak out. Nor can anyone leave here recklessly." 

 

 Tung-tung. 

 

 Zeno tapped on the smoke surrounding them. 

 

 'Solid.' 

 

 Just as Noel said, it seemed impossible to escape from within this smoke. 

 

 '...I better hurry.' 

 

 Zeno frowned as he looked at Noel's forearm. 

 Blood was dripping down because she had excessively used Black Magic. 

 The fortunate thing was that the Mimic had appeared right in front of them this time. 

 At least, he and Rubia, who was holding his hand, could vouch for each other. 

 

 'The problem is Noel, huh.' 

 

 But the important thing was Noel, who was using Black Magic. 

 She wouldn't be able to distinguish them. 

 

 "...The wolf is?" 

 

 "Doesn't eat the sheep." 

 

 As soon as he asked the Mimics for the password, an immediate answer came back. 

 

 "...How do they know?" 

 

 Rubia, wide-eyed, clung to Zeno's arm and whispered. 

 

 "I don't know for sure, but... it seems they were eavesdropping from somewhere." 

 

 For now, that was the only explanation he could think of. 

 Of course, what was important now was proving that the others were the Mimics. 

 

 "Everyone, expose your necks. There should be marks there." 

 

 At Noel's words, the Zenos and Rubias all slightly revealed their collarbones. 

 

 The result was astonishing. 

 

 "......How?" 

 

 Deep bite marks were engraved on everyone's collarbones. 

 

 "Hmm. They copied the password and the marks as well, huh." 

 

 Noel's large eyes alternated between Zeno and the Mimics. 

 No matter how intently she looked, she couldn't distinguish them by appearance. 

 

 "I think it was you who was following behind me until just now." 

 

 Noel looked at Zeno with uncertain eyes. 

 

 "That's corr......." 

 

 "No, that's us." 

 

 Just as he was about to nod. 

 'Zeno' interrupted Zeno's words. 

 

 "What?" 

 

 Rubia let out a hollow laugh and looked at 'Zeno'. 

 

 "You guys are behind us, right? How does that make sense?" 

 

 "We passed you just now, so there's no reason why it wouldn't be possible." 

 

 'Rubia' answered Rubia's question shamelessly. 

 

 "No, that doesn't make any sense......" 

 

 Rubia thumped her chest in frustration. 

 Zeno felt the same way. 

 

 '...How am I supposed to prove this?' 

 

 The Mimics had long since copied both the password and the marks. 

 All that was left was to prove it with words. 

 But that wasn't as easy as he thought. 

 

 '...I can't bring up the story from before coming to the monastery.' 

 

 Bringing up a past story that the Mimic couldn't know would be the best, but Noel wouldn't understand it. 

 But if he talked about what happened after arriving at the monastery, the Mimic would surely already know those facts. 

 

 As Zeno was deeply contemplating how to break through the situation. 

 

 "Hmm, well. It's embarrassing, but since this is the situation, I'll say it. I usually hug Zeno and fall asleep. He has my favorite scent." 

 

 "...Excuse me?" 

 

 "......Lord?" 

 

 At 'Rubia's' statement, 'Zeno' and Zeno tilted their heads. 

 

 "N-No, it's not that! The favorite scent is right, but I don't hug him to sleep...... No, anyway! When did you even see that!" 

 

 Rubia, who had been rambling, pointed at 'Rubia' with a face flushed red. 

 Noel looked back and forth between Rubia and 'Rubia' with cold eyes. 

 

 "If it's the Princess I saw for a moment, she might very well do that." 

 

 "W-What do you mean, might do that?" 

 

 "But I can't conclude that this one is the Mimic either. It seems like the Princess would react like this." 

 

 "That doesn't sound like a compliment...?" 

 

 The suspicion in Noel's eyes slowly faded. 

 It was fortunate that she wasn't being mistaken for a Mimic, but at this rate, they would end up back at square one. 

 Zeno opened his mouth to end this situation quickly. 

 

 "If you're the real one, I'll ask you one thing, Zeno." 

 

 To call a being that looked exactly like him by his own name. 

 It was quite awkward. 

 

 "Where did you first meet Lord?" 

 

 "In the forest. The forest where the snow doesn't melt." 

 

 Pfft. 

 

 He couldn't help but laugh at the immediate answer that came back without a moment's hesitation. 

 Yeah, he knew they would answer like that. 

 If they had been following him since he entered the monastery, they could have found out that much information. 

 

 But. 

 

 'I guess they still don't know about the facts from before the regression.' 

 

 There was no way the Mimic could know the story that Zeno had never told anyone. 

 

 'I wasn't planning on revealing it here.' 

 

 Zeno looked at Rubia, who was tilting her head, and said. 

 

 "Lord. Could you take out your scarf for a moment?" 

 

 "Huh? Why the scarf all of a sudden?" 

 

 "I'm going to talk about something related to the scarf from now on." 

 

 "Eung...?" 

 

 Rubia blinked and fumbled to take out her scarf. 

 

 'It's been a while.' 

 

 The sky-blue scarf that he rarely saw in the hot Yupheston Empire. 

 It was the scarf that made it possible for Zeno to come this far. 

 

 "The place where I first met Lord was a cabin." 

 

 Zeno stared intently at 'Zeno' and said. 

 

 "Um...?" 

 

 "A cabin?" 

 

 Both Rubia on this side and 'Rubia' on that side had expressions that said they were hearing it for the first time. 

 

 "At first, Lord took me in. Me, who had no arms or eyes." 

 

 "...Zeno?" 

 

 A strange emotion settled in Rubia's eyes. 

 Perhaps the thought that the Zeno next to her might not be the real one was starting to bloom. 

 That didn't matter for now. 

 Thinking that, Zeno didn't stop talking. 

 

 "A month. A time that was short if it was short, long if it was long. In the meantime, I swore allegiance to Lord." 

 

 "What are you talking about all of a sudden, Zeno...?" 

 

 Rubia subtly released the hand she had been holding with Zeno. 

 It was understandable that she would find it suspicious. 

 Because the current Rubia would be hearing it for the first time. 

 

 "But I couldn't stop the Werewolves' attack, and Lord died just like that." 

 

 "......" 

 

 "Lord. I don't know exactly what this scarf means to Lord." 

 

 Sworeuk, Zeno grabbed Rubia's scarf. 

 It was soft. 

 And warm. 

 Just like Rubia's hair. 

 

 "All I know for sure is that this scarf was received from Duke Hessler, and that it contains a miracle." 

 

 "......How did you know? I never told you that." 

 

 Rubia's rose-colored eyes trembled. 

 Something must be wrong. 

 Because Zeno knew a fact that she hadn't told him. 

 

 "Lord. The truth is, it was a lie that I received a request from Duke Hessler." 

 

 "......Then?" 

 

 "Don't you roughly know, Lord? The power contained in this scarf." 

 

 Zeno gripped the scarf tightly. 

 A faint blue light enveloped Zeno's hand. 

 It was that light. 

 The light from when he was taken back to the past. 

 

 "I came back from five years in the future to the past to protect Lord." 

 

 Everyone was speechless at the unbelievable words that spread calmly. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The silence didn't last long. 

 

 "Um, yeah. I knew it. That scarf... well...." 

 

 "Y-Yeah. That's a scarf with a miracle, that thing." 

 

 'Zeno' and 'Rubia's' speech suddenly became awkward. 

 They seemed to be trying to follow Zeno's conversation to appear natural. 

 

 'There's no way they can understand that I went back in time.' 

 

 It must be embarrassing from the Mimics' point of view as well. 

 Because he was suddenly saying nonsense about regression and the miracle contained in the scarf. 

 

 "...Zeno. I have a lot to ask you." 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 "How do you know about the scarf and what does it mean that you came back to the past...... After this is all over, you'll tell me everything, right?" 

 

 "I will tell you in as much detail as possible." 

 

 A serious conversation going back and forth on one side. 

 Two awkward people on the other side. 

 With this, Noel also realized who the real ones were. 

 

 "I see. It seems there's a deep secret that I don't know about. Then I'll believe you." 

 

 Had they sensed something bad in her tone? 

 

 "No, where did the scarf story suddenly come from...?" 

 

 "I don't know either...!" 

 

 'Zeno' and 'Rubia', who had been whispering to each other, stopped acting and slowly retreated. 

 

 Tuk. 

 

 But in this space, no one can leave until Noel allows it. 

 

 "I don't know how many more Mimics are left, since they said there wasn't just one." 

 

 Noel, who had been scratching the back of her head, clenched her fist tightly. 

 

 Tuwhak! 

 

 Black hands soared from the ground. 

 

 "Keueuk...!" 

 

 "It hurts......!" 

 

 The black hands firmly bound 'Zeno' and 'Rubia'. 

 

 "I caught two for now." 

 

 Zeno muttered coldly at the Mimics dangling. 

 

 "The crime of daring to imitate Lord is not enough to be repaid with death alone." 

 

 "......!" 

 

 Cold anger. 

 The Mimics, who faced Zeno's golden eyes that perfectly matched those words, pursed their lips shut. 

 Zeno bit his lip slightly and thought. 

 

 'I've removed the immediate obstacle.' 

 

 He had finally captured the Mimics. 

 All that was left was to uncover the truth of the monastery. 

 Now it was time to move forward towards a clear goal. 

 

 

 



10. Doppelganger (5)

 

 

 "Then..." 

 

 Noel, dusting off her hands, pointed at the mimics and looked at Zeno. 

 

 "What are you going to do with these things?" 

 

 "I have to think about it." 

 

 Zeno crossed his arms with a groan. 

 

 'It's dangerous to keep investigating Mutants down here in the basement.' 

 

 It's difficult to continue investigating Mutants today. 

 There's a possibility that these mimics aren't the only ones. 

 

 'And surely, the mimics and this situation are related.' 

 

 Zeno narrowed his eyes and looked at the mimics. 

 They still looked like Zeno and Rubia. 

 

 "How long are you going to stay like that? Change back to your original forms." 

 

 Annoyed, Zeno growled in a low voice. 

 

 "Erm, even if you tell us to... we don't know what we originally looked like." 

 

 'Rubia's' body shrank back. 

 It was because she was facing Zeno's angry face. 

 Zeno got pissed off at the sight of 'Rubia' glancing around nervously. 

 

 '...Can't exactly slice them up.' 

 

 Because they looked like Rubia, he momentarily thought they were cute. 

 

 "...What do you mean you don't know what you originally looked like?" 

 

 Zeno glared at the mimic with a chilling gaze. 

 

 "L-literally. I forgot what I looked like a long time ago." 

 

 "Does that even make sense? Forgetting your own appearance..." 

 

 Rubia, who was next to him, perked up her ears. 

 

 "It's not impossible. That Demon has probably lived for hundreds of years at least." 

 

 Noel answered Rubia's question. 

 

 "Since they live by stealing other people's appearances anyway, they wouldn't need to remember their own." 

 

 "Stolen? I only borrowed them for a bit, okay?" 

 

 "That's right!" 

 

 When 'Rubia' shouted, 'Zeno' chimed in from the side. 

 

 "..." 

 

 Zeno massaged his neck without realizing it. 

 Seeing them acting like that in his and Rubia's forms made the back of his neck stiff. 

 

 "Alright. It doesn't have to be your original forms, just change your appearance for now." 

 

 "Hmph, just because you humans caught me for a moment, you think you can order me around... Aaaaargh!!" 

 

 Noel squeezed 'Rubia', who was haughtily turning her head away, even harder. 

 

 "I'll change, I'll change!" 

 

 Eventually, the mimic surrendered. 

 

 "But you have to stick them together." 

 

 "Why do we have to do that?" 

 

 "Because they were originally one body!" 

 

 "Hmm?" 

 

 Noel made a questioning sound but stuck the mimics' bodies together anyway. 

 

 Gurgle, gurgle. 

 

 Something like muddy water flowed from the mimic's body. 

 Soon, the mimic's flesh scattered like sand, then gathered like smoke. 

 

 "Ah, ah. Is this okay?" 

 

 The combined form was a young boy. 

 It was a truly wicked appearance, even if it was meant to weaken hearts. 

 

 "So they were originally one body." 

 

 "Think of it that way." 

 

 The mimic's curt words were as good as an affirmation. 

 

 "Then I'll take it that you split up and ask you this: why are you in Rein Hill Monastery?" 

 

 "Hmph. Do you think I'll answer you?" 

 

 The mimic snorted and turned his head away. 

 He almost got squeezed to death by Noel just now, so what kind of guts did he have to act like that? 

 

 "...Are you alright?" 

 

 "For now. But I don't think I can maintain it for long." 

 

 Drip, drip. 

 

 A puddle had formed from the drops of blood falling from Noel's arm. 

 

 'She overdid it.' 

 

 Creating a room with Black Magic to trap the mimic and binding him with black hands. 

 It was only natural that Noel would be strained from using so much Black Magic in such a short time. 

 

 "Tsk, let's head up for today." 

 

 "Aren't we going to investigate the Mutants?" 

 

 "Not in that state. It's best not to move when there's a loss of manpower." 

 

 Zeno said that and pulled Rubia's hand. 

 

 "Lord, I'm sorry, but I think we should retreat for today." 

 

 "Huh? No, no. What's there to be sorry about? Of course, moving safely comes first. Shall I contact Eve then?" 

 

 Rubia stuck close to Zeno and fluttered the scroll. 

 

 "I would appreciate that." 

 

 "Okay, then..." 

 

 Rubia inscribed a message on the scroll and tore it. 

 With a *buk-* sound, the scroll turned to dust and disappeared. 

 

 "Is this how it's done?" 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 "Euuup... Alright, let's go up for today. And..." 

 

 Rubia stretched and narrowed her eyes, looking at Zeno. 

 

 "I have quite a few things to ask. You'll answer them all when we get up there, right?" 

 

 "...Yes." 

 

 He had blurted it out earlier to get out of the situation, but he hadn't intended to reveal it so suddenly. 

 

 '...I'm scared.' 

 

 What would Rubia say about him hiding the secret all this time? 

 Would she despise him for approaching her with an agenda from the start? 

 Or would she simply not believe the fact that Zeno had regressed? 

 

 Gulp. 

 

 Zeno swallowed, imagining Rubia's reaction. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 They came up to the surface. 

 

 "Are you alright? What happened to the mimic?" 

 

 Eve, who found Zeno and Rubia, ran over *dododo*. 

 

 "Quiet." 

 

 "Ah. I'm sorry." 

 

 Zeno flicked Eve's forehead as a warning. 

 Zeno, who was receiving Black Magic, was fine, but Eve wasn't. 

 They had to be careful not to make too much noise in the hallway, or the Believers might notice. 

 

 "The mimic is here, as you can see." 

 

 Zeno pointed behind him. 

 Whether he was pretending to be asleep or actually asleep. 

 The mimic, bound by Noel's Black Magic, had his eyes tightly closed. 

 

 "...Did you kill him?" 

 

 Eve poked the mimic's cheek and asked. 

 

 "There's no way I would do that when I haven't even gotten any information out of him yet. I'm planning to take him to my room for now." 

 

 "Is that alright?" 

 

 "We have to make it alright. So, if possible, let's return to the room quietly and quickly." 

 

 Zeno glanced at Noel and quickened his pace. 

 Matching his quickened pace, the group practically ran down the hallway. 

 

 "You captured the mimic, so why are you in such a hurry?" 

 

 Ren whispered, following behind. 

 

 "The Black Magic will be解除解 soon." 

 

 Zeno pointed to Noel's arm. 

 Like a skeletal branch, Noel's once-massive arm was withered. 

 

 "Why is it like that?" 

 

 "She used too much Black Magic." 

 

 "...I'm too scared to use Black Magic." 

 

 "...? Were you planning to use it?" 

 

 "No, I was just thinking about it. I don't think I can do it." 

 

 Ren shook his head and gestured at Noel's arm. 

 

 "Anyway. Can't you heal it with Divine Power?" 

 

 "I can't. Divine Power would devour the Black Magic." 

 

 "Ah." 

 

 Eve, who had been running over *dododo* thinking she was needed, slowed down again. 

 It would be great if Eve could heal Noel's arm with Divine Power here, but if she tried to inject Divine Power, she would have to amputate her arm. 

 

 "I'm fine. It'll recover in a few days anyway." 

 

 "...Is that the kind of wound that recovers?" 

 

 Eve looked at Noel's withered arm as if she couldn't believe it. 

 

 "I inherited the blood of the Giant race, after all. You don't have to worry about recovery." 

 

 Noel said that and stopped walking. 

 Walking at a fast pace, they had already arrived in front of Zeno and Rubia's room. 

 The group went inside the room. 

 The group, huddled together in the cramped room, threw the mimic in the middle. 

 

 "Eve. Can you materialize Divine Power?" 

 

 "Yes?" 

 

 Noel pointed at the mimic and said. 

 

 "I'm going to release the mimic's restraints now. He's probably pretending to be asleep, but he'll try to escape right away." 

 

 The mimic's body twitched. 

 

 "..." 

 

 The group's gazes focused on the mimic. 

 The mimic was sweating profusely and pretending to be asleep again. 

 It was hard to tell if he was acting well or not. 

 

 "Anyway. Then you'll re-bind the mimic with your Divine Power. Can you do it?" 

 

 "Hmm..." 

 

 The Eve of the past wouldn't have been able to do it. 

 Because she only knew how to release all of her Divine Power at once. 

 

 However. 

 

 "Yes, I think I can." 

 

 It was suspicious, but Rein Hill Monastery was the best monastery on the continent. 

 It wasn't strange that Eve was confident after training there. 

 

 "Then manifest Divine Power in the form of a rope." 

 

 "..." 

 

 Instead of answering, Eve clasped her hands together. 

 

 *Hwaaa-* 

 

 Literally divine, pure white light gathered in Eve's small hands. 

 At the same time as Eve spread her hands. 

 

 *Woong-* 

 

 A rope made of light was created. 

 

 "Wow... Eve has improved a lot?" 

 

 "Hmm. She's definitely gotten a lot better." 

 

 "Hey, it's nothing much. I can do even more than this." 

 

 "...? Why is Ren so proud?" 

 

 Eve was still, but Ren's shoulders were rising like crazy. 

 

 "Then I'll release the restraints." 

 

 "Yes, leave it to me." 

 

 *Srrr-* 

 

 At the same time as Noel's Black Magic receded. 

 

 *Kwak!* 

 

 Eve pressed down on the mimic's body with the rope. 

 Since the mimic had just transformed into a boy, Eve could easily subdue him. 

 

 "Kkeuek..." 

 

 "Don't use too much strength. He'll ascend to heaven if you do." 

 

 "Ah. I understand." 

 

 Eve, hearing Noel's words, gradually released her strength and wrapped the rope around the mimic's body. 

 

 "Ah..." 

 

 The mimic, who had even failed at pretending to be asleep, was now helplessly placed among the group. 

 

 "Uh, um..." 

 

 The mimic looked around with anxious eyes. 

 But he was surrounded by Zeno's group on all sides. 

 Eventually, the mimic, having nowhere to look, hung his head. 

 

 "Raise your head." 

 

 Zeno squatted down in front of the mimic, who was bound like a criminal. 

 

 '...I've been toyed with by this kind of Demon all this time?' 

 

 Of course, it was because he had transformed, but his appearance was that of a frail-looking boy. 

 Zeno sighed deeply and lifted the mimic's chin. 

 

 "I told you to raise your head." 

 

 "Ugh... Just a human... Eh." 

 

 The mimic, who had been muttering like a habit, shut his mouth. 

 It was because he had faced Eve, who was looking down at him with no expression right next to him. 

 

 "Good, you're quick to notice." 

 

 Zeno chuckled dryly and continued. 

 

 "I'm going to ask you questions now. Of course, you have to answer them all without missing a single one. If you lie..." 

 

 Zeno looked at Eve. 

 Eve, nodding, spread her hands wide and strode forward. 

 

 "You'll be given a Divine Power찜질." 

 

 "Hiiiik...!" 

 

 The mimic was horrified and stumbled back on his butt. 

 Zeno grabbed the mimic by the collar and asked. 

 

 "What the hell are you doing in this monastery?" 
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The Mimic was surprisingly obedient.

 

"Th-that's because I was ordered to do it too......"

 

Was it because he was surrounded by four people?

Or was he just like this to begin with?

The Mimic cautiously opened his mouth, looking around.

 

"Hey. If you keep stammering like that, you'll make us look like the bad guys. Can't you speak properly?"

 

"Hiik!"

 

Ren, unable to watch any longer, raised his fist, causing the Mimic to shrink back. 

An adult male intimidating a young boy on the surface.

...Ren definitely looked like the worse guy.

 

"Why are you being so aggressive, Ren."

 

Eve blocked Ren's path.

Ren sheepishly lowered his hand and replied.

 

"No, it's just that this bastard, who was so good at deceiving people, is acting all frustrating now that he's at a disadvantage. He's like this because he got caught by us. If he hadn't, he would've been shamelessly transforming into other people tomorrow too."

 

"Even so, it's not right for Ren to use violence."

 

Eve shook her head and approached the Mimic.

The Mimic looked at Eve as if she were a goddess who had come down to save him.

 

"After all, even if Ren hits him, it wouldn't have much of an impact on the Mimic, would it? If you want to threaten him effectively, it's better for me to step in......"

 

"I-I'll talk! I'll talk, so don't come any closer!"

 

Eve was not a savior, but a judge.

The Mimic, belatedly realizing this fact, was horrified and quickly backed away.

 

"...Eve sometimes seems to only think about efficiency."

 

Rubia whispered into Zeno's ear.

 

"That's what Androids are designed for."

 

Zeno knew from the start that Eve hadn't shielded the Mimic out of kindness.

 

"Don't pressure him too much, Eve."

 

Before Eve could actually lay a hand on the Mimic, Zeno stopped her.

 

"But......"

 

"As long as he has a head on his shoulders, he'll open his mouth on his own."

 

"Hiccup."

 

The Mimic nodded, hiccuping.

 

"Y-yes. Ask me anything......"

 

Before he knew it, the Mimic's tone had become polite.

 

"Creating Mutants at the monastery. Who ordered you to do it?"

 

"That's......"

 

The Mimic started to speak, then stopped and closed his mouth.

This time, he wasn't just being evasive.

 

"...A curse of utterance, huh."

 

Hearing Noel's words, Zeno looked at the Mimic again.

 

'It's true.'

 

Black letters, like insects, were crawling up his neck.

A curse of utterance similar to the one Ren had was also on the Mimic.

 

"Tsk. But that looks worse than mine? How far does the formula extend?"

 

It was as Ren said.

The number of letters rising on his body was beyond what could be made into a scroll.

 

"Whoever it is, he's been cursed by a pretty high-ranking being."

 

Zeno came to that conclusion.

 

"Yes...... That's all I can say......"

 

"Huu...... Then I'll ask something else. What is the purpose of creating Mutants in the basement of Rainhill Monastery?"

 

"The more Mutants there are in the world, the more the Great One's purpose can be achieved...... Kehek―"

 

The Mimic clutched his neck and collapsed, as if he was being affected by the curse of utterance.

 

"......At this rate, we won't be able to conduct a proper interrogation."

 

"Even my Divine Power can't solve this."

 

Of course, it was a problem that Eve couldn't solve.

If they tried to forcibly remove the curse of utterance, the Mimic would disappear along with it.

 

While they were wondering what to do.

 

"I'll take a look at his condition."

 

Noel strode towards the Mimic.

Then, he lifted the Mimic's chin and carefully examined the black letters floating on his body.

 

"If I do it right, I might be able to undo the curse."

 

"...Is that possible?"

 

Zeno was taken aback.

He had known from the start that Noel possessed outstanding talent, but to be able to undo the curse of utterance as well.

 

"Of course, I can't do it perfectly."

 

"Then?"

 

"Isn't it enough if he doesn't die? I can make him say information that he shouldn't say."

 

"W-wait a minute? What does that mean?"

 

The Mimic, sensing unease, backed away, faltering.

Of course, he was already cornered against the wall, so there was nowhere else to run.

 

"It's as it sounds. You won't die from the penalty of uttering, but it will hurt a lot."

 

"Y-yes?! How much will it hurt?!"

 

"You'll find out from now on."

 

"W-waaaaaaait!!!!"

 

Noel placed his hand on the Mimic's head and muttered something.

Black smoke rose slowly, and the Mimic thrashed wildly.

 

"Ugh...."

 

"You don't have to watch. Please close your eyes."

 

Zeno covered Rubia's ears.

There was no reason to show her or let her hear something that wasn't a good scene.

 

"Kerlok... Keheuk......."

 

The Mimic, who had been thrashing around with tears and snot streaming down his face, slid down to the floor.

Then, he twitched erratically like someone who had been electrocuted.

 

"Isn't he dead at that point?"

 

"I don't think he's dead. He's still breathing, isn't he?"

 

"...He's just breathing."

 

Ren shuddered.

It was understandable, having seen the process of undoing the curse of utterance.

 

"Yeah. He's not dead. But he'll probably be unconscious for a while."

 

Noel said, getting up from his seat, leaving the Mimic behind.

 

"Is the curse completely undone?"

 

"Not yet. I haven't even done half of it yet, and it's already this bad...... If I stay up all night, it might be done by tomorrow morning."

 

Having said that, Noel hoisted the Mimic onto his back with his one good arm.

 

"Then how about we call it a day? Everyone looks like they need rest."

 

"...Yeah. You should rest too, if possible."

 

Noel, who was walking away, nodded briefly.

 

"If possible."

 

The door closed with a creak.

 

"Zeno. Is it okay to leave Noel like that? We should force him to rest, even if we have to."

 

Rubia asked, looking at the tightly closed door.

 

"We won't be able to stop him anymore."

 

Zeno shook his head.

He knew, having seen it several times in his past life.

 

'That expression......'

 

The expression on Noel's face as he carried the Mimic on his back was that of a madman.

It was the face of a researcher excited to find a new test subject.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Then we'll head back too."

 

Not long after Noel left, Eve and Ren also returned to their rooms.

 

"This room used to feel really small. Now it looks big."

 

Until just now, they had been huddled together, but now that only the two of them were left, it was understandable that she felt that way.

 

"Haaam... Shall we go to bed soon?"

 

Rubia yawned lazily and glanced at the clock.

If they went to sleep right now, they would only get about three hours of sleep, but that was still something to be grateful for.

 

"Yes. Please wash up first."

 

Thinking that he should get his Lord to sleep, even if only for a little while, Zeno replied.

 

"Huh? It takes me a long time, so why don't you wash up first, Zeno?"

 

"No. Please wash up and go to sleep first."

 

"Eung... Then shall we wash together?"

 

"......Excuse me?"

 

Zeno's body stiffened at the unbelievable words.

 

"Hehe. Just kidding. I'll wash up quickly."

 

Rubia tapped Zeno's shoulder and went into the bathroom.

Zeno, who had been standing there blankly for a while, recalled Rubia's expression just now.

 

'...A joke?'

 

Rubia's slightly flushed face didn't seem like a joke at all, no matter how he looked at it.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After Rubia and Zeno had both washed up.

 

Thud-

 

They collapsed onto the bed as if they had fallen.

 

"You worked hard today."

 

"Hwaaa...... I didn't do anything. It was tiring though...."

 

Rubia replied, stretching her arms and legs up and down.

To think that she had spent the whole day with Zeno with that slender body.

He didn't know if he was allowed to have such feelings for his Lord, but he felt so proud and admirable.

 

"...What's with that expression?"

 

"Excuse me?"

 

"You're grinning like you're watching a kid desperately trying to grow taller."

 

That wasn't the case.

He must have lost control of his lips because he thought it was quite cute to see her stretching her short limbs.

 

"I was thinking about something else for a moment."

 

Zeno cleared his throat and brushed it off.

 

"Heeeuuum? What were you thinking about? What were you thinking about with me right in front of you?"

 

Rubia perked up her ears and came closer to Zeno.

Zeno was flustered by the sudden closeness.

Just as he was wondering what excuse to make, something he had been curious about suddenly came to mind.

 

"Lord, may I ask you a question?"

 

"Eung? What is it?"

 

"Is it true that you hug me every night when you sleep?"

 

"......"

 

Rubia couldn't answer and just opened and closed her mouth.

 

"T-there's no way that's true. You don't believe what the Mimic said, do you?"

 

After a long time, a voice as small as an ant returned.

 

"I don't believe it. I was just curious."

 

That's what I thought.

With that thought, Zeno looked up at the ceiling and lay down.

 

"......B-but."

 

But Rubia's words were not over yet.

 

"If I said that was true, what would you have thought...?"

 

Zeno turned his head towards Rubia.

It was to figure out what her intention was in asking the question.

 

Her rose-colored eyes couldn't look at Zeno properly and kept avoiding his gaze.

Her ears twitched incessantly.

Zeno, who had been quietly watching her, said.

 

"Whatever the case, if that's what you wish, I will simply follow."

 

"Huh......?"

 

"I mean, if you wish, you can use me as a pillow."

 

Could it be that those words triggered something?

 

Gulp.

 

Rubia swallowed and slowly moved closer to Zeno.

 

"Then is it okay if I do this...."

 

Rubia's soft hand was placed on Zeno's waist.

Slowly, very slowly, Rubia approached and buried her face in Zeno's arms.

 

"That means it's okay, right?"

 

"......Yes."

 

Since he had just said that, Zeno had no right to refuse.

 

"Then I'll sleep like this tonight."

 

"...Good night."

 

"Yeah, good night, Zeno."

 

There wasn't much time to sleep, so they had to fall asleep quickly.

 

However.

 

Thump, thump.

 

His heart, which had suddenly started beating rapidly, didn't seem to have any intention of letting Zeno sleep.

 

'......It's more stimulating than I thought.'

 

Zeno closed his eyes, slightly regretting what he had just said.
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The next morning.

Unsurprisingly, Zeno didn't wake up feeling refreshed.

 

, '...Is it morning already.'

 

It felt like I had just closed my eyes, but the sunlight piercing through the curtains woke me up.

Zeno lifted his heavy eyelids and looked at the clock.

 

2 hours.

Only 2 hours had passed since I fell asleep.

 

I wanted to close my eyes again with all my heart.

 

, '...No, I have to get up.'

 

Of course, I couldn't.

I've been staying at the monastery for days when I should have left long ago.

Zeno forced his eyes open and tried to get up, but.

 

"......?"

 

Kkuuk.

 

I couldn't because something was pressing down on Zeno.

Zeno turned his head towards where he felt the pressure.

 

"Kool......."

 

"Ah."

 

Only then did I remember.

I had allowed Rubia to use me as a pillow, and she had really fallen asleep hugging Zeno tightly.

Zeno brushed Rubia's hair away from her mouth.

 

"Were you doing this the whole time?"

 

The cheek that brushed against my fingertips was unbelievably soft.

Zeno's touch became even more careful, afraid that it might break if I put too much force.

 

, 'It would be okay to let her sleep a little longer.'

 

Rubia was already weak.

How tired must she have been, following Zeno all day without a single complaint?

So Zeno tried to lay Rubia down comfortably.

 

However.

 

"......My Lord. Please let go."

 

"Eueueum......."

 

Rubia's hand, clenched tightly, didn't leave Zeno's waist.

If I tried to forcibly remove it, Rubia might get hurt.

But I couldn't just lie back down and sleep happily together.

Inevitably, Zeno gently shook Rubia's body.

 

"My Lord. Please wake up for a moment."

 

"Uueueum......."

 

"My Lord?"

 

"Eueung... Nooo...."

 

Rubia didn't loosen her grip; rather, she snuggled even closer into Zeno's arms.

 

"Kool......."

 

And then, without knowing Zeno's predicament, she smiled and fell asleep again.

Thanks to that, Zeno was in an awkward position, neither hugging nor pushing Rubia away.

 

, 'This is troublesome.'

 

A cozy warmth.

Regular breathing.

Ears twitching occasionally.

 

It felt like she was tempting me to fall asleep again like this.

To escape this pure temptation, Zeno pulled on Rubia's cheek.

 

"Heueeeeu......!?"

 

"Are you awake?"

 

"Eueeeue......."

 

The effect was powerful.

Tears welled up in Rubia's eyes as she woke up in surprise.

 

"If you're awake, please let go of this."

 

"Eonheoayai......."

 

"...What are you saying?"

 

When Zeno let go of her cheek, Rubia grabbed her reddened cheek.

 

"Eueueu...... Suddenly, what the heck......."

 

At the voice mixed with sleepiness and tears, Zeno stroked Rubia's cheek and replied.

 

"I needed to get up, but My Lord was holding me and wouldn't let go."

 

"...So you pulled my cheek...?"

 

"I'm sorry. Did it hurt a lot?"

 

"Yeah...."

 

Rubia bumped her head against Zeno's chest as if complaining.

Zeno gently stroked Rubia's ear.

 

"My Lord, please sleep a little more. I'll wake you up at breakfast time."

 

"You wake me up like this and tell me to sleep again?"

 

Rubia pouted and clung to Zeno's body.

 

"...My Lord?"

 

"Can't go."

 

"Huh?"

 

"It's a punishment. A punishment for daring to tease your Lord. Either sleep with me like this, or get up like this."

 

I thought I could get away if I woke her up, but it became even more difficult to get up.

 

"Then I'll get up like this."

 

"...Eh?"

 

Since I couldn't keep lying down, Zeno firmly supported Rubia's back and jumped up.

 

"Wa, wait a minute. Zeno?"

 

"Didn't you say to get up like this if I was going to get up?"

 

"I didn't think you'd actually do it......"

 

Rubia, who suddenly became airborne, clung to Zeno, even using her legs.

Zeno stood in front of the bathroom in that state.

 

"Would you like to take a shower together to wake up?"

 

"Wh, what?!"

 

"I'm just kidding."

 

"......"

 

Rubia's face turned bright red.

 

, 'A successful revenge.'

 

Zeno managed his expression and smiled inwardly.

Zeno was no longer just being taken advantage of by Rubia.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Of course, they didn't really use the bathroom together.

Anyway, the two who had woken up washed themselves clean and came out of the room.

 

"Haaam... I told you, you can sleep more, kid."

 

"Even this much charging is enough for me to function."

 

Ren, still rubbing his sleepy eyes, and Eve, wide awake, were there.

 

"Noel hasn't come out yet?"

 

"Uh, not yet... What's that?"

 

Ren frowned, turning his head towards Zeno.

 

"What is it?"

 

"Why are you coming like that?"

 

Ren pointed at Zeno.

 

Kok, kok, kok.

 

No, to be exact, he was pointing at Rubia, who was poking Zeno's side.

 

"...I'm being punished."

 

"Punished?"

 

"Yeah, Zeno has to be punished. For daring to make fun of My Lord."

 

Rubia nodded, pouted, and poked Zeno's side.

Was Rubia's strength weak, or was Zeno's body well-trained?

Zeno didn't show any reaction while being poked in the side.

 

"Teased? Zeno? Rubia-nim?"

 

"I can't believe it."

 

Ren and Eve looked back and forth between Zeno and Rubia with question marks floating above their heads.

 

"There's that kind of thing."

 

"Yeah. There's that kind of thing."

 

Zeno and Rubia subtly avoided eye contact.

It was because I didn't have the confidence to explain, 'I suddenly picked up My Lord in the morning and suggested we take a shower together.'

 

"What kind of novel lovey-dovey crap is this?"

 

"Why are you saying that while looking at me?"

 

"Well, what would you know."

 

"...I feel strangely bad."

 

Tsk, Ren clicked his tongue and rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand.

 

"Anyway, why isn't she coming out? What was she doing in her room all night that she fell asleep......."

 

Click.

 

Before Ren could finish speaking, Noel's door opened.

 

"She wasn't asleep. But......."

 

Ren couldn't continue speaking.

Because.

 

"...What happened?"

 

"Nothing in particular happened."

 

"Kkeueoeoeoe......."

 

Noel's eyes sparkled.

And I didn't know how to describe the Mimic that she was holding in her hand like a toy.

 

"It looks like something happened to anyone who sees it? What the hell do you do all night to make that Demon bastard look like a mummy?"

 

"I just cast a curse."

 

"Kkeueueue......."

 

The Mimic looked at Noel as if asking what she was talking about, but quietly lowered its eyes when it met her lively eyes.

 

, '...She must have done other experiments too.'

 

Noel sometimes showed this side of her when her curiosity was satisfied.

Zeno didn't take the Mimic's emaciated appearance seriously and asked.

 

"Then is the restriction on speech completely gone now?"

 

"Almost."

 

"Almost?"

 

"Just one thing. No matter what I do, I can't remove the last restriction."

 

"What kind of restriction is it?"

 

"It's set up so that I can't say who cast the curse on this guy."

 

"It seems to be quite a high-ranking being."

 

"You should see it that way."

 

The remaining curse prevents me from revealing my identity.

 

, 'It's not a normal Demon. Is it a Great Demon or something.'

 

I hoped it wasn't, but that seemed like the most likely possibility.

 

"Then yesterday's unfinished interrogation...."

 

Just as Zeno was about to approach the Mimic.

 

"Hmm? What are you doing here, brothers?"

 

A familiar voice came from behind.

Zeno turned his head.

 

"Was coming to pick us up every morning 'real'?"

 

"Yes? What do you mean by that......."

 

Lajarte, the plump-looking head of the monastery, tilted his head.

 

"It's nothing."

 

"Yeees.... But who is the child in the professor's hand? Is it a kid who came into the monastery because he was hungry?"

 

"Who do you think is a beggar......?"

 

The Mimic, scratched by Lajarte's pure question, opened its mouth with difficulty.

 

"It's good that we met like this."

 

Zeno, looking back and forth between the Mimic and Lajarte, said.

 

"Before we eat, do you have a moment?"

 

"Hmm? Yes, if it's just a moment, I'm fine with anything."

 

"Then let's move to another place because I have something to tell you."

 

"What are you going to say that we even have to move...?"

 

Zeno went ahead of Lajarte and said.

 

"It's the story of a Demon who sneaked into the monastery."

 

"......!"

 

Lajarte's eyes widened.

He looked at Zeno as if asking what he meant.

 

"If you're curious, please guide me to the head of the monastery's office."

 

"Ah, I understand."

 

Lajarte, with a bewildered expression, led the way to the head of the monastery's office.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The group entered the head of the monastery's office in a rush.

 

"So, what you said earlier is......?"

 

Lajarte, who closed the door tightly, asked Zeno in a small voice.

 

, '...He really didn't know. The person who is the head of the monastery.'

 

He didn't ask if the Mimic was a kid who came in while passing by, and he didn't know anything about what was happening inside the monastery.

I didn't know what Lajarte's personality was like, but he seemed to lack the qualities of a head of the monastery.

Zeno, feeling frustrated, poked the Mimic in Noel's hand.

 

"You answer."

 

"......What."

 

"What you did. The reason you came here. What you were trying to do by creating Mutants. Everything you can say."

 

"......"

 

The Mimic, who had been staring at Zeno's face without answering, sighed deeply.

 

"Okay. If I keep my mouth shut, you'll keep saying you're going to burn me with Divine Power."

 

At those words, Eve, who was about to step forward, went back in.

 

"It's to spread seeds."

 

An unexpected word popped out of the Mimic's mouth.

 

"Seeds?"

 

"Yes...... The reason I infiltrated this monastery is...... Keulleok...."

 

The Mimic continued speaking, spitting out blood.

 

"To spread the 'seeds' of the Mutants and turn all the races in this world into Mutants. That is the will of the Great One."

 

It was the moment when the purpose of creating Mutants was revealed for the first time.
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 "What exactly is the seed saying?" 

 

 "Haa... It's hard to explain exactly." 

 

 The Mimic, who had been stalling for a moment, saw Eve stepping forward and hurriedly opened his mouth. 

 

 "Ugh... what is it! Yeah, in human terms, it's like a charm? An enchantment? Keulkeul..." 

 

 The Mimic coughed up blood as soon as he finished speaking. 

 Noel blocked the Mimic's mouth with his large hand and said. 

 

 "It's best to ask only important questions. I did give you Divine Power, but you still have to endure the pain." 

 

 "I see." 

 

 He seemed to have been regurgitating blood since a while ago. 

 Zeno picked and chose the questions that were swirling in his head. 

 

 "How many more can you answer?" 

 

 "...Two?" 

 

 "Then I'll ask only three." 

 

 "What the fuck..." 

 

 "Why did you start here of all places?" 

 

 Zeno cut off the Mimic and asked. 

 

 'It would be dangerous to cultivate Mutants in the Rein Hill Monastery.' 

 

 I don't know who the mastermind is, but I'm sure it's a Demon. 

 But they're creating Mutants in a monastery, which is supposed to be the natural enemy of Demons. 

 I thought it was a hard choice to understand, but. 

 

 "...Start? What are you talking about? You don't think this is the only place where Mutants are being created, do you?" 

 

 The answer that came back was shocking. 

 

 "Does that mean..." 

 

 "Of course, this isn't the end. Ah, but don't ask me how many more there are. I don't know either." 

 

 The Mimic, who spat out another mouthful of blood, continued. 

 

 "Each region has a different person in charge, and we're not interested in other areas..." 

 

 "...Okay, I understand." 

 

 This was not good news at all for Zeno's party. 

 It took a long time to catch this Mimic, who was so easily captured and spilling the truth. 

 Does that mean there are similar Demons in other areas' Mutant breeding grounds? 

 

 "Then is it you guys who framed my Lord as a 'Witch'?" 

 

 "...? What are you talking about all of a sudden? Witch?" 

 

 The Mimic tilted his head as if he had never heard of it. 

 

 "What benefit would we get from spreading such rumors? It's just nonsense made up by humans." 

 

 Zeno gritted his teeth without realizing it. 

 It would have been better if it had been a story made up by Demons. 

 

 'Did my Lord really go through all those things because of some absurd rumor?' 

 

 The family was annihilated. 

 She hid from people's eyes. 

 Until she ended up looking like that. 

 Rubia ended up like that because of a rumor that no one knew where it started. 

 

 "Zeno." 

 

 "...!" 

 

 Zeno, who was imagining Rubia's last 모습 before regression, suddenly woke up from his reverie. 

 

 꾸욱. 

 

 Rubia was holding Zeno's hand with all her might from the side. 

 

 "Are you okay?" 

 

 "...I'm sorry. I was thinking about something else for a moment." 

 

 "That. It's related to the past life you were talking about, isn't it." 

 

 "......" 

 

 Zeno couldn't say anything at Rubia's sharp reasoning. 

 Rubia sighed deeply at the silence, which was as good as an affirmation. 

 

 "I don't know what happened because you haven't told me yet... but I'm here." 

 

 꼬옥. 

 Another small hand came up and covered the back of Zeno's hand. 

 

 "So don't think strange thoughts." 

 

 "...Yes." 

 

 Zeno answered blankly. 

 

 '...Right. The person I have to protect now is here.' 

 

 Rubia is alive and well next to me, so what was I thinking? 

 Zeno shook his head and was about to ask the Mimic the last question. 

 

 "Lastly..." 

 

 "Um, brother, please wait a moment." 

 

 Lajarte, who had been silent all this time, suddenly joined the conversation. 

 

 "I don't know what's going on right now, or what you're talking about. But..." 

 

 Lajarte pointed at the Mimic with a trembling hand. 

 

 "All I know for sure is that that Demon did something in our monastery. So please, would you let me ask the last question?" 

 

 "......" 

 

 Zeno quietly looked at Lajarte. 

 His plump double chin was trembling. 

 His blurred pupils were not in his right mind. 

 It was not strange that he was so shocked since he had not known anything until now. 

 

 "Ask away." 

 

 "T-thank you." 

 

 Even if I can't ask the Mimic a question here, I can ask Noel later. 

 Zeno decided to concede this one to Lajarte. 

 

 "Ugh... I feel like I'm going to die, so hurry up and talk..." 

 

 The Mimic had already answered both questions. 

 His eyes were only half open and his voice was already sleepy. 

 

 "Yes, I-I'll ask. What... what did you do to our Believers?" 

 

 "You're asking about something so trivial..." 

 

 The Mimic said, closing his eyes. 

 

 "The ones whose seeds have sprouted are already Werewolves, and I've planted seeds in the rest of them..." 

 

 The Mimic, who had said that far, immediately fell asleep. 

 

 "......Is that so." 

 

 Lajarte, who heard the answer, stood blankly for a moment, then turned to Zeno. 

 

 "Brother. You must know where our Believers were subjected to such things." 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 "Please. Guide me to that place." 

 

 "It's not a difficult task. However." 

 

 Zeno said, examining Lajarte's condition. 

 

 "Don't be shocked." 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 I wasn't planning on coming now, but somehow the group ended up in the basement. 

 

 Squeak- 

 

 "To think there was such a place hidden in the monastery..." 

 

 Lajarte muttered powerlessly as he descended the spiral staircase that made a bizarre noise. 

 

 "So, was it Rubia Hessler-nim?" 

 

 "Yes, yep. That's right." 

 

 Lajarte also learned about Rubia's identity because Zeno had inadvertently said it during the conversation with the Mimic earlier. 

 

 "...It must have been hard. To think that no one believed you until now." 

 

 Fortunately, Lajarte does not see Rubia as a Witch. 

 The Mimic's direct denial was a big reason. 

 

 "It's okay. I have Zeno now, so... Ah." 

 

 "Wait, stop." 

 

 When they had almost reached the bottom of the stairs. 

 Zeno, who was leading the way, stopped in his tracks. 

 Rubia, who was walking next to him, bumped her head on Zeno's shoulder. 

 

 "Are you alright?" 

 

 "Ouch... Yeah, I'm okay." 

 

 Zeno stroked Rubia's forehead and turned to Lajarte. 

 

 "Monastery Head-nim. There will probably be a situation unfolding ahead that is hard to even talk about. Don't be shocked." 

 

 The unmistakable stench of blood stings the tip of my nose. 

 Zeno repeatedly urged Lajarte because if Lajarte ran away from here or lost his mind, there would be no one else to take responsibility for the monastery. 

 

 "...I understand. I will never turn my eyes away." 

 

 Zeno accepted Lajarte's resolve and continued down the stairs. 

 What you see as soon as you arrive in the basement is. 

 

 "Wow, the condition is a bit severe?" 

 

 "It's terrible. Was this... all Believers?" 

 

 Red flesh stuck everywhere. 

 Blood painted on the walls and floor like paint. 

 Even the fragmented bones. 

 

 Everyone except Eve couldn't help but frown. 

 

 "Ugh..." 

 

 "There's no need for you to see this, my Lord." 

 

 "Yeah..." 

 

 Rubia, unable to bear the sight of the gruesome scene, buried her face in Zeno's arms. 

 Zeno stroked Rubia and said to Noel. 

 

 "The ones who became Werewolves yesterday have already escaped." 

 

 "Looks like it. They'll probably be running rampant somewhere in the Empire again tonight." 

 

 "Hoo..." 

 

 Zeno sighed and looked at Lajarte. 

 

 "This is what has been happening in the basement all this time." 

 

 ".........I see. While I didn't know. This kind of thing has been happening continuously..." 

 

 Lajarte fell to his knees. 

 At first glance, it looks like his legs gave out, but that wasn't the case. 

 

 "...I'm sorry. I'm sorry for being an incompetent Monastery Head and not knowing anything..." 

 

 A faint light poured out from Lajarte, who had his hands together. 

 It couldn't be compared to Eve, but it was definitely a large amount. 

 Even more so to fill this dark basement. 

 

 "So please. Oh Heavenly God Lucadis-isiyeo. Please take these poor souls..." 

 

 Along with Lajarte's earnest prayer. 

 

 Hwaaaa- 

 

 A sacred light swept through the basement. 

 

 Then. 

 

 "Keuheok!" 

 

 "Cough, cough...!" 

 

 The Mimic, who was touched by the Divine Power, was forcibly 벌떡 and got up. 

 Ren complained of severe pain and spat out blood. 

 

 "...It's clean now." 

 

 The stench and unidentified flesh that filled the basement disappeared cleanly. 

 

 "But no matter how much they are embraced by the Heavenly God-nim. This won't be enough." 

 

 Lajarte got up from his seat and looked at Zeno. 

 His eyes were different from the shaking eyes before. 

 Not spaced out and dazed eyes, but eyes filled with firm will. 

 

 "The brothers will be leaving this place now." 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 In order to clear Rubia's name, I have to keep moving. 

 So, I was planning to get out of Rein Hill Monastery tomorrow, or as early as today. 

 

 "Then, in the name of the Monastery Head of Rein Hill Monastery, I will formally commission the brother." 

 

 Lajarte's words were quite out of the blue for Zeno, who was about to leave. 

 

 "What kind of commission are you talking about?" 

 

 "That Demon said that things like our monastery are happening in other places as well." 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 "The commission I will entrust to you is that. Please find and stop the places where Mutants are being created. If so..." 

 

 Lajarte clenched his fist tightly and looked at Rubia. 

 

 "Rein Hill Monastery will add strength to the fact that Rubia Hessler Gongnyeo-nim is innocent." 

 

 There was no reason to refuse Lajarte's unexpected offer at all. 
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 It didn't take long to prepare to leave the monastery. 

 

 "I'll leave the cleanup to you." 

 

 "Yes... I take responsibility for not knowing while things got to this point. I'll take it even now. Please, you must resolve what I asked of you..." 

 

 "Understood." 

 

 I naturally accepted Lajarte's request. 

 Though Lajarte showed an incompetent side, he is, after all, the Abbot of Rainhill Monastery. 

 If someone with such authority adds their support to proving Rubia's innocence, it would be ideal to clear her name. 

 

 'Find the origin of all Mutants.' 

 

 Zeno vowed as he walked to the carriage. 

 

 "Zeno-nim, are you ready?" 

 

 "Yes. Let's depart." 

 

 Eve was, as always, sitting on the coachman's seat. 

 Zeno took Rubia's hand and helped her into the seat. 

 

 "Haaam..." 

 

 "Is the story finished?" 

 

 Ren, yawning widely, and Noel, sitting curled up, were in the seat. 

 

 "More or less. He'll take care of the cleanup himself, I guess. If he really has the qualifications of an Abbot." 

 

 "Hmm." 

 

 Noel nodded as if convinced. 

 

 "We'll depart." 

 

 With Eve's words, the carriage began to roll. 

 The carriage provided by the monastery moved smoothly without a single noise or shake. 

 

 "By the way, Noel-nim." 

 

 "What is it, Princess?" 

 

 "Are you going to keep carrying that around like that?" 

 

 Rubia pointed to what was being held in Noel's hand. 

 

 "Eup... Eueup...!" 

 

 It was the Mimic, with its whole body wrapped up and only its eyes barely showing. 

 

 "I've tied it up tightly, so there's nothing to worry about." 

 

 "No... It's not worry, but more like... I'm a little uncomfortable traveling with a Demon..." 

 

 No matter how safe it was said to be, the Mimic was still a Demon, wasn't it? 

 It couldn't be helped that it was unsettling. 

 

 "I'm going to lock it up in the lab anyway, so I'd appreciate it if you could bear with it a little longer." 

 

 The carriage was currently heading to the center of the Empire. 

 It was Noel's lab in the Academy. 

 

 "Hmm... I understand." 

 

 Rubia narrowed her eyes and nodded. 

 She didn't seem to like it, but what could she do? 

 She sighed deeply and leaned her head on Zeno's shoulder. 

 

 "Zeno. Where did you say we're going now?" 

 

 "The Kinu Continent." 

 

 Rubia glanced at Noel and said. 

 

 "...You said it's the land of the Giants?" 

 

 "That's right. There are rumors that Mutants have recently appeared." 

 

 The Kinu Continent, which is also Noel's hometown. 

 It is a place where Giants live together, and discrimination against other races is very severe. 

 

 "Th, then does that mean there are Werewolves as big as Noel?" 

 

 Rubia whispered to Zeno with wide eyes. 

 I know well what she's worried about. 

 She must be worried that Zeno might get hurt while fighting a giant Werewolf. 

 

 "They won't be as big as Noel." 

 

 The things Rubia is worried about won't happen. 

 

 "Th, that's right? They won't be that big, after all..." 

 

 "They'll be bigger than Noel." 

 

 "......?!" 

 

 However, something bigger than what Rubia is worried about may happen. 

 

 "Noel is a Half-Giant. If there are Werewolves, we'll face an individual much larger than Noel." 

 

 "Th, then isn't that very dangerous...?" 

 

 Rubia gripped Zeno's sleeve tightly. 

 

 "Nothing is certain yet. No one knows if there really is a Mutant, or if it's in the form of a Werewolf." 

 

 Kinu is such a closed-off place that it's not easy to hear news from there. 

 It's so common to hear news of a new mineral being discovered, only to find out it's a story from 50 years ago. 

 

 'I'll have to see it for myself to know.' 

 

 While I was thinking that, the carriage arrived at Noel's lab. 

 

 Kkieeek- 

 

 The carriage came to a stop. 

 Noel slowly got out of the carriage. 

 

 "I'll put it in the lab and come back. Wait a little." 

 

 "Yes, I understand." 

 

 Noel's face didn't look comfortable as he said that to Eve and entered the lab. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Ten days had passed since the journey to Kinu began. 

 The carriage ran diligently without rest, but it still had ten more days to go before arriving. 

 

 "It's getting dark soon." 

 

 "Hmm." 

 

 As Eve said, the sun was setting. 

 

 "Let's stay nearby today." 

 

 It seemed like we would have to camp again today. 

 Eve stopped the carriage in a suitable place. 

 The group got out of the carriage and prepared dinner. 

 Unlike when Rubia and Zeno first camped, the preparation time was naturally shortened as the number of helpers increased. 

 

 Tadak- Tadak- 

 

 "It's fortunate there's a stream nearby. I thought we'd have to eat only fruit again today." 

 

 Ren sat in front of the campfire and sighed. 

 Unlike the food they ate at the monastery, the food they ate while camping was very simple. 

 It was just satisfying their hunger by eating different fruits every day, so catching fish today was an enormous harvest. 

 

 "My Lord, it's hot. Be careful." 

 

 "Eueung..." 

 

 Zeno blew on the nicely grilled fish and handed it to Rubia. 

 

 "Hap." 

 

 Rubia took a big bite, closed her eyes, and mumbled. 

 

 "...! It's delicious. Zeno, you try it too." 

 

 She smiled brightly and handed the fish to Zeno. 

 

 Zeno bit the opposite side that Rubia hadn't eaten. 

 

 'It's ordinary. It's definitely an ordinary taste...' 

 

 I couldn't react as dramatically as Rubia. 

 The fish tasted like ordinary fish. 

 

 "It's delicious." 

 

 "Right?" 

 

 But the feeling that it tasted even better was definitely because I was with Rubia. 

 

 "Tsk, how long do I have to watch this lovey-dovey stuff..." 

 

 "Aren't you used to it yet?" 

 

 Ren and Eve watched Rubia and Zeno as usual while eating their fish. 

 

 "......" 

 

 Noel didn't say anything and ate his meal, and tonight passed like that as well. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 We cleaned up what we ate and lay down in our respective places. 

 

 "Khul..." 

 

 "......" 

 

 The rest of the group fell asleep quickly as always. 

 

 "Zeno. Are you asleep?" 

 

 "I'm still awake." 

 

 As if they had made a promise, Zeno and Rubia didn't fall asleep. 

 Rubia turned her body towards Zeno. 

 

 "Then... tell me again today." 

 

 There was a promise that had arisen between Rubia and Zeno while camping. 

 

 "Where did I leave off?" 

 

 "Up to the part where you drank with me?" 

 

 That was to tell her the story of before the regression until Rubia fell asleep. 

 

 ―...So, Zeno, you're saying you came back from the future? 

 

 When I first told her about the regression, Rubia didn't seem to believe it. 

 

 ―Come to think of it... Zeno always acted like he knew something... 

 

 She seemed to be thinking about something on her own, and soon she understood. 

 

 After acknowledging that, Rubia would sometimes ask Zeno to tell her stories from before the regression. 

 

 "Amazing. I liked alcohol?" 

 

 As I told her the facts from before the regression, Zeno also learned new things. 

 

 "Yes, you finished about a bottle every day." 

 

 "Hmm... If I had continued to live there, would I have become like that too..." 

 

 First of all, the new fact I learned today was that Rubia doesn't actually like alcohol. 

 

 From Zeno's perspective, who had seen her drink alcohol like water every day, it was shocking. 

 

 "If you don't like it now, I hope you continue not to drink it." 

 

 "Why? Was I a heavy drinker?" 

 

 "No. It's not that..." 

 

 Zeno was at a loss for words. 

 It's because I couldn't bring myself to say that Rubia's flushed face was too beautiful. 

 

 "It's not good for your health anyway. There's no need to drink it." 

 

 "That's true. But I want to drink with Zeno at least once." 

 

 Rubia wriggled into Zeno's arms. 

 It was a sign that she was about to fall asleep. 

 Zeno also stroked Rubia's ear and closed his eyes. 

 

 I thought today would be another uneventful day like this, but.... 

 

 Kung-! Kuung-! 

 

 An anomaly occurred. 

 

 "...?!" 

 

 "Wh, what is it?" 

 

 Zeno and Rubia were startled and got up. 

 The ground was shaking, and the noise was deafening. 

 The tent shook and collapsed, and the security bells fell. 

 

 "Eueu... what is it...?" 

 

 "Anomaly detected. The ground is shaking." 

 

 "......" 

 

 Eventually, the entire group woke up. 

 

 "...Prepare yourselves." 

 

 Sureureung- 

 

 Zeno jumped up and said, drawing his sword. 

 

 "What do we need to prepare for...?" 

 

 "Is an enemy coming?" 

 

 Ren and Eve, still half-asleep, asked as they organized the tent. 

 

 "Noel. Do you have any idea what's going on?" 

 

 Instead of answering, Zeno asked Noel. 

 It was because Noel was the only one who didn't seem so flustered from the beginning. 

 

 "......It seems to be a Giant." 

 

 "A Giant? We're still far from Kinu, why..." 

 

 Zeno hid the muttering Rubia behind him and answered. 

 

 "That means it's not an ordinary Giant." 

 

 "Does that mean...?" 

 

 "It might be a Mutant." 

 

 Ggwak. 

 At the same time as Zeno tightened his grip on the sword hilt. 

 

 Kuung-! 

 

 "......A Gargoyle?" 

 

 A giant statue with wings that seemed to come straight out of mythology appeared before the group, emitting a red glow from its eyes. 
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 Kung! Kuwoong! Kung! 

 

 The statue, with its red eyes gleaming, walked towards the group. 

 

 "Ze, Zeno. No matter how I look at it..." 

 

 "...Yes. It doesn't seem like a friendly gesture." 

 

 The statue fixed its gaze on the group, knocking down surrounding trees as it approached. 

 

 "I think it's best if we get out of the way for now." 

 

 Zeno came to that conclusion in the face of the statue's threatening movements. 

 

 "Lord, just a moment." 

 

 "Huh? Kyaa!" 

 

 Zeno suddenly picked up Rubia. 

 It was in the manner of carrying so-called princesses. 

 

 "I, I can walk, you know..." 

 

 Rubia mumbled, wrapping her arms around Zeno's neck. 

 Zeno stared down at Rubia for a moment before opening his mouth. 

 

 "It's alright. Just hold on tight to me." 

 

 No matter how I looked at it, it didn't seem like she could outrun a giant statue with that frail physique. 

 Since I couldn't convey that sentiment to Rubia directly, Zeno turned to the others and changed the subject. 

 

 "So, with that said, everyone prepare to run." 

 

 "What the hell do you mean, 'with that said'?!" 

 

 "Ren, are you that oblivious? Don't you see the giant statue chasing us right now?" 

 

 Eve scolded Ren, who had abruptly woken up from his sleep. 

 

 "No, I mean, why all of a sudden... Ah, screw it... Never mind." 

 

 Ren grumbled but quickly packed up the camping gear with nimble hands. 

 

 "Eve, take care of the wagon." 

 

 Zeno said to Eve, who was packing gear alongside him. 

 

 "Should I follow you in the wagon, Zeno-nim?" 

 

 "I'll divert its attention first, so join us slowly. I'll leave a trail on the ground as a signal." 

 

 We still had over ten days to go before reaching Kinu. 

 Losing the wagon in the midst of all this was out of the question. 

 This was a crucial moment for Eve's role. 

 

 "Understood." 

 

 Eve nodded and hopped up onto the driver's seat. 

 

 "Noel. It's too much for Eve to drive alone at night. Help her out." 

 

 "...Alright." 

 

 Noel, who had been wearing a complicated expression as he watched the approaching statue, nodded. 

 

 "I'll light the way." 

 

 Hwareuk, black flames soared from Noel's arm. 

 The flames, neither too bright nor too dim, illuminated the path ahead for the wagon. 

 

 "Thank you." 

 

 Chaaak-! 

 

 Eve tilted her head and cracked the whip. 

 The horses, who had been sound asleep, startled awake. 

 

 "Hyah." 

 

 Eve muttered softly, and the horses began to run without knowing why. 

 

 "See you in a bit." 

 

 "Yeah." 

 

 The wagon began to move through the forest first. 

 

 Kung! 

 

 The giant statue came right up to the group. 

 

 Kkigik- Kkigigik! 

 

 The statue's arm rose, making an unsettling sound. 

 

 "He, hey. That, surely..." 

 

 "...Evade it." 

 

 At the same time as Zeno finished speaking. 

 

 Kwaaaaaang!! 

 

 The statue's fist slammed into the ground. 

 Clouds of dust rose. 

 Fragments scattered as the rock crumbled. 

 

 "What the fuck... What the hell is this?!" 

 

 Ren, who barely ducked to avoid the rock fragments, cursed. 

 Of course, there was no one to answer him. 

 

 "Cough... Are you alright?" 

 

 Zeno, emerging from the cloud of dust, spat out the dirt in his mouth and checked on Rubia's condition. 

 

 "Cough, cough... Yeah, I'm fine... Zeno, are you?" 

 

 "I'm fine. I just ate some dirt." 

 

 "Is that really 'fine'...?" 

 

 Rubia perked up her ears and brushed the dirt off Zeno's cheek. 

 

 "Ah, shit. What a bolt from the blue while I was sleeping..." 

 

 "......" 

 

 A bolt from the blue, in the truest sense of the word. 

 It was no different from a natural disaster. 

 

 "Ren, can you run?" 

 

 "Why? Are you going to carry me if I can't?" 

 

 "No. I was going to wish you good luck in the afterlife." 

 

 "Tch, you're so heartless." 

 

 "You seem fine, so follow me." 

 

 Zeno said those words and kicked off the ground. 

 

 "Haa... Alright, I can't just die here for nothing!" 

 

 Ren also started running through the forest after Zeno. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 An unintentional nighttime chase continued. 

 

 "Seriously, how long is that thing going to follow us for?!" 

 

 "I don't know. Stop whining and run." 

 

 It had already been over an hour since they started running from the statue. 

 

 Kiing-! 

 

 "Shit... Did it find us again?" 

 

 It wasn't like the surroundings were bright. 

 It wasn't like Zeno and Ren were noisily running away. 

 Rather, they were nimbly fleeing, hiding in the lush trees and grass around them. 

 

 Kiing! 

 

 Yet, the statue periodically shone its red eyes and found the group. 

 

 "Zeno... Are you alright?" 

 

 Rubia wiped the sweat from Zeno's forehead, wearing a apologetic expression. 

 She couldn't help but feel that way. 

 Even when Zeno and Ren were sprinting, the distance quickly closed with just a few steps from the statue. 

 It had such an absurd stride, and he had to run while carrying Rubia. 

 It was no wonder Zeno was pouring sweat like a waterfall. 

 

 "I'm fine. Just worry about yourself, Lord." 

 

 After taking a short breath, Zeno stood up. 

 As long as the statue kept approaching, it was time to run again. 

 

 "Haa... Hey, isn't running away pointless now?" 

 

 Ren suddenly said that. 

 

 "...Do you have an idea?" 

 

 "What idea... We've been running away with our tails between our legs, so let's try fighting back a little." 

 

 "You must have been hit in the head with a rock earlier. It seems our journey ends here, Ren." 

 

 "I didn't get hit in the head, so don't give up, you bastard." 

 

 "If you're not out of your mind, where did you get the crazy idea to fight back?" 

 

 Zeno pointed to the statue, which was approaching with a deafening roar. 

 A statue made of solid rock from head to toe. 

 No matter how I looked at it, it didn't seem like Zeno's sword or Ren's blades would work. 

 

 "Of course, I'm not saying we should beat that thing. But if we do this and that, can't we at least break one of its eyes?" 

 

 "Eyes?" 

 

 "Yeah. It seems like it's finding us with the light coming from there... So, wouldn't it be enough to just break that?" 

 

 It was an absurd idea. 

 How were they supposed to break the eyes that were so high up? 

 Besides, there was no guarantee that the statue wouldn't be able to find Zeno even if they broke its eyes. 

 Zeno shook his head and was about to prepare to run away again, but. 

 

 "Hmm... I think Ren is right too." 

 

 "Is that so?" 

 

 When Rubia said that, I sat back down and listened attentively. 

 

 "Yeah. The statue's eyes... I mean, it's certain that the mineral embedded in the eye area is finding us." 

 

 "Is it a mineral you recognize?" 

 

 "No... It's the first time I've seen it. But it's definitely that. We, well, it's just my gut feeling though..." 

 

 "If it's what Lord says, I believe it." 

 

 "Ha, geez... You didn't even listen when I said it." 

 

 Ren let out a hollow laugh and plopped down on the spot. 

 

 "Then, assuming we break the eyes as Rubia-nim says. Is there a way to get all the way up there?" 

 

 "Weren't you going to fight back because you had a plan?" 

 

 "No, I just said it because I was pissed off about running away all the time." 

 

 "......" 

 

 Zeno turned his head with a 'figures' expression. 

 

 'If it weren't for Lord's words, I would have run away a long time ago.' 

 

 Rubia was wearing a serious expression, then perked up her ears and opened her mouth. 

 

 "Zeno. There should be a potion in my pocket. If you drink it, you might be able to stand against the statue." 

 

 "......I found it." 

 

 Zeno, rummaging through Rubia's pocket, found a small bundle of flasks. 

 

 "Among them, the orange potion is a physical enhancement. But..." 

 

 "Is there a problem?" 

 

 "Yeah..." 

 

 Rubia nodded with a dark expression. 

 

 "I haven't tested it yet. I can guarantee the effects, but I don't know what the side effects are... Maybe it's better to just run away... Zeno?!" 

 

 Rubia's eyes widened. 

 It was because Zeno had downed the potion before Rubia could even finish her explanation. 

 

 "...You could have told me that beforehand." 

 

 "I, I didn't think you'd drink it so quickly!" 

 

 Zeno, who had been narrowing his eyes and looking at Rubia, turned his head. 

 

 "Anyway, you drink it too, Ren." 

 

 "What? No way. You said you don't even know if there are side effects?" 

 

 "Then, are you saying I should break both eyes by myself?" 

 

 Kung! Kuwoong! 

 

 Even as Ren was refusing the potion, the statue was slowly approaching them. 

 

 "Ah... Haa... Seriously, this is driving me crazy." 

 

 Ren, alternating between looking at the potion and the approaching statue. 

 

 Glug, glug. 

 

 Poured the potion into his mouth in one go. 

 

 "A, are you both alright?" 

 

 Rubia felt Zeno's face, checking his condition. 

 

 "Yes, I'm fine for now." 

 

 "Hoo... Other than a little too much power boiling over..." 

 

 Ren stood up and cracked his neck. 

 

 "Yeah... It's a potion that momentarily pumps up your strength, so it's best to release it quickly." 

 

 "...Is that so." 

 

 Zeno carefully put Rubia down and drew his sword. 

 

 Sureung- 

 

 The faint moonlight reflected off the blade. 

 

 "Then, I'll be off, Lord. Please stay safe." 

 

 "Okay, come bac―" 

 

 Kwaang! 

 

 Before Rubia could finish speaking, Zeno kicked off the ground. 

 The difference from usual was that the ground he had been standing on until just now was shattered. 

 

 '...The effect is more amazing than I thought.' 

 

 Currently, Zeno was soaring through the sky. 

 

 "...There will definitely be aftereffects." 

 

 I didn't know how severe it would be, but it was only natural to pay the price for drawing out this much power. 

 

 'Then, before the potion wears off...!' 

 

 Zeno held his sword in reverse grip. 

 The sword's edge was aimed at the statue's eyes. 

 Zeno, sharpening his sword like an eagle's claw, descended rapidly. 

 

 Kwajik! 

 

 The statue's eyes were cleanly shattered. 
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Unfortunately, the statue didn't stop.

 

Kugugugugung!

 

Was it because it lost its sight?

The statue began to rampage wildly.

 

"Keuk..."

 

Thanks to that, Zeno, who was in the air, got caught in the strong wind caused by the statue.

His body shook wildly without a place to set foot.

Zeno fell to the ground without resistance.

 

"Keoheok..."

 

A tingling pain rose up his waist.

He was breathless.

If the thick leaves hadn't absorbed the impact, he might have died.

 

"Ze, Zeno!"

 

Soon, Rubia, with a tearful face, ran over.

 

"...My Lord."

 

"Are you okay...? No, you clearly don't look okay!"

 

Rubia approached Zeno, panting.

Holding her chest, she looked like she would lose her breath soon.

It was understandable since she ran all the way here with that stamina.

 

"...Are you alright?"

 

I was worried about Rubia, who was sweating profusely.

 

"Who's worrying about who right now!"

 

Instead, Zeno was scolded.

 

"I didn't know the duration of the medicine would be this short..."

 

Rubia laid Zeno on her lap with tears welling up in her eyes.

She rummaged through her bag and took out potion after potion endlessly.

As the tears that formed at the corners of her eyes were about to fall, Zeno opened his mouth.

 

"I fell on a tree, so I wasn't seriously injured. So, you don't need to worry too much..."

 

"What are you saying when you can't even move...!"

 

Rubia cut him off and took off Zeno's clothes in a flash.

There were only scratches and abrasions.

As Zeno said, there were no serious injuries visible.

 

"Just bear with it a little."

 

"Keueuk..."

 

Rubia poured the healing potion directly onto Zeno's wounds.

Zeno, who couldn't even move a finger, just had to endure the pain.

How long had it been?

 

Kung!

 

"Kkeueueueu..."

 

Ren fell not far from Zeno.

He didn't seem to be seriously injured either, thanks to the leaves.

 

"Aoh... I thought I was gonna die..."

 

"What did you do to the statue?"

 

"Can't you tell by looking at it..."

 

Ren pointed to the statue, shaking his arm.

 

Deudeudeudeu!

 

The statue staggered, swinging its arms around.

The remaining eye was also broken.

 

"Looks like you broke it properly."

 

"Yeah. It is, but... it's not stopping."

 

Was it trying to get revenge for losing its sight?

Rather, the statue rampaged even more than when it had eyes.

 

"It doesn't seem to be coming towards us... Anyway, Ren, you come over here too. I'll apply some potion."

 

"Huh? Shouldn't Rubia-nim come over here? My body is like this right now."

 

"Who do you think you are, telling My Lord to come over here? Don't complain and walk over here yourself."

 

Zeno growled as Ren blinked in disbelief.

 

"What's that bastard lying on his lap saying..."

 

Even while saying that, Ren staggered towards Rubia.

Rubia poured potion on Ren as well.

 

"Aack! It hurts, it hurts! Why are you applying it so roughly only to me!"

 

"What are you talking about? It's careful enough."

 

"Just be grateful that My Lord is healing you."

 

"Ha... Fuck. I'm so sad, seriously."

 

While Ren was complaining, the sun slowly began to peek over the mountain ridge.

 

"Ah... the sun's rising."

 

"It seems we ran away enough to stay up all night."

 

As I felt the time we spent running away from the statue, I felt the strength drain from my body.

But we couldn't just collapse and fall asleep here.

 

"I wonder how far Eve has gone. We should start looking for her soon..."

 

I was about to get up to go find the carriage.

 

"Zeno, look over there."

 

Rubia pulled on Zeno's arm tightly.

 

"What is it?"

 

"The statue... it stopped."

 

"Yes?"

 

Wondering what that meant, I turned my head.

 

"..."

 

"..."

 

The statue had really stopped.

As if it had never moved in the first place.

 

"...Did it happen as soon as the sun shone on it?"

 

"It... seems like it?"

 

It was in the form of a question, but I already knew.

That what they thought was right.

 

"Huh, so we didn't need to break its eyes or anything from the start?"

 

The feeling of emptiness washed over me at Ren's words, which added to the certainty.

 

'...Did we just need to run away from the start?'

 

Zeno sighed.

Regretting it like this doesn't change the fact that we wasted our stamina for nothing.

 

"...I think we should go find Eve first."

 

Zeno, who wanted to lie down in the carriage and close his eyes right away, forced himself to get up.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

In reality, it was impossible to move to find the carriage.

 

"...The aftereffects are quite severe."

 

"Is that what you call quite severe...? You crazy bastard... I'm about to die..."

 

The aftereffects of the physical enhancement drug weren't just the exhaustion of energy.

Currently, Zeno and Ren were collapsed, unable to do anything.

Muscle pain that felt like squeezing the body.

It was because of the fever that was boiling over.

Eventually, Eve, who couldn't wait any longer, wandered around the forest and was able to meet them.

 

"...Master. What on earth happened?"

 

Eve asked, looking at the two who were collapsed and Rubia who was sitting blankly.

 

"...A lot happened."

 

"...?"

 

Eve tilted her head at the incomprehensible words.

 

"Did the two of you stop that moving statue?"

 

"Well... let's... believe that."

 

"?"

 

Question marks piled up above Eve's head at the uncertain answer.

Noel asked Zeno from the side.

 

"It seems like it doesn't move during the day. Is that right?"

 

"...Yes."

 

"It looks like you did some useless shit."

 

"...Yes."

 

Noel immediately realized what had happened as soon as he saw the state of the statue.

There's no way the statue's eyes would have broken on their own.

 

"There's a lot I want to ask... but it doesn't seem like the time. Princess, move them."

 

"...Ah, okay."

 

"...It seems like the Princess is also lacking sleep."

 

"...?"

 

"It's nothing. Go in and sleep."

 

Noel waved his hand at Rubia, who was blinking slowly.

Rubia, who had always used honorifics, was using informal speech.

It wasn't just Ren and Zeno who were in bad condition.

 

"I'll move you. Endure it."

 

"Keueuk..."

 

"Aaaaack! It hurts! It hurts!"

 

Noel picked up Zeno and Ren like luggage and threw them into the back seat.

The two who were complaining of pain soon fell asleep, unable to overcome their drowsiness.

 

"Master. I will take care of the rest of the nursing."

 

"Ah... will you?"

 

Rubia, relieved to hear Eve's words, also closed her eyes next to Zeno.

 

"Eumnya... Sorry... A little more experiment..."

 

Eve, watching her hug Zeno tightly while mumbling in her sleep, turned her head to Noel.

 

"Noel-nim. Did you find out anything?"

 

"Hm?"

 

"You seem to have that kind of expression."

 

"Well... I don't know exactly, but there's one thing I can be sure of."

 

Noel stretched out his large finger and pointed to the statue, which was out of place in the middle of the forest.

 

"That monster doesn't move during the day. So we need to move as much as possible during the day."

 

"Then what should we do at night?"

 

"At night..."

 

Noel sighed deeply and said.

 

"We need to move even faster than during the day. So that we don't get caught by the monster."

 

"..."

 

It couldn't have been good news for Eve, who had to drive the carriage.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The carriage really moved as Noel said.

 

Kung! Kwang!

 

A roar that shook the earth was heard, and the carriage rattled and ran at full speed.

 

"Why are there more of them the further we go?"

 

"...That must mean there are a lot of these monsters in Kinue."

 

Ren and Zeno talked while looking at the moon in the sky.

It was still a long time before the sun would rise.

The carriage was dodging the statues chasing them and heading towards Kinue.

 

"Sorry, Eve... Is it hard?"

 

"It's... alright. If I charge during the day..."

 

"...I won't talk to you. Focus on driving, Eve."

 

"..."

 

Eve nodded silently at Rubia's words.

She had to take naps during the day when the statues didn't move and drive the carriage day and night for the rest of the time.

It was natural that Eve was suffering from a lack of power to the point where she didn't even have the strength to answer.

 

So, Ren and Zeno were suffering from the aftereffects and being nursed by Rubia.

Eve was driving the carriage all day long, avoiding the statues.

The group got closer to Kinue.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

One week later.

The appearance of the village began to be seen sooner than expected.

 

"The sun... is rising. Stop the equipment..."

 

"Yo, you worked hard. Eve."

 

As soon as the sunlight shone on the ground, Eve just turned off.

Rubia stroked Eve's neck, which had become hot from overheating.

 

"...We somehow made it."

 

Rubia mumbled, blankly turning around.

Dozens of statues that had been chasing them were frozen behind the carriage.

 

"...How are we going to go back?"

 

After the relentless escape, the group finally entered the land of the giants.
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 "You've worked hard." 

 

 "Kuh......." 

 

 Zeno picked up Eve, who had passed out from staying up all night for several days, and got out of the carriage. 

 

 "Shall we hide it here?" 

 

 "Yes. This place will do." 

 

 The carriage was not going to be taken into the village. 

 There was no place to tie up horses in the giants' village. 

 They were too big to ride horses. 

 

 With Noel's help, Zeno hid the carriage so that it would not be attacked by the statues at night and returned. 

 

 "Look at how goddamn high that is." 

 

 "I guess it's because it's a place where giants come and go." 

 

 Ren and Rubia were admiring the huge entrance to the village. 

 

 "But aren't there usually gatekeepers or something?" 

 

 As Rubia looked around the entrance, Noel answered. 

 

 "No. There usually are. I think... it has something to do with those statues." 

 

 Noel pointed to the group of statues frozen in dynamic poses. 

 Certainly, it would be difficult for a gatekeeper to stand guard outside when things like that were wandering around at night. 

 

 "Let's go in, whatever it is." 

 

 Zeno naturally handed Eve over to Ren and stuck close to Rubia. 

 

 "Lord, you must stay especially close to me in Kinu." 

 

 "Huh? Okay. I understand." 

 

 Rubia clung to Zeno's arm as if she were really hanging on it. 

 

 "...You don't have to stick that close." 

 

 "You're the one who told me to stick close... But why?" 

 

 Rubia puffed out her cheeks slightly and moved away a little. 

 Then she dug between Zeno's fingers and intertwined them. 

 

 "Giants are extremely discriminatory against other races. You must stay by my side in case something happens." 

 

 "Huh? But Noel is a giant, isn't he? So wouldn't it be okay?" 

 

 "No, it will be counterproductive." 

 

 "Huh?" 

 

 Rubia perked up her ears and looked at Noel. 

 

 "That guy is right, Gongnyeo. Here, my existence will only be a hindrance, not a help." 

 

 Noel had already pulled down his hood to cover his face. 

 However, he did not cover his uniform, creating a very bizarre fashion. 

 

 "Why? You're a half 'Giant,' aren't you?" 

 

 "It's the 'half' Giant that's the problem. They'll think my blood is mixed with that of other races." 

 

 "......" 

 

 Rubia, speechless, opened and closed her mouth. 

 She mulled over Noel's words and thought. 

 Although she had never met them, she was sure that the giants were conservative. 

 

 "But you don't have to cover Gongnyeo's face." 

 

 "Huh?" 

 

 "This place isn't open enough for the rumors of the Empire to reach. Even if they did, they wouldn't believe it. They wouldn't know about the existence of a 'Witch who created Mutants'." 

 

 "Noel is right. You can be more comfortable here." 

 

 "Hmm. Really?" 

 

 At those words, Rubia put the hat she was about to wear back into her bag. 

 She was glad that she didn't have to wear the hat that made her ears stuffy, but she felt like something was bothering her. 

 

 'I'm okay, but... is Noel okay?' 

 

 She hadn't known him for very long, but she could still feel it. 

 Noel was clearly reluctant to enter the Kinu Continent. 

 

 "Lord?" 

 

 "Huh? Ah. I was just spacing out for a second." 

 

 Rubia followed Zeno into the village, unable to shake off her uneasy feelings. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The group set out to find an inn. 

 It was not easy to run to this village while avoiding the statues. 

 Eve had to drive the carriage all night. 

 Zeno and Ren suffered from high fever due to the side effects of the potion. 

 Everyone needed rest now, so they had to find an inn, but....... 

 

 "...How did outsiders get in here?" 

 

 "Dad, why are those people so small?" 

 

 The giants' gazes on the group were not friendly at all. 

 Adult giants sent stinging gazes mixed with contempt and wariness. 

 The children sent gazes mixed with curiosity. 

 

 "That's a kid? He's damn big." 

 

 Ren was surprised to hear the words of the father and son who had just passed by. 

 

 "They must think we're infinitely small." 

 

 Of course, even if they were children, they were still giants. 

 They were equal to or larger than Noel, who was just over 3m tall. 

 

 "Hmm? Isn't that a giant? He's a bit big." 

 

 Noel, who was particularly large among the group, caught the giants' eyes. 

 

 "Are there any races among outsiders that can grow that big?" 

 

 "I don't know...?" 

 

 As the gazes began to focus on Noel, she pulled her hood down even further. 

 

 "Hmm. It's best not to get involved and just go." 

 

 "I think so too." 

 

 The giants, who had been tilting their heads, soon left. 

 It was clear that they were determined not to get involved even if a giant's child was with another race. 

 

 Ren tried to talk to the giants several times, but he was repeatedly ignored. 

 

 "Tch, they're being so prickly. I just wanted to ask for directions. Can't they hear my voice?" 

 

 At this rate, they would have to sleep outside again today. 

 Ren, who couldn't do that now that they had entered the village, asked Noel. 

 

 "Hey, Professor. You're a giant, aren't you? Don't you know where the inn is?" 

 

 "Do you know every road in the Euphestone Empire?" 

 

 Of course, just because he was a giant didn't mean he knew all the geography of the Kinu Continent. 

 In fact, Noel's hometown was now in a state where it could no longer be found on the map. 

 

 "That's... true. Of course you wouldn't know." 

 

 Ren, convinced, sighed deeply. 

 

 "Hey, Zeno. What should we do? It seems like everyone is avoiding us." 

 

 "I expected it to some extent, but... it's a bit much. There's no choice. We'll just have to look for an inn ourselves." 

 

 After that, they went into every building that looked like an inn. 

 Some were just ordinary pubs, and some were real inns. 

 

 "We don't accept outsiders." 

 

 "I have enough money. Just rent a room for one day......." 

 

 "We don't need money from humans. Get the hell out of here." 

 

 Only cold-hearted responses came back. 

 

 "This is too much... They won't accept us even though we have money." 

 

 When they were kicked out of the third inn. 

 Rubia couldn't stand it and grumbled. 

 Half a day had passed since they had been wandering around the village without rest. 

 Zeno was starting to get worried. 

 

 "Are you okay, Lord? I'll carry you on my back if you're tired." 

 

 "No, no. I can still walk." 

 

 Rubia tried to smile. 

 Of course, she couldn't hide her trembling eyelids and wobbly legs like a newborn deer. 

 Zeno, who sighed briefly, offered his back. 

 

 "Get on." 

 

 "I-I'm fine, I tell you?" 

 

 "What are you talking about when you're sweating so much?" 

 

 Rubia wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and turned her head. 

 

 "Hmm... If I get on, you'll be very hot......." 

 

 "It doesn't matter." 

 

 It was easier for Zeno to carry Rubia on his back. 

 

 "Ugh. I wish this one would wake up and get carried on my back instead." 

 

 Otherwise, he might have to carry Rubia, who had collapsed, like Ren, who was carrying Eve. 

 

 "T-Then......." 

 

 Rubia climbed onto Zeno's back with an apologetic expression. 

 Zeno, who stood up with Rubia on his back, was slightly surprised. 

 

 '...She's a little too light for my liking.' 

 

 He thought that he should feed Rubia a little more and said. 

 

 "We should decide soon. Whether to look for more inns or sleep outside." 

 

 "Sigh... I don't want to sleep on the street again......." 

 

 "But we need to find a place to stay anyway. There's no guarantee that the statues won't come into the village." 

 

 At Noel's calm words, Ren brushed the goosebumps off his arms. 

 

 "...That could be true. There are no gatekeepers either. Then let's look for one more place and decide." 

 

 The group, agreeing with Ren's words, moved to find another inn. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 As expected, they were kicked out of the last inn they visited. 

 

 "...Prepare the camping equipment." 

 

 "Haa... I want to leave already, and we just got here today." 

 

 They had been wandering around all day, and the sun was slowly setting. 

 That meant that the giants' village was huge, and the thought of what to do tomorrow made him feel hopeless. 

 

 "Where's a good place......." 

 

 Rubia, who was on Zeno's back, put her hand on her forehead and looked around. 

 

 "How about over there?" 

 

 "Where are you talking about?" 

 

 "Next to that huge temple!" 

 

 Following Rubia's outstretched finger, there was a huge temple. 

 

 'Is it not in use now?' 

 

 One peculiar thing was that the temple was suspiciously dilapidated, even from a distance. 

 

 "Huh? Rubia-nim, are you talking about the cave next to that temple?" 

 

 "Yeah, that's right." 

 

 "We're not cavemen, we can't stay in a place like that......." 

 

 "No. It might not be so bad." 

 

 I understand Ren's worries. 

 He probably doesn't want to lie down in a damp, dark cave. 

 

 However. 

 

 "That's the perfect place to avoid the statues' eyes at night." 

 

 There was no guarantee that the statues would not enter the village. 

 And if they did... the first target would probably be the group sleeping outside in the village. 

 

 "I know what you mean... Ha... Okay, let's go. Let's just sleep there tonight and think about it tomorrow." 

 

 So the group moved to the cave next to the temple. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 As soon as they arrived, everyone fell asleep. 

 It was because they were so tired that they couldn't even have dinner even though it was early. 

 While they were in dreamland. 

 

 ――― 

 

 ――――――! 

 

 ―――――――――!! 

 

 "Keuk!?" 

 

 A strange and unpleasant noise. 

 Zeno jumped up at the sound he had never heard before. 

 

 "......?" 

 

 Looking around, the group was all sleeping quietly. 

 

 ―――! 

 

 It seemed that Zeno was the only one who had woken up at this strange sound. 

 

 '...Hallucination?' 

 

 As Zeno was confused, an unpleasant sound penetrated his ear again. 

 

 '...No. It's not a hallucination.' 

 

 Zeno staggered to his feet and went outside the cave. 

 Of course, it was still dark night. 

 That's why Zeno was able to discover it. 

 

 "What the hell is that......." 

 

 The suspiciously dilapidated temple he had seen earlier. 

 

 Huge statues were entering the ominous light emanating from that place. 
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The group of statues entering the shining temple.

 

Zeno reflexively stood up.

 

He had to follow that group.

 

That's how strongly he felt the urge.

If it were the Zeno who usually makes rational decisions, he would have thought about it one more time.

 

However.

 

'It's closing soon.'

 

A simple hunch.

He didn't know why, but all his senses were screaming that he had to enter that temple.

 

Zeno gently set down Rubia, who was snuggled in his arms and snoring softly, and stood up.

He moved his feet as quietly as possible, so as not to make a sound.

He was planning to scout around a bit before dawn, but.

 

"Euuuhm... Zeno?"

 

Rubia rubbed her eyes and immediately got up.

 

"...My Lord. What brings you to rise?"

 

"You suddenly disappeared."

 

It had been over a month since Rubia started sleeping in Zeno's arms.

Now she couldn't fall asleep peacefully unless she was in Zeno's arms, so it wasn't strange that Rubia woke up right away.

 

"You must be tired, you should go back to sleep."

 

"Where are you going?"

 

Zeno paused for a moment to choose his words.

 

'Should I tell her honestly that I'm going to look around the temple?'

 

He didn't want to do that.

If he told her the truth, Rubia would definitely say she wanted to go with him.

He couldn't take Rubia to a dangerous place that he hadn't even properly assessed yet.

 

So, should he lie and put Rubia back to sleep?

 

'...That's really not going to work.'

 

Zeno had already broken his promises with Rubia several times.

If he tricked Rubia again and moved alone this time... she would probably bite his neck until there was nothing left.

 

"Huh? Where are you going?"

 

"That is......"

 

Just as he was moving his lips at Rubia's urging.

 

Bbaltteok!

 

Noel, who had been sleeping, got up.

It was only natural that Zeno and Rubia, who had been talking quietly, were surprised.

 

"Ze, Ze, Zeno..."

 

The frozen Rubia trembled.

She was scared by Noel, who had unexpectedly woken up.

 

"Is she, is she possessed by a ghost?"

 

"That's probably not it. It's okay, come here."

 

Rubia ran tottering and clung to Zeno's arm.

Until then, Noel was standing stiffly like a totem pole.

 

'Does Noel have somnambulism?'

 

Just as he was thinking that.

 

"...I feel a strange energy."

 

Noel slowly lifted her eyelids.

 

"What's strange is you."

 

"Hmm?"

 

"What's with you all of a sudden? Getting up like that."

 

Zeno patted Rubia, who was hiding behind him, and asked.

She was so surprised that the sound of Rubia's pounding heart could be heard in Zeno's ears.

 

"I, I was scared because you suddenly got up."

 

"...Did I do that? I don't remember very well."

 

Noel narrowed her brows and tilted her head.

Zeno asked her.

 

"You said you woke up because you felt a strange energy?"

 

"Yes. I felt like something was pulling me."

 

"Pulling?"

 

He thought she woke up because she heard the strange sound Zeno felt.

It didn't seem to be the case.

 

"Could it be because of that?"

 

Zeno pointed to the temple, where statues were still pouring in.

 

"......Ah."

 

Noel sighed as she looked at the temple stained with purple light.

Then she mumbled and looked at Zeno.

 

"What's wrong? Do you feel something from there?"

 

"...Demon."

 

"Demon?"

 

"I feel the energy of a Demon."

 

At Noel's words, Rubia gasped.

 

"Then this place is......"

 

"It seems like it's a place that creates Mutants."

 

Zeno groaned at Noel's words.

 

Clearly, the Mutants are in the form of Werewolves.

But that was only limited to humans and Beast-people.

 

'If Giants Mutate, they would become like that...'

 

It made sense.

The statues were just the size of Giants.

 

"Is it impossible to know what kind of Demon it is?"

 

Catching a Demon was never an easy task.

Just thinking about the time he wasted because of the Mimic made his head hurt even now.

 

"Unfortunately, I can't figure out the exact form from here."

 

"Then there's only one way."

 

Noel nodded.

 

"We have to go there ourselves."

 

"Wa, wait a minute! You're going to go in there? What are you talking about!?"

 

Rubia perked up her tail and intervened.

 

"You said there's a Demon inside? Then shouldn't we act more carefully? Moving rashly is dangerous...!"

 

It was a valid point.

 

If it were usual, Zeno would have done as Rubia said.

 

However.

 

"...That door won't be open for long."

 

His intuition screamed.

If he didn't go right now, he didn't know when that door would open again.

It was an intuition that rang in his head like when he was avoiding the Werewolf's attack, so he couldn't ignore it.

 

"What does that......"

 

"That guy is right, Princess. That door is like a temporary portal. We have to go quickly."

 

Noel, with one eye dyed black, jumped up and went down the cave.

There was no way he could send Noel alone.

Zeno glanced back at Rubia.

 

"My Lord. I'll be back quickly, so please wait here......"

 

"Do you think I'll let you?"

 

"...No, you won't."

 

"No matter what, I'm not sending you alone. I know you'll get hurt again somewhere......"

 

Rubia grumbled and packed a bag filled with various potions.

 

"Let's hurry up and follow them too. We can't send Noel alone either."

 

"Yes, let's go."

 

Thus, an unintentional nighttime temple exploration began.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Mutant breeding ground.

From the beginning, Zeno and his party had come to the Kinu continent to find that place.

So, it was a natural course of action to follow the temple where statues presumed to be Mutants were entering.

 

"Is it okay to leave Ren and Eve behind?"

 

Rubia, who was closely following behind Zeno, asked, trembling.

 

"It would be better to let them rest. They both need time to relieve their fatigue."

 

Zeno replied, trembling as well.

 

It wasn't that they were scared.

 

Kung! Kuung!

 

It was just that the earth was shaking every time the statues moved their feet, so it only sounded like their words were trembling.

 

"Be careful, My Lord."

 

Zeno firmly grabbed Rubia, who was shaking weakly from side to side.

Zeno and Noel could withstand the shaking, but Rubia couldn't.

 

"S, sorry."

 

"It's okay. Just stay close to me."

 

"Okay..."

 

Zeno put his arm around Rubia.

It was to keep Rubia from shaking.

He felt like his heart rate was quickening, but he ignored it.

 

"That's the last statue. Let's get ready to go in too."

 

Noel, who was watching the temple with Black Magic, returned to Zeno.

 

"Can we just follow them in?"

 

"Yes. There's no problem going in."

 

"What about coming out?"

 

"That's the problem. This portal is only open for a short time. We have to quickly look around and see what's going on. Then let's start right away."

 

As if there wasn't even enough time to explain, Noel entered the temple first.

 

Rubia and Zeno looked at each other.

 

"Let's follow them in."

 

"O, okay!"

 

They stepped into the ominously shining temple.

And soon their vision was turned upside down.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Uwaeehk......"

 

Rubia experienced a portal for the first time.

She experienced a different kind of motion sickness than with Teleport scrolls, and she was dizzy and supported by Zeno.

 

"Are you okay, My Lord?"

 

"I'm not okayyy......"

 

He wanted to let her rest for a while if he could.

But after stepping into this temple, it was a time attack.

He had to quickly finish the exploration and return, so he couldn't stop.

 

"Please bear with it a little longer."

 

He was patting Rubia on the back and chasing after Noel, when.

 

Tuk.

 

"Shh."

 

Noel, who was walking ahead, stopped abruptly.

 

"What's wrong?"

 

"There's something ahead."

 

Zeno and Rubia leaned forward and looked ahead.

 

"...What are they doing?"

 

A long corridor.

In that corridor, statues were lined up on both sides, kneeling.

 

And in the very center of them.

 

Kkigik- Kkigigik.

 

"Hmm... the Giants' defense is getting stronger and stronger."

 

A small figure comparable to the huge statues.

But an old gentleman, whose presence was by no means inferior, was assembling a wooden doll.

 

"That is......"

 

Noel bit her lip tightly and stepped back.

 

"Zeno. This place is dangerous. We have to get out of here right now."

 

"What's wrong? And who is that old man?"

 

"That guy is a Demon. A pretty high-ranking Demon at that. He's incomparable to the Mimic, so run away quickly...!"

 

Kung! Kuung!

 

Before Noel could finish speaking, the statues that had been kneeling rose up all at once.

 

"Keulkeul... It seems like the guys who want to become the next dolls have come."

 

The old man's eyes shone.

The statues' eyes also shone at the same time.

Red eyes that he had seen countless times while being chased.

It was a chilling gaze.

 

Chwaaak!

 

Blue threads spewed out from the old man's hand.

The threads stuck to the statues' limbs like magnets.

Yes, just like wooden dolls.

 

Kkigik.

 

As the old man moved his fingers.

 

Kkigigik.

 

The statues' gazes all turned to Zeno.

 

"Are you the guys who will become the next dolls?"

 

The old man grinned, revealing his yellow teeth.

 

Zeno, who had goosebumps all over his body, picked up Rubia in a flash.

 

"Ze, Zeno?"

 

"I'm going to run."

 

Noel and Zeno ran to the entrance without saying a word.

 

The next moment.

 

Kung! Kung! Kung! Kung!

 

The statues connected to the old man began to follow Zeno like crazy.
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Zeno isn't a Knight who doesn't know how to retreat.

He was just a mercenary from who used to subjugate Werewolves.

The glory and honor that Knights should possess were just luxuries to Zeno.

 

If it becomes disadvantageous, retreat.

If it becomes advantageous again, advance.

 

Some people pointed fingers at Zeno's hunting method, calling it cowardly, but he didn't care.

 

The mercenaries who spouted such words became food for the Werewolves.

Only Zeno always survived.

 

So, what I'm trying to say right now is....

 

Kung! Kung! Kuwoong!

 

, "W-w-what, suddenly?!"

 

, "Do not look back, Jugun."

 

The fact that Zeno is running away with his tail between his legs right now means it's a strategic retreat.

 

, 'Was that old man controlling the statues?'

 

Zeno didn't neglect his analysis even while running away busily.

Blue threads attached to the statues' limbs.

Those threads were connected to the old man sitting in the middle.

 

, "Noel."

 

He called out to Noel, who was also busily moving his feet next to him.

 

, "Yeah. That old man is a Demon."

 

As if knowing what he was thinking, that answer came back.

 

, "Then the statues are probably......."

 

, "Giants who were defeated by that old man, probably."

 

, "......"

 

For now, that's the tentative conclusion they've reached.

 

, '...So, being a Mutant doesn't necessarily mean having a fixed appearance.'

 

Deep wrinkles formed on Zeno's forehead.

 

It wasn't good for variables to arise in this way.

 

, 'If it were a giant Werewolf, I could try to deal with it somehow.'

 

The purpose of Zeno and his party coming to Kinu was to block the cultivation of Mutants.

 

But what is the situation now?

 

The Giants have Mutated into statues that are immune to attacks.

They're even being directly controlled by a Demon.

At this point, the Werewolves that were rampant in the Empire and Kingdom look like angels.

 

, "Tsk."

 

While sorting out his thoughts, the exit began to appear in the distance.

 

, "Let's retreat for now."

 

, "Yeah. At least this isn't a place where we can do something on our own."

 

Zeno and Noel, whose thoughts aligned, ran towards the portal at full speed.

 

Kugugung!

 

The statues also chased after them at a terrifying speed.

 

However.

 

, "Keul keul keul... We will meet again before long."

 

At the same time as the chilling sound that seemed to scrape the skull, the statues stopped.

The old man riding on the statue revealed his yellow teeth and said.

 

, "Well, shall I give you a gift before you leave?"

 

, "......!"

 

I don't know what it means.

However, the feeling that they shouldn't be here any longer overwhelmed them.

 

At the same time as the old man raised his hand, Zeno jumped into the portal.

 

The view was flipped.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

What they saw when they came out of the temple was the sun rising from the horizon.

Zeno tilted his head while looking at the sunrise.

 

, "...What the hell is he up to?"

 

Just before rushing into the portal, the Demon could have caught Zeno easily.

 

, "Isn't it because it's the time when the sun rises?"

 

, "That might be the case, but......."

 

Rubia's words were plausible.

But the Demon clearly said he would give a 'gift'.

 

, "It seems like he sent us out on purpose."

 

Noel spat out the words Zeno was thinking.

 

, "The sun doesn't shine inside the temple. There's no reason to stop the statues because he's afraid of the sun rising."

 

Noel stroked his chin with a hand as big as a pot lid.

 

, "We won't get an answer by thinking about it here. Rather, when it comes to Demons, wouldn't it be better to ask 'that guy'?"

 

The 'that guy' that Noel is talking about refers to Ren, or more precisely, Modeus who is asleep inside Ren.

 

, "Yeah. Let's move for now......."

 

Zeno, who nodded, tried to return to the cave, but.

 

Tudook, tuk.

 

His steps stopped at the sight of the red blood soaking the ground.

It's not flowing out of Zeno.

Nor was it Noel.

 

That means.

 

, "...Huh?"

 

It could only be Rubia.

 

, "Jugun? Are you hurt?"

 

He felt like the blood was draining from his whole body.

He remembered what happened before the regression.

Rubia, who was shot in the stomach with an arrow when he thought they were safe.......

 

, 'No, that's a useless thought.'

 

Arrows didn't fly around at all inside the temple.

Zeno calmly put Rubia down and checked her condition.

Rubia's right sleeve was stained red.

 

, "Excuse me."

 

Zeno, frowning, tore the sleeve of her clothes.

 

Bueok.

 

What was revealed was a long, deep wound.

Fortunately, that was all there was to the wound.

 

, "Why didn't you say anything?"

 

Zeno unknowingly let out the breath he had been holding in.

 

, "Uh, uh... No. I didn't even know I was hurt......."

 

Rubia scratched her head as if she really hadn't noticed.

 

, 'There's no way she wouldn't have noticed a wound this big.'

 

While Zeno was thinking that.

 

, "...It looks like she was cut by a thread."

 

Noel said.

 

, "Wasn't she cut by the thread that Demon was handling earlier? It looks exactly like that."

 

Zeno, hearing Noel's words, carefully examined Rubia's wound.

It was true.

A wound cut by a clean, straight line.

It was a wound that could be seen as having been cut by a thread.

 

, "...When the hell did it happen?"

 

Zeno glared at the entrance of the temple.

That didn't mean he could see inside.

Because the portal had already closed.

 

, "It would be good to hurry back to treat the wound."

 

, "......I know."

 

Zeno, who sighed deeply, got up from his seat.

Right now, waking Eve was more important than revealing his murderous intent towards the Demon.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Zeno, who entered the cave, woke Eve up right away.

 

, "Uueueu...... What's going on......."

 

Eve's voice was cracking.

She couldn't even open her eyes properly, but Zeno couldn't wait for Eve to wake up.

 

, "Wake up, Eve. Jugun is hurt."

 

, "...Yes?"

 

Only then did Eve open her eyes wide.

Rubia is Zeno's Jugun and Eve's second master-nim.

As an Android, ensuring the safety of her master-nim was a very important mission.

 

, "How did you get hurt?"

 

, "It's a long story. Take a look at the wound first."

 

, "Understood."

 

Eve, who nodded, walked towards Rubia with quick steps.

 

, "Master-nim, are you okay?"

 

, "Ah, yeah. It's just a slight cut."

 

, "...Master-nim. This is not a slight cut."

 

Eve, who saw Rubia's wound, frowned slightly.

It was a great expression of emotion for an Android who doesn't show emotions.

 

, "It will sting. Please bear with it for a moment."

 

, "Eut...!"

 

While Eve was treating Rubia.

Zeno shook Ren, who was still sprawled out and sleeping.

 

, "Ren."

 

, "Keoheoeo......."

 

, "...Ren."

 

, "Eueum......."

 

, "......"

 

Ren didn't wake up easily.

Zeno, who was worried for a moment.

 

, "I hope you understand, given the situation."

 

Deopseok.

 

, "Eueum...? What... Kehek―"

 

He grabbed Ren by the scruff of his neck and shook him back and forth.

 

, "Cough, cough! W-what! What is it?!"

 

Ren, who suddenly had his breath cut off, woke up with a start.

 

, "I need the Demon inside you."

 

, "...What?"

 

Ren frowned.

It's understandable.

To wake up someone who was sleeping soundly and say, 'I need a Demon'.

 

, "What the hell are you talking about, suddenly?"

 

, "There's a Demon here."

 

It was Noel who answered.

 

, "...A Demon?"

 

Ren's face, which had been showing annoyance, turned serious in an instant.

 

, "There's a Demon hiding in the temple next to us. And he's making the Giant race into statues and controlling them......."

 

, "Wait, wait a minute. Just because he's a professor doesn't mean he can go ahead on his own. Explain it slowly so I can understand."

 

, "......"

 

Noel, who had been silent for a moment at those words, summarized the situation.

 

, "So, you went to the temple at dawn. And it turns out that it was a Demon's lair where they were creating Mutants?"

 

, "That's correct."

 

, "Haa... Okay. So you're asking me to ask who that Demon is......."

 

Ren scratched his head with a reluctant face.

 

, "If that's the case, I don't really need to hand over control......."

 

, "Is there a problem?"

 

, "The problem is whether he'll answer me willingly."

 

Ren, who made a groaning sound, closed his eyes tightly.

 

, "......Oh, you were awake."

 

For a while, Ren muttered to himself in the air.

He was probably talking to Modeus, who was asleep inside him.

Zeno waited quietly.

 

, "...Huh? Why are you talking like that, it's unsettling. Anyway... uh, uh."

 

Ren, who was nodding, slyly opened one eye.

The place where the blue pupils should have been was stained black.

 

, "I heard a human called me."

 

, "There's something I want to ask."

 

, "What's the price? If you want to make a deal with a Demon, there's obviously a price, right?"

 

Zeno nodded.

There was obviously a price.

 

, "Eve."

 

, "Did you call me?"

 

, "I think I'll need some Divine Power......."

 

, "...You cheap bastard. Are you trying to threaten me?"

 

To be called cheap by a Demon.

It felt strange, like he had been recognized by a real bad guy.

 

, "Hmm. Is it Modeus? I'll bring up the Divine Power right away......."

 

, "I'll talk. I'll talk, so get that thing away from me!"

 

Modeus was horrified and staggered backwards.

 

, 'There probably hasn't been anyone who's made a deal with a Demon like this.'

 

He was thinking that it was very fortunate that Modeus was trapped in Ren's body.

 

, "Hoo... Then tell me what kind of guy he was. I need to know his characteristics to know whether I can tell you or not."

 

Zeno briefly explained the old man's characteristics.

 

, "Eueum... You guys are probably fucked."

 

, "...Who is he that you're saying that?"

 

Modeus, who had been endlessly ignored, was saying this.

Judging from the way he was saying it, it seemed like he wasn't an easy opponent.

 

, "The Puppeteer. If it's a Demon who controls things by connecting threads, well. There's no one but that guy."

 

, "The Puppeteer... The Puppeteer, huh."

 

Zeno recalled the old man's appearance.

The old man who moved the statues as if playing an instrument.

It was a fitting name.

 

, "After the Mimic, it's the Puppeteer, huh."

 

It was the moment when the name 'The Puppeteer' was added to Zeno's subjugation list.
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 Puppeteer. 

 

 The name itself gives a pretty straightforward vibe. 

 

 "So, you're saying that Demon is controlling all the statues?" 

 

 "Probably?" 

 

 A Mutant, an existence that creates puppets and uses them as subordinates. 

 I don't know who names the Demons, but they sure are good at it. 

 

 "But is that even possible? The statues kept following us even before we entered this village." 

 

 "That Puppeteer- yang has more than just a couple of eyes." 

 

 At Rubia's words, Modeus tapped his own eyelids. 

 

 "If you've been chased, you'd know, right? What the statues' eyes look like." 

 

 Zeno retraced his memories. 

 

 The statues chasing the group, emitting a red glow from their eyes. 

 They had a hard time because they were quickly discovered no matter where they hid. 

 If that's because the statues and the Puppeteer share their vision... 

 

 'That makes sense.' 

 

 Zeno, now understanding, sighed. 

 The thought of having to fight a Demon with such a fraudulent ability from now on made him feel suffocated. 

 

 "But does that make sense? Even so, he shouldn't be able to see multiple things at once..." 

 

 "Huh? What the hell do you take Demons for?" 

 

 At Rubia's words, Modeus let out a hollow laugh. 

 

 "Hey, just because I'm trapped in a human body doesn't mean you can look down on Demons like they're shit. If I had my true form, I would've sucked all of your energy dry, you know?" 

 

 "But isn't it because you're shit that you're trapped in a human body?" 

 

 "......" 

 

 Modeus shut his mouth at Eve's sudden attack. 

 He moved his lips a few times, but ultimately, he had nothing to say and closed his eyes. 

 

 "Hey, kid. Don't learn words like that." 

 

 "...? Understood." 

 

 Modeus eventually chose to return the body to Ren and escape. 

 

 "So. Are we going to charge in right now?" 

 

 "No. We can only go to where the Puppeteer is when the Teleport opens." 

 

 "Is that so? Then." 

 

 Kkoreureureuk. 

 

 "Let's go get some food. I'm starving to death." 

 

 Certainly, the group hadn't eaten anything since yesterday. 

 Not only that. 

 They hadn't been able to properly eat before entering the village because they were being chased by the statues. 

 

 "Alright. Let's look for a restaurant." 

 

 Fill their bellies and investigate information about the temple. 

 With that in mind, Zeno left the cave to find a restaurant. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "We don't serve humans, so get the hell out." 

 

 Zeno's plan was completely ruined. 

 

 "We have plenty of money." 

 

 "I'm telling you, it's not about the money." 

 

 The restaurant owner slammed the table. 

 

 "Can't you see the other customers' faces? Everyone's uncomfortable, so get out!" 

 

 It was early, so there weren't many customers. 

 The problem was that even those few customers were looking at the group with hateful eyes. 

 

 "......" 

 

 Eventually, they left the restaurant without a word. 

 

 "Wow, that's the third time. Is it really that annoying to just quietly eat? Those bastards." 

 

 Ren spat out a string of curses at the successive rejections. 

 He wasn't even being careful with his words in front of Eve. 

 He seemed seriously pissed off. 

 

 "...Why do they hate other races so much?" 

 

 "Giants have always been the ones being plundered. They tend to see everyone outside their own race as barbarians." 

 

 Noel answered Rubia's question. 

 

 "They steal all the rare minerals that only come from Kinu, so it's understandable that they'd hate them." 

 

 Noel's face didn't show any emotion as he said that. 

 He had become desensitized because he had experienced too much discrimination. 

 

 "Still, it's too much. It's not like we came to steal ore. We're just trying to pay for a meal..." 

 

 "Ren. What about over there?" 

 

 "Huh? What." 

 

 Ren, who had been complaining, turned his head at Eve's words. 

 

 "...Is that a restaurant?" 

 

 "It seems so." 

 

 There was a restaurant in the place Eve pointed to. 

 

 ...It was definitely a restaurant, but. 

 

 "No matter how I look at it, it seems like it's already out of business." 

 

 The building was half-destroyed, and the sign was half-fallen off. 

 A banner that read 'Our store is open for business as usual' hung on the place that could hardly be called a proper building. 

 

 "......Let's go there for now." 

 

 "What? You're going there? It looks like it'll collapse if we go inside?" 

 

 "We're not in a position to be picky right now." 

 

 Not only would the restaurants not accept the group. 

 

 'The Lord's condition isn't good.' 

 

 Rubia had been lacking energy since earlier. 

 She originally didn't have much, but today it was especially so. 

 Judging by the way she was holding her stomach, she must have reached her limit of hunger. 

 Zeno entered the half-collapsed building with the thought that he had to feed her something, anything. 

 

 "...The inside is cleaner than I thought." 

 

 "It's quite unexpected." 

 

 Eve, who followed Zeno, agreed. 

 Eve went back outside and signaled to the group that it was okay. 

 

 "What? They only decorated the inside like this?" 

 

 "...I can't understand it." 

 

 The group, who followed behind, sat down, each expressing their own thoughts. 

 

 "Eumnyaeumnya......" 

 

 The restaurant owner was a handsome young man. 

 He was dozing off, shaking his head so much that his forehead almost touched the table. 

 

 Zeno shook the young man awake. 

 

 "Uhm...... Customers? Is this still a dream......" 

 

 The young man closed his eyes again and started dozing off. 

 

 "...It's not a dream." 

 

 "Heot?!" 

 

 The restaurant owner jumped up at Zeno's words. 

 

 "Oh, uh? Customers are in my store...? How long has it been...? Ah, no. What can I get for you?" 

 

 The restaurant owner gave them a menu with a dazed look. 

 There were only two kinds of soup on the menu. 

 The group ordered the menu that seemed to have a lot of quantity. 

 

 "Order received!" 

 

 The young man started cooking, his shoulders shaking, as if he was excited about having customers after a long time. 

 Zeno, who was watching the scene, said to Noel. 

 

 "A Half-Giant, huh." 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 The young man was shorter than other Giants. 

 But he was still about the same height as Noel. 

 

 "I see why he didn't have any customers." 

 

 A Half-Giant is an existence with only half the blood of a Giant flowing through them. 

 In other words, it means that the blood of another race is mixed in. 

 Therefore, Half-Giants were discriminated against in the Kinu continent as much as humans. 

 

 "It wouldn't be easy to survive as a half in this land." 

 

 Noel looked at the young man with a bitter expression. 

 

 "Alright, here's the menu you ordered!" 

 

 On the other hand, the young man's face was full of smiles. 

 He was just excited about having customers after a long time. 

 

 "It might be a little too much for humans to eat. Are you sure you'll be okay?" 

 

 Normally, it would have been impossible. 

 

 But. 

 

 "It's okay." 

 

 "At this point, I could eat this much easily...!" 

 

 The group, who hadn't had a proper meal for several days, could eat that much without a problem. 

 

 As a result of each of them picking up a spoon and eating like crazy, the large amount was quickly emptied. 

 

 "Wow. You ate it all. You must have been very hungry. Where are you from? The Upisthon Empire?" 

 

 The young man smiled brightly and naturally sat down next to the group. 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 Zeno answered, rummaging through his pocket for money. 

 

 "Wow, how did you get all the way here? The road from the Empire to this village is full of Gargoyles." 

 

 Gargoyle. 

 It must be a term referring to the statues. 

 

 'They're just calling them by a name from mythology.' 

 

 Coincidentally, the name of the statue was what Zeno had initially thought. 

 

 "We ran at night and rested during the day." 

 

 "Tsk tsk. Why did you have to go through all that trouble? You could have just come by sea." 

 

 At those words, Zeno's hand, which was handing over the money, stopped. 

 

 "...By sea?" 

 

 "Yes? Yes, yes. There are no Gargoyles at all on the coast." 

 

 "...Why?" 

 

 "Yes...? I don't really know about that?" 

 

 "......I guess not." 

 

 There was no way the young man running a failing restaurant would know that much. 

 

 '...Come by boat. I didn't think of that at all.' 

 

 He felt wronged that he had gone through so much trouble to get here when there was an easy way to come. 

 

 'But the Demon is here. I had to come here anyway.' 

 

 Zeno rationalized it that way and got up from his seat. 

 

 "Could I ask you one thing before I go?" 

 

 "Of course. What are you curious about?" 

 

 "Is there a cycle to the changes in the state of the temple behind the village?" 

 

 "Ah, are you talking about when it sometimes glows purple? Uhm......" 

 

 The young man said, stroking his chin. 

 

 "Every half-moon? I think it was every half-moon. But why? When it glows like that, the Gargoyles come out, so it's best not to go near it." 

 

 "Half-moon......" 

 

 The Teleport opened yesterday. 

 It meant that the group had to stay in this village for half a month until the next Teleport opened. 

 

 "Thank you. I think I'll be coming here often." 

 

 "You can come every day. After all, this is probably the only restaurant that humans can enter, right?" 

 

 "...Alright. I'll come again." 

 

 Zeno finished paying and left the restaurant. 

 

 "Then, a way to deal with the Puppeteer......" 

 

 The given time was half a month. 

 

 He had to come up with a plan to defeat the Demon during that time. 
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 The first thing Zeno did was visit the village chief. 

 

 "What?! Are you out of your goddamn mind right now?" 

 

 "Is there a problem or something?" 

 

 "Of course there's a problem! You're asking me to help you catch Gargoyles!" 

 

 The village chief flailed his remaining hair as he went ballistic. 

 

 'Yeah, figures.' 

 

 The Puppeteer is controlling the Gargoyles that won't fall. 

 It's common sense that the fewer enemies there are, the easier it is to fight. 

 If possible, I'd like to figure out how to deal with the Gargoyles before the fortnight is up, but it seems the giants aren't interested. 

 

 "If you're not going to help, fine. I'll figure it out myself." 

 

 "Listen here, stranger. I'm warning you now, if you drag those Gargoyles into the village...!" 

 

 "That won't happen." 

 

 Zeno cut off the village chief and left the room. 

 The group, huddled together, approached Zeno. 

 

 "I expected this, but... are you really okay with this?" 

 

 Ren scratched the back of his head. 

 It was obvious what he was asking. 

 

 "It'll probably be impossible." 

 

 Gargoyles don't stop unless it's sunlight. 

 It won't be easy to find a strategy with so few people, and in such a short amount of time. 

 

 "Then why did you come out right away? Shouldn't we persuade the giants to fight with us?" 

 

 "It's better to not have allies you can't trust to watch your back." 

 

 From the start, Zeno didn't come to the village chief with high expectations. 

 He just wanted to see if the giants were interested in smashing Gargoyles too. 

 Now that they're being so hostile, Zeno won't be asking the giants for help anymore. 

 

 "So, does that mean we have to figure out the Gargoyles' weakness on our own?" 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 "Haa... How are we supposed to catch something that blades can't even cut?" 

 

 "That's why we have to find a way. We have no choice but to keep fighting while protecting Eve as much as possible." 

 

 Zeno clicked his tongue, tsk. 

 He didn't like that he could only say this much. 

 

 "Anyway, let's prepare for battle before sunset. First, let's move to a place where there are as few Gargoyles as possible...." 

 

 Zeno, who was about to leave the village ahead of the group, saw it. 

 

 "Ugh...." 

 

 Rubia, holding her lower abdomen and letting out a faint groan. 

 

 "Lord, are you ill?" 

 

 Zeno immediately approached Rubia. 

 She's been strangely quiet since earlier. 

 It seems she was enduring the pain. 

 

 "U-um, I'm just not feeling well...." 

 

 "...Excuse me for a moment." 

 

 He placed his hand on Rubia's slightly flushed cheek. 

 

 "......" 

 

 Then he put his hand on her forehead. 

 

 "Ze, Zeno?" 

 

 "Haa... Let's cancel today's Gargoyle preparation training." 

 

 "Is Master-nim ill?" 

 

 A sudden change of plans. 

 After traveling together for this long, the group knows that Zeno doesn't like such variables. 

 That's why Eve ran up to Rubia and placed her hand on Rubia's forehead with a chap. 

 

 "Gasp." 

 

 And immediately pulled away. 

 

 "Master-nim's forehead is burning hot. If this continues, it wouldn't be strange if she collapsed soon." 

 

 "Hmm... Is it that bad? I feel fine...." 

 

 "...Let's go back for now." 

 

 She could get treatment from Eve right here, but that would be too noticeable. 

 

 Zeno quickly picked up Rubia and headed towards the cave. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Rubia said she was fine. 

 That wasn't a lie. 

 

 Because she didn't have a headache or a cough. 

 

 However. 

 

 '...Why does this keep happening?' 

 

 When she comes to her senses, she keeps getting lost in her imagination. 

 

 For example....... 

 

 '...I want to bite him.' 

 

 She wants to leave a mark on Zeno's shoulder as he carries her. 

 

 '...I want to smell him!' 

 

 She has the urge to bury her nose in Zeno's chest. 

 Such embarrassing thoughts that she can't say out loud. 

 

 Rubia squeezed her eyes shut and erased the recurring thoughts. 

 

 "We've arrived, Lord." 

 

 She had already arrived at the cave. 

 Rubia slowly opened her eyes at the cool air brushing against her cheeks. 

 

 Zeno and Eve were visible. 

 The two exchanged words, and then Eve reached out and grabbed Rubia's cheek with a chap. 

 

 Woooong- 

 

 White lights gathering in Eve's hand. 

 She intended to use Divine Power to lower Rubia's fever. 

 

 However. 

 

 "...Hmm. The fever isn't going down at all." 

 

 "......That's strange." 

 

 Rubia's fever remained the same. 

 

 "Then it's either one of two things." 

 

 Ren spread his index and middle fingers and chimed in. 

 

 "Either it's a disease too big to be cured by Divine Power, or it's not a disease at all." 

 

 "I don't think it's the former." 

 

 "Yeah. I think so too." 

 

 The only symptom Rubia has is a fever. 

 Besides, Eve's Divine Power is Saintess-level. 

 So, the latter seemed more likely than the former. 

 

 "Hey, Zeno. Lend me your ear for a second." 

 

 "What is it? I don't particularly want to hear your voice up close." 

 

 "Who do you think wants to?" 

 

 Ren frowned and approached Zeno, whispering. 

 

 "Could it be... that she's in heat?" 

 

 He spoke so quietly that it was hard to hear properly. 

 But I could definitely feel the seriousness. 

 

 "......" 

 

 Because Zeno's eyes, which always showed a calm demeanor, were shaking as if there was an earthquake. 

 

 'What's wrong? Is something wrong?' 

 

 I thought I was fine until just now, but looking at Zeno's expression, I don't think so. 

 

 My heart is pounding and my lower abdomen is itchy. 

 

 I only blinked once. 

 Rubia was already on Zeno's lap. 

 

 "Well. I think this is pretty certain. Figure it out yourself. We'll be outside." 

 

 "Wait, Ren." 

 

 "Good luck." 

 

 For some reason, everyone except Zeno hurriedly left the cave. 

 

 "......Zeno? What did Ren say?" 

 

 "That is......." 

 

 Zeno couldn't make eye contact with Rubia and slightly turned his head away. 

 It was a strange thing. 

 Looking at him like this, doesn't it seem like Zeno is embarrassed? 

 

 'There's no way.' 

 

 Rubia chuckled. 

 

 In the meantime, the fact that the distance between Zeno and her had become closer was a fact that only Rubia didn't notice. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 What Zeno hates the most. 

 It was variables. 

 

 Those detestable things that always turn planned things into bubbles. 

 

 Today is one of those days. 

 He was trying to figure out how to deal with the Gargoyles, but this situation happened. 

 

 But today, there was no time to think about such things. 

 

 -Could it be that she's in heat? 

 

 The shocking words Ren had said just before leaving were lingering in his mind. 

 

 "...Zeno? What's wrong?" 

 

 He wanted to deny it, but he couldn't. 

 

 "...It's nothing." 

 

 Rubia, unknowingly clinging to Zeno's lap and rubbing her body against him. 

 This was undeniably the appearance of someone in heat. 

 

 'This is really... something I didn't expect.' 

 

 Zeno blocked the sigh that was coming out and ran his hand over his face. 

 

 He already knew that werebeasts go into heat at regular intervals. 

 Zeno had already experienced that before his regression. 

 

 That's not the confusing part. 

 

 He doesn't know how Rubia solved it back then, but. 

 

 "......Hey, Zeno. I keep feeling itchy." 

 

 Is this Rubia's first time experiencing heat? 

 She just rubbed her body against Zeno with a bewildered expression. 

 

 "Hoo......." 

 

 He couldn't hold back the sigh that came out this time. 

 

 Solving heat is simple. 

 It'll probably subside quickly if he satisfies her desires. 

 

 '...I can't do that.' 

 

 The problem is that Zeno has to touch Rubia's body to do that. 

 

 'I can't dare to touch Lord's body carelessly. But to solve this state.......' 

 

 A Lord and a Knight can't be in that kind of relationship, can they? 

 No, rather, shouldn't a Knight solve the Lord's discomfort? 

 

 Such agony made Zeno's head hurt. 

 

 Meanwhile. 

 

 "Haaap." 

 

 "...Lord?" 

 

 "Euheuheum...." 

 

 Rubia bit Zeno's shoulder and mumbled. 

 It didn't hurt. 

 Because Rubia was deliberately relaxing her jaw. 

 

 "Sorry, I couldn't help it." 

 

 "......It's alright." 

 

 Zeno quietly held Rubia, leaving his shoulder wet. 

 He hoped she would calm down like this, but. 

 

 "Euheum... Why does it keep tickling like this......." 

 

 Of course, it couldn't end that easily. 

 

 Rubia kept wriggling in Zeno's arms, rubbing her body here and there. 

 

 Tuk. 

 

 Then Zeno's hand touched her. 

 

 "Euheum...?" 

 

 As if she thought, this is it, Rubia settled near Zeno's hand. 

 

 "Zeno. Can I borrow your hand?" 

 

 "...Yes?" 

 

 Before he could even question it, Rubia took Zeno's hand. 

 

 "Just a moment, Lord......." 

 

 The place where Zeno's hand landed was Rubia's stomach. 

 It was a soft stomach without any excess fat. 

 

 "...Can you scratch it a little?" 

 

 "......Understood." 

 

 Although he was flustered, Zeno gently scratched Rubia's stomach. 

 

 "Eueung... Just a little more...." 

 

 Was that enough? 

 Rubia leaned her head against Zeno's chest and closed her eyes. 

 

 "A little higher......." 

 

 "You mean here?" 

 

 "Eueung...." 

 

 Rubia started purring like a real cat. 

 

 "Just stroke me until I fall asleep......." 

 

 "...Yes, I will." 

 

 Zeno gently stroked Rubia's stomach with his limp hand. 

 Rubia quickly purred and fell asleep. 

 

 "...Hoo." 

 

 Still, is it fortunate that it ended like this? 

 

 He was thinking that and was about to take his hand off her stomach, but. 

 

 Gguuk. 

 

 "...Just a little more." 

 

 He doesn't know when she woke up. 

 Rubia put Zeno's hand back on her stomach. 

 

 "...Understood." 

 

 Zeno stroked Rubia's stomach again and thought. 

 

 '...I'll definitely tear that Puppeteer to death.' 

 

 He will definitely take revenge on the Demon who inflicted this humiliation on him. 

 Meanwhile, Zeno stroked Rubia for more than half a day. 

 And that day, the cave was filled with the scent of a female. 
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Ren and the others cleared out to give them some alone time.

They spent the night roughing it elsewhere and returned to the cave the next day.

 

"How's the condition... Ugh, what's that smell?"

 

Ren, stepping into the cave entrance, clutched his nose.

The cave was filled to the brim with the unique scent of a female beast-person.

 

"What's wrong, -ssi...."

 

Eve, following behind, also stopped talking and covered her nose.

 

"...Looks like it's not completely resolved."

 

Noel, having blocked her sense of smell with Black Magic beforehand, entered the cave.

Her finger pointed towards.

 

"...You're back."

 

There was Zeno, his focus blurred.

 

"...What are you doing?"

 

"Can't you tell?"

 

Zeno gestured with his eyes towards Rubia, who was nestled in his arms.

 

"Euuuung......"

 

Rubia weakly gnawed on Zeno's shoulder.

Seemingly used to it already, Zeno didn't mind his damp shoulder and was patting Rubia's back and waist.

 

"...No. Why is she still like this?"

 

Ren let out a breath as if he was dumbfounded.

 

"...This is an improvement."

 

"No, I mean...! I even cleared out for you. What the hell did you do instead of doing it?!"

 

At those words, Zeno subtly avoided eye contact.

 

"...Right now, Ju-gun is not in her right mind. I can't just lay a hand on her to get through this situation."

 

Zeno said firmly, then resumed stroking Rubia's belly and patting her back.

 

"...Idiot."

 

Of course, Ren's true feelings burst out.

 

"What?"

 

"Nothing. You eunuch bastard."

 

There's no way Rubia would dislike Zeno touching her.

Right now, Rubia doesn't seem to be properly aware of her state, but if she becomes aware of her lust, she might even pounce on Zeno instead.

 

'He could have just gone at it with her....'

 

A beast-person's heat cycle ends immediately if their lust is sufficiently satisfied.

But if he just stops at stroking like that, it's bound to last all day.

 

"Don't tell me you've been doing that without sleeping?"

 

"That's right."

 

"......"

 

Now, even the word "idiot" doesn't come out.

It's amazing that he's been doing that for over 24 hours straight.

 

"Euum. Is Ju-nim still all loopy?"

 

Eve cautiously approached and poked Rubia's hand.

 

Rubia briefly turned her gaze to Eve, but soon buried her face in Zeno's arms.

 

"She's much better than yesterday."

 

"...It's like Ju-nim has become a baby."

 

"......"

 

Zeno couldn't deny it.

If he stopped patting her even a little, she would wag her tail and stick out her butt.

He had to offer something for her to bite on, whether it was his hand or his shoulder.

 

'Still, it's a relief that it ends with just this.'

 

If it were Rubia from before the regression, there's no telling what she would have done to Zeno.

 

Ossaak-

 

Thinking that, a chill ran down his spine.

Zeno was genuinely relieved that Rubia didn't have any knowledge of sex right now.

He sincerely thought so.

 

Kkorureureuk.

 

In the midst of all that, his stomach rumbled.

He hadn't been able to eat anything while stroking Rubia, so it was understandable.

 

"Let's go eat, for now."

 

Zeno said, lifting Rubia up in his arms.

 

"...Like that?"

 

"Ju-gun will be asleep soon. I can carry her on my back then."

 

As Zeno said, Rubia soon fell fast asleep.

She had spent a whole day in a semi-awakened state due to the heat cycle, so it wasn't strange that her consciousness was cut off.

 

"...Okay, let's go. Let's go."

 

With Ren shaking his head as if resigned, the group headed to the restaurant.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Oh, you're back again!"

 

The group headed to the dilapidated restaurant they had gone to yesterday.

 

"As expected, this is the only place in this village that accepts humans, right?"

 

The young man greeted the group with a friendly smile.

 

"The same menu as before. Ah, reduce the amount a bit."

 

"Yes. Order received...? Did something happen?"

 

The young man tilted his head.

Zeno had dark circles under his eyes.

He had noticed Rubia, who was dozing off and bumping her head against Zeno's shoulder.

 

"He's like that because he can't get any, so don't worry about it."

 

"...Yes?"

 

"It's because he can't copulate."

 

"...??"

 

The young man's face was filled with question marks at Ren and Eve's words.

 

"Ah, here's your food."

 

The meal came out soon after.

It was a simple soup, just like what they had yesterday.

 

"Ju-gun, wake up. You need to eat and then sleep."

 

No matter how sleepy she is, she needs to get some nutrients.

If she skips a meal, Rubia might really collapse.

 

"Eueung...."

 

Zeno shook Rubia to wake her up, but Rubia couldn't open her eyes easily.

 

"...Feed."

 

"Yes?"

 

"Feed me...."

 

Those were the only words that came out of her barely opened mouth.

 

"......"

 

"......"

 

"......"

 

The restaurant fell silent.

The young man went into the kitchen, and the group didn't know how to react to this lovey-dovey display.

 

"I understand."

 

It was Zeno who broke the silence.

He took a spoonful of the soup in front of Rubia and blew on it.

 

"Say, 'ah'."

 

"Aaaah......"

 

He slipped the spoon into Rubia's small, open mouth.

Rubia mumbled the soup around and then swallowed it.

Then, as if wanting more, she opened her mouth again, saying, "Ah."

 

Zeno was about to scoop up more soup when he suddenly felt a gaze.

 

"...You guys are really putting on a show."

 

Ren clicked his tongue.

 

"I cannot understand why you did not copulate."

 

Eve tilted her head as if she genuinely didn't understand.

 

"...Ahem. I think the word 'copulate' has been a bit inappropriate since earlier."

 

Noel cleared her throat and turned her head away.

 

Zeno's hand didn't know where to go.

 

'...Come to think of it, this is quite embarrassing.'

 

Blowing on food and feeding it to her.

Isn't that something only lovers would do?

 

He was wondering if he should wake Rubia up again right now.

 

"Hap."

 

Rubia suddenly bit down on Zeno's spoon.

 

"Chyuup......"

 

And Rubia continued to doze off like that.

The spoon could no longer be said to be Zeno's.

 

Kkorureureuk.

 

Now, Zeno's stomach was also reaching its limit.

 

Zeno took the spoon out of Rubia's mouth and scooped up his own soup.

 

And he realized from the gazes of the group.

 

...He had just naturally shared an indirect kiss with Rubia.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

He finished his meal, enduring the group's piercing gazes.

There were several embarrassing moments, but it was a satisfying meal since both Rubia and Zeno ate their fill.

 

As proof of that.

 

"Kooo......"

 

Rubia was lying down, using Zeno's thigh as a pillow, and purring.

 

'...She looks exactly like a cat in this state.'

 

He was thinking that and pushing Rubia's hair back so she wouldn't chew on it when.

 

"Haha, she must be very tired."

 

The young man approached with a hearty laugh.

 

Zeno was about to get up to pay.

 

"...Ah."

 

Of course, he couldn't get up because Rubia was lying down.

 

"Ah, you can stay a little longer. Or do you have something urgent to do?"

 

"...There's nothing like that."

 

In fact, he had to go attack the Gargoyle.

However, he couldn't put his plan into action right now because of Rubia, so he didn't particularly say it out loud.

 

"Well, then, rest a bit before you go. Would you like a cup of tea? It's on the house, of course."

 

"I'm fine."

 

Zeno doesn't usually eat food given by others.

Even more so if they approach him with inexplicable kindness.

 

"...What's your business?"

 

"Don't be so defensive. It's just that I overheard your conversation earlier...."

 

The young man waved his hands and stepped back slightly as Zeno became wary.

 

"Is it true that you're going to defeat the Gargoyle?"

 

It seemed the young man had heard the conversation among the group.

 

"...Did you eavesdrop?"

 

"Uh, well... it's just that the restaurant is so run-down that you can hear everything even if you're in the kitchen...?"

 

It didn't seem like he had deliberately eavesdropped.

This restaurant really wouldn't be strange if it collapsed right now.

 

"So, what's your business?"

 

"Ah, that's right. Please take me with you when you go to catch the Gargoyle."

 

"......"

 

It was a truly perplexing request.

As they just stared blankly, the young man continued.

 

"It might be a bit sudden, but... my goal is also to catch and beat the Gargoyle to a pulp. But since you guys, who look strong, are going to catch it......"

 

"...Why do you want to catch it?"

 

"Would you say it's the enemy of my parents?"

 

The young man smiled gently.

He was definitely smiling, but it wasn't a smiling expression.

 

"......"

 

Zeno looked at the young man for a moment and fell into thought.

To be honest, he didn't particularly need the young man's help.

The goal the young man spoke of could be fabricated, and there was also the possibility of him stabbing them in the back.

 

Above all, the most important thing was usefulness.

 

He didn't think the young man was particularly needed in the current force.

 

"Oh, I'm sorry for asking you to take me without introducing myself. My name is Derun. The weapon I'm good at using is a mace, and... I also know where Gargoyles appear the least."

 

The young man, Derun, had an unexpected usefulness.

 

"You know a place where Gargoyles appear the least?"

 

"Yes, because they come out behind my house."

 

"......"

 

He momentarily lost his words, but Zeno soon opened his mouth.

 

"Then let's go there once today."

 

A place where Gargoyles appear less means there's less risk.

It was the perfect environment to figure out the Gargoyle's weaknesses.

 

"Yes, thank you."

 

He was about to get up from his seat like that.

 

"Kuul......"

 

"......"

 

He couldn't escape because of Rubia, who was fast asleep.

 

"Let's go when Ju-gun wakes up."

 

"Ah, I understand."

 

Derun awkwardly sat back down and waited for Rubia to wake up.

 

...It took another hour for Rubia to wake up after that.
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 "......Where are you going?" 

 

 "Ah, you're awake, Rubia-nim." 

 

 While following Derun, Rubia, who was being carried on my back, asked. 

 Rubia, who had just woken up, nonchalantly nibbled on Zeno's shoulder. 

 

 'Is it not over yet? It seems a little better than before, but...' 

 

 It's certain that Rubia's heat is subsiding. 

 Until now, she had been busy licking me while being held in my arms. 

 But now she can have a conversation. 

 This alone is a great improvement. 

 

 "I'm going to hunt Gargoyles." 

 

 "...Gargoyles?" 

 

 "Yes, the statues that wouldn't fall." 

 

 "Eumueum... I see.... Where are we going?" 

 

 "We're going to Derun's house." 

 

 Rubia blinked her rose-colored eyes silently. 

 Yet, she didn't stop nibbling on Zeno's shoulder. 

 

 "The owner of the restaurant who was the only one to accept us. That's the young man's name." 

 

 "Euheum." 

 

 Rubia perked up her ears as if she understood, then took her mouth off Zeno's shoulder. 

 I thought she was finally going to stop. 

 

 "Yum." 

 

 This time, she started gnawing on the opposite shoulder. 

 Since this had been happening for two days, Zeno walked on without a care. 

 

 "How much further?" 

 

 "Uh... just a little further. But...." 

 

 But Derun, who didn't know the situation at all, must have found the sight incomprehensible. 

 

 "...There's an unspeakable reason." 

 

 Zeno said to Derun, who was glancing at him with shifty eyes. 

 

 "Yes, yes...." 

 

 Fortunately, Derun quickly stopped paying attention to Zeno. 

 

 'I can't exactly say that my Lord is in heat and I'm helping her relieve it.' 

 

 While following Derun with that thought, Zeno's shoulder became even wetter. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "Huh? Is this it?" 

 

 "This place is...." 

 

 Ren and Eve put their hands on their foreheads and looked around. 

 

 I wondered why the way here felt familiar since earlier. 

 

 "It's not that far from the cave we're in?" 

 

 This place was on the outskirts of the village, even among the outskirts. 

 It was very close to the dilapidated temple and the cave where the group was staying. 

 

 "Yes? Cave? What are you talking about?" 

 

 "We're camping out in that cave." 

 

 "......Yes? Camping out?" 

 

 When Zeno pointed to the cave, Derun wore a dumbfounded expression. 

 But only for a moment, then he nodded. 

 

 "Ah, well... there wouldn't be a place for strangers to stay in this village...." 

 

 Derun opened the door and continued. 

 

 "If you're okay with it, would you like to stay at my house for a while? It's a bit bigger than a human's frame...." 

 

 That's certainly true. 

 Although he's a Half, Derun is also a giant. 

 It was obvious that his house would be big for the group. 

 

 "Oh? Can we really?" 

 

 "Is it possible to end this primitive lifestyle?" 

 

 Ren and Eve glanced at Zeno with eyes full of anticipation. 

 Only then did Zeno realize. 

 That the group absolutely hated living in the cave. 

 Of course, I couldn't help but notice since the Android Eve was expressing her emotions so openly. 

 

 "...Why are you going so far?" 

 

 Of course, Zeno didn't jump at Derun's offer. 

 

 "It wouldn't be easy to open your house to strangers. It's hard to say this as someone receiving help, but it's suspicious." 

 

 The group smacked their lips with expressions that said, "That's more like it." 

 

 Derun looked back and forth between the group and Zeno, then scratched the back of his head. 

 

 "Uh... is that so? I just thought there was someone in the same situation as me......." 

 

 "......" 

 

 At those words, the group's gaze turned back. 

 There was Noel, who had been silent all along. 

 

 "...Did you know?" 

 

 Noel took off the deeply pressed hood. 

 

 "Yes, the ambiguous physique that's neither giant nor human can only be Halfs, haha......." 

 

 As Derun let out a self-deprecating laugh. 

 Noel took a step forward. 

 

 "I agree that it's suspicious, but how about staying for one night?" 

 

 "...You can even say things like that." 

 

 Zeno was flustered. 

 As far as he knew, Noel was just as suspicious as Zeno. 

 In the first place, Noel didn't trust anyone unless they were related to research. 

 

 "If you're still uneasy, I'll stand guard." 

 

 Zeno had never seen such a gentle side of him. 

 

 'Does he still have affection for his own kind?' 

 

 Zeno looked around at the group. 

 Ren was looking at Zeno with a desperate expression, and Eve was sparkling her eyes and expressing the maximum emotion possible. 

 

 Well, in fact, the opinions of others weren't that important. 

 

 '...It's about time I stopped making my Lord sleep on the hard floor.' 

 

 The most important thing to Zeno was Rubia. 

 Next was Rubia, and then Rubia again. 

 Zeno, seeing Rubia still clinging to his shoulder, opened his mouth. 

 

 "I understand. But I'll stand guard instead." 

 

 "...Do as you please." 

 

 Noel nodded and stepped back. 

 

 "Then it's decided. You can stay at my house until you defeat the Gargoyles. Let's just take care of meals here too!" 

 

 "Is it okay not to go to the restaurant?" 

 

 "No one comes anyway." 

 

 Derun shrugged and said. 

 

 "Then bring your luggage from the... cave? where you're staying. We'll go to the Gargoyles after that." 

 

 "Let's do that." 

 

 While the group went to get their luggage from the cave, the sun was gradually setting in the west. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 After putting all the luggage in Derun's room. 

 The group came outside. 

 To see the Gargoyle that was said to appear behind Derun's house. 

 

 "Hey, Zeno. Are you really okay?" 

 

 Rubia fidgeted and paced around Zeno. 

 Finally, after two days, the heat had come to an end. 

 

 "S-Sorry. I was too whiny, wasn't I? It's my first time in this kind of situation......." 

 

 So the reason Rubia's cheeks were flushed now was purely out of embarrassment. 

 

 "It's okay. No matter what form my Lord takes, I will stay by your side." 

 

 "Uueu...... I wish my memories would just fly away......." 

 

 I want to die. 

 I want to hide. 

 Rubia only repeated that thought. 

 

 The heat doesn't cut off your film like being drunk. 

 In other words, Rubia also vividly remembers clinging to Zeno for two days. 

 

 'Why did my first heat in life have to burst out here...!' 

 

 Zeno said it was okay since he had seen it in his past life, but it wasn't comforting to Rubia at all. 

 

 No, it made me want to die even more. 

 

 Then that means Zeno has seen this disgrace once before. 

 

 "...If I develop an amnesia potion from now on......." 

 

 "...My Lord?" 

 

 Just as Rubia, unable to bear the shame, was coming up with a dangerous idea. 

 

 "Shh. We've arrived." 

 

 Derun, who was walking ahead, stopped. 

 

 "One Gargoyle will slowly come this way." 

 

 It was as Derun said. 

 

 Kung. 

 

 Kuung. 

 

 A heavy roar is heard. 

 The footsteps I had heard so much while coming to Kinuro soon came close to the group. 

 

 "Is there only one?" 

 

 "As far as I've observed, yes. Just like broken Androids, only one at a time deviates from the formation and walks here." 

 

 At the words "broken Android," Eve flinched and turned her head. 

 

 "Anyway, it's not alone today, so we can fight a bit!" 

 

 "You've never fought back until now?" 

 

 "Of course. How can I fight such a mindless monster alone? I'm a Half, after all." 

 

 "Hmm." 

 

 Zeno said, watching Derun grip his mace tightly. 

 

 "Then be careful. Gargoyles have ridiculously good eyesight......." 

 

 Sureureung- 

 

 Zeno drew his silver sword. 

 

 Deudeudeudeuk! 

 

 The sword's surface, illuminated by the moonlight, caught the Gargoyle's attention. 

 

 "It's disgustingly fast for its size." 

 

 At the same time as Zeno's words ended. 

 

 Kung! Kung! Kung! Kuung! 

 

 The Gargoyle rushed at the group. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The first day Derun bravely rushed at the Gargoyle. 

 The group failed miserably to defeat the Gargoyle. 

 

 Even after breaking the core in the eye area, the Gargoyle still moved perfectly fine. 

 The group had to run away until sunrise and return with exhausted bodies. 

 

 Like that, one day, two days, three days....... 

 

 The battle with the Gargoyle continued every night. 

 

 "What's all the commotion these days?" 

 

 "Well, I heard a stranger and a half-breed are trying to catch the Gargoyle." 

 

 "What? No wonder it's been so damn loud...." 

 

 The news that a human from another land and a Half-Giant were fighting the Gargoyle quickly spread throughout the village. 

 

 "Anyway, that's why outsiders are... tsk, just doing useless things." 

 

 "Ugh, I wish they would give up quickly and go back to their country." 

 

 The giants were busy gossiping about the group every day. 

 

 Even during that time, the group didn't stop. 

 For a week, two weeks, they faced the Gargoyle every night. 

 

 Finally, the day before the temple was to open. 

 

 Kwahang! 

 

 On the 14th day. 

 The group saw hope. 

 

 "......" 

 

 Zeno looked at the fallen Gargoyle. 

 The Gargoyle, which should have been getting up soon, was lying motionless. 

 Zeno, who had been staring at the Gargoyle for a while. 

 

 "Huuh...." 

 

 Put away his sword and looked back at the group. 

 

 "It's a success." 

 

 Finally. 

 

 Zeno had finally found a way to defeat the immortal Gargoyle. 
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 Zeno opened his eyes. 

 

 It was just like then. 

 

 "...Is it today?" 

 

 An unpleasant noise pierces his ears. 

 A strange sensation felt even at Derun's house. 

 When he pulled back the curtains, the temple was shining. 

 

 The difference from then is. 

 

 "Wow... so that's what it was like?" 

 

 "...I feel strange." 

 

 The party members had all woken up as well. 

 

 Today, two weeks since that day. 

 

 The day to attack the temple had arrived. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "Ugh... I've lived here for a long time, but this is the first time I've ever tried to go inside...." 

 

 When Zeno went out after packing his gear, Derun was stamping his feet while looking at the temple. 

 

 "Come to think of it, when did the temple become like that?" 

 

 Zeno, suddenly curious, asked. 

 

 "Well...? I think it was about 2-3 years ago...." 

 

 "Hmm?" 

 

 That's strange. 

 It hasn't even been a year since the Mutants started appearing from this point in time. 

 

 But the temple started acting strange 2-3 years ago. 

 

 '...Just when was it made?' 

 

 Just as Zeno was frowning. 

 

 Noel appeared last. 

 

 She was wearing an academy professor's robe, not the hood she always wore in the village. 

 

 "Is everyone ready?" 

 

 Noel looked around at the party. 

 Everyone except the non-combatants Eve and Rubia had equipped their gear. 

 

 "Then...." 

 

 Noel made a large cut on her forearm. 

 The blood that flowed out soon turned into black smoke and rose up. 

 

 The smoke that rose up like a cloud. 

 

 Hwaaaak- 

 

 Wrapped around the party's weapons. 

 

 "How long does it last?" 

 

 "30 minutes. I can't do more than that." 

 

 "30 minutes....... That should probably be enough." 

 

 Zeno said, looking at the Gargoyles entering the temple. 

 He had already figured out how to subdue the Gargoyles. 

 30 minutes was more than enough time to completely conquer the temple. 

 

 Kung- Kuung- 

 

 The party followed the Gargoyles, who were stomping their feet and entering the temple. 

 

 "Oh my, are they crazy? It looks like they're really thinking of going in?" 

 

 "They must be out of their minds." 

 

 "Who knows what's inside......." 

 

 The giants who came out of their houses were whispering. 

 The party had been training every night for the past two weeks to catch the Gargoyles. 

 Of course, the giants in the village couldn't have been unaware of that fact. 

 

 Today, when the temple opens. 

 

 The giants came out to see the end of the reckless outsiders. 

 

 "Still, if they take care of the Gargoyles......." 

 

 Stinging gazes were focused on the giant who opened his mouth. 

 The giant, who made a hiccup sound, closed his mouth again. 

 They absolutely cannot handle the Gargoyles. 

 That's what the other giants seemed to think. 

 

 'They're acting like that because they don't know I've already been inside once.' 

 

 Zeno walked towards the temple without paying attention to the giants' glances. 

 

 "...Do I just jump in here?" 

 

 Ren, who arrived first, asked. 

 In front of him, a purple portal was shining with an ominous sound. 

 

 "Yeah. It looks like all the Gargoyles have gone in, so......." 

 

 Sureung- 

 

 Zeno drew his sword. 

 It was a bright, moonlit night. 

 Nevertheless, Zeno's silver sword did not shine. 

 It was because the weapon was covered in Noel's Black Magic. 

 

 "I'll go first, so follow me. Take care of the Gargoyles as you see them." 

 

 Zeno walked towards the portal. 

 Before taking his last step, he turned around. 

 

 "Lord." 

 

 "Yeah." 

 

 The woman who was acting spoiled towards Zeno during her heat cycle a while ago was gone. 

 What was in front of Zeno now was a full-fledged alchemist. 

 

 "Are you sure there are no side effects this time?" 

 

 "Yeah, I'm sure." 

 

 He took the potion that Rubia handed him. 

 

 A physical enhancement drug. 

 

 An orange potion with that name. 

 

 It was a potion that reduced the power but completely eliminated the aftereffects. 

 

 Zeno downed the potion in one gulp. 

 His muscles swelled and strength surged. 

 While Zeno was clenching and unclenching his fist. 

 

 Poof, Rubia hugged Zeno's waist. 

 

 "You have to be careful? Don't get hurt. Or else I'll punish you...." 

 

 How would she punish him? 

 He was curious, but the night was not that long. 

 

 "Understood." 

 

 Zeno thought he should ask later. 

 

 "Then I'll be off." 

 

 He stepped towards the portal. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Not long after, the party followed him in. 

 

 "...I feel a little nauseous." 

 

 Ren, who brought two daggers. 

 

 "Tsk. Still an unpleasant space." 

 

 The Black Wizard Noel. 

 

 "Uweeek......." 

 

 Even the half-giant, Derun, who could not be completely trusted yet. 

 

 As a result of working together for the past two weeks, their combat power was not bad. 

 

 Zeno waited for Derun's portal sickness to subside, then looked at Noel. 

 

 "Your role is important today." 

 

 "I know." 

 

 "I know you know, but be especially careful." 

 

 The key to catching the Gargoyles was Noel's Black Magic. 

 Ironically, 'darkness' was needed to catch the Demons living in the dark. 

 

 "There's no need to worry. I don't know why, but... I think I work quite well with you." 

 

 In fact, Zeno had worked with Noel on a few requests in his past life. 

 Noel was the type to fire off magic without considering her comrades. 

 If he wanted to live, Zeno had no choice but to move flexibly. 

 

 "Hey. But you're not really going to catch all of those, are you...?" 

 

 As he was recalling unpleasant memories, Ren turned his head creakily. 

 There were at least dozens of Gargoyles lined up where he was looking. 

 

 "The number has increased since last time." 

 

 "...What? Don't tell me you're really...." 

 

 "What are you expecting? There's no other way." 

 

 Zeno kicked a rolling stone. 

 

 Tuk- 

 

 The Gargoyle that was hit in the head by the flying stone turned to look at Zeno. 

 

 The Gargoyle, whose eyes lit up, went. 

 

 Kung! Kung! Kung! Kung! 

 

 Desperately ran to eliminate the intruder. 

 

 "You crazy bastard!" 

 

 "If you want to live, you better take the potion now." 

 

 At Zeno's words, the party simultaneously poured the physical enhancement drug into their mouths. 

 

 Deudeudeuk! 

 

 The moment the Gargoyle, who was right in front of them, raised its fist. 

 

 "Noel." 

 

 "I know." 

 

 Chwaak! 

 

 The darkness that stretched out from Noel's arm bound the Gargoyle's arm. 

 

 "Heuaaaap!" 

 

 Kwaaaaang! 

 

 Without any special instructions, Derun naturally broke the Gargoyle's legs. 

 

 The Gargoyle's body was tilting. 

 

 Zeno and Ren quickly climbed up the Gargoyle's arm. 

 

 Deudeudeuk! Deudeudeudeuk...! 

 

 While the Gargoyle was stupidly rolling its eyes. 

 

 Kwadeuk! 

 

 Kwajik! 

 

 Zeno and Ren simultaneously stabbed the Gargoyle's eyes with their sword blades. 

 

 ―――! 

 

 The Gargoyle, who was meaninglessly resisting, slumped down. 

 Originally, the Gargoyle would have resisted more strongly if its eyes were broken. 

 

 But. 

 

 The jewel that acts as the Gargoyle's eye. 

 The darkness flowing from Zeno's sword filled the spot. 

 

 This was the Gargoyle hunting method that Zeno had figured out. 

 

 'Paralysis of the optic nerve.' 

 

 Cover the eyes with sunlight or pitch-black darkness. 

 

 Kuung- 

 

 With that, the Gargoyle stopped working and collapsed. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 After that, it went smoothly. 

 

 No matter how many Gargoyles rushed in, Derun and Noel would block their movements, and Zeno and Ren would pour Black Magic into their eyes. 

 

 "Heok...... Heok... I'm going to die......." 

 

 "People don't die that easily." 

 

 They were running low on stamina because they kept coming, but that was it. 

 Thanks to Rubia's physical enhancement drug, no one was left behind and there were no injuries either. 

 

 "It looks like this is the end now...." 

 

 Zeno looked around. 

 

 All the Gargoyles that seemed to be many were lying down. 

 Now, all that was left was the old man sitting in the middle. 

 

 "Dollmaker. I've come to repay the debt." 

 

 "Hmm...? I don't think I lent you anything." 

 

 The Dollmaker chuckled and showed his yellow teeth. 

 

 "...You did such a thing to Lord." 

 

 "Didn't you enjoy it thanks to me? There's no male who hates a female's demands......." 

 

 Rubia suffered from her heat cycle because of the Dollmaker's curse. 

 The fact that Zeno had a hard time taking care of Rubia was not that important. 

 What was important was that he made Rubia experience an unexpected heat cycle and plunged Zeno into agony. 

 

 "I guess you have nothing to say about the Mutants." 

 

 "Yeah. I can't even if I wanted to." 

 

 When the Dollmaker opened his mouth, black mist blocked his mouth. 

 Like the Mimic, he was under a ban. 

 

 "Then I'll kill you." 

 

 There was no reason to keep alive an opponent who would not spit out information. 

 

 Zeno sharpened his blade and rushed at the Dollmaker. 

 

 The target was the heart. 

 

 He stabbed the Dollmaker's chest with his silver sword in a clean posture. 

 

 From the moment he ran with his sword to the moment he pierced his heart. 

 The Dollmaker showed no resistance. 

 

 '...What is it?' 

 

 Zeno was puzzled. 

 Wasn't he dying too easily for a Demon? 

 When he suspected that he was hiding something. 

 

 "Keuheheuk...... Well, I'll praise you for finding a way to deal with my dolls. It won't be this easy when we meet next time." 

 

 "What are you......." 

 

 Zeno lifted the Dollmaker by the collar. 

 

 No, he tried to lift him. 

 

 Paseuseu- 

 

 "......" 

 

 The Dollmaker's body crumbled and scattered like sand. 

 Just like the Gargoyles he had been dealing with. 

 

 The party fell into silence. 

 Zeno, who was looking down at the floor where only the wreckage remained, sighed. 

 Even if he wanted to deny it, he couldn't deny it because the evidence was right in front of his eyes. 

 

 "...It wasn't his real body." 

 

 The Dollmaker's real body did not exist in the temple. 
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 Pagaek. 

 

 The crystal ball the old man was looking at shattered. 

 

 "I knew this would happen... but it's a shame to let it go." 

 

 The person looking at the shards of the crystal ball is the Puppeteer. 

 There is no trace of the shabby old man Zeno faced. 

 Only a dapper gentleman in a suit. 

 The Puppeteer clicked his tongue and turned around. 

 

 "What are you going to do?" 

 

 There was a wooden doll, half-finished. 

 Inside the wooden doll. 

 

 "...Let's watch a little longer." 

 

 There was pure evil, far from ordinary, filling it. 

 

 "I thought the one to interfere with my plans would come from the Order..." 

 

 A voice like scraping the floor. 

 He must not be in a good mood. 

 

 "Give me your order. I'll go take care of it." 

 

 The Puppeteer gulps. 

 Cold sweat runs down the back of his neck. 

 It was because of the magical energy flowing out of the wooden doll. 

 To have this much power when it's not even the main body. 

 The Puppeteer thought, supporting his increasingly buckling knees. 

 

 "No, it's fine." 

 

 The wooden doll waved its hand. 

 The magical energy pressing down on the surroundings dissipates. 

 The Puppeteer, who had been weighed down, could finally lift his head. 

 

 "I don't know how he found out... but at this rate, he'll be coming to my next farm." 

 

 "...All the way to Drodo, ishiyeo?" 

 

 There are two ways to get to Drodo from the Kinu Continent. 

 One is to use Teleport, and the other is to take a ship. 

 Teleporting across the ocean was a level that even academy professors found difficult. 

 So, if Zeno's party wants to come to Drodo, they'll have to take a ship. 

 

 "Yes, block him there. Until my true self is ready." 

 

 "Understood." 

 

 Although he was assigned a role to stall for time that didn't suit his rank, the Puppeteer didn't show any dissatisfaction. 

 

 "To gain something big, you have to know how to be patient......." 

 

 He only has to hold out until the great 'Greed' inside the wooden doll regains its power. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Zeno didn't leave the temple right away. 

 

 "...?" 

 

 Under the chair where the Puppeteer was sitting. 

 A suspicious crack is visible. 

 

 Kudeuk. 

 

 He stabs his sword into it and lifts it up. 

 

 "Huh? What's this? A book?" 

 

 A suspiciously thick book is revealed. 

 Ren, who was next to him, coughed from the accumulated dust and picked up the book. 

 

 "Ugh... why hide a book in a place like this? It must be pretty important, huh?" 

 

 Zeno dusted off the book. 

 The title was revealed, but he couldn't read it. 

 

 "Can you read it?" 

 

 "Nope. I don't know what it says." 

 

 Ren also shook his head. 

 

 "Hey, Professor. Take a look at this. You should be able to recognize it if you've learned anything, right?" 

 

 "I can't read it." 

 

 Noel, who was watching from the side, gave an immediate answer. 

 

 "I could read it if it was ancient imperial script or Kinu script. But...." 

 

 "Isn't this the Giants' script?" 

 

 "No." 

 

 "Hmm." 

 

 Zeno crossed his arms and closed his eyes. 

 He was very uncomfortable. 

 It was because something suspicious popped out again, but he couldn't figure out what it was. 

 

 'Why is something that's not Kinu's script here?' 

 

 The period of questioning didn't last long. 

 

 "Let's get out of here first." 

 

 "Yeah, well... there's nothing left but rocks." 

 

 As Ren said, all that was left in the temple were the Gargoyles. 

 There was no reason to stay in an empty space. 

 

 "Noel, is that a decent item?" 

 

 Zeno pointed to the book and asked. 

 

 "Hmm. I don't see any curses on it." 

 

 Noel shook her head. 

 It doesn't seem like she feels any particular energy. 

 

 "Take good care of it, Ren." 

 

 "What? Why bother with something we can't even read?" 

 

 "Just bring it, just in case." 

 

 "Ugh... it's fucking heavy...." 

 

 Ren grumbled but obediently picked up the book. 

 Zeno ignored the muttering that kept coming from behind and went outside. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Meanwhile, outside the temple. 

 

 Rubia was busily laying out something. 

 

 "Juin-nim. May I ask a question?" 

 

 Eve, who was left out as a non-combatant along with Rubia, raised her hand. 

 

 "Huh? What is it?" 

 

 "...Is it really necessary to go this far?" 

 

 Eve's gaze lingers on the makeshift bed Rubia has set up. 

 Next to it, an array of unknown potions were lined up. 

 

 "Of course. Of course." 

 

 Rubia nodded. 

 She was even still taking potions out of her bag. 

 

 "We don't know the extent of his injuries yet. Isn't this too much preparation...." 

 

 "It's better to have too much than not enough." 

 

 Rubia tapped her tail on the floor and continued. 

 

 "And. Zeno is definitely going to come back all beat up, right? He always tells me to be careful, but he always gets hurt somewhere......." 

 

 It was when she was pouting her lips and muttering. 

 

 Kiing- 

 

 The temple's portal shines. 

 It means someone is coming to this space. 

 

 "Heok." 

 

 Rubia jumped up and immediately ran to prepare to support Zeno. 

 

 However. 

 

 Shuuuu....... 

 

 "I'm back, Jugun." 

 

 "......Huh?" 

 

 Except for some dust on his face, Zeno was fine. 

 

 "??" 

 

 Rubia looked at the party that followed. 

 

 Ren and Noel, and even Derun, were not injured. 

 

 "...You're okay?" 

 

 "You told me not to get hurt." 

 

 "Uh, yeah. That's true, but......." 

 

 Still suspicious, Rubia groped every corner of Zeno's body. 

 

 "You really didn't get hurt?" 

 

 Her ears perk up. 

 Her tail wags like a propeller. 

 

 "That's right." 

 

 Zeno answered and glanced at Rubia's back. 

 There's a lot prepared next to the makeshift bed. 

 

 'She thought I'd come back hurt.' 

 

 Zeno, understanding why Rubia's mood had improved, bent his knees slightly. 

 

 "?" 

 

 Rubia tilted her head as their eyes met. 

 

 "Isn't there a reward?" 

 

 "Huh?" 

 

 "Didn't you say you'd scold me if I came back hurt?" 

 

 "Ummm...?" 

 

 Rubia's eyes widen. 

 It's a reaction that she hadn't thought of. 

 Rubia tapped her lips for a moment, pondering. 

 Then, ah, she puts her hand on Zeno's head. 

 

 "Good job, kid~" 

 

 Rubia strokes Zeno's head with a gentle voice. 

 Zeno was suddenly treated like a child, but. 

 

 'Not bad.' 

 

 Zeno quietly closed his eyes and felt Rubia's touch. 

 Yeah, he didn't need anything grand. 

 This reward is enough. 

 Just as he was thinking that. 

 

 "Agh, stop flirting and move aside! I'm gonna die from the weight...." 

 

 Ren, who shoved Zeno aside, put down the book he was holding. 

 

 Kung- 

 

 The heavy sound seemed to tell the weight of the book. 

 

 "What is this?" 

 

 Eve, who ran over, asked. 

 

 "A book." 

 

 "No, I know that. Did you bring it from inside?" 

 

 "Yeah. Suddenly interested? Did you want to read a book?" 

 

 Ren tilted his head, looking puzzled. 

 

 "No. It's just. It feels familiar for some reason." 

 

 "Familiar? You can't even read it." 

 

 "? I can read it." 

 

 "......What?" 

 

 Ren belatedly asked back at the words that came out so casually. 

 

 "What does it say?" 

 

 "Hmm... it seems to say 'Regallo'." 

 

 Eve frowned and haltingly read the title. 

 

 "If it's Regallo......." 

 

 "It's the name of the god worshiped in Drodo." 

 

 Noel answered. 

 She was also looking at Eve with surprised eyes. 

 

 "Drodo? The place where the merfolk live?" 

 

 "Yeah. It seems to be a bible...." 

 

 "Yes, I think so." 

 

 Eve flipped through a few pages of the book and nodded. 

 

 'The Drodo bible in Kinu?' 

 

 Thanks to that, Zeno's question deepened. 

 

 The giants wouldn't have crossed the sea, arrived in Drodo, and received the bible from the merfolk. 

 

 Then the only thing left is that the Puppeteer brought it....... 

 

 ―It won't be this easy when we meet next time. 

 

 The words left by the Puppeteer bother him. 

 

 'When we meet next time'? 

 

 Zeno hasn't decided where to go next yet. 

 But to promise the next time means. 

 

 'Is the Puppeteer's main body in Drodo?' 

 

 That Zeno has a reason to head to Drodo. 

 In other words, there is another Mutant breeding ground. 

 

 "...Do I have to sail?" 

 

 Somehow, he's about to go on a world tour that's not in his destiny. 

 

 "Huh? Sail?" 

 

 "...It seems like the next Mutants are on the Drodo continent." 

 

 "Then do we have to go by ship?" 

 

 "Maybe...." 

 

 Zeno trailed off and looked at Noel. 

 

 "No matter how great a magician I am, that distance is impossible." 

 

 Noel, who noticed his gaze, answered. 

 

 Tsk, Zeno clicked his tongue and turned his head. 

 

 'I don't have good memories of the sea.' 

 

 In his past life, Zeno only went out to sea for a request once. 

 Except for that one time, he had never gone out to sea. 

 

 "Eve. How can you read that bible?" 

 

 "I don't know. It seems like my previous master inputted it." 

 

 Eve's previous master and the Mutant breeding ground are disturbing clues. 

 

 Inevitably, Zeno seemed destined to head to the Drodo continent. 
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 "What? We have to go to the land with the fish-men again?" 

 

 Ren shook his head as if he was sick of it. 

 

 "Hey, you know we haven't rested properly even once since we came into Kinu until yesterday, right?" 

 

 "Of course, I plan to move after resting sufficiently." 

 

 "Whew... Okay. If you're a human being, you should." 

 

 Did he misunderstand that we were leaving right away? 

 Ren sighed deeply as if he had aged ten years. 

 

 Rubia, who was rolling her rosy eyes next to him, poked Zeno. 

 

 "Then, do we have to go across the sea?" 

 

 "Yes." 

 

 "Wow. I've never been on a ship before." 

 

 Rubia perked up her ears and looked up at Zeno. 

 Her rosy eyes sparkled. 

 She seems to be having some romantic fantasies, but unfortunately, what Rubia imagines won't happen. 

 

 There's no reason to ruin Rubia's expectations yet, so Zeno decided to keep his mouth shut for now. 

 

 "Eve. Is there anything else you remember about Drodo?" 

 

 Zeno spoke to Eve, who had looked dazed since earlier. 

 Eve slowly shook her head. 

 

 "No. It's like there's a fog in my head. I feel like I'm about to remember something..." 

 

 "Do you think you'll remember if we go there directly?" 

 

 "...Yes." 

 

 "Then we should go." 

 

 Suddenly, Eve's memories began to return. 

 This was not something to be taken lightly. 

 Drodo is a land as devoid of information as Kinu. 

 If Eve was created in Drodo, and if she regains her memories. 

 We might be able to find the Mutants with less trouble than in Kinu. 

 

 While I was thinking about the next plan. 

 

 Ttok, ttok, ttok. 

 

 Suddenly, the sound of knocking on the door was heard. 

 

 "Hmm? Who is it? I don't think anyone would come looking for us." 

 

 The group is at Derun's house. 

 Someone knocking on the door was a very unusual event. 

 Derun was practically an outcast in this village. 

 

 Derun tilted his head and went to the front door. 

 

 And. 

 

 "...Oh? What brings you here?" 

 

 Derun, who opened the door, is flustered. 

 

 "Ah, this is so sudden..." 

 

 Derun, who was talking to the person outside the door, comes back with a lot of things. 

 

 "What's that?" 

 

 "Uh... they said it's a gift?" 

 

 "? What gift all of a sudden." 

 

 "Well... it's easier to understand if you come out and see for yourself." 

 

 Derun scratches his head and looks at Zeno. 

 

 "...?" 

 

 There shouldn't be anyone coming to visit. 

 

 Zeno thought so, but went outside anyway. 

 

 "Ah, I knew you'd be here. Well, I came here because I had something to ask." 

 

 The person waiting for him was. 

 

 "Did you really... deal with the Gargoyle?" 

 

 It was the village chief, who had become very polite. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "The Gargoyle has been a constant problem in our village." 

 

 The circumstances of the village chief's visit to Zeno were as follows. 

 

 The appearance of a Gargoyle that wouldn't fall, starting one day. 

 The night of the Giants, who were forcibly shrunk. 

 The damage that occurred was not small thanks to that. 

 

 In the midst of all this, a stranger appeared and solved the problem in a jiffy. 

 

 "...To think that the Gargoyle could really be defeated..." 

 

 The old man who was furious when Zeno asked for help with hunting the Gargoyle is gone. 

 There is only the village chief, shining with respectful eyes like a boy looking at a hero. 

 

 "...Ahem. I'm sorry for the cold treatment... I have nothing to say even if I had ten mouths." 

 

 The village chief bent his back at a right angle, even though it didn't bend well. 

 

 "And, thank you so much. Now we can collect the minerals that only appear at night again." 

 

 Then he bowed his head once more. 

 Zeno looked at the village chief without much emotion. 

 

 "The thank you is enough." 

 

 I never held it against the village chief that he refused Zeno's request. 

 No, in fact, I had almost forgotten about it. 

 From the beginning, I never expected the village chief to help Zeno. 

 

 "But what are those things behind you?" 

 

 Rather than the past, I was more interested in the sacks piled up behind the village chief. 

 

 "Ah, I can't just say thank you, so I brought a small gift." 

 

 Food ingredients, minerals, parchment, etc. 

 A cart full of items that seem like a lot even for a Giant. 

 Zeno, looking at the mountain of gifts piled up like a mountain, thought. 

 

 Considering the Giants are said to be reclusive, isn't this quite friendly? 

 

 "Come inside for now." 

 

 "Yes, thank you." 

 

 At the moment when the hearts of the Giants opened, Zeno had something to say. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 "Oh my god, isn't this top-quality meat...!" 

 

 Derun's mouth was wide open as he checked the food ingredients. 

 

 "Wait a minute. I'll show off my skills for the first time in a while!" 

 

 Derun smiled brightly and headed to the kitchen. 

 

 I had forgotten while hunting the Gargoyle together, but he was clearly a chef running a restaurant. 

 

 "I can feel a full of energy...!" 

 

 "I know, right? Should I replace it with this, Eve?" 

 

 Among the minerals brought by the village chief, there was also a gem used as Eve's driving force. 

 In the first place, the gem embedded in Eve's neck right now also came from Kinu. 

 

 Zeno looked at Rubia, who was wearing a soft smile. 

 It was a relief. 

 She used to sigh deeply when Eve's driving force ran out. 

 But she's smiling now, isn't she? 

 

 Seeing Rubia's smile, I felt like the complicated thoughts that were tangled up were loosening a little. 

 

 "Please, Lord." 

 

 Eve went into the room with Rubia to replace the driving force. 

 

 "Wow... if you carve this well, it'll be awesome, right?" 

 

 Ren's eyes widened as he compared his dagger to the steel from Mount Kinu. 

 

 "The parchment is also excellent. The Giant race wouldn't use magic at all." 

 

 Noel couldn't help but admire the parchment. 

 

 If everyone in the group is reacting like this, it means they really picked out only high-quality gifts. 

 

 Is dealing with the Gargoyle worth receiving this much of a gift? By myself, too? 

 

 Zeno looked at the village chief with such eyes. 

 

 "Ahem... well, I didn't prepare the gifts all by myself..." 

 

 "Then who else is there?" 

 

 "The gifts were prepared by everyone in the village. There are many who say they're a bit reluctant to face the stranger directly... so I came as their representative." 

 

 "I see. I understand." 

 

 The Giants were reluctant to approach the group. 

 The eyes of distrust followed Zeno until the day he entered the temple. 

 But the strangers they despised solved the problem overnight. 

 How awkward and embarrassed would they be? 

 They are still reluctant to face humans directly, but they are grateful, so they must have prepared so many gifts. 

 

 "Then, while I'm receiving thanks, can I ask for a favor?" 

 

 This is not bad. 

 Zeno, thinking so, tapped the table. 

 

 "Yes, of course. Just say the word. We will do whatever we can if it's a request we can fulfill." 

 

 The village chief clenched his fist and looked at Zeno with a determined look. 

 In fact, since it's not a clear material reward, there's no way to deal with it if they pretend not to know later. 

 

 Still, it's better to be safe than sorry, so Zeno just blurted it out. 

 

 "Just once, when it's needed. Can you take the side of the Lord I serve?" 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The village chief asked the reason, and Zeno answered simply. 

 

 "...So that's what happened. I don't know much about the situation outside of Kinu..." 

 

 The village chief nodded. 

 

 "I understand. This old man may not be of much help, but I will definitely respond if you call." 

 

 "Okay." 

 

 Zeno sighed, relaxing his shoulders. 

 As much as there have been many things, Rubia's allies are gradually increasing. 

 Although it's a minority, it doesn't matter. 

 It means that Rubia doesn't have to face the world alone in solitude anymore. 

 

 While relaxing and leaning back in the chair. 

 

 "Okay, okay. It's done. Everyone, have dinner!" 

 

 Derun appeared with a large pot. 

 

 "Oh, what's this? Smells good?" 

 

 "Wow... what's that smell?" 

 

 Ren approached the dining table as if drawn by the enticing smell. 

 Rubia also came out of the room sniffing, and it was the same. 

 Even Eve, who doesn't need to eat, was twitching her nose next to her. 

 

 "Haha, the gift I received was such good meat. I've prepared a lot today, so please eat a lot!" 

 

 When Derun opened the lid, a smell that stimulated the tongue spread out. 

 

 "Meat stew?" 

 

 What was in the pot was meat stew. 

 Unlike its ordinary visuals, an unusual scent stimulates the nose. 

 

 The sound of swallowing saliva could be heard here and there, gulp. 

 

 What the group had been eating so far was cheap stew. 

 

 Now that they were suddenly faced with luxurious food, their salivary glands had no choice but to explode. 

 

 "Eat a lot, everyone. Tell me if you need more!" 

 

 A bowl of stew was placed in front of each person. 

 The group picked up their spoons as if possessed and ate the stew. 

 

 Hureup. 

 

 The warm broth makes the stomach feel comfortable. 

 The salty meat melts softly on the tongue. 

 The following savory scent fills the nose. 

 

 "...This is crazy." 

 

 Someone unknown let out an exclamation. 

 There was no answer, but everyone seemed to agree. 

 

 Everyone forgot their words and moved their spoons. 

 Zeno was the same. 

 

 Dalgeurak. 

 

 Then, at some point, when I faced an empty bowl, I felt a little disappointed. 

 

 "Would you like more?" 

 

 At Derun's words, everyone nodded without exception. 

 

 Zeno thought as he received the warm stew again. 

 

 We've been running hard so far. 

 The group needed a break before departing for the Drodo continent. 

 

 And a dinner that makes you forget these words. 

 

 It was enough to be the beginning of a honey-like rest. 
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The given vacation was a week.

It was a truly pure rest time, without training or tension.

 

What Zeno did during this long-awaited... no, almost first-ever vacation.

 

"Try eating this."

 

"...I'm full, Jugun-nim."

 

"Aww, come on. Just this last one. Huh?"

 

Was to be fed this and that by Rubia.

 

At first, it was local Kinu fruits and such.

 

"...What is this?"

 

"An energy-boosting potion."

 

Having some free time, Rubia was leisurely developing new potions, and she was testing them all on Zeno.

 

Gulp, gulp.

 

Zeno squeezed his eyes shut and downed the potion.

Rubia flapped her ears, watching his Adam's apple bob up and down.

 

"How is it? Is it weird?"

 

"...I'm not sure."

 

"What about the taste? I made it strawberry flavored this time."

 

"...I think it's better not to add any flavor."

 

"Ah. Okay."

 

Seeing Zeno's serious expression, Rubia scribbled something diligently in her notebook.

Meanwhile, Zeno slowly backed away.

It wasn't that Rubia was feeding him anything harmful.

On the contrary, it relieved fatigue and gave him energy.

 

But drinking eight bottles of potion a day was too much to handle.

 

While Rubia was engrossed in making potions again, Zeno slipped out of the room.

 

"Oh, you're finally done, Zeno-nim. I just baked some pie. Would you like to try some?"

 

"It's okay. Give it to Jugun-nim instead of me."

 

"Haha... I understand."

 

Knowing Zeno's situation, Derun didn't offer any further.

 

He passed Derun, who was baking a pie, and went out into the yard.

 

"Ugh... It's been a week already. Is this really working?"

 

"Don't talk. You'll break my concentration."

 

Ren was tied to a chair with iron chains.

Noel had her hand on Ren's forehead.

 

"Hoo... I'm just telling you since you don't seem to know. It feels like something's bubbling inside me, you know? Does it have to be done this way......"

 

"I told you not to talk. Do you think dealing with a Demon is easy?"

 

Noel pressed down on Ren's head, causing a groan full of pain to escape.

 

What Zeno found most surprising was Ren's behavior.

 

He thought that if it was a vacation, he would be running around here and there.

 

-There are only tall, lanky guys here, where am I supposed to go play? I don't like women taller than me.

 

For that reason, Ren was quietly holed up in Derun's house.

 

"Keuheue......."

 

But if that was the case, there was no need to deliberately suffer.

The reason Ren was willingly tied up was because of Modeus.

 

"...There was no mention of breaking the contract like this!"

 

Ren, whose attitude had changed drastically, screamed at Noel.

No, it wasn't Ren who was screaming.

 

"To give such humiliation to a Demon...."

 

The one who had taken over Ren's body was the Demon inside him, Modeus.

Ren sometimes lost his ego like this.

Ren volunteered for this ordeal to prevent the Demon from taking over his body.

 

"Black Wizard... listen. If you stop right now, I'll lend you my power. You know it, don't you? If you receive power from a Demon, you'll be even more... Keuaaah...!"

 

"Shut up."

 

Noel suppressed Modeus, who was trying to coax her, and resumed the ritual.

 

Probably, once that ritual was over, Modeus wouldn't be able to take over Ren's body for a while.

 

Zeno watched Noel struggling and shifted his gaze.

 

"......"

 

Eve, who was engrossed in reading a book as if she couldn't even hear the screams, came into view.

Zeno approached Eve.

 

"What are you looking at so intently?"

 

"...!"

 

Eve, startled, raised her head.

How focused was she that she didn't notice him until he was right in front of her?

 

"I was reading the scriptures."

 

The book Eve was reading was 「Regallo」.

It was the holy book of the Fish-people.

 

"Haven't you already read it all?"

 

"Yes. But as I was reading, I felt like I might remember something... so I'm reading it again."

 

"What do you remember?"

 

At Zeno's question, Eve wiggled her fingers and then spread her arms wide.

 

"My former master-nim was an amazing person."

 

"Amazing?"

 

"Yes. Something... something. I can't explain it well, but I remember that he was greatly respected among the Fish-people."

 

Eve continued to explain, flapping her small arms.

What Zeno could understand was roughly that Eve's master was a very great person.

 

"And... I remembered the place where my former master-nim was."

 

It was welcome news in the midst of listening.

 

The reason the group had a week's vacation was not only because they really needed rest, but also for a more practical reason.

 

They had to go to Drodo, but they didn't know exactly where to go.

Drodo was as vast as Kinu.

 

So they had been waiting for Eve's memory to return.

 

"Tell me in detail."

 

It seemed like it was time to end the vacation.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After dinner.

Zeno brought up the story he had heard from Eve during the day.

 

"Hmm... then when are we leaving?"

 

Rubia scratched her cheek.

She seemed very happy every time she did alchemy recently, but she looked regretful when it was time to leave.

 

"We plan to leave tomorrow."

 

But they had to go.

 

-The next time we meet, I won't be so easygoing.

 

Zeno had never forgotten the Puppeteer's words.

 

The Demon who produced Mutants in Kinu and gave Rubia an unplanned heat cycle.

Zeno wanted to repay the Demon who had caused him trouble as soon as possible.

 

"Ren. How's your condition?"

 

"Well... I think I'm okay? It's not buzzing loudly in my head."

 

Ren tapped his temples and answered.

 

"I have suppressed the Demon deep within. It will be difficult for him to appear for a while."

 

Noel added.

If she, a Black Wizard and academy professor, said so, then it was really okay.

 

"Derun, I have a favor to ask."

 

"Yes? A favor?"

 

"Yes. I was hoping you could look after the carriage until we return."

 

The carriage the group had been riding in was still outside the village.

Zeno had been periodically checking on the horses.

But it couldn't be helped that their condition was getting worse.

He couldn't just leave the high-end carriage he had received as a gift from the Rainhill Monastery, so he was asking Derun for a favor.

 

"Ah, of course. I will take care of it responsibly."

 

Derun readily agreed.

 

Now, their business in Kinu was over.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

It was the last night staying at Derun's house.

He had told her that they had to go to bed early because they had to leave for the port tomorrow.

 

"Zeno. Have you ever been to the sea?"

 

Rubia couldn't fall asleep because she was so excited.

 

"Yes, I have."

 

"What's it like? Does it really shine transparently and smell refreshing?"

 

"No, it's a deep blue color and smells fishy."

 

"Huh...?"

 

Disappointment filled her rosy eyes.

He didn't intend to shatter Rubia's expectations, but it wasn't good to have excessive fantasies about the place they had to go to tomorrow.

 

"My father clearly said that the sea is a place full of romance...."

 

"......"

 

Zeno, who was just about to bring up the bad points of the sea, closed his mouth again.

He didn't expect her to suddenly bring up the story of Duke Hessler here.

 

"...Thinking about it, it seems like Duke-nim liked the sea."

 

"That's right. He said he would take me to the sea someday, but......"

 

Rubia trailed off and snuggled into Zeno's arms.

 

"...Now I can't."

 

Zeno's lips twitched, then he pressed them shut again.

The mercenary who only knew how to wield a sword didn't know what to say in times like this.

 

Instead, he tightened his arms around Rubia.

As if she liked it, he could feel Rubia's tail wagging.

 

"...I should go to bed now. Good night, Zeno."

 

"Good night."

 

Rubia buried her head in Zeno's chest and soon began to breathe softly.

Zeno stroked Rubia's hair and thought.

 

He had to create at least one good memory of the sea.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day.

 

They arrived at a port near the village.

 

The group's reactions were mixed.

 

"Wow... it's pretty."

 

"It feels nostalgic."

 

Rubia and Eve were admiring the endless horizon.

 

"Ugh... I don't really like the smell of the sea."

 

"I agree."

 

Ren and Noel were staring at the swaying waves with stiff expressions.

 

"I think that ship is the one that's supposed to take us."

 

"Really? Let's go quickly, Zeno...... Uh? Are you okay?"

 

Rubia, who had been shining her eyes, looked at Zeno with a worried expression.

 

"Yes... I'm okay."

 

"No, you look really tired?!"

 

That's right.

Actually, he wasn't okay.

 

His facial muscles were stiffening.

His stomach churned every time he smelled the unique scent of the sea.

His lips trembled without him realizing it.

 

"There's no... problem. Ugh...."

 

He covered his mouth with his hand.

 

The pungent fishy smell and the waves that reminded him of seasickness just by looking at them.

 

The sea.

 

It was Zeno's only weakness that made him powerless.
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The emerald horizon stretched across the sea.

Cheolssok-

Waves crashed coolly against the deck.
A refreshing breeze swept over my body.
Seagulls cried overhead as they flew.

It was a perfect day to enjoy the sea.

"Zeno... are you okay?"

"I'm... fine..."

Zeno was clutching the railing, his face pale as a sheet.

"You don't look fine at all..."

Rubia drooped her ears, patting Zeno's back.
Even after giving him the motion sickness medicine she made, Zeno's condition wasn't improving.

"You don't need to worry about me."

"Umm..."

He tried to pretend he was okay, but he couldn't hide his sickly complexion.

It was the first time Rubia had seen Zeno looking so weak.

She had only ever seen him as dependable, so this situation felt both novel and concerning.

"Zeno, lie down here for a bit."

Rubia patted her thigh.

"...What are you saying?"

"It's better to get some sleep than to force yourself to endure it."

"How could I possibly rest my head on my Lord's lap?"

"You hug me every night to sleep, what's the problem?"

"......"

Zeno, speechless, quietly turned his head.

"There's no one else around anyway. Don't be shy, hurry up."

"It's not because I'm shy..."

Zeno instinctively retorted before clamping his mouth shut.
Actually, he was embarrassed.

"Yeah, just shut up and lie down quietly. It's making me uncomfortable just watching you."

"That's right. Zeno-nim looks like he needs rest."

Ren and Eve chimed in, having had enough.

"If it's because we're making you uncomfortable, we'll go over there."

Noel even took Ren and Eve to the opposite side.
It was an unexpected consideration.

"Now, hurry up and lie down."

With everyone going this far, it was hard to refuse.

"Then just for a little bit, I'll just close my eyes for a moment."

"Yeah, yeah. I understand."

Zeno carefully lowered himself.

"...Why are you tensing your neck? That's not lying down."

He was lying down so cautiously that his head was floating in the air.
Rubia pressed down on Zeno's forehead to make him lie down properly.

"...!"

He was startled by the sudden softness against the back of his head and tried to get up.

"Ssh, stay still."

Rubia immediately stopped him.
A gentle touch stroked his hair.
The strength drained from his body.
The spot where Zeno was lying was shaded.
His eyelids naturally closed.

Seueuk, seueuk.

Rubia stroked Zeno's hair and opened her mouth.

"Is this also related to your past life?"

"......"

"Hmm, you seemed fine in the carriage no matter how bumpy it was. It doesn't seem like it's because the ship is rocking... or is it?"

"...That's right."

Rubia's deduction was sharp.
Zeno wasn't getting seasick because of the ship's movements.

"Did you have a bad memory at sea?"

"I almost died once."

Zeno briefly recounted his past life.

Zeno during his mercenary days.
He had accepted a request to catch a Kraken.
The Kraken appeared in the Dragon's Triangle, a sea area where people frequently went missing.

"I don't remember how many months it took to catch the Kraken."

"......"

"All I remember is catching endless hordes of sea monsters... I think it's remained as a bad memory."

"Uh, umm..."

Rubia couldn't easily sympathize or comfort him.

Zeno was telling the story so calmly, and Rubia didn't even have a similar experience.
All Rubia, who had lived her entire life in the Tobiel Dukedom, could do was.

"It's okay. I'm here with you now."

She held Zeno's hand tightly and patted his head.

"...Thank you."

And it was quite effective.

I know that Rubia can't protect Zeno.
But still, what should I say.

"...Please continue to stay by my side."

Just having her by his side allowed Zeno to relax and fall asleep.

* * * * *

Unfortunately for Zeno, the voyage to the Drodo Continent was quite long.

He couldn't eat properly, nor could he sleep properly.

"Ugh..."

"It's okay, it's okay."

Zeno practically lived by leaning on Rubia throughout the voyage.
Rubia patting Zeno's back from time to time was a daily occurrence.

He was embarrassed.

To be cared for by the Lord he was supposed to protect.

...The fact that he was actually feeling quite relieved thanks to Rubia made Zeno even more embarrassed.

"I didn't know he could become even more attached."

"Is that how motion sickness is usually treated?"

"Who knows, maybe he gets better when he's being lovey-dovey."

The conversation between Ren and Eve, which I overheard, made Zeno even more ashamed.

"Two ahead."

"Huh? Again? I thought we just finished them off."

The only fortunate thing was that the group dealt with the occasional swarms of sea monsters.

Pajijik!

"What kind of fish shoots lightning!?"

"There are many unique creatures."

Ren, while horrified, sliced apart the monsters that climbed onto the deck.

Noel, with a curious glint in her eyes, captured the monsters.

"Hey, it looks like they're swarming even more because of that. Can't you just throw it away?"

"Monsters don't have such characteristics. This is my test subject, so mind your own business."

A pointless conflict almost arose in the middle, but Zeno's intervention resolved it appropriately.

"What's that seasick bastard saying?"

"It's hard to believe. Has he even been to the sea?"

...The conflict was resolved by turning the arrow back to Zeno, but anyway, the conflict was resolved.

"It seems we'll be arriving soon. The land of the Fishmen isn't far now."

Amidst all that, the captain delivered good news.

Just one more day.

Just enduring one more day meant escaping this hell of shame.

So.

"Lord. I'm sorry, but..."

"Huh? Ah, lie down comfortably, comfortably."

It would be okay to borrow Rubia's lap for just this one day.

* * * * *

Drodo Continent.
If I had to describe the land of the Fishmen in one word.

"It's kind of dreamy..."

It was just as Rubia described.

The land was sky blue. The leaves were light purple. And the wood used for houses was dark blue.

The port town looked so mystical that it wouldn't be strange for fairies to appear.

'It was a terrible time.'

Of course, Zeno, who was stepping on land after a long time, didn't care about any of that.

He was relieved by the fact that he no longer had to helplessly lean on Rubia on the swaying ship.

"Are you feeling better now?"

"Yes. I feel like I can live now."

"Tsk, what are you going to do when we go back?"

Zeno's heart grew heavy again at Ren's words.

"Then I'll be on my way now."

The giant captain who had given the group a ride turned the ship around and left.
In the first place, he had given the group a ride on his way to another region.

"Then let's go in too."

The group, having seen off the captain, moved towards the village.

[Legarim]

That's what was written at the entrance of the village.

"I guess that's the name of the village?"

"That's right. It's named after the Water Dragon, Legallo-nim."

"Huh?"

Ren, flustered, turned his head.
The explanation flowed naturally from Eve's mouth.

"...?"

What's funny is that Eve, who had explained it, was also surprised.

"...Did I just say that?"

"Then who else would have? Who else would do it?"

"......"

"Do you know this place, kid?"

"I don't know. But I remember it."

Contradictory words.
But Eve wasn't lying.

"I don't know where this is, but I think we should go this way."

Eve moved her short legs diligently and took the lead.

As if she knew the geography of Legarim Village.
Eve tilted her head but continued forward without hesitation.

There were a few Fishmen who had woken up early in the village.
They looked at the group with curiosity.

"Hey, doesn't something look familiar over there?"

"Hmm? Foreigners have arrived. But what about other races do you find familiar?"

"No, that kid. The blonde kid, I mean."

"Hmm...?"

Among them, there was also a Fishman who scratched his scales while looking at Eve.

"Hey, kid. Do you know them?"

"I don't know them."

"They look like they know you?"

"......"

Eve didn't answer and just walked as if she was possessed.

Then, her pace gradually quickened.

"...!"

Eve, her eyes wide open, started running.

"Huh? Hey, where are you suddenly going!"

"It seems she remembered something. Let's follow her."

The group ran after Eve, who was running dododo.

Eve soon arrived at a building.

"What's this place?"

"It looks like a cathedral on the outside."

The place they arrived at was a tall, spire-shaped building.

Eve didn't stop and entered the entrance.

"Wait, stop."

The guards guarding the entrance stopped Eve.
Eve quietly looked up at them.

"Little girl. This isn't a place where other races can enter without permission... Oh? Eve-nim?"

"What? Eve-nim?"

The guards lowered their spears and began to examine Eve from head to toe.

It seemed they knew Eve.
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, "...Do you know me?" 

 

"Of course! I've been looking for you for ages. Where have you been?" 

 

The guard pretended to know Eve. 

Zeno decided to watch from behind for now. 

 

"I thought you had disappeared with the Saintess-nim after what happened." 

 

"......Saintess-nim?" 

 

As Eve blinked, the guard, who had been excited, suddenly stopped. 

 

"Could it be... have you lost your memory?" 

 

"...Yes. But, Saintess-nim... Ugh!" 

 

Pajik! 

 

Suddenly, sparks flew from Eve's neck. 

 

"...Eve!" 

 

Rubia, startled, rushed forward. 

Eve, staggering, leaned heavily on Rubia. 

The sputtering sparks soon died down, but the unconscious Eve slumped. 

 

"Why is this happening all of a sudden......." 

 

Rubia, fiddling with Eve's power source, looked at Zeno. 

 

"The power is drained. This has never happened before......." 

 

"I think it's probably because she remembered something." 

 

Of course, Zeno didn't know for sure either. 

It was just the expression on Eve's face before she lost consciousness. 

 

"Hey, who are you people?" 

 

Only then did the guard raise his spear and ask for the group's identities. 

 

"What is your relationship with Eve-nim? And what happened to Eve-nim just now?" 

 

Zeno wanted to return the guard's questions right back at him. 

How did the mermen know Eve, and why did Eve suddenly collapse? 

 

"I have nothing to say if you don't answer first." 

 

Well, that's true too. 

To them, Zeno was just a suspicious outsider after all. 

 

"I first met Eve at a restaurant." 

 

Zeno explained everything step by step, starting from his first encounter with Eve. 

 

The guard listened to the story until the end with a wary look. 

 

"Is that so... Honestly, it's a hard story to believe. How could Eve-nim, who was created in Drodo, have gone all the way to Tobiel?" 

 

"I don't know that either." 

 

It was strange when I thought about it. 

 

The guard said that Eve was created in Drodo and had never left this village. 

 

But wasn't the place I first met Eve Tobiel? 

 

Is that even possible? 

That question is meaningless. 

 

Because Eve was actually serving at a restaurant in Tobiel. 

 

"Anyway, it seems Eve-nim has returned safely." 

 

The guard, who had withdrawn his wary gaze, lowered his spear. 

 

"Let's go inside for now. There's someone who can check Eve-nim's condition." 

 

"They're letting us in surprisingly easily." 

 

Is it because I've been treated poorly in Kinu? 

I thought I would have to argue quite a bit. 

It ended anticlimactically. 

 

"Aren't you coming in?" 

 

"I'll go." 

 

At the guard's urging, Zeno moved his feet. 

 

It was a good thing for Zeno since there was no unnecessary trouble. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

The interior of the building was the same as seen from the outside. 

 

"It really was a cathedral." 

 

It was a similar scene to the Rainhill Monastery. 

The difference was that the priests walking around were mermen. 

In fact, there wasn't much difference except for the scales and gills. 

 

"I've been waiting." 

 

As I walked down the hallway, I saw a woman bowing in the distance. 

 

Water-colored eyes and fin-like ears. 

Her serene impression and faint smile showed that she was a born cleric. 

 

"Are you the one who can check on Eve's condition?" 

 

"Yes. I would appreciate it if you would call me Azel." 

 

The group exchanged brief introductions with Azel and then got down to business. 

 

"Eve, who was fine until just now, collapsed. Do you know why?" 

 

"Would it be alright if I check her condition for a moment?" 

 

"Ah, here." 

 

Rubia handed Eve over to Azel. 

 

"Hmm......." 

 

Azel naturally swept back Eve's hair. 

The jewel exposed on her neck was emitting a weaker light than usual. 

 

Woong- 

 

Azel created water-colored mana in her hand. 

I felt a familiar warmth that I had seen sometime before. 

 

"Zeno, that's......." 

 

Rubia tugged at Zeno's sleeve. 

Zeno nodded. 

 

"Yes, it's Divine Power." 

 

It was weaker than what Eve used, but it was definitely Divine Power. 

 

"Was she an Android made by clerics?" 

 

Only then did I understand why Eve could use Divine Power. 

 

"Eve-nim will be fine now." 

 

Azel, who had turned off the Divine Power, picked up Eve. 

 

"Still, it will take some time for her to wake up. How about having some tea?" 

 

There was no reason to refuse. 

 

"Please do." 

 

"I understand." 

 

Azel, with a faint smile, began to guide the group. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

The place Azel led us to was not an ordinary room. 

 

"This is......." 

 

"This is my private room. Please make yourselves comfortable." 

 

"Are private rooms usually this big...?" 

 

Rubia asked with wide eyes. 

It was because she didn't expect a nun's room to be this big. 

 

"My old room wasn't like this either......." 

 

Azel chuckled as if troubled when Rubia muttered audibly. 

 

"I didn't expect to receive such a luxurious room either. However, they said that if it was someone designated by the Saintess-nim, they should have a room of this size." 

 

"The Saintess designated you?" 

 

Zeno asked, puzzled. 

 

Azel covered Eve, who was lying on the sofa, with a blanket and then got up from her seat. 

 

"I apologize for not mentioning it in advance. My name is Azel. It's embarrassing, but I am the one who was designated as the next Saintess by the Saintess-nim." 

 

"......?" 

 

The next Saintess. 

Even if I didn't know the Drodo Cathedral well, it was definitely a very high position. 

 

As we were all silent, not knowing what to say, Azel bowed and opened her mouth. 

 

"And I have been waiting for you." 

 

"...Waiting for us?" 

 

"Yes, the Saintess-nim told me." 

 

Azel, who raised her head again, smiled. 

The serene atmosphere that I had felt from earlier became even more intense. 

 

"She said that the werewolf beastman who returns with Eve-nim will solve the problems of Drodo." 

 

The group's gaze turned to Rubia. 

 

"...Huh? Me?" 

 

She didn't seem to know what that meant at all. 

 

"What does that mean? Explain in detail." 

 

Zeno asked with sharpened eyes. 

 

"Yes, I will explain. According to the prophecy left by the Saintess-nim......." 

 

Azel, on the other hand, finished her words with widened eyes. 

 

"She said that you can revert Mutants." 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

Rubia, after hearing the story, could only blink her big eyes. 

 

"...I can revert Mutants?" 

 

"According to the prophecy, yes." 

 

"But I don't have that ability...?" 

 

That's right. 

 

I had witnessed several Mutants while traveling from Tobiel to Uphiston and Kinu, but I had never reverted one back to normal. 

 

"Could it be that the person the prophecy is talking about isn't me?" 

 

"That could be the case." 

 

"...Yes?" 

 

Rubia was rather embarrassed by her too-easy acceptance. 

 

"Honestly, we don't all believe in the Saintess-nim's prophecies. Many believers don't believe it either." 

 

Azel chuckled and continued. 

 

"Of course, I tend to believe it. I've always been by the Saintess-nim's side." 

 

"Is that the only reason you believe?" 

 

It was a little difficult to trust if that was the only reason. 

 

"Of course not." 

 

Fortunately, that wasn't the only reason. 

 

"Excuse me, but are there any werewolf beastmen left on the other continent?" 

 

"...No, there aren't." 

 

Rubia's ears drooped. 

 

"Then, if it's a werewolf beastman who returned with Eve-nim... wouldn't it be natural to think it's Rubia-nim?" 

 

"Hmm......." 

 

"Unless Rubia-nim is planning to have a child, that is." 

 

At those words, Rubia and Zeno's eyes met. 

 

"!" 

 

Then they quickly averted their gazes. 

I don't know why they did that. 

They just did it instinctively. 

 

"...Is there a time limit set in that prophecy?" 

 

Zeno, clearing his throat, changed the subject. 

 

"No, there isn't. That's why I've been waiting for you endlessly." 

 

"Then the werewolf beastman of the prophecy must be Lord." 

 

"Zeno?" 

 

Rubia's ears perked up. 

She looked at him as if asking what he was talking about. 

Zeno continued to speak. 

 

"Being able to revert Mutants means that you have captured Mutants separately and kept them." 

 

Azel, who let out an exclamation of admiration, replied. 

 

"...That's correct." 

 

"And it seems to be near the cathedral. Is that right?" 

 

"That's right. You're amazing." 

 

Clap clap clap. 

 

Azel's applause echoed quietly. 

 

Zeno said to Rubia, who still had a bewildered expression on her face. 

 

"Lord. It's okay if you don't have the ability to revert Mutants right now." 

 

"...Then?" 

 

"The development of a potion to cure Mutants. I don't know how long it will take, but I think the prophecy is talking about that." 

 

"...!" 

 

Rubia has a talent for alchemy. 

If she had enough test subjects, she would be able to make potions. 

 

"Then I will guide you. To the place where the Mutants are kept." 

 

Azel, with a faint smile, stepped firmly on an ordinary-looking tile. 

 

Then. 

 

Kugugugugu― 

 

A bookshelf on one side of the room moved, revealing a hidden room. 

 

"The monastery and here too......." 

 

It seems that a hidden basement is a prerequisite for cathedrals. 
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,"...What is all this?"

 

That was Rubia's first words upon descending into the basement.

 

It was completely different from the dirty, pain-filled basement under the monastery.

 

Vast and pleasant.

The lamps brightly illuminating the interior made it feel more like a hospital room than a basement.

 

,"Let me introduce you. This is a Mutant isolation facility managed by the cathedral... I guess you could call it that. It's a place where we keep those who have changed separately."

 

Azel pointed to a row of cylindrical structures.

Upon closer inspection, they were prisons made of water.

 

Kkorureureuk...

 

Looking much more like fish than people.

The so-called 'fish-men' were glaring at the group while confined in their water prisons.

 

Rubia did not avoid the eyes of the Mutant fish-men.

Instead, she took a step forward.

 

,"This is... how did you do this?"

 

Rubia carefully pressed the wall of a water prison.

The elastic surface was pressed in, then bounced back to its original shape.

 

,"It's magic. We can't just leave them alone until we can turn them back to normal... so keeping them like this was the best option."

 

,"...Are you perhaps maintaining these prisons with just Azel-nim's mana?"

 

Azel nodded.

Rubia's mouth hung open in a daze.

 

It was an unexpected method.

 

To imprison the Mutants without killing them.

And with just one person's magic power.

 

,"......"

 

To maintain such a calm atmosphere while constantly using such large-scale magic.

Azel was certainly worthy of being nominated as a Saintess candidate.

 

,"The response is excellent. How did you come up with this idea?"

 

Zeno was equally impressed.

He felt like applauding.

 

,"The previous Saintess-nim had a prophecy. If there were fish-men who collectively went insane, we were not to kill them but to capture them without fail...."

 

,"...So, the idea was that we would come and solve it."

 

,"If I dare to guess. Yes, I believe that was her intention."

 

A sigh escaped from Zeno's lips.

 

It was absurd.

 

What kind of fish-man was the previous Saintess?

How does one use the power of 'prophecy'?

How far ahead was she looking?

 

If she were still alive, I would have solved the mystery myself.

It was when Zeno was clicking his tongue in regret.

 

,"What is this place?"

 

The Android, presumed to have had a close relationship with the previous Saintess.

Eve had come down to the basement at some point.

 

,"Have you awakened, Eve-nim."

 

,"...Azel?"

 

,"Yes, that's right."

 

Eve had clearly fainted before meeting Azel.

But as soon as she saw her, she immediately recalled her name.

 

,"Have you regained your memories, Eve?"

 

,"Um, well. I think I remember some of it."

 

Eve frowned and nodded at Zeno's question.

Her emotional expression had become richer, so something had definitely changed.

 

,"Um, Azel. So... where is the current Saintess-nim? I think I need to see the Saintess-nim to fully recall my memories."

 

Azel looked troubled at Eve's question.

 

,"Um... it seems you haven't remembered that part yet."

 

,"...What do you mean?"

 

The corners of Azel's lips gently lifted.

Her lips, which had been twitching a few times, trembled and barely opened.

 

,"...The Saintess-nim has passed away."

 

,"...Yes?"

 

Eve stiffened.

 

,"The Saintess-nim passed away shortly after sending Eve-nim to the continent."

 

Azel calmly spat out the truth.

 

,"For the future of the continent, and for the future of the fish-men."

 

The emotion that flashed in her watery blue eyes was definitely sadness.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Eve did not shed tears or express sadness.

 

Well, that's right.

 

In the first place, Eve was not an Android created for the purpose of expressing sadness.

 

,"Eve, are you okay?"

 

,"...Yes. It just feels like my chest is empty."

 

So, if Eve said something like that, it meant she had received a very big shock.

 

,"I had some idea when there were errors in my memories with my Lord, but it was true."

 

Eve pressed her temples.

She dropped her hand with a thud as if her complete memories would not return even if she did that.

 

,"Azel, then are you the next Saintess?"

 

,"Yes."

 

,"I see. The Saintess-nim always said that she would nominate Azel as the next Saintess."

 

With those words, Eve put her hand on her chin and remained silent.

 

She seemed to be thinking about something by gathering the information she had received from Azel and the memories that had partially returned.

 

Rubia stroked Eve's head with complicated eyes.

 

Eve, who had been quietly feeling Rubia's touch, slowly opened her eyes.

 

,"Lord."

 

,"...Is it okay to call me Lord?"

 

,"Yes, anyway, the Saintess-nim is my former Lord. My current Lord is only Rubia-nim."

 

,"Still," Eve added.

 

,"I want to stop by my former Lord's house. If my memory is correct, there will probably be something left behind by the Saintess-nim there. Along with my memories. May I go there once?"

 

,"...Okay, let's go together."

 

What reason would I have to say no?

 

Rubia stroked Eve's hair and nodded.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Just like when she ran to the cathedral, Eve walked steadily without hesitation.

 

,"......"

 

Judging by the fact that Azel didn't say anything, it seemed she was going the right way.

 

,"Ssuep, did the Saintess really live in a place like this?"

 

Rather, it was Ren and the others who had doubts.

 

That's because the place Eve was heading to was a remote area at the edge of the village.

 

,"Originally, she should have lived in the cathedral... but the Saintess-nim was such a frugal person. I couldn't bring myself to break her stubbornness."

 

Azel added that the place where the Saintess spent the most money was when she created Eve.

 

,"We have arrived."

 

Eve, who was walking ahead, stopped.

The place where she stopped was an extremely ordinary, even shabby, wooden house.

 

Kkieik-

 

The door creaked open as Eve turned the doorknob.

It seemed that the Saintess of the fish-men had lived without even the most basic security measures.

 

,"Azel, have you ever touched the Saintess-nim's belongings?"

 

,"No, she left instructions to leave them as they were until Eve-nim returned, so I only cleaned them so that dust wouldn't accumulate."

 

Indeed, the interior was cleaner than a house where no one lived.

 

,"Thank you."

 

Eve, who expressed her gratitude to Azel, ran to somewhere.

 

The place she arrived at was in front of a bookshelf.

 

Eve turned her head from side to side, looking around the bookshelf that filled one side of the room.

 

,"Ren."

 

,"Huh? Why."

 

,"Please lift me up once. I think it's at the very top."

 

,"What are you looking for anyway?"

 

Ren helped Eve without complaint, even while expressing his doubts.

He put his hands between her armpits and lifted her up, and Eve slowly looked at the bookshelf again.

 

,"I found it. The book on the very top of the 4th shelf. That's it."

 

It was Noel, the tallest of the group, who took out the book.

 

,"Um? Isn't 'Regalo' a book we already have?"

 

Noel tilted his head after seeing the title.

The book Eve asked to take out was 'Regalo', the Drodo Continent's bible.

 

,"There will probably be a different part. We need to compare it, so we have to go back."

 

,"Huh? Can we go already? You said there would be memories here, right?"

 

Ren asked carefully.

 

,"It's okay. It's not too late to follow the Saintess-nim's words and find my memories."

 

However, Eve shook her head firmly and asked Ren to put her down.

 

,"I will definitely come back when the work is done."

 

With those words, Eve went back to the cathedral, ttubang ttubang.

 

The group quickly followed Eve, who looked somehow busy.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

 

-It will take some time to compare. There are many scenic spots in Legarim, so please look around.

 

After saying that, Eve began to compare the 'Regalo' she had brought from Kinu with the 'Regalo' she had brought from the Saintess's house.

 

The book was well over 1000 pages long, so it would take time as Eve said.

 

,"Wow... pretty."

 

That was why Rubia and Zeno had come to the beach.

 

What unfolded before their eyes was a beach covered with fine sand.

 

It was a completely different sight from the port they had arrived at by boat.

 

Rubia had been walking barefoot on the beach since earlier, as if she liked the feeling of the sand touching her feet.

 

After admiring the scenery for a while, Rubia drooped her ears and shuffled through the sand.

 

,"Is something wrong?"

 

,"Huh?"

 

,"You had a worried expression."

 

,"Is that so?" Rubia said, touching her lips and laughing.

 

She quietly shuffled through the sand again.

 

,"Hey, Zeno."

 

Rubia, who had stopped in her place, turned to look at Zeno.

 

,"I have something to ask you."

 

,"What is it?"

 

Her rose-colored eyes were filled with determination.

 

Why is my Lord suddenly like this?

With that thought, Zeno waited for Rubia's words.

 

Zeno was prepared to answer anything.

 

,"That's......"

 

Rubia's following words were unexpected.
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"What are we to each other?"

 

"......Excuse me?"

 

Zeno couldn't answer right away to the sudden question.

 

"We are in a Lord and escort Knight relationship."

 

He answered belatedly, but Rubia just shook her head.

 

"Hmm... I thought so too until recently."

 

Rubia moved closer to Zeno's face.

 

"It's weird. I don't even have territory right now, so what Knight am I talking about?"

 

"But......"

 

"And, I don't think our relationship is just that."

 

What on earth does this mean?

 

Zeno's opening mouth closed again.

He can't tell what she's thinking from the rose-colored eyes staring at him.

 

A brief standoff ensued.

 

"......Hoo."

 

Rubia was the first to back down.

She looked around and found a small stone wall.

Rubia, sitting on the stone wall, patted the seat next to her.

 

"Sit here."

 

Zeno sat next to Rubia.

Then something soft and warm wrapped around his arm.

It was Rubia's tail.

Her face was slightly flushed, as if it were soaked in the sunset.

 

"......"

 

The two, who had stopped talking, naturally looked at the sea.

The sun coming down on the beach.

The sunset dyeing the waves orange.

It was a sight that even Zeno, who hates the sea, could admire.

 

"Zeno, you said you regressed from the future, right?"

 

"...That's right."

 

"Yeah, right. The reason you're so nice to me must be because of that."

 

"It's not just that."

 

"It is. I've lost all my territory and family. Now I'm just a girl who's not even a Duchess."

 

Rubia kicked the sand with her toes and continued.

 

"The only thing I'm good at is a little bit of alchemy."

 

"It's not a little bit. There are not many people on the continent who can handle alchemy as much as you, Ju-gun."

 

"So you're telling me to make a potion to turn the Mutants back."

 

Rubia made a keueueung sound and pressed her temples.

She leaned against Zeno's shoulder with a thud.

 

"I don't know how I got here. I just wanted to live in my territory making potions for the rest of my life. My family went bankrupt, I was chased by people, and I drifted all the way here......"

 

Rubia's true feelings came out without any order.

 

She doesn't know how to treat Eve to be a good owner.

She doesn't know if she can turn the Mutants back.

She's not that great, but the previous Saintess overestimated her too much.

 

Rubia's words flowed out without stopping, so much so that it was amazing that she had endured until now.

 

"...Are you listening to me?"

 

"Of course."

 

"Hmm......"

 

Rubia's cheeks puffed up slightly.

It seems like she's sulking because Zeno is just looking at the sea without saying anything.

 

"Aang."

 

"...What's wrong?"

 

Rubia bit Zeno's shoulder lightly.

 

I don't know why she's doing this when she hasn't done it for a while.

 

"Aang."

 

This time, she bit the other shoulder.

It didn't hurt because she didn't put any strength in her jaw.

 

"Ju-gun, why are you biting my shoulder?"

 

"Are you curious?"

 

Of course.

Anyone would be curious if they were bitten on the shoulder dozens of times without knowing the meaning.

 

"Hehehe."

 

Rubia lets out an uneasy laugh.

Her eyes glow red as if what was coming has finally arrived.

Right now, she looks just like Rubia from before the regression.

 

"Eucha."

 

Rubia flopped down on Zeno's lap.

But she didn't let go of the tail wrapped around his arm.

Zeno was completely trapped.

 

"Zeno, there have been more than a few times when I actually wanted to give up everything."

 

Zeno's head tilted at the sudden words.

 

"To be honest, I still do. I'm scared. They're telling me to turn the Mutants back. I've never done anything like that before. I want to go back to the cabin."

 

"You can do it, Ju-gun."

 

"Yeah, that's why. That's why I'm here. Because you're here. Because you're the only one who tells me that."

 

"......"

 

"Oh, right. You asked why I bite your shoulder, right? I'll tell you. Beast-people have a unique way of expressing themselves."

 

Rubia clapped her hands and continued.

 

"Especially when a Werewolf bites someone's shoulder, it has a special meaning. Want to guess?"

 

The reason why a Werewolf bites someone's shoulder.

As he was thinking hard, something soft brushed against Zeno's palm.

 

"While you're thinking, can you stroke my ears a little?"

 

It was Rubia's ear.

There's no reason to refuse.

Zeno stroked her ear.

 

"Heueut...."

 

Maybe he got the hang of it after stroking it a few times.

Rubia made a strange noise with a silly, relaxed expression.

 

"So, what's your answer?"

 

"Isn't it to show affection?"

 

"Hmm... it's kind of similar."

 

Judging by the fluttering of her ears, it means that's not the right answer.

 

"It's not wrong because they also do it to really close friends."

 

"Then what does it mean?"

 

"It's to show other people that this person is mine."

 

"......"

 

Zeno was speechless at the answer that came out without hesitation.

 

Rubia saw that and chuckled.

Again.

Again, Rubia from before the regression and she overlap.

 

For some reason, Zeno didn't like that fact.

Who was he trying to protect?

 

A sly and thoughtful Rubia?

Or a pure and cheerful Rubia?

 

...I don't know.

Now I don't even know what I was thinking when I was protecting Rubia.

 

"Ouch...! My ears are sensitive, so you have to stroke them gently...!"

 

"I'm sorry. I was distracted and stopped."

 

"Aeuuu...."

 

It seems like he put strength in his hand without realizing it.

Zeno stroked Rubia's ear more gently than before as an apology.

 

"Ju-gun."

 

"Yeah? Why~?"

 

"...What does it mean to be mine?"

 

"Well? It's just what the word says?"

 

Rubia smiles slyly after answering that.

I still couldn't figure out what she was thinking.

 

"Then guess the next one."

 

"What are you talking about?"

 

"You know that beast-people's ears and tails are super sensitive, right?"

 

"I know."

 

How could he not know?

Rubia shows him in person every time.

 

"Then who do you think they only allow to touch those sensitive areas?"

 

Ttuk.

 

His hand stopped.

Zeno looked at Rubia.

She didn't urge him to stroke her more.

She just looked at him quietly with a faint smile.

Zeno closed his eyes.

It wasn't an intentional action.

It was just too much for him to face Rubia's vibrant eyes.

 

Let's think about it.

 

Even though Zeno had only wielded a sword, he wasn't stupid.

In fact, he noticed that Rubia's atmosphere was strange since they were walking on the beach together.

 

She was sending Zeno some kind of signal.

 

The problem was that Zeno didn't know what kind of signal Rubia was sending.

 

So Zeno went back to the past one by one.

 

The first time Rubia bit Zeno's shoulder.

The first time Rubia asked Zeno to stroke her ears.

The first time Rubia wrapped her tail around Zeno.

 

The more he remembers, the more he feels hot.

No, he's actually getting hot.

 

Kung. Kung. Kung.

 

His heart is beating faster and faster.

I don't know why.

 

All Zeno knows is that at some point, he developed feelings for Rubia that were more than just Ju-gun.

 

"...You still don't know?"

 

And that was the same for Rubia.

 

"The fact that a beast-person allows you to touch their ears and tail means......"

 

Tch.

 

It was a fleeting moment.

Something soft brushed past.

Zeno realized belatedly.

The touch left on his lips and Rubia's cheeks that were flushed as if they were about to explode.

 

"...It means this."

 

The formality of Lord and escort Knight began to be stripped away.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The Legarim Cathedral was in the middle of decryption work.

 

Chwareureuk, chwareureureuk.

 

The pages turn so fast that it's hard to tell if they're actually reading.

 

It was speed reading that was possible because they were an Android and a Black Wizard.

 

"...This is."

 

Eve's facial muscles hardened as she closed the last page.

 

"Hmm, if you put together the other parts, it looks like the coordinates will come out."

 

Noel's expression wasn't comfortable either.

 

'Regallo' brought from Kinu and 'Regallo' brought from the Saintess's house.

 

What was revealed as a result of comparing the differences was the name 'The Puppeteer' and the coordinates made up of numbers.

 

What it meant was too clear.

 

Eve jumped up from her seat.

 

"Oh, are you finally done?"

 

Ren, who was spinning his teacup around because he had nothing to do, raised his head.

 

"Ren. Do you know where Ju-in-nim and Zeno-nim are?"

 

"Huh? I think they said they went to the beach earlier."

 

"Thank you."

 

If it's a beach near here, there's only one place.

 

Eve ran as fast as she could to deliver the news she had just learned.

 

She soon found Rubia and Zeno.

The two of them seemed a little too close, but she decided not to pay attention.

 

More important than that was to tell them about The Puppeteer.

 

"Ju-in-nim! Zeno-nim!"

 

She called Rubia and Zeno from afar.

 

"......!"

 

For some reason, the two of them were startled and moved away from each other.

Their faces seemed a little red, but she decided not to pay attention to that either.

 

"Ju-in-nim, Zeno-nim. I found it. What was hidden in the Bible was The Puppeteer's coordinates...... Hikkup."

 

Eve was surprised to see Zeno's face up close.

The first reason was that his face was too fierce.

The second reason she was surprised was that he was hiccuping even though he was an Android.

 

"...Ju-in-nim?"

 

Why is the atmosphere so fierce?

 

Eve slowly moved her feet towards Rubia.

 

"Why now...... No, what brings you here?"

 

Rubia's gaze was just as sharp.

It was scarier than ever to see Rubia, who had always been warm to her, being so sharp.

 

"...Hikkup."

 

Eve felt fear for the first time that day.
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 Sarangsallang.

 

 A black tail sways.

 From left to right, from right to left.

 Softly, or as if to seduce.

 The seemingly warm tail wags.

 Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't have paid any mind to it.

 

 "Huh? Why?"

 

 "...It's nothing."

 

 But now, I couldn't help but notice.

 

 -...That's what it means.

 

 I had heard those words just tens of minutes ago.

 

 -Chuk.

 

 The sensation of her lips touching mine was still vivid.

 

 Zeno unconsciously touched his lips.

 And then.

 

 "Hmm..."

 

 He met Rubia's gaze, who was staring intently at him.

 Zeno quickly averted his eyes.

 Again.

 He had already avoided Rubia's gaze several times.

 I don't know why I'm doing this.

 

 Thump, thump.

 

 Is it because I crossed the line between Lord and Knight, or because another emotion has crept in?

 Zeno's heart wouldn't calm down.

 

 "So, according to what I've found..."

 

 Eve had been rummaging through 'Regalo' and briefing something important since a while ago.

 Of course, none of it registered in Zeno's head.

 

 What Rubia is thinking.

 What just happened.

 Whether someone like me is even allowed to have these feelings.

 

 Amidst the unrefined waves of thought.

 Zeno could only nod his head like a wooden doll.

 

 "...Therefore, it seems we need to go out to sea. Are you alright with that, Zeno-nim?"

 

 "...Um? Ah, I'm fine with it."

 

 It seemed Eve had finished speaking while I was out of it.

 Zeno reflexively answered.

 

 "...Are you really alright with it?"

 

 Eve tilted her head.

 I must have answered wrong.

 Zeno spoke honestly before things got out of hand.

 

 "I'm sorry. I was lost in thought and didn't hear you properly. Could you tell me one more time?"

 

 "Unusually spaced out, huh? You sick or something?"

 

 "Uh-uh, no. I confessed to Zeno, you see. So I think he's a little confused."

 

 Things got out of hand.

 Rubia threw a light hook at Ren for the words he tossed out.

 

 "?"

 

 Ren blinked a couple of times.

 

 "...A confession?"

 

 "Yeah."

 

 "Rubia-nim, to him?"

 

 Rubia nodded.

 Ren jumped up from his seat and shouted.

 

 "Finally?!"

 

 "...Finally?"

 

 Zeno repeated Ren's words.

 

 Finally, huh.

 It was as if he had known this would happen all along.

 

 "Yeah, goddamn it. You finally said it. I thought I was gonna die from frustration. So, are you two dating from today? Huh?"

 

 Ren, as if relieved of a decade-long indigestion, stroked his chest.

 He laughed heartily and patted Zeno's shoulder roughly.

 

 "No, I haven't gotten an answer yet?"

 

 Ttuk.

 

 This time, a left hook.

 Ren's hand stopped at Rubia's words.

 

 "What? What are you talking about? You didn't answer?"

 

 Ren looked at Zeno with horrified eyes.

 

 "..."

 

 I could have made the excuse that Eve called me just as I was about to answer, messing up the timing.

 The reason I didn't was because, even if I were given infinite time, I wasn't confident I could give a clear answer.

 

 While Zeno couldn't bring himself to answer.

 Ren whispered to Zeno with a deeply serious face.

 

 "...Hey, don't tell me you can't get it up?"

 

 "What..."

 

 Zeno reflexively frowned.

 

 Ren, having completely misread the situation, patted Zeno's shoulder.

 

 "It's okay, man. That's something you can work out together. You don't think she'd say anything if you couldn't get it up, right?"

 

 "No. That's not it. Mine's perfectly fine."

 

 I quickly corrected him as the misunderstanding seemed to be growing.

 Of course I can get it up.

 How much do you think I suffer every night trying to erase my worldly desires when Rubia sleeps in my arms?

 

 "Then why? You like her so much you can't live without her."

 

 "That is..."

 

 Zeno trailed off again.

 

 It's true that I can't live without Rubia.

 But do I like Rubia?

 I don't know.

 Maybe I do.

 The reason I wasn't sure was because Zeno had never felt this way towards a woman before.

 

 "Aish... What a frustrating bastard. He's so quick and efficient with a sword, but so dense when it comes to this..."

 

 Ren shook his head and returned to his seat.

 

 "...So. What were we talking about?"

 

 "Ah."

 

 Eve, who had been waiting quietly, held up 'Regalo' with a flourish.

 

 "To put it simply. After analyzing it with Noel-nim, we've discovered a location believed to be where the Puppeteer is."

 

 To summarize Eve's words.

 

 1. After comparing the 'Regalo' taken from the Saintess's house with the 'Regalo' taken from Kinu, letters and numbers appeared.

 

 2. Upon decoding, the words 'Puppeteer' and location coordinates were revealed.

 

 3. They were about to ask Zeno what he wanted to do about it.

 

 Zeno listened to Eve's words and pondered.

 

 "It could be a trap."

 

 "It's unlikely, since it was in the Saintess-nim's house, but... there's still a chance."

 

 The 'Regalo' taken from Kinu was found at the spot where the Puppeteer's clone was defeated.

 

 But for it to reveal his location.

 I couldn't help but think it was suspicious.

 

 "The fact that the location is in the middle of the sea is also concerning."

 

 Moreover, the coordinates Eve found were quite far from Regalim, out at sea.

 Zeno was already weak against water, and now he had to go to the sea where there was no place to retreat.

 I couldn't help but worry.

 

 "Sooner or later, we'll have to go. Mutants keep appearing in Drodo, too."

 

 "That's right."

 

 Zeno agreed with Noel's opinion.

 

 Aside from Rubia creating a mutant cure, the root cause had to be eradicated.

 

 "We have no choice but to go."

 

 Even knowing that the Puppeteer was creating mutants, I couldn't just stand by and watch.

 There was a possibility that innocent Fishmen were being captured and modified by the Puppeteer even now.

 

 "Are you going to be okay?"

 

 Rubia wrapped her tail around Zeno's wrist and asked.

 

 "I don't know."

 

 Zeno answered honestly.

 Going out to sea on a ship was something I really didn't want to do.

 I might not even be able to stand properly without Rubia.

 

 "Still, my Lord, please remain here."

 

 But this time, I wasn't planning on going with Rubia.

 

 "Why?"

 

 "We don't know if it's a trap or not, so it's dangerous to accompany my Lord."

 

 Since it was surrounded by water, the sea wasn't easy to escape from.

 It meant that it was a difficult place to safely escort Rubia.

 

 "And... I'd like to sort out my thoughts a little."

 

 This was the biggest reason.

 

 Thumpthumpthump.

 

 When I make eye contact with Rubia.

 When her tail wraps around my wrist.

 When I hear her voice.

 

 Once I became conscious of it, my heartbeat pounded against my eardrums so loudly it was deafening.

 

 The most important thing in battle is a cold head.

 If I faced the Puppeteer in this state, I would surely be helpless.

 

 "Ugh... I see. So, you're saying I should stay here and do potion research?"

 

 Rubia puffed out her cheeks with a dissatisfied expression.

 

 "...I worked up the courage to confess, but you didn't even answer properly."

 

 Rubia sulked as she slowly unwrapped her tail from my wrist.

 Zeno, seeing her tail drooping powerlessly, opened his mouth.

 

 "My Lord, I promise you."

 

 "...What?"

 

 "When I return, I will definitely give you the answer from earlier..."

 

 "Heyheyheyhey!!"

 

 Ren, who had suddenly jumped up, covered Zeno's mouth.

 

 "Are you trying to die? We're going on the same ship, don't say such ominous things."

 

 "...I understand, so let go."

 

 Although I couldn't finish my sentence, Rubia must have understood.

 

 "I understand. I won't say things like 'be sure to come back alive.' Because you'll definitely come back. Right?"

 

 "That's right."

 

 "Good. Then I'll get you some motion sickness medicine, so take it with you."

 

 Rubia stood up, dusting off her butt with a much-improved expression.

 

 Zeno listened to Rubia explain how to take the potion and thought.

 

 Just like Rubia did, I will come back and convey my true feelings.

 

 

 * * * * *

 

 

 The church prepared the ship to go to sea.

 

 "A Saintess candidate knows how to sail a ship too?"

 

 What's more, it was Azel who was controlling the ship.

 

 "There's no Fishman who doesn't know how to sail a ship."

 

 "Even if you're a Fishman..."

 

 Ren stared at Azel, who was holding the helm, with a curious face.

 Certainly, it was something unimaginable for a Saintess in the Empire.

 

 "Is it alright? To keep an outsider in the church."

 

 Zeno asked Azel.

 From the Fishmen's perspective, Rubia was strictly an outsider.

 And yet, they were giving the church to an outsider and coming out to sea themselves.

 

 "Of course, it's alright. It's the Saintess-nim's prophecy, after all."

 

 It seemed that prophecies were a bigger belief to the Fishmen than I thought.

 

 "Azel-nim. But why are you going so slowly? It seems to me that you could go faster."

 

 Eve, holding a map, blinked and asked.

 

 "Hehe, of course, I could go faster. But... if I did, I might incur the wrath of someone who's out for a stroll."

 

 "...A stroll?"

 

 Who would go for a stroll in the sea?

 

 That's what I was thinking when.

 

 Kung.

 

 A vibration was transmitted to the ship.

 

 Kuung!

 

 I wasn't mistaken.

 The ship was actually shaking.

 

 "...What is this."

 

 "Oh dear. It seems I've angered them. I was trying to go as slowly as possible..."

 

 Azel put down the helm and folded his hands respectfully.

 

 "Hoo... You've come."

 

 "What's coming... you mean?"

 

 Azel didn't need to answer.

 

 Kuuung!

 

 The ship shook as if it would capsize.

 A huge shadow loomed from under the water.

 

 "Could it be...!"

 

 Chwaaaaa!

 

 What soared above the surface of the water with a huge wave was.

 

 "...I never thought I'd see this again."

 

 The deep-sea monster that Zeno had subjugated in his past life.

 

 It was a Kraken.
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 Zeno's eyes widened. 

 

 An incoming wave. 

 A shadow cast by a leg. 

 Red, glowing eyes. 

 

 It's that bastard. 

 

 The greatest misfortune one could encounter at sea. 

 

 "It's a Kraken." 

 

 Zeno drew his sword like lightning. 

 

 "Azel." 

 

 "I will prepare the barrier." 

 

 The silver lining was that they reacted swiftly. 

 

 Azel clasped her hands together and prayed. 

 The seawater, reacting to the water-like Divine Power, rose up. 

 A sea barrier surrounded the ship. 

 

 "I'll help too." 

 

 Noel placed her hand on the barrier. 

 As she channeled mana, the barrier rose faster. 

 

 A combination of water-like Divine Power and pure mana. 

 The moment a sturdy mana barrier was completed. 

 

 Kwaaaaaang!! 

 

 The Kraken's massive leg collided with the barrier. 

 

 Koong! 

 

 The ship shook violently. 

 But that was it. 

 It didn't sink or capsize. 

 

 Meaning, there was room for a counterattack. 

 

 "Ugh..." 

 

 Zeno glared at the Kraken, steadying himself on the rocking deck. 

 

 Could he face that massive monster with just a sword? 

 

 Such doubts didn't even cross his mind. 

 

 He had done it in his past life, after all. 

 

 Kkwak. 

 

 His grip tightened involuntarily. 

 

 If he remembered correctly, the Kraken had a total of eight legs. 

 It was a bastard that swung its legs quickly, despite its massive size. 

 

 "The next attack is coming. Hold on." 

 

 Zeno said, and poured the potion Rubia gave him into his mouth. 

 It was a special motion sickness medicine, only to be taken in case of an emergency. 

 As soon as the potion passed through his esophagus, his senses dulled. 

 

 The motion sickness subsided instantly, but his reactions slowed down as well. 

 His head was clear, but his body's responses were strangely delayed. 

 Zeno forced down a strange sense of unease and prepared to withstand the Kraken's next attack. 

 

 He was planning to start a counterattack after eight attacks, but... 

 

 "...What? It's just standing there?" 

 

 As Ren said, the Kraken was only glaring at the ship, not attacking. 

 

 "Did it stop attacking because of the barrier?" 

 

 Eve, who had been blankly gaping, asked. 

 

 "No, the Kraken isn't that smart." 

 

 "Zeno-nim is right. According to the legends passed down in Drodo, the Kraken is the embodiment of rage sleeping deep in the sea. I heard that once you encounter it, you should be prepared to die and return, but..." 

 

 Azel tilted her head. 

 The Kraken she had heard of was not such a docile creature. 

 

 "...Look there." 

 

 Noel, who was pouring mana into the barrier, pointed at the Kraken. 

 More precisely, at its red, glowing eyes. 

 

 "Doesn't something seem different about its eyes?" 

 

 "Eyes?" 

 

 Zeno narrowed his eyes and stared at the Kraken. 

 Those familiar, bright red eyeballs. 

 

 "Huh? Isn't that...?" 

 

 Ren, who had also been carefully observing the Kraken, shouted. 

 

 "The statues in Kinu. Its eyes are the same as theirs." 

 

 "Now that you mention it, they are." 

 

 Hearing Ren's words, he became certain. 

 The Kraken's eyes. Or, more precisely, the red jewels in the Kraken's eye sockets. 

 

 "Eve. How much further until we reach the coordinates where the Puppeteer is?" 

 

 "Please wait a moment." 

 

 Eve looked back and forth between the map and the compass. 

 

 "We have about 30m left." 

 

 30m, huh. 

 

 Come to think of it, there was no rule that the Puppeteer had to be standing still at that exact location. 

 

 "Looks like he came out to greet us." 

 

 Cheolpeok. 

 

 Along with those words, a splashing sound was heard, cutting through the rough waves. 

 

 "Keul keul keul... As expected, it's good that you're quick on the uptake." 

 

 Soon, a man appeared on top of the Kraken's head. 

 As far as Zeno knew, there was only one man who could tame the rage of the sea and stand on top of it. 

 

 "...Puppeteer." 

 

 "Thank you for recognizing me." 

 

 A white-haired gentleman dressed in a neat suit. 

 

 "Then you'll have to die now." 

 

 The Puppeteer appeared, bringing his main body with him. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Azel felt her scales prickling. 

 

 A bizarre existence. 

 

 That was the only way to describe the gentleman riding on the Kraken. 

 

 A suit that wasn't even damp in such rough waves. 

 The chilling ability to completely tame the ferocious Kraken. 

 A man who reeked of danger from head to toe. 

 

 "...Zeno-nim. Do you perhaps know him?" 

 

 She asked, thinking of turning the ship around immediately if there was any chance of escape. 

 

 "I know him. Though this is the first time I'm seeing his real form." 

 

 Zeno raised his silver sword and stepped forward. 

 Unfortunately, the man of prophecy didn't seem to have any intention of running away from this place. 

 

 "Hmm. Are you trying to fight me now?" 

 

 "Of course, I can't let you go. Not the bastard who brought shame to my Lord." 

 

 "Come to think of it, I don't see the master you followed like a dog? If we get rid of you together, that person would be even happier..." 

 

 The Puppeteer, with a bitter smile, continued. 

 

 "No. No, that's not right. Maybe it would be better to just get rid of the loyal dog. The master will be waiting for you for the rest of their life, not even knowing if you're alive or dead. Keul keul keul..." 

 

 "That's what I wanted to say to you." 

 

 'That person' that the Puppeteer had been talking about since before. 

 And 'that person' that the Mimic had mentioned. 

 

 It wasn't hard to guess that the Demons they both served were the same Demon. 

 And that defeating the Puppeteer here would be a fatal loss to that Demon. 

 

 "Can you open the barrier at the timing I go out?" 

 

 "It could be a disaster, but... I'll try." 

 

 He knew that the Kraken could sweep them away if the barrier was released. 

 

 "Don't worry, Azel. I will help." 

 

 Zeno was making an unreasonable request because Eve, who possessed the Divine Power to fill the barrier at any time, was there. 

 

 "I went through the trouble of bringing even a guy like this, but you're not afraid at all? As if you already knew." 

 

 The Puppeteer narrowed his eyes and made a sharp guess. 

 In fact, Zeno knew very well about the Kraken. 

 Because the Kraken was the first and last bastard he had ever subdued when he went out to sea. 

 

 "Ren. Keep pace and follow me." 

 

 "Okay." 

 

 As Zeno took his stance, Ren also drew his dagger. 

 They had gone through life and death together several times. 

 Now, they understood each other without needing to say a word. 

 

 He tensed his muscles as if he was about to burst out at any moment. 

 If his body reacted late, he just had to think a little faster. 

 Zeno had already adapted to his dulled body. 

 

 He took a big step forward. 

 

 "Now!" 

 

 At the same time as the blue barrier opened, he was shot out like a cannonball. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Zeno flew in an arc. 

 The speed was so fast that even Ren, who was chasing after him, couldn't keep up with his eyes. 

 

 He put rotational force into his sword and slashed down. 

 

 Chwaaaaaak! 

 

 A slash that was drawn from top to bottom. 

 

 Kkeureureureuk...! 

 

 Zeno's first strike successfully hit the Kraken between the eyes. 

 

 "Hoh... I see. I understand why you're so confident, but..." 

 

 The Puppeteer, who had been looking down at Zeno without moving, raised his hand. 

 From left to right. 

 As if he was a conductor, his hand moved smoothly. 

 

 "But what will you do next?" 

 

 Buung, the Kraken's leg flew in. 

 

 Zeno, who was floating in the air, couldn't avoid it. 

 Of course, Zeno had no intention of avoiding it. 

 

 Kwang! 

 

 With the sound of something exploding, Zeno's figure, hit by the leg, disappeared. 

 

 "You crazy bastard!" 

 

 Ren spat out a curse that was close to a scream. 

 

 Was he blown away just like that? 

 

 "...As expected, it works the same way." 

 

 His voice was heard immediately, making such questions meaningless. 

 

 "Stab your sword into its leg, Ren. Otherwise, you'll be blown away." 

 

 Zeno had shown his resourcefulness by stabbing his sword into the Kraken's leg to hold on. 

 

 "Heh... There's a reason why that person took notice of you, after all." 

 

 A crack appeared on the Puppeteer's relaxed face. 

 

 "Wait there." 

 

 Zeno pulled out his sword. 

 

 Chwaak! 

 

 Green blood gushed out from the Kraken's leg. 

 

 Kwajik! 

 

 He didn't mind being covered in the filthy blood. 

 

 Kwadeuk! 

 

 He stabbed the incoming leg in reverse. 

 

 Deflecting the attacks, dealing damage, and climbing the Kraken, he had already reached the Puppeteer. 

 

 "Heok... Heok... You crazy monster. How can you go so fast...?" 

 

 "It's amazing that you even followed." 

 

 Ren, who had copied Zeno, belatedly joined them. 

 Unlike the mouth that was uttering weak sounds, his dagger was sharply honed. 

 

 "Oh... I didn't think it would come to this." 

 

 "Even if you knew, nothing would have changed." 

 

 The Puppeteer took a step back. 

 No matter where you looked, he didn't seem to be armed. 

 It was truly arrogance, relying only on the Kraken made of puppets. 

 

 Words to leave behind? 

 Zeno didn't ask such things. 

 

 A desire to cut off his neck. 

 Just as he was about to rush at the Puppeteer with that one determination. 

 

 Puuk. 

 

 A chill pierced Zeno's side. 

 Soon, it spread into a burning heat. 

 

 "What... are you doing, Ren?" 

 

 Zeno turned his head and couldn't help but be shocked. 

 The metal that was stuck in his side. 

 It was Ren's dagger. 

 

 "...Hey. My body... isn't moving on its own... Keueuk...!" 

 

 "Hoo... Thankfully, it took effect in time." 

 

 Ren's hands trembled. 

 His eyes were strangely reddened. 

 And seeing the Puppeteer stroking his chest, Zeno realized. 

 

 "When the hell...?" 

 

 What the Puppeteer could control was not only magical beasts. 

 

 

 

 



15. Puppeteer (4)

 

 

 Dak-kal dak-kal. 

 

 Bogle bogle. 

 

 I move back and forth busily between several pots. 

 

 "Haa... I really can't get a feel for this." 

 

 A Werewolf wiping sweat from my brow while making a potion. 

 It was Rubia, making a Mutant cure potion. 

 

 Already the 7th try. 

 I only started today, but there's no progress at all. 

 After stirring a strange, glowing liquid a few times, I plopped down in my seat. 

 

 My butt's cold. 

 

 The lab Azel prepared is a chilly basement. 

 Normally, a man should be by my side, putting down a cushion or offering his lap around this time. 

 

 "Zeno..." 

 

 Rubia's escort Knight had left to follow the Demon's trail. 

 

 "...How on earth did I live alone in the cabin?" 

 

 Eve, Ren, Noel, and even Azel, the owner of the cathedral, are gone, making the already large room seem even larger. 

 

 Is this reverse culture shock? 

 

 I hardly ever felt lonely during the year I spent in the cabin. 

 Now, my side feels cold just a few hours after Zeno left. 

 

 "How should I punish him this time?" 

 

 Thinking of Zeno makes me angry. 

 

 He'll definitely come back hurt again this time. 

 He always says he won't get hurt, but... 

 Actually, Rubia knows. 

 Zeno always fights his best. 

 Isn't that why he always comes back with major injuries? 

 

 I understand it well enough rationally, but I can't help but get angry when I see Zeno coming back hurt. 

 

 "Still, he said he'd answer when he gets back..." 

 

 It's also infuriating that he won't answer the words I managed to muster the courage to say. 

 

 Rubia put down the ladle she was stirring with and looked into the ingredient basket. 

 

 "Let's make a tonic first." 

 

 With familiar movements, I gathered the ingredients and put them in the pot. 

 Even Zeno, who doesn't show his emotions well, grimaces, but what can I do? 

 The medicine that is bitter to the mouth is good for the body. 

 

 "If he comes back hurt again this time, I'll tie him to the bed for a week and only feed him tonic..." 

 

 Rubia wagged her tail and filled the pot almost to overflowing with ingredients. 

 

 My shoulders and neck are already full of marks left by Rubia. 

 Now that I've conveyed my honest feelings, I have no excuse to cling to him more under the guise of 'punishment'. 

 All that's left is to feed Zeno tonics that he hates like crazy. 

 

 Rubia, giggling as she boiled a bizarre liquid, looked like a 'Witch' to anyone who saw her. 

 

 Before I knew it, all the tonic was finished. 

 As I transferred the tonics I had made into a bowl, Rubia looked out at the sea visible through the window. 

 

 "...So please come back soon, Zeno." 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 Meanwhile, Zeno was badly injured, just as Rubia was worried. 

 

 "Keulkeul..." 

 

 Zeno glared at Ren, clutching his side. 

 

 He's an assassin. 

 

 He always carries various throwing weapons, and of course, they are always sharply honed for a fatal blow. 

 

 Ren's favorite method is poison. 

 

 Especially neurotoxin. 

 

 "...Keuk." 

 

 That was why Zeno's body was stiffening. 

 

 "Get away for now, Ren." 

 

 "I wish I could, but...!" 

 

 Ren approached Zeno, trembling. 

 He doesn't seem to have completely lost control of his body yet, but it's only a matter of time. 

 

 Zeno tapped his stiff legs and moved away from Ren. 

 

 "Hehehe. You know what? This is my favorite moment. When you get backstabbed by a comrade you trusted. The reaction is worth seeing." 

 

 Was the cold sweat from just now an act? 

 The Puppeteer, who had regained his composure, let out a sinister laugh. 

 

 "You didn't think I came here relying on just one Kraken, did you?" 

 

 "......" 

 

 "It looks like you don't have much time left either." 

 

 The Puppeteer was right. 

 When did he pull his trick? 

 I can hear a rustling sound, like bugs crawling around in my head. 

 

 Blurry vision. 

 Suffocating breath. 

 And the rustling sound growing louder. 

 Zeno sensed that his body would soon be taken over. 

 

 "Ren! Why are you suddenly stabbing Zeno-nim!" 

 

 "Something's wrong. Don't open the barrier yet." 

 

 Noel stopped Eve, who was stomping her little feet on the floor. 

 Her judgment was truly excellent. 

 If they approached rashly, they could also be manipulated by the Puppeteer. 

 

 "Wait. Don't open the barrier." 

 

 Even my tongue is gradually stiffening. 

 Is it fortunate that the pain is also reduced? 

 

 Juuuuuk. 

 

 Without hesitation, I widened the wound with the dagger stuck in my side. 

 A bucketful of blood poured out. 

 The blurred vision clears up. 

 The bug sound that seemed to be eating away at my brain stopped. 

 

 "Hmm, not a bad decision." 

 

 "Keulkeul..." 

 

 I wanted to retort to the Puppeteer's unnecessary compliment, but the blood that welled up choked me. 

 My head spins and the pain from the wound intensifies. 

 

 "...Was it Kraken's blood after all." 

 

 "Haha, geez. Aren't you a little too quick-witted?" 

 

 The Puppeteer smiled brightly as if it was the correct answer. 

 

 Zeno realized as he drew out the blood along with the poison. 

 The problem is the Kraken's blood. 

 When I wiped off this green liquid, my hazy mind returned. 

 

 "...I won't be caught off guard anymore." 

 

 I gritted my teeth and turned around. 

 

 Swaeak! 

 

 Ren, who had been slowly approaching, swung his dagger. 

 As expected. 

 Ren's eyes completely reddened. 

 He is being controlled by the Puppeteer. 

 

 After dodging the plunging dagger. 

 

 Paang! 

 

 I kicked Ren with all my might. 

 Ren, who had lost his mind, slumped and fell under the Kraken. 

 That location is the ship the group is on. 

 

 "Open the barrier!" 

 

 Eve and Azel barely opened the barrier and caught Ren. 

 

 "Tie him up and drain his blood." 

 

 Zeno left those short words and turned his head. 

 

 Noel started tying up Ren with Black Magic, so I figured they'd take care of it. 

 

 If I just deal with the Puppeteer, the goal will be achieved. 

 

 I feel like I'm about to collapse right now, but there's no choice. 

 

 "...My Lord is probably going to scold me a lot." 

 

 Zeno wished himself luck in the future. 

 

 Seogeok! 

 

 I swung my sword. 

 

 

 * * * * * 

 

 

 The Puppeteer was by no means easy. 

 No, to be exact.... 

 It was not easy to avoid excessive bleeding, neurotoxin, and the Puppeteer's manipulation while fighting. 

 

 Buung- 

 

 Again. 

 Again, the sword misses by a hair. 

 

 "...Keuheok." 

 

 "You're in a hurry, so hurried. Where did you throw away the sharpness you showed at first?" 

 

 It's no easy task to swing a sword while bleeding profusely. 

 If I stay like this, I'll soon lose consciousness due to blood loss, so I can't stop attacking even if the accuracy drops. 

 The sword strikes were only leaving scratches. 

 

 Seogeok- 

 

 If I thought I had cut something, it was the Kraken's leg that the Puppeteer was controlling. 

 

 "...!" 

 

 I gritted my teeth and rolled away to avoid the Kraken's blood. 

 

 "Hmm, is that all you are? I'm disappointed." 

 

 When I attack, the Puppeteer dodges by a hair. 

 And I thought the words he added were to provoke me, but... something's wrong. 

 Even though the sword is getting slower, the scratches on the Puppeteer's body are increasing. 

 As if he was deliberately letting me hit him. 

 

 "...Why aren't you attacking?" 

 

 The Puppeteer didn't even counterattack and just took the attacks. 

 

 "Well... does it make sense if I say it's because you haven't shown me the part I'm still expecting?" 

 

 "......" 

 

 I don't understand at all. 

 

 Still, what I can read from the Puppeteer's atmosphere is that he is evaluating Zeno. 

 The Puppeteer was looking at Zeno with a truly disappointed look. 

 

 "There's no way that person would have liked you this much with just this..." 

 

 "You've been saying things I can't understand since earlier." 

 

 "It's okay if you don't understand now." 

 

 The Puppeteer, who was muttering about what to do and stroking his chin, trudged closer. 

 

 "...?" 

 

 The sight of the Puppeteer approaching defenselessly makes me even more wary. 

 

 "What are you trying to do?" 

 

 "It's nothing much... I just have a gift for you." 

 

 When the Puppeteer reached out his hand, tentacles sprouted with a puwhak sound. 

 Tentacles that looked like the Kraken's legs. 

 For now, I wanted to avoid those disgusting tentacles, whatever they were. 

 

 Teolssok. 

 

 One knee buckles. 

 I've lost so much blood that I can't even force myself to move anymore. 

 I try to get up, but I just stagger in place. 

 

 "Stay still, stay still." 

 

 The Puppeteer, who approached Zeno leisurely, stabbed the tentacles into Zeno's side with a puk sound. 

 

 "......!" 

 

 An unbearable feeling of nausea washes over me. 

 It feels like something is coming up to eat away at my brain. 

 An object that shouldn't be in my body is being forced in. 

 Zeno, feeling a disgust he had never felt before. 

 

 Puuk! 

 

 Squeezing out a handful of strength, I plunged the silver sword into the Puppeteer's heart. 

 

 "Heo... To move even while being invaded. I think I know a little why that person chose you." 

 

 As if he knew this would happen, the Puppeteer smiled crookedly, spitting out blood. 

 The teeth stained red on the mouth torn all the way up were truly Demonic. 

 

 Puwhak! 

 

 At the same time as the Puppeteer pulled the tentacles out of Zeno's side, Zeno also pulled out his sword. 

 

 Pulssok. 

 

 Zeno's body and the Puppeteer's body collapse in opposite directions. 

 The place of fall is the deep sea. 

 

 Can I survive if I fall like this? 

 That's what I thought, but I didn't have the strength to lift a finger. 

 Just before falling into the sea, the last thing I heard before losing consciousness was. 

 

 "Greed will come..." 

 

 It was the Puppeteer's insane words. 

 

 

 



15. Puppeteer (5)







Eve, along with Azel, was in the midst of healing Ren.




"What principle allows them to control people?"




"Well. The Demons' tricks aren't well known... I'm not sure."




With Noel's help, they drained Ren's blood, and Eve and Azel poured Divine Power into healing him.




"......"




Ren, who had been rushing in with reddened eyes, had lost consciousness and fallen asleep.




Eve sighed briefly and looked at the Kraken.

To be exact, at Zeno, who should be fighting on top of the Kraken's corpse.




"?"




But something was strange.

Zeno and the Puppeteer, who had been there just a moment ago, were nowhere to be seen.




"Noel. Where did Zeno-nim go?"




"Hmm? Just a moment ago..."




Noel, who had been restraining Ren, seemed to have noticed as well.




"...I think that might be him falling over there."




Azel was the first to find Zeno.

The place she pointed to was the sea, where cold waves surged.




Pungdeong-




It was the spot where Zeno had just fallen.




"!"




Eve jumped up and deactivated the barrier.




If he was left like that, he would surely die.




Eve instinctively tried to jump into the sea, but.




"Wait. Don't go jumping out there recklessly."




She couldn't because Noel grabbed her by the armpits and lifted her up.




"Let me go, Noel. Zeno-nim will die if I don't go."




"I know that too. But you. Do you even know how to swim?"




"......"




Eve's feet, which had been flailing in the air, stopped.

Come to think of it, she had never learned to swim in her life.




"I thought so. I'll go see where the Puppeteer fell..."




Noel sighed and looked at Azel.




"Yes. I'll go check on Zeno-nim."




Azel jumped into the sea and swam away gracefully.

Was that why she was called a Fish-man?

Contrary to her relaxed movements, her speed was reminiscent of a shark catching its prey.




"You take good care of that guy."




Noel, entrusting Ren to Eve, jumped into the sea.

Perhaps because her limbs were long, Noel stretched out smoothly.




"Euum...."




Eve looked down at her body.




Short.




It was a wonderful body made by the previous Saintess-nim, but she couldn't deny that it was short.




Perhaps if Eve flailed her short limbs, she would be five times slower than Noel.




Thinking that, Eve plopped down next to Ren.




Ren's condition was still not good.

There was no way he would be okay after repeatedly draining his blood and forcibly healing him.




Wooung-




Eve began to heal Ren again, drawing on Divine Power.




"...Zeno-nim."




All the little Android could do was pray for the safe return of her Lord's escort Knight.







* * * * *







Azel's face was completely bloodless when she returned in an instant.




"...Eve-nim. Prepare for treatment quickly."




It was understandable.




Blood was still flowing from the wound in his side, stabbed by Ren's dagger.

His face had turned from pale to purple, perhaps due to the side effects of the Kraken's blood, Ren's poison, and Rubia's potion combining.




"...! Quickly, over here."




Surprised, Eve rolled the lying Ren over to make room.

Azel laid Zeno down in front of Eve and said.




"This isn't a wound that can be healed here."




It seemed so.

Three days. No, at least four days would be needed to remove the poison from his body.




"I'll do first aid for now."




"I'll help."




Still, stopping the bleeding was the top priority.

Eve drew on Divine Power, and Azel added Divine Power on top of that.




Then Zeno's wound healed quickly.




But that wasn't the end of it.




"We can't drain the blood right away, so the poison might build up in his body. We need to get back quickly..."




"Let's depart."




Azel glanced at Noel, and Noel grabbed the helm and unfurled the sails.




From the perspective of Azel, a Saintess candidate, she couldn't help but feel uncomfortable with Noel, a Black Wizard.

Black Wizards had a reputation for being dangerous beings who used forbidden magic.




Noel herself had picked up the Puppeteer's corpse to dissect her body.




...Still, given the situation.




Azel suppressed her rising aversion and smiled at Noel.




"Please hurry as much as possible. Zeno-nim's life is at stake."




"I'll try my best."




Noel was just as uncomfortable with Azel.




She was hiding the fact that she was a Black Wizard and working as a professor at the academy.

But it would be troublesome if Azel became a Saintess and revealed this fact.




"Hoo...."




However, Zeno's life was in danger to think about the aftermath.

The two, who understood each other's feelings, avoided each other's gaze and closed their mouths.




Wooung-




In that uncomfortable atmosphere where only the sound of Divine Power spreading could be heard, the ship began to move quickly.










* * * * *







"Hmm... I wonder when they'll be here."




Sallang sallang.




Rubia wagged her tail and looked out the window.

It had already been the 21st attempt at the Mutant cure.

She had come out of the stuffy basement for a while because there was no improvement at all.




"The tonic is all ready..."




Rubia sighed deeply and lifted the shimmering flask.




A dangerous-looking liquid that made her tongue curl up just by looking at it.

After putting in all sorts of good things for the body, it had become a much more serious visual than before.




I wish Zeno would come and try it soon.




Rubia was giggling with that thought.




"Ah, I want to see him soon."




When she was muttering words she didn't know how many times.




"They're here!"




A sail began to appear beyond the horizon.




Rubia picked up a basket and started running, todo do.

She was worried that the flask might break, but she couldn't help it.




"He'll probably come back injured again, right? This time, I'm really going to give him a scolding...!"




Zeno was much more of a concern than the flask.

Even though she said this, she was hoping that he wouldn't come back injured.




Rubia arrived at the harbor, worrying about how to scold Zeno.




She could see the ship that had just docked.




Eve was the first to get off the ship.




"Welcome back, E..."




"I'm sorry, Lord. The situation is urgent."




"...Huh?"




It was the first time Eve had interrupted Rubia.

Rubia's face began to stiffen at the unusual situation.




"The situation is urgent? What are you talking about?"




Instead of an answer, Noel appeared, carrying a fainted Ren.




"Let's talk on the way, Princess. He'll probably need surgery."




"Surgery? What is..."




Rubia couldn't continue her words.

She had seen it.

Zeno, being carried by Azel, his face pale.




Kung.




She felt like her heart had dropped.

Rubia, who had frozen, opened her mouth haltingly.




"...Azel-nim? What on earth happened... No, is Zeno okay?"




She wanted her to say he was okay.

Because there was Azel, a Saintess candidate, and Eve, who possessed Divine Power comparable to a quasi-Saintess.




"...I can't guarantee it. He seems to have been poisoned by an unidentified toxin during the battle. First, we need to remove the poison and transfuse blood..."




This wasn't the kind of detailed explanation she wanted to hear.




Rubia touched Zeno's cheek with trembling hands.




Hot.

It was as hot as touching a ball of fire.




Azel ran towards the cathedral as if there was no time.




"......"




Rubia, who had been frozen for a while, kicked off the ground.

She quickly caught up with Azel, who was going ahead.




"Is there anything I can do... anything that might be helpful?"




She felt like her lungs were being stabbed by the sharp air.

Her trash-like stamina was holding her back.

Still, even with the feeling of her heart being crushed, Rubia didn't stop and ran to the cathedral with them.




"...Rubia-nim, I would like you to prepare painkillers. And if you can make a better antipyretic than what's in the cathedral..."




Rubia remembered all of Azel's words and went into the basement.

She cleared away all the cluttered flasks and used the highest quality ingredients to make potions.




She was out of breath and her tail was trembling.

Still, her busy hands didn't stop.




Because she didn't want to lose anyone precious anymore.

Because she had lost her territory, family, and honor so easily.




"...Please."




Rubia desperately prayed and brewed the potion.







* * * * *







Her whole body was stiff.

Pain as if her body was burning.

Even her head throbbed as if someone was pressing down on it.




It was just like that day.

The day Zeno first met Rubia.




Before the regression, when he woke up in the cabin.




"......"




Zeno, feeling a sense of déjà vu, opened his eyes.




It wasn't an unfamiliar ceiling.

This was the Drodo Cathedral.




"Hoo...."




Zeno felt relieved.

Because his last memory, the memory of stabbing the Puppeteer's heart, hadn't gone wrong.




"Keuheok...."




His body was so painful that it wouldn't be strange if he died right away, but.




There were two differences from when he first met Rubia.




"Kkul......."




One was that Rubia was stuck right next to Zeno, sleeping.




And the other was....




Cheolkeok.




A cold shackle was fastened to Zeno's ankle.















16. Mental Barrier (1)

 

 

 

Zeno had one thought until the moment he lost consciousness.

 

One was the answer to Rubia's confession.

The other was, 'I wonder what punishment my Lord will give me this time.'

 

Rubia used to punish Zeno every time he came back injured.

 

Like walking around with arms crossed all day.

Or leaving teeth marks on his body.

Or personally feeding him a horrible liquid called herbal medicine.

 

Looking back now, except for the last one, they were more like rewards than punishments.

Even the last one was for Zeno's health.

 

Anyway.

 

Honestly, Zeno didn't feel the fear of death from the Puppeteer's final blow.

After all, the best priests, Azel and Eve, were right next to him.

He thought it would be okay since Noel, who handles Black Magic, was there in case of an emergency.

 

The only thing Zeno feared was Rubia.

To be exact, he was afraid of what kind of punishment Rubia would give him.

 

He had never been this injured before, and Rubia probably didn't expect Zeno to come back in a life-or-death situation.

 

If I were to guess, I thought I would be forced to drink herbal medicine for a longer time this time.

 

Jeolgeureok-

 

"......"

 

I was speechless at the sight I had never expected.

 

"This is......."

 

Jeolgeureok- Jeolgeureok-

 

A heavy chain sound follows every time I move my feet.

The length of the shackles tied to the bed is only up to the door.

The shackles seemed to be considerate of the person tied up, with the part that touched the skin made of soft leather.

 

So why the hell are these shackles on Zeno?

 

Zeno turned his head to the side.

 

"Koo......."

 

Rubia, the suspected culprit, was snuggling like an angel, hugging Zeno.

Zeno, who was mesmerized by the beautiful sight for a moment, came to his senses.

 

"My Lord."

 

He shook Rubia's shoulder, grabbing his throbbing head.

 

"Eueum......."

 

Beautifully grown eyelashes rise and rose-colored eyes are revealed.

 

"Eueung...?!"

 

The drowsy eyes widen.

Rubia, with her ears and tail soaring, jumped up.

 

"Zeno!? Are you finally awake?!"

 

"Yes. What the hell is going on......."

 

Cheolkeok.

 

Zeno's words were cut off as he tried to figure out the current situation.

When he rolled his eyes up, he saw the handcuffs Rubia had put on.

 

...Turns out, it wasn't just the shackles that were prepared.

 

"Wait a minute. Don't move, just stay still! It'll only be a minute!"

 

Rubia shouted that and quickly ran out of the room and ran somewhere.

 

"...What do you mean by tying me up so I can't move?"

 

Zeno, who was helplessly tied to the bed, sighed and waited for Rubia to come.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Rubia really came back soon.

 

"My Lord...? Those are......."

 

"Huh? Oh, it's nothing. They're just medicines I made."

 

Kung.

 

Rubia put a heavy basket on the floor, considering it was nothing.

 

"How are you feeling? You still don't have any strength in your body?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Let's see, your fever is...... Heok. You're completely burning up. Don't sit there, lie down quickly!"

 

There were many things I wanted to ask first.

Zeno just nodded repeatedly because of Rubia, who was pouring out questions.

 

"Let's see... This is the antipyretic. The energy recovery potion is... this. You have to eat in the order I give you from now on―"

 

At this rate, I won't be able to ask questions until the sun goes down.

 

"My Lord."

 

When Zeno interrupted, Rubia finally looked at Zeno.

 

"Why? Do you have something to say?"

 

"That is......."

 

There were many things to say.

However, Zeno hesitated for a moment, not knowing what to ask first.

 

Zeno decided to ask what he was most curious about.

 

"...Why the hell did you tie me up?"

 

Jeolgeureok-

 

He shook his handcuffs and shackles.

 

"Well... because you need to rest?"

 

"Who ties up a patient?"

 

"But if I let you go, you'll wander around recklessly."

 

"...I'm not an animal."

 

Zeno, who was suddenly treated like an unwanted puppy, shook his head.

 

"Anyway, I can't let you go for the time being."

 

"How long is 'for the time being'?"

 

"Hmm... about a month?"

 

"Kkeueung."

 

Zeno ran his hand over his face with his untied hand.

 

"A month is too long. I still have things to do......."

 

"See? You're trying to make your own decisions and wander around again. In fact, even a month is not enough, but I reduced it because I thought you'd be frustrated."

 

Rubia pressed down on Zeno's forehead as he tried to get up.

Zeno, who had no strength in his body, fell back down.

 

Being like this really reminds me of when I first met Rubia.

Zeno, who was reminiscing about the past for a moment, sighed and asked.

 

"I understand. Then... how much time has passed?"

 

"A month."

 

"...Pardon?"

 

"A month, a month. I was so worried because you were unconscious for 30 days."

 

"......"

 

I didn't know it had been that long.

Is that why she said a month of rest was not enough?

 

"So. You can't even go to the bathroom without my permission from now on. If you want to get better quickly, lie down quietly."

 

"...I will."

 

Challangchallang.

 

Rubia shook the potion she was going to feed Zeno and said.

 

"Fortunately, thanks to Azel-nim and Eve, the treatment was successful."

 

"I believed in that too and overdid it...... It's nothing."

 

Zeno quickly shut his mouth when Rubia's eyes sharpened.

It seemed like I said something unnecessary.

 

"But the shock accumulated in your body can't be helped even with Divine Power. Your immunity will be greatly reduced for the time being.... Other than the fever or loss of strength in your body, are you okay?"

 

Zeno touched his side.

The wound on his side was clean as if nothing had happened.

 

At the last moment, the Puppeteer clearly stuck a bizarre tentacle into Zeno's side.

 

At that time, it felt like something was coming inside.

 

"I'm okay. Other than that, I think I'm fine."

 

It seems to be okay now that I don't feel anything.

 

"That's a relief.... It'll be a big problem if you catch a cold now. So, here."

 

Rubia held out a potion.

 

A liquid with a deep blue color that cannot be described as dark.

 

"Let's bring down the fever first. Drink it all up."

 

When I opened the lid, surprisingly, there was no smell.

 

Isn't this one that bitter?

Zeno, thinking that, drank the antipyretic as Rubia said.

 

"......Ugh!"

 

He kept gagging because he felt like his tongue, esophagus, and stomach were all shriveling up.

 

"That's right, that's right. Good job. Shall we eat one more of these and take a good rest?"

 

"Cough, cough.... My Lord, just a moment......."

 

"Hey. If you postpone it, the painful time will only get longer. Let's eat it quickly and get rid of it."

 

Rubia opened the potion she described as an energy recovery potion and shoved it into Zeno's mouth.

It didn't smell like anything either, but I'm not fooled anymore.

When Zeno kept his mouth shut, Rubia forcibly rubbed the potion entrance against his mouth.

 

"Eueup...."

 

"Yes, yes. It's good for your body. Drink it all up."

 

In the end, Zeno was defeated.

 

Zeno clenched his fist tightly and drank the energy recovery potion to the end, as he thought he might lose consciousness if he wasn't careful.

 

"Hehe, good job."

 

Rubia stroked Zeno's drooping head.

For some reason, Rubia's face, looking at Zeno, had a relieved smile.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

As soon as I drank all the medicine, sleepiness began to creep up.

 

"Are you getting sleepy? It's the effect of the medicine, so don't force yourself to stay awake and get some sleep."

 

It was because of the ingredients in the potion after all.

 

"...Thank you."

 

Zeno closed his eyes, grateful for Rubia's consideration.

 

Rubia, who had organized the basket, came up to the bed.

 

Cheolkeok-

 

She released the handcuffs on his wrist and snuggled into Zeno's arms.

Then, she naturally hugs Zeno tightly.

 

"I'll hold on tight. That's why I'm releasing the handcuffs."

 

I didn't really say anything.

Rubia, who muttered an excuse, buried her face in Zeno's arms.

 

Kkamppak, kkamppak.

 

Zeno, who slowly lifted his heavy eyelids, opened his mouth.

 

"My Lord, I have something to tell you."

 

Come to think of it, there was something I hadn't said yet.

An answer that had been delayed for a whole month.

It was too late, but I had to give that answer now.

 

"Yeah, tell me."

 

Rubia raised her face.

She also realized what Zeno was about to say.

 

"I've sorted out my thoughts. I......."

 

Kkolkkak.

 

Rubia's Adam's apple moves.

The swaying tail stiffened and the perked ears focused on Zeno's words.

 

Zeno took out the words he had hidden deep in his heart.

 

"I will quit being a bodyguard Knight."

 

 

Rubia's face stiffened.

 

 

 



16. Mental Barrier (2)

 

 

Seureureuk.

The arms that were hugging Zeno loosen their grip.

 

In that instant, several thoughts flashed through Rubia's mind.

 

Should I quit being a guard Knight?

 

Did I just hear that right?

 

Why all of a sudden.......

 

She even had this thought.

 

...Did I do something wrong?

 

The moments of the past flash by like a panorama.

 

When Zeno first became Rubia's Knight.

When she identified the fake Zeno at the monastery.

When she suddenly went into heat in Kinu.

And now, after the battle with the Puppeteer.

 

There's a common thread in the memories that come to mind one after another.

Rubia expressed her affection in the name of punishment, and Zeno silently accepted it.

 

She started to get scared.

 

What if Zeno actually hated it, despite not showing any reaction?

What if he was just... enduring it because of his memories from before the regression?

 

Until just now, she was sure that Zeno felt the same way she did.

But with just one word.

The one word that he would quit being her guard Knight felt like a blow to the head.

 

She feels like she's about to cry.

Rubia, biting her lip tightly, stood up and looked straight at Zeno.

 

,"......What does that mean? You're quitting being my guard Knight."

 

,"......"

 

Zeno, still drowsy, just blinked and looked at Rubia.

He looks like he's wondering why she's suddenly acting like this.

 

Why am I acting like this?

 

Rubia suppressed the urge to burst into tears and said.

 

,"You should have said something sooner. If you hated it that much."

 

,"...What are you talking about?"

 

,"To quit being my guard Knight now. You should have said something if it was too much to handle... to come all the way here...."

 

Her voice choked up.

 

A drop that had formed at the corner of her eye finally trickled down her cheek.

 

,"...I'm sorry."

 

Zeno, seeing her like that, let out a groan.

 

,"...What are you sorry for."

 

,"I guess I shouldn't have beat around the bush when I'm not good at it."

 

Rubia's head tilted.

 

Beat around the bush. About what?

 

,"I'll tell you properly. I don't think I can do it again. Please listen carefully."

 

Zeno wiped Rubia's eyes and took a deep breath.

 

,"I like you. No, I love you."

 

Rubia's ears perked up.

Her tail, which had been drooping, regained its vitality and began to wag.

 

,"Then, the words about quitting being my guard Knight...."

 

,"It meant that I wanted to break away from the relationship between Lord and Knight and become a partner... that's what I meant."

 

Zeno turned his head after speaking.

He must be embarrassed.

 

,"Y-you, you...!"

 

,"...I'm getting sleepy, so I'll just sleep for a bit and wake up."

 

The moment Rubia was speechless, Zeno closed his eyes.

Whether he was really sleepy or not, Zeno's chest soon rose and fell evenly.

 

Rubia, who had suddenly heard two confessions, chuckled as if she was dumbfounded.

 

,"......Why do you have to confuse people like that... ha, just you wait until you wake up. You're so dead."

 

Ttok.

 

After a light kiss on his lips, she snuggled back into Zeno's arms.

 

She closes her eyes tightly, wondering if she should just sleep with him and wake up.

 

Of course, she can't fall asleep.

It's because her heart is pounding so fast.

 

A bright smile was on Rubia's twitching lips.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

I've done it.

That was what Zeno thought when he woke up.

 

He was flustered by Rubia's crying, but he didn't mean to say it so directly.

 

Zeno tried to rationalize it while still not opening his eyes.

It was all because he was still sleepy.

 

,"...Zeno?"

 

A sweet voice is heard from the front.

As if she noticed something, an afterimage of a hand waving over his closed eyelids remains.

 

,"Is he still asleep...?"

 

He couldn't open his eyes.

How could he face Rubia right away?

After saying such embarrassing things.

 

Rubia poked Zeno a few times, but soon gave up and became quiet.

 

Okay. Let's just stay like this and wake up after Rubia wakes up.

That's what he thought.

 

Ttok.

 

A soft and tender sensation.

Zeno opened his eyes because of the ecstasy that briefly brushed against his lips.

 

,"Why are you pretending to be asleep?"

 

,"......"

 

And he met Rubia's eyes, who was staring at Zeno's face.

 

,"...Good morning, Lord."

 

,"It's not morning, but whatever.... Good morning, Zeno."

 

Rubia giggled, as if she was so happy.

Why is that?

It should be Rubia's smiling face that he sees every time.

But now it was too dazzling to look at.

 

Zeno glanced away and asked.

 

,"Lord, how long have I been asleep?"

 

,"Who's your Lord?"

 

,"...Huh?"

 

He was stunned by the unexpected answer.

Rubia burst into laughter and continued.

 

,"You said you're quitting being my Knight, right?"

 

That's true.

Now Zeno wanted to be Rubia's 'man' instead of her 'guard Knight'.

 

Of course, that's what he said....

 

,"...Then what should I call you?"

 

There was no other way to refer to Rubia other than Lord.

 

,"Huh? You can call me whatever you want."

 

,"Then Lord...."

 

,"Of course, leave out the Lord. It's a bit weird to call me Lord when we're not in a Lord-vassal relationship, right?"

 

The most comfortable title was blocked at the source.

 

,"...Can't I call you Lord just for a moment?"

 

,"No. How do I know how long a moment will be? Now our contract is as good as gone, so call me something else."

 

,"Keueung...."

 

Now Zeno had to rack his brain to come up with a suitable title.

 

,"...Master?"

 

,"What's that? It's no different from Lord."

 

,"Then how about... Princess?"

 

,"What Princess when I don't even have a territory?"

 

,"...Hessler-nim?"

 

,"Are you kidding me right now? Why are you getting further and further away?"

 

Rubia's expression turns cold.

Yeah. Hessler-nim feels too distant.

Zeno admitted his mistake and sighed.

 

,"...Rubia-nim."

 

,"Still a bit distant, isn't it?"

 

He thought this would be enough.

Rubia smiled brightly and signaled that it wasn't.

 

In fact, at this point, Zeno knows what Rubia wants.

 

,"Still, it would be too rude to suddenly call you by your name."

 

,"Why are you trying to be polite? Is that what you think a partner is? Then should I call you Zeno-nim too?"

 

,"...No."

 

When he actually added '-nim' to his name, it felt like he was keeping his distance.

To become closer, it would be right to omit unnecessary honorifics.

 

He knows it in his head, but it's not coming out of his mouth as easily as he'd like.

 

,"Hmm.... Okay, good."

 

When the answer she wanted didn't come out no matter how long she waited, Rubia perked up her ears as if she had made up her mind.

She changed her posture slightly and climbed onto Zeno's stomach.

So now, she was holding Zeno tightly with her whole body.

 

,"I'm going to torment you until you say it properly."

 

,"...Yes?"

 

,"So if you want to get out, you better say it, okay?"

 

Rubia, who let out a sinister laugh, leaned in.

 

Ttok.

 

Their lips met.

A little longer than before, so that the warmth was definitely conveyed.

 

Zeno realized after seeing Rubia's expression after a while.

 

Ah, she's planning to shower me with kisses until I give her the answer she wants.

 

Ttok.

 

It was as he expected.

 

Rubia's lips brushed against his ears, cheeks, nose, and everywhere else.

 

This is torment?

If she was planning to make his heart beat so fast that it would burst, she could be said to have succeeded.

 

,"You're still not going to do it? Even with this?"

 

By the time there was no place on Zeno's face that Rubia's lips hadn't touched.

 

Rubia pouted and said.

 

,"I guess not. I was going to be considerate because you're still a patient...."

 

Rubia got up.

The determination on her face made Zeno feel uneasy for some reason.

 

,"You could have just called me by my name... it's all your fault, Zeno."

 

,"Wait, what are you...!"

 

Seureureuk.

Zeno's clothes went up, revealing his stomach.

Of course, he didn't move on his own, Rubia lifted it up herself.

 

Jeolgeureok.

 

He couldn't resist because of the handcuffs binding his hands.

 

,"...Please calm down. I think you're too excited."

 

,"Do you know how much I've been holding back until now?"

 

Rubia's eyes flashed as she licked her lips with her tongue.

A truly 'Werewolf'-like appearance.

Zeno, who was tied up, could only stare blankly as Rubia undid the buttons.

 

In that moment of desperation, when he felt like he was going to be eaten alive.

 

Ttokttok.

 

A knock was heard.

 

,"Hmm...?"

 

,"Hoo......."

 

Rubia let out a sigh of discomfort, while Zeno let out a sigh of relief.

 

-Can I come in?

 

It was Azel standing outside the door.

 

,"...Just a moment."

 

Rubia calmed her annoyed feelings and stepped away from Zeno.

She unlocked the handcuffs and shackles that were on Zeno and opened the door herself.

Judging from the sound of the lock clicking, she probably locked the door too.

 

Azel, who came into the room, made eye contact with Zeno and bowed to Rubia.

 

,"I'm sorry. I wanted to let you have a happy time, but... if I waited any longer, I wouldn't be able to deliver the message today."

 

,"Y-yes? Then you've been waiting all this time?"

 

,"Yes."

 

,"Maybe since when...?"

 

,"...Since you were deciding on a title."

 

In other words, Azel couldn't bring himself to open the door and had been listening from the beginning.

 

Where did the beast that was about to devour Zeno go?

 

,"I, I see...?"

 

Rubia's flushed face burst.
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, "...So, what brings you here?"

 

Rubia asked, her face so flushed it felt like steam was coming out.

 

"I've come to talk about Ren-nim's condition."

 

Zeno, who had also been looking down, raised his head.

 

"...Is Ren okay?"

 

Ren was manipulated by the puppeteer.

His condition must be pretty bad.

 

"No, he hasn't regained his senses yet."

 

"......"

 

It's more serious than I thought.

He hasn't regained his senses?

 

"My Lord, how long did you say it took me to come to my senses?"

 

"...My Lord?"

 

Rubia's eyes narrowed at the returned title.

She pouted, her eyes flashing as if to say, 'I'll get you later.'

 

"...A month."

 

"So, you're saying Ren-gun has been unconscious for a month as well?"

 

"Not exactly. He regained consciousness from time to time."

 

Azel answered.

 

"He was definitely awake just this morning. But then he collapsed again and was found unconscious. That's why I came to inform Rubia-nim, but..."

 

Azel trailed off, giving an awkward smile.

Rubia and Zeno quietly lowered their heads.

 

"...Ahem. Then I'll go see how Ren is doing."

 

Zeno cleared his throat to shake off the awkwardness and was about to leave the room when.

 

"What? Where are you going? You need to stay here."

 

Rubia grabbed Zeno's hand tightly.

 

"I'll go and come back, so you just lie down and behave."

 

"But..."

 

"Ssssh. Hurry. Are you in any condition to go check on someone else?"

 

Rubia glared and poked Zeno's chest.

 

"...Understood."

 

Zeno readily backed down.

There was no point in irritating Rubia here.

 

"Then, Rubia-nim. This way."

 

"Okay. I'll see you later, Zeno."

 

Rubia emphasized 'see you later', glared at Zeno, and left the room.

It must be because she heard him call her 'My Lord' just now.

 

"Hoo..."

 

Alone in the room.

Zeno ran a hand over his face and lay down on the bed.

Rubia's scent lingered on the pillow where she had been lying.

 

"......"

 

He felt dizzy thinking about what almost happened just now.

It was good that they had confirmed their feelings for each other, but he didn't expect her to be so aggressive.

He almost got eaten alive by Rubia.

 

If Azel hadn't knocked then...

 

Seomjjit-

 

A chill ran down his spine.

He realized clearly today why Rubia was a Werewolf.

 

Zeno decided to rest quietly as Rubia told him to.

 

Now, there's no need for restraints.

Even if he's not tied up, Zeno won't do anything to make Rubia anxious.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Rubia arrived with Azel where Ren was.

 

"Ah, Master-nim. You've arrived."

 

"Hmm..."

 

Eve and Noel were guarding Ren's side.

 

"How's Ren?"

 

"Not good. It feels like his condition worsens every time he loses consciousness."

 

There was no expression, but a gloomy feeling was evident in his voice.

 

"Did you give him potions?"

 

"Yes, but he doesn't show any signs of waking up."

 

The day Zeno defeated the puppeteer.

From that day on, Ren occasionally lost consciousness.

At first, I thought it was an aftereffect of the mind control.

Because he would collapse and then get up quickly.

Rubia gave Ren a stamina recovery potion, and it seemed to be getting better.

 

But... it seems that wasn't the cause after all.

 

"Keureureuk..."

 

Ren, foaming at the mouth, was twisting his body in agony.

 

"It seems his immunity has weakened since then."

 

Noel, who was checking Ren's pulse, muttered.

 

"Immunity? What kind of immunity are you talking about?"

 

"His mind is quite corrupted by demonic energy. Princess, are you aware that there's a Demon inside Ren's body?"

 

"...Yes. I know."

 

"Originally, he was fine even with a Demon inside him... but something seems to have gone wrong since that day."

 

That day must be the day he defeated the puppeteer.

 

"So, right now Ren is..."

 

"...Probably fighting the Demon for dominance."

 

"Is there anything we can do?"

 

Eve, clenching her fist, stood up.

 

"Once before, Ren was possessed by the Demon."

 

"...He was possessed?"

 

Noel frowned.

 

"Yes, he was briefly possessed, but he was helpless against me. So, if we drive out the Demon this time as well..."

 

Eve turned to Azel.

This time, Eve isn't the only one who can use Divine Power.

She thought it would be possible with Azel, but.

 

"Um... I'm sorry, but I don't think that's possible."

 

She just shook her head.

 

"...Why not?"

 

"If Eve-nim and I combine our powers, we could definitely drive out the Demon. But then..."

 

"Ren will disappear along with it."

 

Noel completed Azel's sentence.

 

"Maybe before, the boundary between the Demon and him was clear. But now... Hoo..."

 

Noel sighed deeply and continued.

 

"...Their souls are mixed. I've never seen anything like this before."

 

"That's right. I can't feel the Demon and Ren-nim's souls separately."

 

In Azel's perception, Ren's soul was in a contradictory state, both turbid and not turbid.

 

Eve, who had been frozen in shock, barely opened her mouth.

 

"...Then what should we do?"

 

Eve's gaze turned to Ren.

He was still twisting his limbs in agony.

She couldn't keep watching him like that.

She felt miserable as well.

Even though she was an Android, Eve felt a tightness in her chest.

 

"Wouldn't it be possible to separate Ren and the Demon's souls?"

 

"Easier said than done. But to do that, we need to restore his mental immune system."

 

"Then let's restore it."

 

"Unfortunately, it's not possible with the magic I know."

 

"Then..."

 

A sigh escaped from Rubia's lips.

 

Is there really nothing we can do but watch Ren suffer like this?

What if Ren loses control?

 

It was when Rubia's tail was tapping the floor low.

 

"...There is one way."

 

Azel took a step towards Eve.

She bent her knees to match her eye level, then paused in silence.

 

"Is it something I can do?"

 

"...Yes. To be precise, it's something only Eve-nim can do."

 

"...?"

 

"I've already failed the succession."

 

Azel smiled bitterly and put her hands together.

 

"I don't know if you predicted this situation, but... the previous Saintess-nim left a message."

 

Water-like Divine Power gathered on her hands.

The gathered Divine Power was shaped into a piece of paper and descended onto Eve's head.

 

"A Demon once invaded Drodoh before. It was also a Demon that manipulated people's minds."

 

"Was it a puppeteer back then too...?"

 

"I don't know about that... but what's certain is that the Saintess-nim drove out the Demon and returned the manipulated people to normal."

 

With a rustling sound, the paper-shaped Divine Power entered Eve's head.

 

"Mental... barrier? This is..."

 

"It's a Sacred Art created by the Saintess-nim. I tried to learn it, but... I realized after reuniting with Eve-nim. This was left for Eve-nim."

 

"Ugh..."

 

Eve staggered as if the information being inputted was too much.

Rubia supported Eve from behind and asked.

 

"If there's something called a Mental Barrier, can Ren come back to normal?"

 

"Yes. First, we need a way to enter Ren-nim's mental world, but..."

 

"I think I can do that."

 

Noel, who had been silent, raised his hand.

 

"Yes, I've heard that Black Magic has a way to directly penetrate a person's inner self. If we first separate the souls in Ren-nim's inner self and then set up a Mental Barrier... it won't be difficult to help the Demon achieve Nirvana."

 

"So, first we need to learn that Sacred Art called 'Mental Barrier'. Is that possible?"

 

Noel looked at Eve, who was holding her head.

She seemed to be struggling just to receive the information.

But Eve raised her head.

 

"...I can do it. No, I will do it."

 

"Well, it seems there's no other way."

 

Noel picked up Ren, who looked a little better, in a flash.

 

"He seems to have calmed down for a moment, but he might have another seizure soon. How long does it take to learn that Mental Barrier?"

 

"The previous Saintess-nim said it could take as little as a day or as long as a month."

 

"I'll do it in a day."

 

Eve stood up as if she was about to run to the training grounds right away.

 

"I'll look for a path to access the soul."

 

Noel and Eve left the room.

 

One towards the laboratory.

One towards the training grounds.
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The words Rubia brought back were nothing short of confusing.

 

, "...So, you're saying Ren's soul is mixed with Modeus?"

 

"Yeah, that's what she said."

 

"And Eve went to train in new Divine magic to separate them."

 

"Yeah."

 

"Noel is preparing to infiltrate Ren's mind...?"

 

"That's right."

 

"......"

 

Zeno held his head.

He didn't know Ren's condition was that serious.

He didn't expect the souls to have already started merging.

 

Too fast, way too fast.

 

Before the regression, Ren had stayed sane for at least three more years, I think.

What the hell influenced it?

 

......

 

There have been so many things, it's hard to pinpoint.

 

Anyway, the cause isn't important right now.

If Ren gets eaten by Modeus like this, I have to eliminate him, no question.

I haven't even cleared Rubia's name yet, and I can't afford to lose a comrade already.

 

"I have something to say, Ju... (Lord)"

 

"Just try calling me 'Lord'."

 

Rubia cut him off, tapping the floor with her tail.

Not forgetting what happened earlier, she glared sharply at Zeno.

Zeno subtly avoided her gaze and said,

 

"...You'll need my help to save Ren."

 

"You know I'm not going to allow it, right?"

 

He nodded.

Of course, Rubia would want Zeno to rest.

To be honest, Zeno wanted to rest for a while too, but if the situation is like this, things change.

 

"I can promise it won't strain my body."

 

Rubia tilted her head as if telling him to continue.

 

"If I infiltrate his mind with Noel's help, there won't be any impact on my body."

 

"But you'll get tired."

 

Rubia sighed and continued.

 

"Zeno, I honestly want you to rest a bit. I know you're worried about Ren... but this time, Eve is here, and Noel-nim is here too. Can't you trust them and wait?"

 

Rubia, who always gave permission, was stubbornly resisting this time.

No matter how she thought about it, there was no reason for Zeno to help.

 

Zeno also knew that Rubia wouldn't back down.

 

It's still awkward, but it can't be helped.

 

Zeno scratched his neck and looked straight into Rubia's eyes.

 

"Rubia."

 

"...What? What did you just say..."

 

Rubia's eyes widened.

 

It's too sudden.

No, it's a title I wanted to hear, but I didn't expect to hear it so easily....

Besides, he just called my name.

But why is my heart pounding so much?

 

"I'm asking for your favor, Rubia."

 

Zeno approached Rubia's face.

Before she could react, their lips brushed.

With a soft, moist sound, their lips parted.

 

A short bird kiss.

 

The sweet sensation she hadn't felt properly followed belatedly.

 

Rubia, who had been hit with a double whammy in an instant, looked at Zeno with a dazed expression.

 

"I've never worried about Ren or anything. It's you I'm worried about."

 

"...Huh?"

 

"I know very well what will happen if Ren is eaten by a Demon."

 

"...What happens?"

 

"We have to launch another Demon subjugation war."

 

"Knowing that means..."

 

"Yes. In my previous life, I killed the Demon that ate Ren."

 

"......"

 

Rubia's mouth fell open.

She thought she had heard quite a lot about his past life, but this was the first time she was hearing this kind of story.

 

"I can stop it before that happens. I'll make sure to save Ren without overdoing it."

 

How could she stop him when he said this much?

He's going for Rubia's sake, not anyone else's.

 

Rubia, who had been moving her mouth, strode up to Zeno.

 

Chup.

 

Their lips crossed once again.

This time, it wasn't short.

Rubia clung to him so tightly it was overwhelming.

When Zeno stepped back a little, she quickly followed.

A kiss that continued until they could clearly feel each other's warmth, until it was a little suffocating.

Puhah, they parted with a sound.

Rubia wrapped her tail tightly around Zeno's wrist.

 

"I'm only allowing it this time. Don't expect me to let you off the hook if you pull a cheap trick like this again. Got it?"

 

Rubia licked her lips and gave a victor's smile.

 

"...Understood."

 

Zeno surrendered with both hands up.

He only approached a little, but he got completely bitten.

 

"But Zeno, can you call me by my name one more time? Huh?"

 

"......"

 

The lesson Zeno learned that day was that he shouldn't provoke Rubia carelessly.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

A deserted training ground with no one around.

In the middle of the quiet place, there was only one priest and one girl.

 

Hwaaak!

 

Massive Divine Power was erupting from the girl.

 

"...You should rest a little, Eve-nim."

 

"...I'm almost done."

 

Eve, who answered firmly, focused on the information fluttering like fragments in her head.

Fragments of the Divine magic left by the previous Saintess and Eve's former master.

She knew very well that these fragments wouldn't disappear soon.

Still, she didn't have the luxury to rest and train.

 

Because Ren must be suffering even now.

 

"Umm..."

 

Eve's head was so overloaded that a groan leaked out.

Just as Azel, who was watching from the side, was getting more worried.

 

"...It's amazing Divine Power no matter how many times I see it."

 

Zeno, supported by Rubia, entered the training ground.

Actually, he didn't need to be supported.

It was just Rubia's excuse to link arms with him.

Of course, Zeno, who hadn't called her by her name again, had no choice.

 

"At the current pace, it doesn't seem like you need to overdo it."

 

"...No. I have to save Ren as soon as possible."

 

"Things don't work out just because you're eager."

 

Zeno put the back of his hand on Eve's forehead.

It's hot.

Her circuits must be overheating.

 

"If you run out of power like this, I'm sure Ren will be thrilled."

 

"......"

 

At those words, Eve's Divine Power gradually subsided.

 

"What brings you here? Lord said that Zeno-nim needs to rest for a month."

 

"I wanted to as well. If Ren was okay, I would have actually done that."

 

"Then... did you come to help Ren?"

 

Eve tilted her head.

It felt like life was filling her expressionless eyes.

 

To be exact, I wasn't trying to help Ren.

I'm trying to prevent him from harming Rubia.

 

Still, seeing Eve's shining eyes, I didn't think I needed to tell the truth.

 

"Yeah. Ren is a pretty useful guy, after all."

 

"Does Zeno-nim know a way to save Ren?"

 

"I do. I'll explain it now, so rest while you listen."

 

Only then did Eve sit up straight and prick up her ears.

 

"Hmm...? Zeno, you're telling someone to rest too? I thought you didn't know the concept of resting."

 

He felt a sharp gaze from the side.

Zeno tried to ignore it and opened his mouth.

 

"First of all, how complete is the newly learned Divine magic?"

 

"More than half."

 

It's only been half a day, but it's already more than half done.

As expected, Eve's growth rate was amazing.

 

"That's enough. We can go save Ren right away, even today."

 

"...? I don't understand. The Divine magic isn't complete yet."

 

"It doesn't matter if it's not complete. After all, his will is more important than external help."

 

"......?"

 

"It's hard to understand even if I tell you now anyway."

 

It'll be faster to see it in person than to explain it.

 

"Then what is our role?"

 

"We have to enter Ren's mind as soon as Noel is ready."

 

How should I explain this?

Zeno, who had been pondering for a moment, said.

 

"And kill Ren. To be exact, the Demon that's in Ren's form."

 

"......"

 

Eve blinked.

 

I guess she didn't understand.

 

Zeno, as if he knew that would happen, nodded and left the training ground.

 

"Follow me. If you do it yourself, you'll know what I'm talking about."

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"You've come."

 

When I entered the temporary laboratory, Noel had a serious expression on her face.

 

"Looks like you've come to your senses."

 

"I've been lying down for a month."

 

That was the end of the greetings.

From the start, neither Noel nor Zeno were the type to value formalities.

The two of them immediately got to the point.

 

"How's the preparation for entering Ren's mind?"

 

"It's already done."

 

"That's fast."

 

"It's not a difficult task."

 

As expected, the capabilities of a Black Wizard shouldn't be ignored.

She's already prepared the spell to enter a person's consciousness.

 

"Keureureuk..."

 

"As you can see, this guy's condition isn't very good."

 

Noel pointed to Ren, who was tied to the bed.

Ren was writhing and gasping as if he was about to die any second.

 

"Can we enter right away?"

 

"We can, but... is the Divine magic ready?"

 

"To some extent. We don't need to prepare it perfectly."

 

Noel, who had been silently looking at Zeno for a moment, nodded.

 

"You must have a plan, so you're asserting it. I'll trust you."

 

"Then let's go in right away. He looks like he's about to pass the critical point if we mess up."

 

While Noel was preparing to activate the spell, Rubia poked Zeno in the side.

 

"Have a safe trip, Zeno."

 

"Aren't you telling me to be careful this time?"

 

"Yeah, you'll be careful on your own, right? Or... are you going to overdo it?"

 

Rubia's eyes narrowed.

Zeno shook his head.

 

"I will definitely come back in one piece."

 

"It's ready."

 

With Noel's signal, Zeno and Eve lay down on the remaining beds.

Soon, something was connected to their heads.

 

"You'll use the passage I just connected to enter your consciousness. You'll feel sleepy soon, so don't resist it..."

 

Before Noel could finish speaking, sleep poured in.

His body sank heavily like cotton soaked in water.

His vision turned upside down.

Black fog rushed in and covered his eyes.

What he saw after the fog cleared was.

 

"Keuheok..."

 

"Haa... you're persistent."

 

It was the sight of two identical Rens fighting each other.
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...

Zeno and Eve instantly fell asleep as if they were dead.

Rubia tightly wrapped her tail around Zeno's wrist.

"There's no need to worry too much. If we're talking about danger, Ren is far more dangerous."

"...Yes. Because I promised. Not to overdo it."

Rubia's tail tightened.

She said that, but how could she not worry?

Especially with all the things Zeno has shown her so far.

"Then I'll go too. I'll wake up on my own when it's time."

Noel put a black tube on her head and lay down on the bed.

Soon after, Noel fell asleep.

...

...

Only Rubia and Azel were left in the silent room.

Azel brought a chair and offered it to Rubia.

"Please, sit down. It might take a while for them to wake up."

"Ah... Thank you."

Rubia sat on the chair and looked at Azel.

She was sitting next to Eve, clasping her hands together and praying.

"Rubia-nim, do you believe in God?"

Azel asked without opening her eyes.

"...No. Not really."

Rubia shook her head.

She might have believed in God when she was very young.

But after the day Rubia was branded as a Witch.

After the day the Hessler family fell, she stopped seeking God.

"I thought so."

Azel smiled as if she expected it.

"You must have your reasons. Actually, I don't really believe in God either."

"...Huh?"

She couldn't believe her ears.

It felt like something a priest shouldn't say, especially someone who's supposed to be a disciple of the former Saintess.

Even though she knew no one was around, Rubia quickly looked around.

"It's okay. There isn't a single priest in this cathedral who doesn't know I don't believe in God."

Azel chuckled and continued.

"I just liked the former Saintess-nim. I followed the Saintess-nim's prayers, her charity work, and her words and actions... and somehow I ended up like this. Maybe it's only natural. It's Eve-nim, not me, who inherited the Holy Law."

Azel held Eve's sleeping hand tightly with both hands.

"But still, I realized one thing. There's no need to offer prayers to God."

"...?"

Rubia tilted her head.

"Rubia-nim. Divine Power is originally a power that comes from belief. So, if I sincerely believe that Eve-nim will be okay."

Uung-

A sound she had heard several times and was familiar with.

Along with it, azure Divine Power emanated from Azel's body.

"...Something like this is also possible."

"...Just by believing."

"Yes, so why don't you try it, thinking it's worth a shot? If you're worried about Zeno-nim."

Rubia nodded.

Yeah, it's worth a shot.

It's better to pray than to do nothing.

Kko-ok-

Rubia brought both hands together on the hand wrapped in her tail.

Her posture was awkward because it had been so long since she had prayed.

Still, she closed her eyes and prayed sincerely.

That Zeno would return safely.

That he would rescue Ren and return unharmed.

And when she opened her eyes, Zeno's expression, who was asleep, looked much more peaceful.

* * * * *

As soon as Zeno entered the inner world, he witnessed two Rens fighting each other.

"You persistent bastard. Why don't you just give up?"

"Keuheok..."

The Ren with red eyes strangled the Ren with squinted eyes.

It was obvious who the real Ren was without even having to think about it.

"...Ren!"

Eve, startled, ran towards Ren.

Kung.

No, she tried to run.

"...What is this?"

Eve, who bumped her head against an invisible barrier, rubbed her forehead and looked up at Zeno.

"It's a barrier that protects the self. Originally, it's a space where only one person can enter."

"A barrier that protects the self...? But inside there..."

"Yes. Ren and a Demon are together. It's a dangerous situation."

Everyone has a strong barrier that protects their self.

An independent space that cannot be shared or used alternately with others.

Two souls are inside that space.

"Then shouldn't we pull the Demon out right away?"

"That's right. But we can't do that right now."

Zeno clenched and unclenched his fist.

It was significantly slower than he recognized.

"It's not easy to move my body freely in someone else's inner world. It'll take some time to adjust."

"But at this rate, Ren will..."

Eve clasped her hands together as if she was about to manifest Divine Power.

But nothing happened from her small palms.

"All we can do is find a weakened gap in the barrier and adapt to the movement quickly."

There's no way to help Ren right now.

Peoeok- Peok-!

"Die, die!"

Even if his jaw was twisted and his nose was broken, all they could do was hope that Ren would hold on.

"Ren! Please wait a little longer. Just a little bit...!"

It was rare to see anxiety on Eve's face.

Noel passed by Eve, who was stamping her feet, and began to knock on the solid barrier.

"They won't be able to hear you from inside anyway. If you really want to save that guy, find a gap. There must be a weaker part than the others."

"...Yes."

Eve, biting her lip tightly, dragged her body with difficulty and tapped the barrier.

Zeno was also looking for a gap.

"...?"

At some point, he felt a 'tak' and the feeling of being unblocked, and his body became lighter.

"Zeno-nim. My body suddenly feels lighter."

"...Mine too."

Zeno and Eve looked at Noel at the same time.

"What are you looking at? I'm still the same."

Unlike the two, Noel was still touching the barrier with her slow fist.

"It seems like there was some external help."

"It seems so."

"Then hurry up. It's starting to look really dangerous."

Noel pointed inside the barrier.

Ren, already in tatters, was groaning and getting beaten by Modeus.

"Prepare the Holy Law, Eve. I'll break the barrier, so protect Ren."

"...Yes."

She closed and opened her eyes.

A silver sword that seemed to contain moonlight.

A familiar sensation wrapped around her right hand.

If this is the case, there's no need to find a weak part of the barrier anymore.

She readjusted the sword with both hands and raised it high.

Strike down.

As the sword strike, which seemed to divide the sky from the earth, touched the barrier.

Jjaenggeurang-

The barrier shattered into pieces.

* * * * *

A bastard possessed by a Demon.

An child who killed his parents before he was even five years old.

A street urchin.

Those were the words that modified Ren.

Pickpocketing, fraud, intimidation.

A trashy life that he couldn't justify, nor did he intend to justify.

On days when he couldn't control his lust due to the Demon's temptation, he spent his nights wandering through brothels.

He cheated others with an indifferent face if it was something that could make money.

Even so, he pretended to be a good older brother in front of his only younger sister.

Unlike Ren, she was a pure child untainted by the world.

Unlike himself, who had already gone too far, he wanted to protect only his sister.

He lived his whole life with that thought.

He deceived others for his sister.

He deceived himself for his sister.

He didn't hesitate to use the Demon's power either.

He was able to protect his sister's smile.

He could be happy if he didn't show her his dirty side.

But the happiness he achieved by trampling on others didn't last long.

One day, while pickpocketing with the Demon's power as usual.

The day he bought his sister an expensive dinner because the harvest was unusually large.

-O... ppa...? (older brother)

Ren still can't forget it.

Her blue eyes, shaking as if she couldn't believe it.

The sight of her struggling to lift the corners of her mouth even as she looked at the hand that pierced his stomach.

That day, Ren killed his sister.

With his own hands, no less.

It was the result of abusing the Demon's power.

Modeus, who had been secretly accumulating power, took over Ren's body in an instant and enjoyed watching him fall into despair.

Ren barely regained control of his body, but it no longer meant anything.

He just increased his business like an automaton, cheated others, accumulated money, and lived a dissolute life.

When he met Zeno, he thought what was coming had finally come.

He thought he would be dragged around like a slave by a man with irresistible power and die meaninglessly.

-My name is Eve.

Until he met an Android who looked exactly like his younger sister.

A doll-like appearance.

Shimmering blonde hair.

Blue eyes like Ren.

It was too similar to be a coincidence.

It was inevitable that Ren's interest would be drawn to Eve.

He worried for Eve and acted for Eve.

He no longer relied on the Demon.

Ren, who had regained his independent life, thought this was a decent life.

It was a life full of sin, but it was okay if he could stay by Eve's side.

Even if he wasn't by her side, it was okay as long as he could confirm Eve's safety.

He vowed to repent for his past sins from now on.

He was actually doing that while traveling with Zeno's group.

[Haha! I've been waiting for this day!]

The day he was invaded by the Puppeteer.

Modeus, who had been quiet for a while, began to devour Ren's self.

He thought he could finally live a proper life.

He thought he had regained the light...

Darkness falls over his vision.

Irresistible violence is rampant.

His consciousness gradually fades each time he is hit by Modeus.

A life of relying on a Demon and being eaten by a Demon.

This is the death that suits me.

Still, he thought he wanted to see his sister's face one last time, just once.

Jjaenggeurang-

Along with a sharp sound that made him snap out of it.

"...Please hold on a little longer, Ren."

The light he had so longed for began to shine on Ren's face.
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Eve, who broke the barrier and entered, bit her lip.

 

"......"

 

Ren's condition is terrible.

 

Blood is flowing from his broken head.

His joints are bent in ways they shouldn't be.

His unfocused eyes, not knowing where they're looking, showed that Ren's condition was critical.

 

"...Just wait a little bit, -ssi."

 

Eve gathered her hands over Ren's head.

 

Woong-

 

Vast Divine Power gathers, just like in reality.

Surely, she shouldn't be able to move as she normally would in the mental world.

She faintly feels Azel's help from the outside.

Eve expressed her gratitude inwardly several times and healed Ren.

 

How long has it been since she poured out her Divine Power?

 

"...s?"

 

Light returns to Ren's pupils.

His fading voice regains life.

 

"Are you awake, Ren?"

 

"...lis."

 

"I can't hear you well. What did you say?"

 

Ren mutters softly, looking at Eve.

Is he still too weak to move?

 

Eve brought her ear close to Ren's mouth.

 

"...Alice."

 

"......"

 

A name she's hearing for the first time.

But Eve noticed it right away.

 

"So, your sister's name was Alice."

 

Just as Ren was particularly gentle with Eve, Eve was always watching Ren as well.

 

So, she couldn't not know.

 

That Ren is always overlapping Eve with someone.

 

-Ren. I have something to ask you.

 

-Huh? What is it.

 

-Is there someone precious to Ren? Like my Lord?

 

Once, when she was alone with Ren, she had asked him that.

That day, Ren was particularly affectionate towards Eve.

 

-I had a younger sibling. A younger sister.

 

-You 'had'... I'm sorry.

 

-What's with you all of a sudden?

 

-Isn't she... someone you can't see anymore?

 

Eve wasn't Ren's innocent younger sister.

She's just a quick-witted Android.

 

"That was your younger sister's name."

 

"......"

 

"I am Eve. Just an Android who served Saintess Sharena of Regalo."

 

Ren's eyes, now fully lit up.

He didn't have his usual squint.

Blue eyes, similar to Eve's but subtly different, quietly gaze at Eve.

 

Eve also looked back at Ren.

 

"I cannot replace Ren's younger sister. But...."

 

She gathers her hands and concentrates.

And remembers.

The Divine magic she tried to learn to the point of overloading her circuits.

 

Hwaaaak-

 

A curtain of light covers Ren's surroundings.

A space only for Ren, where only Ren can enter.

 

Mental Barrier.

 

A Divine magic that can protect one's ego, and a Divine magic that the Saintess developed herself and passed on to Eve.

 

It's still only half-baked, but with this, Ren will no longer have his body stolen by a Demon.

 

"Even after the journey with my Lord is over, may I stay with you?"

 

The Android who lost her former master asked the man who had once had his body stolen by a Demon.

 

"...Why are you asking something so obvious?"

 

He, who had broken free from the regrets of the past, answered.

 

"I just misspoke earlier, kid. There's no way I'd think of you as a replacement."

 

"...Is that so."

 

"Honestly, at first, I thought you resembled her. But... now I know for sure."

 

The corners of Ren's lips curved into an arc.

It wasn't the same sly smile he had when he was scamming others.

 

"My sister smiled a lot. And cried a lot too."

 

A smile that seems to be lost in good memories.

 

 

"She wasn't sassy, and she would always giggle and say everything I said was good."

 

Like taking a jewel out of the mud, he gropes for the shining memories in the dirty memories.

 

"Still... my sister can't replace you either, kid."

 

But the jewel he had repeatedly recalled had long been worn away.

Ren tried to live his whole life holding onto the worn-out jewel.

He thought that was the punishment given to Ren, who had committed an unforgivable sin.

 

But, at some point, new jewels began to pile up one by one.

A new jewel called Eve.

 

An Android who resembles his sister, but is clearly different.

The unwanted journey became enjoyable because of Eve, and now the time spent with Eve has grown considerably.

So, of course, he couldn't replace Eve with his sister, could he?

 

Eve was already a precious existence to Ren in and of herself.

 

"Sometimes... no, often, I want to give you a flick on the forehead, but whatever. We've been through life-or-death situations together, haven't we?"

 

Ren placed his hand on Eve's head.

His still trembling arm showed that Ren wasn't okay.

 

"So, if Rubia is cleared of the false charges, as you say... um, how about we do business together?"

 

But Ren smiled.

He smiled with bravado, as usual.

 

To still act strong after all that suffering.

Eve sighed deeply and answered.

 

"...Illegal activities are not allowed."

 

"Yeah, it's about time I quit that."

 

Ren began to imagine a future that had not yet come, giggling.

Whether his imagination can be realized is unknown, but one thing is certain.

 

Now that he is no longer bound by the past, he will be able to move forward.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

While Eve was protecting Ren's ego, Zeno and Noel confronted Modeus.

 

"Ha...! I was almost there. How did you guys get in here?!"

 

Modeus, in Ren's form, is raging.

 

"There is no reason to tell you."

 

"Wait, wait a minute. No, this is strange. All of you came in, but there's no way his mind isn't collapsing...."

 

"Shut up."

 

Booom-

 

Zeno's sword misses.

Even though he aimed for a surprise attack, Modeus avoided it too easily.

 

"So, you were talking to build up your strength."

 

"Tch, you're disgustingly quick to notice."

 

Zeno already knows Modeus's characteristics.

It was none other than Zeno who subjugated Ren, who had been eaten by Modeus last time.

 

"Noel. You can use binding magic, right."

 

"I can."

 

"Then bind him somehow. I'll take care of the rest."

 

As soon as he finished speaking, Zeno kicked off the ground.

 

Kaang-!

 

The blade that Modeus took out clashes with the silver sword.

 

There are 24 throwing weapons left in his pocket.

7 types of poison.

13 traps.

 

Zeno, who quickly recalled his memories from before the regression, swung his sword.

 

The first time he fought Modeus, he struggled quite a bit.

 

If you combine the assassination tools that Ren possessed with Modeus's fighting style, a very dirty fight unfolds.

Zeno suffered from poisoning for a while, even after taking more than 5 types of antidotes.

 

But that's a story from when he didn't have information.

 

Zeno knows Modeus very well, and Modeus doesn't know Zeno at all.

 

In other words, no matter how much Modeus racks his brain, it's in Zeno's palm.

 

Kagak-

 

He knocks away the dagger crawling up the sword.

 

Kaang-

 

He destroys the awl rising from under his feet.

 

Puwhak-

 

He avoids the poisonous smoke hidden in his wrist.

 

He is not fooled by the paint and blocks the attacks coming in through the gaps.

 

Seogeok-

 

At the end of his solid advance, Zeno's sword strikes began to land.

 

"Keuheok...! How the hell...."

 

Modeus's feet gradually slow down.

His hands get tangled, and he creates openings.

 

Chwaak-!

 

Not missing the gap, Zeno poured out a barrage of attacks.

 

"Not yet, Noel."

 

Zeno looked at Noel without letting go of his tension.

Originally, the mental world is infinite.

If he wanted to chase Modeus to the end like this, he could, but it's too inefficient.

That's why he asked Noel for binding magic.

 

"Don't rush me. It's all done."

 

Noel's words were not a lie.

 

"You fucking bastard...!"

 

Black hands rising from the floor grab Modeus's ankles.

 

That was the end.

 

Puuk-!

 

Zeno, who rushed in, stabbed his sword into his heart.

Without a shred of room for doubt, very deeply.

 

In that state, Zeno asked.

 

"Why were you caught so easily?"

 

"What the... Is that something a bastard who dodged every attack and stabbed a knife into my heart should be saying... Keulkeok...."

 

Modeus spat out blood as if he was dumbfounded.

 

"No, there's no way your power ends here."

 

But Zeno was sure.

No matter how much he has the upper hand in information, the current Modeus is definitely weak.

As if he was deliberately hiding his power.

 

"Tell me. What are you hiding?"

 

"...Ha, seriously. I don't know if you're quick to notice or if you know everything."

 

Modeus muttered, looking at the sword that had pierced through his chest.

 

"If that bastard hadn't been late, this wouldn't have happened."

 

"...Who are you talking about?"

 

"Greed."

 

Modeus began to scatter, laughing helplessly.

 

"If Greed hadn't been late... I could have gone back to the world......."

 

Baseuseu-

 

With those words, Modeus turned to dust.

 

Jjeojeok-

 

At the same time, cracks began to appear in the sky.

A complete ego has taken root in Ren's unstable inner self.

So now he must be trying to expel the strangers.

 

It's definitely a good thing, but Zeno felt uneasy.

 

"......'Greed'?"

 

Because a name he had never heard before even in his previous life popped out.

 

Zeno thought as he was kicked out of Ren's inner self.

 

Modeus is by no means an easy Demon.

Rather, if you were to rank the Demons, he would be in the higher ranks.

 

But if such a Demon calls a nickname instead of a true name....

 

"...It's going to be a headache again."

 

Whether what Modeus said was a person or a Demon.

 

It was certain that another crisis was coming.
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After the sky shattered into pieces.

 

Ren was already staring at an unfamiliar ceiling.

 

A place where soft lighting and silence had settled.

It wasn't hard to guess that the place he was lying was a cathedral.

 

It felt like he had been released from some kind of shackle.

Ren clenched and unclenched his fists, feeling awkward at his strangely lightened body.

 

"You're awake, I see."

 

As he was confirming the changed sensations, a familiar voice came from beside him.

 

"Eve."

 

"Yes, it's Eve."

 

Unlike the Eve he had seen in the inner world, she looked somewhat dazed.

 

"But why were you...."

 

Plopped.

 

As expected, Eve keeled forward.

Ren caught the collapsing Eve.

 

"It seems her power has run out."

 

"It's a miracle she lasted this long."

 

Azel and Rubia, who had approached, examined Eve's condition.

 

"...Why is her head so hot?"

 

Ren muttered, placing the back of his hand on Eve's forehead without thinking.

 

"Eve-nim was in need of a recharge long ago. Moreover, she's been pushing herself lately to master Divine Power...."

 

"She was cooped up in the training grounds all day trying to save you."

 

"......I see. So that's what happened."

 

Ren placed his hand on Eve's forehead again.

Hot.

He knew that it was just the circuits overheating, and she wasn't in pain.

 

"I'll take care of Eve. You just need to replace the power source, right?"

 

Still, he decided he should nurse her.

Even though it was such a simple thing that it was almost laughable to call it nursing.

 

"After she cools down a bit. But more than that...."

 

Rubia's eyes narrowed.

Ren turned his head without realizing it.

 

In the meantime, he had often spoken informally to Rubia when Zeno wasn't watching.

He had actually been caught and beaten to a pulp before.

 

Rubia being here clearly meant that Zeno was also nearby.

 

Ren glanced around, looking around.

 

"...Huh?"

 

Zeno was still lying on the bed, asleep.

 

Seeing that Eve and Noel were awake, it was clear that they had already escaped from the inner world.

From the beginning, Ren himself had woken up, hadn't he?

 

When he looked at Rubia with a 'what's wrong with him?' look, the same look came back.

 

"Zeno hasn't woken up since earlier."

 

"...He hasn't woken up?"

 

"I thought he was just waking up a little later, but seeing that you woke up first...."

 

Rubia's voice trembled slightly.

 

The tail that had gone down wagged anxiously.

 

Noel, who had been examining Zeno's condition, stroked his chin and said.

 

"It seems like he's entered another inner world."

 

"Another inner world?"

 

"Originally, this guy should have returned to reality immediately. But I don't know what happened... he's entered the inner world again."

 

"Does that mean... he went into Zeno's inside?"

 

"I guess so. We're all awake, after all."

 

"...Does this happen often, by any chance?"

 

"I don't know."

 

Noel scratched his head with a troubled look.

 

"I'm using this magic for the first time today. I didn't expect this kind of situation...."

 

"Th, then when will Zeno wake up...."

 

"I don't know that either. In the first place, I don't know why he was sucked into his own inner world. It's not like a Demon is parasitizing him."

 

It was really strange.

Entering a person's inner world is not easy.

If the ego is firmly established, it is difficult to even approach, and it is only possible to enter if the person is in a seriously unstable state like Ren.

 

"It seems he suffered internal injuries in the battle with the Puppeteer."

 

"I'll bring him back."

 

"...Um? What do you mean?"

 

"I mean Zeno. I'll go in and bring him back myself."

 

Rubia strode forward and plopped down next to Zeno.

 

"......You promised you'd come back safely...!"

 

Rubia glared at Zeno with blazing eyes and muttered quietly.

Noel flinched at the voice filled with anger.

 

"You have to be careful. Unlike Ren, I don't know what condition his inner world is in. In fact, it's safer to wait until he wakes up on his own...."

 

"It's okay. Connect me."

 

"......Alright. I clearly warned you."

 

At the sharp attitude, Noel didn't add anything and cast Black Magic.

 

The rose-colored eyes that had been looking at Zeno slowly closed.

Rubia headed into the inner world to find her Knight... no, her lover.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"That's strange."

 

Zeno looked up at the sky.

 

He could see a ceiling so high that he couldn't get a sense of how high it was.

He had clearly just seen it collapse.

When he closed his eyes for a moment and opened them, the ceiling was fine and the other members were gone.

 

"...Something's wrong."

 

At first, he thought it would take some time to get out.

But no matter how long he waited, all he could see was this vast space.

He walked for a long time, looking at the endless white room, and realized.

 

Something had gone wrong.

And it was only Zeno alone.

 

What was really strange was that even though he knew something was wrong, this space was so comfortable.

Like in Rubia's arms.

 

"This place is... my inner world?"

 

It was natural to think so.

It looked similar to Ren's inner world just now, and Zeno was the only one here.

 

Okay, I understand that far.

 

Then why did he enter his own inner world instead of going outside?

 

"......"

 

No matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't understand.

 

When he was staring blankly at the empty space, buried in an unknown haze.

Jjeomjit-

 

"...?"

 

He felt a gaze.

The comfort he had felt until just now was gone, and an unpleasant, sticky feeling clung to him.

He looked around.

 

...There's nothing.

There was nothing, but he was clearly being watched by something.

 

"What is this...."

 

Zeno drew his sword to shake off the discomfort.

And he saw it.

A squirming tentacle from Zeno's side.

An eyeball embedded on it.

 

Seogeok-!

 

He reflexively cut off the tentacle.

 

The tentacle fell limply with a thud.

The feeling of being watched also disappeared.

 

"...Puppeteer."

 

The tentacle had grown from the side where he had been attacked by the Puppeteer.

As the creepy tentacle disappeared, the comfort returned.

 

"...It's alien."

 

It was comfortable, but there was an unpleasant feeling coexisting.

It was like someone was forcibly putting comfort into his head.

 

"Why on my side......."

 

Logical thinking breaks down.

Just a moment ago, he was trying to investigate the tentacle, but....

Now, well, it doesn't seem to matter.

 

Zeno put his sword away and sat down again.

 

And he just spaced out.

 

Let's rest for a bit.

He had been running hard until now, so let's rest for a bit.

 

Zeno, who had even forgotten the reason why he had to go outside, thought so and stared blankly at the air.

 

Kkumeul-

 

The tentacle that had grown back before he knew it.

The regenerated eyeball looked at Zeno.

The tentacle slowly, very slowly, crawled up Zeno's body.

 

He should cut it off quickly.

He felt lazy for some reason.

He felt like it would be okay to just stay still like this.

 

Eventually, the tentacle began to wrap around his neck.

Even then, Zeno didn't resist.

 

Kkuuk-

 

"......!"

 

Zeno, who had come to his senses only after the tentacle strangled his neck, tried to swing his sword.

But his arms were already tied up by the tentacles.

Zeno's mind, unable to move, became hazy.

 

Why was he just standing still until now?

 

In his fading mind, he finally noticed something was wrong.

He noticed, but there was nothing he could do.

 

Just before his consciousness was cut off.

 

"Zeno? Zeno! What's wrong, Zeno!"

 

Suddenly, he came to his senses.

 

"...Lord?"

 

"If you call me that one more time...! No, never mind."

 

Rubia shook her head and grabbed Zeno's cheek.

Zeno, who was forced to make eye contact, asked Rubia.

 

"How did you get in here?"

 

"Noel helped me. Anyway, what were you doing all alone just now?"

 

Alone?

 

Zeno looked down at his side.

 

"......?"

 

The tentacle was gone.

Both the tentacle that had been strangling his neck and the tentacle that had fallen on the ground just now.

 

What the hell was that? Was it a hallucination? It was too vivid to be one.

 

As Zeno frowned, Rubia pulled on Zeno's cheek that she was holding.

 

"You were completely weird just now. Your eyes were all flipped over... Anyway, let's get out of here quickly. I don't think we should stay here any longer."

 

Rubia shuddered and held out her hand to Zeno.

He felt like he could get out of this place if he held that hand.

Then he should just grab it, but he didn't want to for some reason.

No. This wasn't Zeno's will.

 

"...Can't we stay a little longer?"

 

The words popped out as if someone had ordered him to.

 

"What?"

 

Rubia's eyebrows gathered in the middle.

 

[...Just a little more.]

 

Zeno's mouth opened on its own at the voice that came from somewhere.

 

"This place is quite comfortable. I even think it would be nice to stay here for a while...."

 

"No. No, Zeno. Look at my face."

 

Rubia, who had interrupted him, suddenly brought her face close to Zeno.

Rubia, who had been looking at Zeno closely for a while, stepped back.

 

"...His condition is strange."

 

Rubia muttered quietly, then cleared her throat and opened her mouth.

 

"Zeno, I have a favor to ask you."

 

"What is it?"

 

"Our goal is to clear my name, right?"

 

"That's right."

 

"Then someday I'll be able to get my territory back, right?"

 

"Yes."

 

"But I'm the only one left alive from the Hesler family. So, what I'm saying is...."

 

Rubia stopped talking for a moment, and her face flushed.

Rubia coughed and glanced at Zeno.

 

"To continue our family line, we need an heir, don't you think...."

 

"......Yes?"

 

It was a word that made Zeno, who had been listening quietly, come to his senses.

As Zeno, who had lost his words, was blankly, Rubia drove in the wedge.

 

"So what I mean is... after we get out of here and everything is over... I want to have your child... yeah, that's what I mean."

 

Even Zeno, who was not very perceptive, knew how much courage Rubia had mustered and what she had said.

 

Now, he didn't need the suspiciously comfortable feeling in this space.

 

Zeno strode forward and grabbed Rubia's small hand.

 

"...After everything is over. I'll try my best."

 

With those words.

 

Jjeojeok-

 

The ceiling shattered.
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Flash, I opened my eyes.

 

"Heok... Heok...."

 

Like someone who had been in the water, Zeno gasped for breath.

As the foreign comfort that swam in my head receded, a splitting headache came.

 

"Are you okay? You don't look good."

 

"...I'm not okay at all."

 

When Zeno tried to get up, I felt a sense of weight.

 

"...My Lord."

 

Rubia, who was nestled in Zeno's arms, was fast asleep.

 

"The Princess just woke up and fell asleep. Staying in the inner world is not something that can be done with ordinary mental strength."

 

Noel yawned widely and rubbed his dark circles under his eyes.

 

"I don't know how many hours I've been doing this... It's not a normal situation, but let's get a good night's sleep today. Let's talk tomorrow after you relieve your fatigue."

 

After Noel cracked his knuckles and left.

Zeno looked at the clock on the wall.

 

"...14 hours."

 

14 hours from passing through Ren's inner world to waking up in Zeno's inner world.

 

Even though I didn't move my actual body, there was no way I wouldn't be tired.

 

Zeno tried to pick up the sleeping Rubia and move her to the room the cathedral had given us.

 

"Excuse m...."

 

"Eueung...."

 

Kkuuk.

 

However, Rubia did not let go of Zeno.

Rather, she snuggled deeper into my arms, exuding a sweet fragrance.

 

"...Haa."

 

I don't even have the energy to move anymore.

Zeno, who gave up on getting up, lay still and looked at Rubia.

 

-I want to have your child... Yeah, that's it.

 

Even in the midst of the confusion, the one word that pulled Zeno out of the inner world was clearly etched in my mind.

 

Rubia clearly said that she wanted to have a second generation to continue the Hessler family.

If Rubia has a child, the father will naturally be.......

 

"I'm going crazy."

 

I can feel my face burning up even without touching it directly.

And my eyes quickly adapted to the darkness, so Rubia's face was clearly revealed in the moonlight.

 

Long eyelashes like a craftsman sculpted.

Soft and smooth cheeks.

Lips that I now know what they taste like.

 

Kung. Kung. Kung.

 

Every time Rubia's features come into view, my heart beats faster.

 

I feel like I'm about to fall asleep because of fatigue, but embarrassment is forcibly waking me up.

 

I tried to ignore that ticklish feeling and closed my eyes tightly.

But I still couldn't get rid of this feeling.

 

"...Thank you."

 

Jjok.

 

I kissed her forehead.

And I was about to give in to the drowsiness that was rushing in again.

 

"...Next time, do it on the lips, you idiot."

 

Along with a drowsy voice, soft lips touched, chok.

 

"...I will keep that in mind."

 

With those words, Zeno and Rubia fell into dreamland as if they had made a promise.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day, morning.

 

Ren and Eve, Zeno and Rubia woke up safely and nothing happened.

 

"So, you're saying you were too tired and just slept here."

 

Except for the fact that everyone saw Zeno and Rubia hugging each other tightly and sleeping on the cot in the temporary laboratory.

 

"Yeah. I didn't have the strength to go back to my room."

 

"Y-yes. I was so sleepy...."

 

Zeno and Rubia had just washed their faces to cool down their flushed faces as soon as they woke up.

 

"I don't really care about borrowing the cot. It's not like you two had sex on my cot, right?"

 

"......"

 

Both of them couldn't answer because they were thinking about what happened yesterday.

 

"...Did we?"

 

"No. Absolutely not."

 

Zeno said firmly to correct the strange atmosphere.

 

"Anyway. You're saying that only I went back to the inner world yesterday."

 

Zeno changed the subject because Noel's eyes were getting strange.

 

"That's right. Everyone woke up except you. So the Princess went to pick you up herself."

 

Zeno looked at Rubia.

Coincidentally, Rubia was also looking at Zeno.

 

As soon as their eyes met, they avoided each other's gaze.

 

It was because they remembered what they had said in the inner world yesterday.

 

"...That's strange. You really didn't have sex...."

 

"Yeah, we really didn't, so let's stop talking about this."

 

Zeno cut off Noel, who was still suspicious, and looked at Ren.

He was blankly stroking Eve's hair.

 

"How do you feel, Ren?"

 

"Huh? About what."

 

"Isn't this the first time you've experienced a life without a Demon?"

 

He was squinting as usual, but the atmosphere he exuded was different.

Before, he was like a con man hiding a despicable trick, but now he just feels like a comfortable young man.

 

"Well... I think it's a little unfair to think that everyone else has been living like this all along, and I'm glad that I got rid of the Demon even now...."

 

Ren scratched his head and gave an awkward smile.

 

"If you ask me how it is...... It's good. Very good."

 

"I'm glad to hear that. So, what are you going to do now?"

 

"What? What are you going to do."

 

Ren tilted his head.

Zeno's head also tilted in the same way.

 

"Wasn't your purpose to be with us until we got rid of the Demon? Now that you've achieved your goal, I'm asking what you're going to do."

 

"Ah... Come to think of it, that's right."

 

Ren's initial purpose was definitely that.

But now... That's not important.

 

"I have to go to the end. What have I been through so far? I have to see my name cleared before I leave, right?"

 

Ren smiled as he stroked Eve's hair.

 

"Is that so."

 

"Yeah. To be honest, I didn't think I could really get rid of the Demon... Now that it's happened, I have to repay my debt."

 

"Then I look forward to working with you in the future."

 

At those words, Ren frowned as if he had heard something very strange.

 

"Did you even know how to say something like that?"

 

"...? What do you mean."

 

"You usually act like a sharply honed knife. I guess people really do become harmless when they're in love."

 

It was Zeno's turn to frown this time.

 

It was because Zeno thought he was treating Ren as usual just now.

 

"Then now. Let's find out what happened yesterday."

 

Noel, who was drawing a magic circle in the back while Zeno and Ren were talking, said.

 

"Do we have to enter the inner world again?"

 

I asked, looking at the black chair that had appeared on the magic circle.

 

"No, just sit here. I'll take a look inside."

 

First, I'll check what the problem is, and if there is a problem, I'll go in and solve it myself.

 

That was Noel's plan.

 

"It seems like there's nothing that Black Magic can't do."

 

"If you pay the right price."

 

Only then did Zeno notice that one of Noel's forearms was abnormally thin.

 

"Will that... recover?"

 

"If time passes."

 

"...Take a break when it's over."

 

"I'd like to do that too."

 

As Zeno sat in the chair, a black aura rose up his body.

 

"This is magic to check the Demon's reaction. If the mark remains, the light will change...."

 

"Like this?"

 

Zeno pointed to his side, which was emitting a purple light.

 

"...Yes, like that."

 

"This is where I was attacked by the Puppeteer."

 

The side where the tentacles came out yesterday, and the side where the Demon's mark remains now, are all the sides that the Puppeteer stabbed.

 

Zeno stroked his side.

 

"It looks fine on the outside."

 

I have never had a sore side since that day.

Then what the hell is this?

 

"Maybe... It seems to only affect the mental realm. It's probably related to mind control......."

 

"But I'm fine like this in reality."

 

"That's what's strange."

 

Silence fell once again.

 

A clear Demon's mark.

However, a mark that has no effect on reality.

 

While everyone was guessing what this was, Rubia opened her mouth.

 

"What if it's not fully grown yet?"

 

"...What do you mean, Princess?"

 

"I saw it in Zeno's consciousness yesterday. The tentacle that was strangling Zeno's neck."

 

"Tentacle?"

 

Everyone's eyes were focused on Rubia.

 

"Yes. It was a tentacle that grew out of Zeno's side. Zeno was being strangled, but he was still. Maybe if I had left him alone...."

 

"The fully grown tentacle might have devoured his personality."

 

What came out of Noel's mouth was quite shocking.

 

"...His personality is devoured?"

 

"I thought about it when I faced the Puppeteer last time, but there are many things that don't make sense about the mind control he uses."

 

"Explain in detail."

 

"First of all, the mind control used in Black Magic is only to manipulate the senses and temporarily cause mental confusion."

 

But the Puppeteer's control was not that simple.

 

"A method of making them 'puppets' that can be controlled as the word says. If that works as a mark that devours the personality first, then it makes sense that you're fine now."

 

"...But didn't the Puppeteer die?"

 

"If the mark left on your body is the Puppeteer's main body, then things change."

 

Noel opened his mouth with a serious look.

 

"So you have to get rid of it. If you don't want to have your entire personality taken away."

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After that, I tried to remove the mark.

 

Eve and Azel poured out Divine Power to remove the mark.

Every time the mark disappeared, it always regenerated the next day.

 

I also tried to remove the tentacle directly from the inner world with Noel's Black Magic.

Of course, it was useless because it regenerated the next day.

 

A week passed like that.

 

The Demon's mark remained on Zeno's side without any change.

Without causing any harm.

 

As is.
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After that, I tried various methods, but the mark remaining in Zeno's body showed no sign of disappearing.

 

"Hoo...."

 

Rubia's ears drooped. 

With a sigh that seemed to sink the ground, Zeno hugged Rubia tightly.

 

"I'm okay, Rubia. Nothing has happened so far, has it?"

 

As time passed, I became accustomed to calling her by name.

Zeno quietly stroked her head until Rubia opened her mouth.

 

"That's true, but......"

 

Rubia mumbled, burying her face in Zeno's arms.

 

Yeah, nothing's wrong with Zeno.

That's the strange thing.

Something suspicious appeared on his body, but nothing's wrong.

 

There's also the saying, 'the calm before the storm.'

 

It's a mark left by a Demon, no less.

I don't know when, but it's bound to activate when the time comes.

Not knowing when that time would be was driving Rubia crazy.

 

"Are you really okay?"

 

"I'm fine."

 

"......You're not going to get a terminal illness, are you?"

 

"No, I'm not."

 

"How can you say that so confidently...?"

 

Rubia peeked her head up.

 

Zeno patted Rubia on the back and replied.

 

"I will never leave Rubia's side. Not unless you tell me to go first."

 

"...Like I'd ever tell you to go."

 

"I'm just saying. So don't worry too much. Noel is analyzing what this mark is, isn't she?"

 

"......Yeah. She's working hard next to us, so why don't you stop being so lovey-dovey?"

 

Noel, who was reading a book related to Demons next to them, grabbed the back of her neck.

 

Rubia pouted and got off Zeno's lap.

I wanted to stick closer to him, but I'd really be a hindrance if I kept this up.

 

"Really, nothing will happen, so Rubia, please do what you have to do."

 

"Okay......"

 

What I had to do was make a Mutant cure potion.

 

I really didn't want to do it because there were no results and I had to be away from Zeno.

 

But I couldn't just stand by Zeno's side doing nothing, so Rubia trudged towards the door.

Her drooping tail barely wagged.

 

"Rubia, wait a moment...."

 

Zeno, who couldn't pretend not to see her, grabbed Rubia's hand.

 

"...Why?"

 

"Do your best today."

 

Tch.

 

And lips that met and parted.

As expected, it was an act that I had become accustomed to because I had done it so many times.

 

Rubia, who received a surprise kiss, blinked.

 

"You too, do your best."

 

Tch, and she returned the kiss to Zeno.

 

Judging by the way her tail started wagging, she seemed to feel a little better.

 

"...I see why Ren hated it so much."

 

There was noise from behind, but it wasn't that important to them.

 

Rubia kissed Zeno a few more times and barely left the temporary laboratory.

 

Zeno, who was waving his hand, plopped down in his seat.

I had been feeling it for a while, but Zeno had no way to stop Rubia's rampaging affection.

 

"You're going to have a hard time. Beast-kin also have heat cycles."

 

"...I'm already worried. I wonder if my stamina will keep up...."

 

"But you won't run out of energy. The Princess can make nutritional supplements herself."

 

"......"

 

That wasn't welcome news at all.

If things continued like this, I wouldn't be able to get a normal night's sleep every night.

If Rubia is cleared of the false accusation, I might have to worry about the succession battle next.

 

"Haa...."

 

First of all, to do that, I need to remove this mark that Rubia is worried about.

 

"So, did you find out anything?"

 

Zeno asked Noel, who had closed the book.

 

It's already been a week and there's been no progress.

I wasn't really expecting anything when I asked.

 

"...Yeah."

 

Noel's expression became serious.

 

"I didn't say it earlier because the Princess was here. It's a bigger deal than I thought."

 

"...Why are you making me anxious?"

 

I had confidently told Rubia that everything was okay, but now you're saying it's a big deal.

Zeno's expression also became serious.

 

"You know that there used to be seven Demon Kings, right?"

 

"Yeah. I know."

 

The seven great Demons consisting of Pride, Greed, Envy, Wrath, Lust, Gluttony, and Sloth.

It's a famous legend that even Zeno, who didn't receive an education, knows.

 

"It seems like what's left in your body is a mark of one of the great Demons."

 

"...What? But weren't the great Demons sealed a long time ago?"

 

The seven Demon Kings were sealed hundreds of years ago by seven heroes who opposed them.

 

But how could the mark of a great Demon remain?

 

"That's right. If it's been hundreds of years, it wouldn't be strange for the seal to be broken."

 

"......That means."

 

"One of the great Demon's seals has been broken. And it seems like they contacted you sometime."

 

Contact.

The puppeteer who pierced my side came to mind at that word.

 

"So the puppeteer was a minion of the great Demon."

 

"Probably."

 

"This is driving me crazy."

 

Of all things to get involved with, it had to be a great Demon.

Zeno sighed and ran his hand over his face.

 

"But I don't know which Demon has been released yet. For now, Lust, Gluttony, and Pride are not it, because their seals were renewed a while ago...."

 

"It's Greed."

 

"...Do you have something in mind?"

 

I understand now.

 

The mimic had the curse of utterance on him.

The puppeteer said that 'Greed' was coming.

Modeus said that 'Greed' was too late.

 

It feels like the puzzle is slowly being solved.

 

The 'Greed' that the Demons were talking about was the great Demon.

 

"Noel. The great Demon's seal hasn't been completely broken yet, right?"

 

"Yeah, if it had been released, the continent wouldn't be this quiet."

 

If the great Demon came in its true form, it could easily destroy a country.

 

But if there's no news, it's one of two things.

 

Either all the continents except Drodo are dominated by the great Demon and can't send news.

Or they are gathering strength until they arrive.

 

No matter how great a Demon is, it's impossible to dominate the continent so that not even a rat can escape.

 

Then the latter is more likely....

 

Zeno touched his side.

It was an unknown mark until just now.

Now it's like a ticking time bomb that could go off at any moment.

 

Zeno jumped up from his seat.

 

"Noel. We need to gather information about Greed right away."

 

"...Yeah. That would be good."

 

That day, Noel borrowed all the books related to the great Demon in the cathedral.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Noel, who had read through nine ancient books in over half a day, called the group together.

The group who entered the lab saw Noel's stiff face and sat down quietly to wait.

 

"Haaam... So, what did you call us for?"

 

As time passed, Ren opened his mouth first.

 

"I don't know what's going on, but is it so important that Eve had to stop training and come? When she was in the middle of concentrating...."

 

"A great Demon's seal has been broken."

 

"......What?"

 

The words that were thrown out caused a stir in the group's expressions.

 

Azel, in particular, couldn't hide his agitation.

 

"...Please explain what you mean. A great Demon is coming......."

 

Azel trembled, as if he was afraid just by the name.

 

Noel began to calmly explain what she had analyzed.

 

What's left in Zeno's body is the mark of a great Demon.

The name of that great Demon is Greed.

I haven't figured out the function of the mark yet, but I won't be able to erase it until it activates.

 

The conclusion I came to after exchanging opinions with Zeno was this.

 

The Demons I've met so far have been acting to revive Greed.

Greed will soon arrive near the mark.

 

"I found out that Greed was a Demon who turned humans into monsters and controlled them."

 

"Turning them into monsters and controlling them means...."

 

"Yeah, it's the same as the Mutants that have appeared recently."

 

The sudden appearance of the Mutants was proof that Greed's seal had been broken.

 

The shocked group remained silent.

 

"If, if that's true, everyone has to leave the Drodo continent. But how can we get all the merfolk out in such a short time......."

 

"Sister, evacuating the merfolk in Regalim will be enough."

 

As if asking if that wasn't the case, Zeno looked at Noel.

 

"Judging by the fact that nothing has happened since the puppeteer was defeated, Greed is gathering strength now."

 

"That guy is right. Looking at the records of the past, Greed will definitely try to regain its true form and dominate the entire continent. Because it's a Demon full of Greed, just like its name."

 

"Then what are you planning to do?"

 

Azel asked, and Zeno answered.

 

"There are two plans."

 

Zeno held up his index finger.

 

"Greed will definitely try to dominate all intelligent beings by turning them into Mutants. So Eve, your role is important."

 

"...Me?"

 

"Yeah. When will you be able to complete the mental barrier?"

 

Eve stroked her chin as if thinking for a moment and said.

 

"I'm almost there. Four days... no, I can complete it in three days."

 

"That should be enough."

 

Zeno looked at Azel again and said.

 

"First, we will put Eve's mental barrier on us. If it's a Divine Power made by the Saintess herself, it will definitely be able to block the mental domination of the great Demon."

 

"...What's the next plan?"

 

Zeno held up his second finger and continued.

 

"We will summon Greed to Regalim and defeat it. Before it fully regains its strength."

 

Defeat the great Demon.

 

That was going to be the last button to clear Rubia's name.

 

 

 



17. Seed of Greed (5)

 

 

Great Demon Summoning.

 

A serious crime that would surely be punished with the death penalty, no matter which country it was committed in.

 

Azel couldn't possibly participate in that.

It's not like he's particularly devout, and he knows this is the only way... .

 

Because it was also a Great Demon that took the life of the Saintess-nim he respected.

 

"The previous Saintess prevented the resurrection of the Great Demon and died. Is that what this means?"

 

"...That's right."

 

"And that Great Demon just happens to be Greed."

 

"..."

 

Azel quietly nodded.

 

This is a fact known only to a few among the clergy, revealed after the Saintess' death.

 

The sacred art she developed before she died saved Regalim.

She used up all of her lifespan to prevent the resurrection of the Great Demon.

 

I thought that was the end of it.

A Demon that was blocked at the cost of the Saintess' sacrifice.

 

To bring Greed back to Regalim again.

 

Azel opened his mouth to say it couldn't be done.

 

"This is also what the Saintess wanted."

 

The opening lips closed again.

He looked at Zeno as if asking what he meant.

 

"The Saintess alone couldn't completely stop Greed. If that weren't the case, there would have been no need to find Eve. There's no reason to pass on the sacred art, either."

 

Zeno stroked Eve's head and continued.

 

"The previous Saintess foresaw this far. To subjugate Greed together with Eve, who inherited the mental barrier."

 

"......People will die."

 

"If Greed regains its power and comes, more will die."

 

"If we fail to subjugate it...."

 

"Worrying about things that haven't happened is meaningless. And."

 

Zeno held Rubia's hand tightly.

 

"We will definitely succeed. Rubia... no, we have a place to return to."

 

It was a week before the Great Demon Summoning.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After a short meeting.

Rubia said she had something to say and took Zeno to the basement.

 

"What is it you wanted to say?"

 

"Well... my job is to make Mutant cure potions, right?"

 

"That's right. If we summon Greed, Mutants will surely flock to us."

 

Rubia's job was to make potions to cure the Fishmen who had become Mutants.

It was the same goal as when she first came to Regalim.

 

"Rubia's potion will definitely be helpful."

 

He said it to boost her will, but Rubia's expression darkened instead.

 

"Is there a problem?"

 

"...Yeah."

 

Rubia, with her tail drooping, trudged to the desk.

The papers scattered all over the desk were full of incomprehensible technical terms.

Rubia crumpled the papers and threw them into the trash can.

 

"I don't know."

 

"...Pardon?"

 

"I don't know at all. I have no idea how to cure Mutants. I've tried hundreds of times already...."

 

When Rubia opened the cupboard, empty flasks came pouring out.

 

"Even if it seems like it'll work, it only reduces their aggression, and there's no sign of them returning to normal. I've never used this many ingredients in my life... it even has the opposite effect sometimes... Woob."

 

Rubia covered her mouth while speaking.

She must have seen something terrible while experimenting with the potions.

 

"......"

 

Zeno, who had been listening quietly, hugged Rubia tightly from behind.

 

"I'm sorry."

 

"What's with you all of a sudden...?"

 

"I didn't know you were suffering like this... I'm sorry for giving you such a big burden."

 

"Ah, no. I wasn't trying to complain... I know this is a necessary thing, it's just that things aren't going well...."

 

Kkoog.

 

Zeno hugged Rubia tightly.

The tail, which was wriggling uncomfortably, was firmly trapped in Zeno's arms.

 

"Please tell me if you're having a hard time."

 

"I'm not really having a hard time...... No. Yeah, I was having a hard time."

 

Rubia's research had been going on since she arrived in Regalim.

 

But has Zeno ever been interested in how Rubia is feeling while doing research?

 

No.

 

He was quite busy with the Puppeteer and Ren's affairs, but that's no excuse.

There was plenty of time between the big events.

The same goes for the recent meeting to discuss the Great Demon Summoning operation.

 

"Ze, Zeno...? I'm starting to suffocate... Did you think I'd like it if you did this? No, of course I liked it, but just a little softer...."

 

I was sorry.

 

Aren't lovers supposed to give each other affection and attention?

 

But Zeno only received.

Like a pet that obediently accepts a reward when its owner gives it.

 

Sometimes, he even thought that Rubia's affection was too much to handle.

It's outrageous.

 

Zeno, who thought so himself, released his arms that had been holding Rubia tightly.

 

"Hoo... you hugged me too hard... Did you think I'd like it if you did that? No, of course it was good, but just a little gentler...."

 

"Rubia."

 

"Yeah?"

 

"If you're having a hard time, you can always lean on me."

 

He was too passive.

What kind of lover is this?

He just changed the words, and nothing has changed since he was a guard Knight.

 

He was only focused on clearing Rubia's name.

He couldn't even pay attention to Rubia, who was right next to him.

 

So Zeno decided to take a step forward.

 

"Aren't we going to be husband and wife?"

 

If everything goes well, Rubia will become Zeno's wife.

 

"Heo......"

 

Rubia made a deflated sound after hearing Zeno's words.

Rubia, who had been blankly opening her mouth, soon began to laugh weakly.

 

"...Did I say something wrong?"

 

"Something wrong? No, it can't be wrong. Yeah, it can't be wrong at all."

 

Soon, Rubia's rosy eyes sparkled.

Those red eyes were a little scary.

 

"You've really grown a lot. You seemed like a blunt machine at first. I guess I made a person out of you?"

 

Rubia muttered with her head down.

Just as Zeno was about to answer that he was always a person, Rubia suddenly raised her head.

 

"Then can I really lean on you? Huh? Can I lean on you anytime I'm having a hard time?"

 

"Of course."

 

He stumbled backwards because she was bringing her face too close.

But Rubia stuck close and hugged Zeno's waist.

 

"Hehe. Then it's a promise, honey?"

 

"Pardon? What did you just say......."

 

"Why? You said we're going to be husband and wife, right?"

 

Rubia, who was rubbing her head against Zeno's chest while saying that.

 

"...So, honey, how many children do you think would be good?"

 

She was so seductive that it was hard to tell whether she was a wolf or a fox.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Rubia cheered up.

She decided to make potions with new ingredients, burning with tremendous passion.

 

-Where did I put the nutritional supplement I accidentally made last time?

 

The problem is that she cheered up too much.

Still, it's better than being slumped over.

Zeno thought so, stroking his chilling forearms.

 

Now, the time left until the Great Demon Summoning is three days.

 

The group is now busy doing their respective tasks.

 

Eve went into the training hall to complete the mental barrier, and Ren helped her from the side.

It was to prevent Greed from mentally dominating them.

 

Noel began to draw a large magic circle in Regalim.

 

Azel led the evacuation to ensure that there were no Fishmen left in Regalim.

He told them to leave their homes where they had been living peacefully, so they could have resisted, but everyone agreed when he said it was the will of the previous Saintess-nim.

 

"...I just need to do well."

 

Zeno stroked his side.

He doesn't feel anything.

Of course, he knows.

That there is a time bomb hidden that could explode at any moment.

 

In the meantime, he hasn't stopped trying to remove the mark on Zeno's body.

 

But he can't keep obsessing over something that can't be erased forever.

 

Seureung-

 

Zeno drew his silver sword.

He inadvertently looked at his face reflected in the blade.

 

It's awkward.

 

It's partly because he doesn't look at his face often, but that's not what he's talking about.

What should I say. It seems like his sharp eyes have become a little rounder.

 

There is no fatigue on his eyes.

His eyes, which were always bloodshot, are also fine.

 

There is only one reason why the lonely wolf who always lived in battle became like this.

 

-You've really grown a lot. You seemed like a blunt machine at first. I guess I made a person out of you?

 

Rubia.

 

The existence that brought color to Zeno's gray life, and the woman who will become his life partner.

 

"A person... I guess that's not exactly wrong."

 

Zeno smiled and raised his sword.

 

The sunlight shines brightly.

 

The sword, which used to only hold moonlight while going on quests every night, was a guy who knew how to shine even in the sunlight.

 

The sword that killed monsters, the sword that was swayed by money, is nowhere to be found now.

Only the sword to protect his Lord, the woman who will be his wife, remains.

 

Zeno put the silver sword back in.

 

In three days, he will meet the Great Demon.

A huge being that he had never met even in his previous life.

It would be a lie to say he's not afraid.

 

If it were his previous life, he would have refused even if it was a billion-dollar quest.

 

But it's different now.

 

Just one step away.

The opportunity to clear Rubia's misunderstanding that she is a Witch who created Mutants is approaching.

 

He will subjugate the Great Demon and return to the Hessler Territory.

And he will confidently tell King Tobiel.

That Rubia is not a Witch, but a Princess who came to reclaim her land.

 

"...I will definitely make it happen."

 

With that determination.

Zeno stepped into the training hall.

 

 

 



18. Wolf (1)

 

 

"Huu...."

 

Zeno came out of the training grounds.

It was definitely sunrise when I went in.

Before I knew it, the moon was setting.

 

He had spent a whole day in the training grounds, drawing out Aura, which he didn't usually use much.

 

Should I fill my hunger first, or wash my body first?

 

After contemplating, Zeno tried to head to the bathroom.

He was hungry, but more than that, his sweaty body was too sticky.

 

Zeno, who was locking the door of the training ground and turning around, discovered it.

 

"Kkoo......."

 

Rubia, squatting in front of the training ground, dozing off.

 

"...Rubia?"

 

Zeno was startled and ran over.

Why is she sitting on the cold floor, dozing off?

When I shook her shoulder, Rubia groggily opened her eyes.

 

"...Ah. Are you done, Zeno?"

 

"Yes, just now... More than that, Rubia. Why are you sleeping here?"

 

"Eung... I didn't plan to fall asleep...."

 

Eueut! Rubia, who stretched with a sound, rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand.

 

"I was waiting for you to finish, so I took a nap."

 

"......Since when have you been here?"

 

"Hmm... Since I finished my research, about 5 hours ago?"

 

5 hours ago.

A huge sense of guilt squeezed his chest.

 

"Why didn't you say something when you came?"

 

"You seemed so focused, so I just left you alone. More than that... Eutchya."

 

Rubia, who was patting her legs as if they were numb, ran and hugged Zeno tightly.

 

"Rubia? I'm a bit dirty right now. I've sweated a lot, and I smell...."

 

"Why are you so flustered? It's okay, it's okay. You're not dirty at all."

 

Rubia even buried her nose in Zeno's arms.

 

"You smell good, what are you talking about."

 

Then she sniffed and wagged her tail.

Zeno was restless and tried to put Rubia down.

 

Kkwak.

 

Rubia wrapped her legs tightly around Zeno's waist.

 

"Rubia?"

 

"Let's go like this."

 

"...Yes?"

 

Rubia continued to speak, still sniffing.

 

"You're going to go wash up right now, right? Then the smell will disappear... I want to be like this at least until then."

 

"......"

 

He was utterly bewildered.

 

Are beast-people originally like this?

 

She had done it a few times before, but Rubia seemed to especially like Zeno's sweat smell.

 

"My legs hurt too. Let's go like this, okay?"

 

"...I understand."

 

There was nothing he could say when she came out like that.

In the end, Zeno picked up Rubia and headed to the bathroom.

 

"Hehe... Thank you, honey."

 

A soft lip touching his ear along with a sweet sound.

 

Thanks to that, he almost lost his mind, but Zeno endured with extreme patience.

 

However, he had no choice but to hold Rubia high.

 

Because if he made a mistake, he thought he might touch Rubia.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

When he washed his body cleanly and came out, Rubia came running to-to-to.

 

Pok.

 

Rubia, who buried her nose in Zeno's arms, sniffed a few times and stepped back with a disappointed expression.

 

He could roughly guess why.

Zeno didn't ask why and picked up Rubia, lying down with her on the bed.

When he stroked her hair while lying down, Rubia closed her eyes and asked.

 

"You were working really hard today. What were you doing?"

 

"I was practicing drawing out Aura."

 

"Euum...? Don't you know how to use it?"

 

Of course, he knew how to use Aura.

It's just that the duration is short, which is the problem.

Zeno, who had little Mana in his body, had trouble freely manipulating Aura.

 

"If that's the case, I'll make you a Mana increase potion!"

 

It wasn't that he hadn't thought about Rubia's help.

 

"It's okay, aren't you busy too, Rubia-ssi."

 

But he didn't want to burden her any more than this, so he trained alone.

 

"Making a Mana increase potion isn't that much of a hassle. I have a few right now."

 

Rubia jumped up and rummaged through her potion bag.

Then she came back with a blue flask in her hand.

 

"Here, try drinking it once."

 

"...Then I'll gratefully accept."

 

He drank the potion in one go.

The effect was immediate.

A feeling that Mana was decreasing near the heart.

No, it wasn't that Mana was decreasing, but that the space to store Mana had increased.

 

"How is it? The effect is certain, right?"

 

"I should have told you sooner."

 

"I know, right. Are you going to drink this and train from now on?"

 

Rubia, who was tightly hugged, rubbed her face all over Zeno's chest.

 

"I can make you other potions too, so be sure to tell me. I think I've got a handle on the Mutant cure potion too."

 

"Is that so?"

 

"Yeah. It's not finished yet, but I'm confident. How to research it."

 

"That's a relief."

 

Zeno patted Rubia's back.

Perhaps it was comfortable, Rubia's eyelids slowly began to close.

 

"You should get some rest today."

 

"Eung...."

 

"I'm really grateful that you waited for me today. But please be sure to say something next time."

 

"Eung... I got it."

 

"Good night."

 

Tch.

 

When Zeno kissed Rubia.

 

"...Sleep well."

 

Tch.

 

It came back again.

 

Now, a good night kiss that feels awkward if you don't do it before going to bed.

 

Only now, as if they had finished all their work for the day, Rubia and Zeno closed their eyes and fell asleep.

 

It was the night, one week before the Greed Summoning.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Time passed quickly, and before I knew it, it was the day before the Greed Summoning.

 

The party members did their part excellently.

 

Eve entered the final stage of the mental barrier.

 

Under Azel's command, all the civilians remaining in Legarim were evacuated.

 

Zeno and Ren sharpened their combat senses by sparring with each other.

 

Noel's Great Demon summoning circle was also almost complete.

 

Finally, the Mutant cure potion developed by Rubia also began to show effects.

The Mutant, who had come to his senses for a moment, began to speak normally.

 

It wasn't complete yet, but this was a remarkable development.

 

"Is the work going well?"

 

Zeno, who had finished training that day, came to Noel to check how much of the magic circle had been drawn.

 

"Yeah. At this rate, I'll be able to summon it on time."

 

"That's a relief."

 

It's going smoothly.

All the preparations were perfect, and the plan flowed sequentially more than ever.

 

Has there ever been a time when things went so smoothly?

That's what I was thinking.

 

"That is...."

 

Suddenly, dark clouds gather in the sky.

The clear sunlight is blocked, and darkness descends.

 

"Noel? Didn't you say you were still preparing for the summoning?"

 

"...I'm preparing."

 

"Then what is that?"

 

"I don't know either."

 

"What?"

 

"Something's wrong."

 

Noel bit her lip.

The magic circle she was drawing was not yet lit.

 

"It's still more than half a day before the incantation is complete. But the fact that it woke up now means...."

 

"It woke up on its own?"

 

"Probably."

 

"Heh."

 

A flock of clouds covering the sky.

The sky, which sucks in even a single ray of light without leaving any behind, expands its territory.

 

Uuung-!

 

A purple portal appears, tearing through the silent void.

It was a portal similar in shape to the temple in Kinue.

The difference is that its size is so large that it could swallow Legarim whole.

 

"Noel. Can you use Teleport?"

 

"...I can."

 

"Take Rubia-yang to a safe place, and bring the others right away."

 

There was no need for questions and answers.

They haven't even received Eve's mental barrier yet.

It's obvious what will happen if Greed arrives now.

 

Noel immediately cut her palm and deployed a Teleport incantation in the air.

 

"I'll be back as soon as possible."

 

"I'm counting on you."

 

Seureung-

 

Zeno took out his sword.

A sword that doesn't shine at all because neither the sun nor the moon is up.

Zeno couldn't know the expression reflected in the sword himself, but one thing was certain.

 

"...Damn it."

 

He had never made such a bad expression in his life.

 

Kkwak.

 

His hand holding the sword naturally tightened.

 

How long had he been doing that?

 

Kieeing-

 

Something pours out of the portal like rain.

 

"It's starting."

 

Zeno drank all the elixirs that Rubia-ssi gave him.

 

His muscles swell.

The buttons that couldn't handle his physique burst open.

 

His senses become sharp.

His vision widens and he can smell the wind.

 

Mana fills his body.

He immediately converts it all into Aura.

 

When he focuses Aura on his eyes, he can see the identities of the things falling from the portal.

 

"...It's been a while."

 

A giant walking on two legs with the face of a wolf turned upside down.

The monster that Zeno has subjugated the most.

 

Mutant.

 

Next to it, a giant statue and fish-headed fishmen are falling.

 

"Why is it that these premonitions never go wrong."

 

It was truly a Mutant total mobilization.

All the Mutants he had witnessed so far were attacking Legarim.

 

Kieeing-

 

And an existence revealing itself from the center of the portal.

 

[How dare you....]

 

It has a physique, but it's not a huge body.

Even by sight, it's about smaller than Noel.

However, the man who appeared from the portal drew all attention.

It couldn't be helped.

 

[Who dares to interfere with my plans.]

 

An existence constantly spewing out darkness and covering the skies above Legarim.

 

[Is it you?]

 

A Demon wearing all sorts of flashy accessories, the opposite of darkness.

 

"...Greed."

 

[You know me?]

 

The Great Demon that once brought disaster to the continent.

 

[The price for waking me from my shallow sleep will not be cheap.]

 

Sooner than expected, 'Greed' arrived to swallow Legarim.

 

 

 



18. Wolf (2)

 

 

A magic circle suddenly appears in the training grounds.

Noel appears above it.

 

"Noel-nim? Why are you suddenly here..."

 

"The situation is urgent. Where is Eve?"

 

Noel tries to rush past right after teleporting.

Azel grabs Noel, who seems to be in a hurry.

 

"The situation is urgent, you say. Please explain."

 

"Greed has awakened."

 

"...Huh? What do you mean..."

 

"We need a mental barrier."

 

Azel couldn't understand.

 

Greed awakened before they even finished drawing the summoning circle?

 

The moment Azel's eyebrows furrowed.

 

Kwaang!

 

An explosion erupted.

He looked towards the source of the sound.

 

"That's...!"

 

Azel covered his mouth.

A purple portal opened in the sky.

Countless hordes of Mutants poured out from it.

 

The soldiers who were waiting for the decisive battle tomorrow clash with the Mutants.

 

"Do you understand the situation now? We need to bring Eve here immediately."

 

"...Eve-nim is currently charging."

 

"What?"

 

"She was training and ended up overloading... Rubia-nim said we need to completely replace her power source..."

 

"...Shit."

 

Noel roughly swept back his hair.

 

One misfortune after another.

 

Not only did Greed suddenly appear, but Eve is also out of commission.

Right now, Greed doesn't seem to have any intention of coming down from the sky, but what if he does?

 

It's obvious that not only the soldiers who are holding back the Mutant horde, but also Zeno and his party will all become Greed's subordinates.

 

"How long has it been since she went to replace the power source?"

 

"Just before Noel-nim arrived..."

 

"Ha.... You, for now, command the soldiers. Tell them to hold the line while maintaining formation."

 

"...What are you planning to do, Noel-nim?"

 

"I'm going to bring Eve."

 

Cheuaak.

 

When Noel slits his wrist, all the blood that gushes out is converted into a magic circle.

 

Even though Azel witnessed the disgusting Black Magic right before his eyes, he simply nodded.

 

Because there is an even more repulsive being outside than a Black Wizard.

 

"Hurry. Unless you want to see Legarim covered in Mutants."

 

"...Understood."

 

Azel immediately kicked off the ground.

All she can do is heal the soldiers and hold out.

 

She had no choice but to hold out until Eve regained consciousness.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Five minutes have passed since Noel teleported to bring Eve.

 

"...Damn it."

 

Yes, it's only been five minutes.

It only took five minutes for the front line to be breached and Mutants to pour into the village.

 

Cheuaaak-

 

The heads of the Werewolves fall like rain.

 

Kwaang-

 

The head of the Gargoyle flies away.

 

Seogeok.

 

He cuts through the scales of the Mutant Fishman.

 

All of this was accomplished by Zeno in a single move.

 

Zeno, who had been training all this time, had become even more skilled.

Rubia's elixir was more effective than he thought.

 

In the retreating front line, attention is naturally drawn to the one who is breaking through.

 

"Who is that...?"

 

"He was with Eve-nim when she came to the village...!"

 

He hears the soldiers murmuring as they retreat helplessly.

Only then did Zeno realize what kind of battlefield he was fighting on.

 

He lowers the sword he was swinging mindlessly and jumps back.

No matter where they come from, the distance is densely filled with Mutants.

 

That's right.

 

This was not a Mutant extermination request.

 

It's a fight closer to war than battle, where wiping out one group is meaningless.

 

It's a battlefield that he can never win alone.

 

He looked up at the sky.

 

[......]

 

Greed is looking down at Zeno without saying a word or showing any expression.

As if testing whether he is worth coming down himself.

 

Kkadeuk-

 

Zeno gritted his teeth.

He didn't like it.

He wanted to stab that gaze that seemed to regard him as an insignificant being with his sword right away.

 

To do that, he must first wipe out the Mutant horde.

 

So, Zeno decided to do something he had never done before.

 

"Can you hear me over there?"

 

"Are you talking to us?"

 

"Looks like you can hear me."

 

He said to the soldiers in a booming voice.

Even if the number of Mutants is large, this side is by no means small.

 

"Werewolves die when their heads are cut off. It would be good to aim for the nape of their necks."

 

The soldiers remaining in Legarim are elite soldiers who did not run away even after hearing that a Great Demon was coming.

 

"Mutated Fishmen die when their hearts are stabbed. You know this, right?"

 

So, they made the decision to retreat before casualties occurred.

 

"Those Gargoyles must be subdued using Black Magic. Break the jewels and just subdue them, I'll finish them off."

 

If he tells the soldiers how to deal with the Mutants, they have a chance of winning.

No, they can only win if he tells them.

 

That's what Zeno thought as he wrapped the Black Magic circle that Noel had prepared in advance around his sword.

 

"Can't we use Divine Power?"

 

One of the soldiers asked.

 

Divine Power?

He had never thought about it.

In Kinu, he subdued the Gargoyles with Noel's help, and he didn't know that Eve could imbue weapons with Divine Power either.

 

"...If it's strong Divine Power, it might be possible."

 

However, if he can imbue a weapon with Divine Power, it might be more powerful than wrapping it in Black Magic.

 

―――!!

 

"They're coming. Everyone, prepare."

 

Whether it works or not is something he can find out by experimenting.

He raised his sword towards the wave of Mutants that was rushing in once again.

 

Zeno glanced back and burst out laughing.

 

Doesn't this look like he's become a general leading the soldiers from the front?

 

When he was a mercenary, he had the nickname "Lone Wolf."

 

Zeno felt a sense of novelty.

 

Seogeok-

 

He cut off the head of the Werewolf that was coming ahead.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

As expected, the soldiers of Legarim were elite.

 

"It's effective! Push forward!"

 

"I'll block this place!"

 

All Zeno did was tell them the weaknesses of the Mutants.

Is the army really an army?

With just that, they were working together to push back the Mutant horde.

 

"Another one is coming from behind!"

 

"Heuaaht!"

 

The soldier's sword flashes.

At first glance, it looks like mana or aura, a blue color.

But Zeno, who had seen Azel until now, knows.

 

That's Divine Power.

He had imbued his sword with Divine Power.

 

The soldier's sword, wrapped in water-colored Divine Power.

 

Kwaang-!

 

Nicely blew away the Gargoyle's torso.

 

It works.

It is possible to drive away the Mutants.

 

That fact was enough to boost the morale of the soldiers.

 

"Advance! Advance!"

 

The soldiers, who had reorganized their formation, began to advance.

 

Zeno, who was with them in the formation, stabbing the hearts of the Mutants.

 

"......"

 

Continued to watch Greed.

 

No matter how many Mutants there are, if this continues, they will all be taken care of.

In that situation, would Greed stay still?

There's no way he would.

 

[Hmm...]

 

Sure enough, Greed, who had been expressionless until now, stroked his chin.

 

Feeling uneasy, Zeno immediately left the front line.

He focused aura on his eyes.

Greed, who appears clearly as if magnified.

 

Kkattak-

 

Very subtle, but Greed's finger definitely moved.

 

The feeling of goosebumps rises and presses down on Zeno.

The source of the feeling is the sky.

To be exact, the swaying portal.

 

Zeno felt a sense of déjà vu.

This feeling... the sensation he felt during the battle with the Puppeteer.

If you look at that, you will lose your mind.

 

Zeno instinctively turned around and shouted.

 

"Don't look at the sky!"

 

The soldiers also felt the danger.

Most of them quickly lowered their eyes.

 

Puk.

 

"W-wait... Why are you doing this... Keueuk...!"

 

The soldier who couldn't lower his eyes had to pay the price.

 

"It's not like I want to do this! My, my body...!"

 

The eyes of the soldier who stabbed his comrade are shaking.

Even in the midst of that, the hand wielding the sword does not stop.

It seemed like he was resisting while shaking his hand.

 

"Get away from me!"

 

Cheuaak-

 

In the end, he killed one more comrade.

 

It's not that the soldiers are stupid and don't keep their distance.

It wasn't easy to move while looking down, and even then, the formations got tangled up because they kept bumping into each other.

 

"Subdue him for now! We can't do anything right now!"

 

The soldiers with quick judgment subdued the soldier who looked at the sky.

There were no casualties from within, but the situation was not improved at all.

 

"...Damn it."

 

The Mutant horde that keeps rushing in without getting tired.

The front line is pushed back again.

There's no choice but to fight while looking at the ground.

 

Since they can't aim for the vitals of the Mutants, they have to swing their swords multiple times.

 

Zeno and the soldiers, who had to continue the inefficient battle, were gradually pushed back into the village.

 

What should he do?

 

Zeno desperately racked his brain.

 

Is there no way to stop the mind control?

 

...Not at the moment.

 

He can't cover the sky.

There is also no way to kill Greed.

Because he is only using mind control and not coming down.

 

"...He has to think."

 

When he was not even aware that blood was bursting and flowing down from his tightly closed lips.

 

Woong-

 

A magic circle was drawn on the floor.

 

"It looks like they're trying to do something again!"

 

The color of the magic circle is black.

A young soldier, naturally thinking it was Greed's doing, shouted.

But Zeno knows.

 

"...Noel."

 

That's the Black Magic that Noel uses.

 

That means....

 

"Sorry. I was late because of circumstances."

 

"I'm sorry for being late, everyone."

 

That Noel brought Eve.

 

Eve, who walked out of the magic circle, had a different atmosphere.

 

A feeling of holiness was added to her expressionless face.

 

Eve, who fearlessly glanced at the sky, spread her short arms to the sides.

 

"May the light be with you all."

 

It was just a simple word.

 

Hwaaaak-!

 

The effect was not simple at all.

 

The dazzling light that emanated from Eve.

The light, scattered enough to cover the portal opened in the sky, was with everyone.

 

Zeno and the soldiers.

Even the soldier who had lost his mind.

 

Then, a mysterious thing happened.

 

Minor injuries are healed.

His panting breath became comfortable.

The subdued soldier had already regained his mind.

 

When everyone was lost in thought.

 

Eve took a step forward and tied a ribbon tightly around her head.

 

"The final form of the mental barrier. I have completed it."

 

Later, the soldiers who witnessed this scene described Eve as the reincarnation of the Saintess.

 

 

 

 

 



18. Wolf (3)

 

 

"Huuu...." 

 

Rubia clutched her chest, which felt like it was about to burst, and slumped down. 

 

"...That really gave me a shock." 

 

"Tell me about it. Greed suddenly showing up like that." 

 

Today was one of those days where everything seemed to be going smoothly. 

Potion research was progressing well, and Eve's training was also going smoothly. 

 

The trouble started after Eve completed her mental barrier. 

That is, when Eve's power ran out. 

 

Recently, Eve had been pushing herself too hard. 

I could understand that much. 

 

-Greed has appeared. How long until the power source is replaced? 

 

But Noel's sudden appearance and what he said were impossible to accept. 

 

Of all times to appear, why now, when Eve had collapsed? 

 

-Get a grip, Princess. Your escort Knight is holding back the incoming Mutants. If you don't hurry, he'll surely die. 

 

At those words, Rubia forced her trembling hands to replace Eve's power source. 

 

-Noel. Right now.... 

 

-Yes, we have to go immediately. 

 

Eve, having regained consciousness, seemed to sense something and grabbed Noel's hand. 

The two of them then Teleported away and disappeared. 

 

And now, after everything had passed in a blur. 

Rubia, drained of strength, was slumped on the ground. 

 

"Then I'll be off too. Hide somewhere safe." 

 

"...What? Wait, what are you talking about?" 

 

Hide? 

For a moment, Rubia didn't understand what Ren was saying. 

 

Now, Ren and I were tacitly on familiar terms. 

But it wasn't Ren's tone that bothered me, but what he had just said. 

 

Rubia grabbed Ren, who was putting throwing stars in his pocket and heading for the door. 

 

"Take me with you." 

 

"......What?" 

 

This time, it was Ren's turn to ask again. 

 

"Are you sure I heard you right? You want me to take you to the battlefield?" 

 

"Zeno has been fighting since earlier, right?" 

 

"I guess so. But what does that have to do with anything?" 

 

"The Elixir's effect might have worn off. I need to bring him a new one." 

 

"I'll deliver it, so just give me the Elixir. What kind of shitstorm do you think I'll be in if I take you to such a dangerous place...." 

 

Zeno's face flashed through Ren's mind. 

A sharp glint in his eyes that made him shudder just looking at it. 

 

He even thought that if he took Rubia, he might be killed on the spot. 

 

As I reached out my hand, meaning to ask for the Elixir. 

 

"I don't have it right now." 

 

Rubia shook her head. 

 

"What?" 

 

"I haven't made it yet." 

 

"Then what are you going to do...." 

 

"I'll make it as we go." 

 

"......?" 

 

It was a day that made me question things many times. 

 

"Make it as we go? What, the Elixir?" 

 

Rubia quietly nodded. 

 

"That doesn't make any sense...." 

 

"Is it more sensible for me to make the Elixir and then go deliver it alone?" 

 

"......" 

 

I had nothing to say. 

 

Ren imagined two scenarios. 

 

What if I didn't take Rubia with me here? 

 

Ren would leave first to stop the Mutant horde. 

Rubia would make the potion for Zeno and head to the battlefield alone. 

What if Rubia was attacked by a Mutant? 

 

...Ren would have to bear Zeno's burning rage. 

 

What if I took Rubia with me here? 

 

It would be a little slower, but he would protect Rubia and head to the battlefield. 

She would be out of her mind making the potion while walking, and he would have to deal with many more Mutants. 

After all that hardship, he would finally take her to Zeno? 

 

...Then he would face Zeno's cold anger, asking why he brought Rubia in the first place. 

 

It was a dilemma, indeed. 

 

Ren began the greatest 고민 of his life. 

 

"...You're sure you can make it while walking, right?" 

 

"It's definitely possible. I was even called a Witch, you know." 

 

"Haa... stick close to me. I don't want to get hit and die...." 

 

Ren chose the lesser of two evils. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

Eve arrived at the battlefield. 

Her arrival alone boosted the morale of the soldiers. 

On top of that, she even manifested a mental barrier. 

 

"Charge! Charge!" 

 

"This is the land of the 어인!" 

 

The soldiers, no longer under Greed's mental control, pushed back the Mutant horde. 

At this point, the number of Mutants decreasing was clearly felt. 

Eve was even taking care of the wounded soldiers, so the atmosphere on the battlefield couldn't be better. 

 

It was definitely good.... 

 

"...So. You brought Rubia to this incredibly dangerous place?" 

 

Zeno's mood was not good at all. 

 

"I asked him to bring me. Don't be too angry, Zeno." 

 

"Y-yeah, man. She begged me so much that I had no choice but to bring her. I wanted to leave her behind if I could, you know?" 

 

"...Haa." 

 

Barely suppressing his anger, I released Ren's collar. 

Greed was watching from the sky, so there was no time to waste on unnecessary emotional outbursts. 

 

Leaving Ren, who was coughing and backing away, I examined Rubia's body from head to toe. 

 

"Are you hurt anywhere, -ssi?" 

 

"No, thanks to Ren." 

 

"...What on earth were you thinking, coming all the way here? I can't even take you back." 

 

I wasn't sure if I could ask Noel. 

He had been drawing magic circles recently, so he was short on blood. 

And he had already used Teleport twice today. 

 

"It's okay. Fight without worry. Ren is responsible for protecting me, he said." 

 

"...What? You said I just had to bring you here. There was no such thing as......." 

 

Ren flinched as Zeno glared at him. 

 

"...Was there, -yo?" 

 

It seemed like he was about to speak informally. 

But again, this wasn't the time to point that out. 

 

"Then are you going to fight Greed instead of our Zeno?" 

 

Ren's eyes darted around at Rubia's question. 

 

Greed, standing like a mountain in the sky. 

On the other hand, the Mutant horde, which seemed like they would die if you poked them anywhere. 

 

Defense is easier than offense, after all. 

 

"...I'll take responsibility and protect you." 

 

Ren chose the easy path. 

 

"Huu... It's good that you came to supply the Elixir, but...." 

 

Unpleasantness dripped from Zeno's eyes. 

 

I could feel the Elixir's effect wearing off. 

I also knew that I wouldn't be able to fight Greed at all without it. 

 

Even so. 

 

I didn't like that Rubia had been brought to this dangerous place. 

If Ren hadn't had to protect Rubia, I might have punched him right away. 

 

"Be sure to protect her. If anything happens to Rubia...." 

 

Zeno poured all of Rubia's freshly made Elixir into his mouth. 

The dwindling mana filled up, and vitality returned to his body. 

He would have to rest for a while, but right now, he felt confident enough to face Greed. 

 

"You're next after Greed, Ren." 

 

With those words, Zeno kicked off the ground. 

 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

There was one more thing to worry about. 

Zeno didn't like that fact at all. 

 

Chwaaaak- 

 

Even while cutting down Mutants, I kept looking back. 

 

Rubia seemed to have decided to help Eve, and was giving potions to the wounded soldiers. 

 

In fact, Zeno knew it too. 

 

There was no way Rubia would have insisted on delivering the Elixir and come all the way to the battlefield. 

She probably just wanted to be helpful. 

If the soldiers collapsed, Zeno would be in danger in the end. 

 

In the end, she was worried about Zeno. 

 

But knowing Rubia's heart didn't make the anxiety go away. 

 

That was because. 

 

[...He was more capable than I thought.] 

 

Slowly but surely, Greed was descending. 

Greed, who hadn't moved at all until now, began to move as soon as Rubia arrived. 

 

"Move faster! Greed is coming down!" 

 

There wasn't a soldier who didn't hear Zeno's voice. 

As proof, the hands that were defeating the Mutants were moving even faster. 

 

Zeno quickly retreated from the front lines. 

I ran as if I was being shot. 

 

"...Of all times." 

 

The location where Greed was descending was not good. 

The gaze of the Great Demon was directed precisely at Rubia. 

 

[An Alchemist? That's a potion I've never seen before.] 

 

Greed was showing interest in the Elixir that Rubia was making. 

And when a Demon was interested, it was never a good thing. 

 

I gritted my teeth. 

I focused all my Aura on my legs. 

At the end of running so hard that my legs were about to break. 

 

Kkaaang-! 

 

"You can't go there." 

 

I arrived in front of Greed. 

 

[Fast. Did you eat the potion that one made too?] 

 

Greed's impression ended there. 

A look as if he had no business with you. 

 

He casually pushed away Zeno's sword. 

 

Kagagagak- 

 

Clearly, bare hands and a sword were competing, but there was the sound of metal clashing. 

 

Geugeuk- 

 

"I told you, you can't pass." 

 

But Zeno held on. 

The single-minded determination to not let Greed go to Rubia. 

That made Zeno surpass his limits. 

 

[Ho. Enduring? My power? This... It doesn't seem possible with just the power of the potion.] 

 

Greed's expression, which had been bland, changed. 

Eyes as if looking at a strange animal. 

 

I felt disgusted, as if bugs were crawling on my body. 

But it was okay. 

At least he had turned his attention away from Rubia. 

 

"Is a Great Demon someone who can't even get past one mere human?" 

 

The Elixir I drank earlier wasn't showing its full effect. 

Zeno was planning to buy time until the effects fully manifested. 

 

[Ha. I'm living to see the day.] 

 

However, I didn't expect this. 

 

Kkaaang! 

 

As Greed swung his arm, Zeno was pushed back in an instant. 

 

[You seem to be mistaken about something.] 

 

Clap. 

 

Greed clapped his hands together. 

 

At the same time. 

 

Thump. 

 

Thump. 

 

Kuuung- 

 

Zeno's heartbeat slowed down. 

 

"...No, this is." 

 

I looked around. 

 

The sky dyed gray. 

The shouts of the soldiers fading away. 

The wind that had stopped flowing. 

 

It wasn't that Zeno's heartbeat was slowing down. 

 

Right now, Greed was stopping the time of the world. 

 

[The reason I haven't stepped forward until now is to avoid using unnecessary power.] 

 

Step. 

 

Step. 

 

Greed slowly walked over. 

Zeno could only watch. 

 

Because right now, the world except for Greed had stopped. 

 

[But I have to get what I want to be satisfied.] 

 

Greed lifted Zeno's chin. 

I was forcibly met with purple eyes of unknown depth. 

 

[It's perfect. Someone killed all my minions.] 

 

Just making eye contact made me feel like I was suffocating from the crushing air. 

Greed put his hand on Zeno's head and said. 

 

[I'll make you my new subordinate.] 

 

The sentence that flowed from the Great Demon's mouth was a clear command. 

 

 

 

 

 



18. Wolf (4)

 

 

Duguen.

 

Duguen.

 

The more I stare into the eyes of Greed, the more my heart starts beating again.

But this was definitely not a good sign.

Somewhere in my head is turning white.

 

I feel like I'm getting further and further away from being 'human.'

 

It was only this much thanks to the mental barrier.

 

If I had come into contact with Greed without a mental barrier....

 

"......"

 

Zeno tried to avoid Greed's gaze.

He tried to squeeze his eyes shut and turn his head.

Of course, it was no use.

 

Because Zeno couldn't even twitch a finger in the stopped time.

 

[...Annoying. What kind of holy magic is this from earlier?]

 

Luckily, Greed wasn't able to break through the mental barrier.

I need to find a way before I completely lose my mind.

 

Think.

Even if he's a Great Demon, he can't be completely unrestricted in wielding the great power of time.

 

[...Tch.]

 

It becomes even more certain as I see cracks forming on his face as time passes.

 

He can't maintain the stopped time for long, or...

He has to pour in an enormous amount of power to stop time.

 

[Did I break the seal too early?]

 

Greed, sighing, took his hand off Zeno's head.

 

The unpleasant feeling of memories turning to dust disappeared.

 

[I have no choice.]

 

Instead, goosebumps rise all over my body.

 

Step, step.

 

Greed walked past Zeno.

 

Behind Zeno are Rubia and Eve.

 

"Keung...."

 

Eve was barely able to move in the time stopped by Greed.

Because she is the user of the mental barrier.

However, that fact rather backfired.

 

[So you were the culprit. You don't look human.]

 

Greed walks straight to Eve.

Eve took a few steps back with difficulty, but it was far too slow to escape.

 

[Should I break this head?]

 

"Kehek......!"

 

Greed, who quickly caught up with Eve, grabbed Eve's neck with one hand and lifted her up.

 

Kkuuk.

 

Greed's hand tightens.

Eve's already pale skin becomes even paler.

 

Greed stopped time, but the senses remained the same.

 

In other words, everyone in the group knows the situation Eve is in.

 

They know, but they could only helplessly watch Eve suffer.

 

[It's quite excellent for a toy made by the Saintess.]

 

"Keo... Heuk...."

 

[But... it's just a toy after all.]

 

Just as Greed was about to twist Eve's neck with a snap.

 

[......?]

 

Greed stopped.

It doesn't mean he stopped on his own.

Just like he did, he froze as if time had stopped.

 

[What is this....]

 

The cause was not far away.

 

Hwaaaak!

 

A light so bright that it blinds the eyes bursts out.

The source of the light is Rubia.

To be exact, it was the scarf that Rubia always wears.

 

"...??"

 

Rubia, not understanding what was happening, widened her eyes.

On the other hand, Zeno's eyes were filled with joy.

 

Come to think of it, this wasn't the first time time had been interfered with.

 

Regression.

 

The miracle that allowed me to meet the current Rubia.

 

[Holy relic? Why is this here....]

 

Horror fills Greed's face as he checks Rubia's scarf.

Of course, the identity of the scarf didn't matter to Zeno.

 

Kkattak-

 

What mattered was that the frozen time of Zeno was flowing again.

 

Seureung-

 

It meant that I had a chance to stab a sword into Greed's heart.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Zeno immediately clashes with Greed.

 

Kkaang-!

 

Sparks fly from the arm that collided with the sword.

 

"Cough, cough...."

 

Eve, who was being held by Greed due to the recoil, was released.

 

"Get behind me!"

 

Eve coughed and slowly crawled towards Zeno.

 

[Where do you think you're going....]

 

Kkang!

 

I blocked Greed from trying to snatch her in the middle and hid Eve behind me.

 

Kagagak-

 

Greed was the first to back down from the contest.

 

[I have no luck. How could a holy relic be here?]

 

Greed glared at Rubia's scarf.

Judging by the fact that he can't approach, that scarf must be protecting Rubia.

 

That's a relief.

Currently, only Zeno can move as normal.

It's difficult to protect the slowed Eve and the stopped Rubia at the same time.

 

"Eve. Can't you bring back time with your mental barrier?"

 

"...Normally, it wouldn't work, but."

 

Eve's gaze stays on Rubia's scarf.

 

"The Divine Power pouring out from there is something I've never felt before.... I think I can do it somehow."

 

"Good. Then please do it quickly."

 

Eve immediately sat down, closed her eyes, and put her hands together.

 

[Don't do anything foolish!]

 

Did he feel the danger in Eve's energy?

Greed, with widened eyes, rushes in.

 

Kkaang!

 

Of course, Zeno didn't willingly give way.

 

Kaang- Kkang! Kagagak-

 

Rather, he pressured Greed.

Biting with the sword has always been Zeno's specialty.

 

Now Greed can't stop Zeno's time.

But that's all.

It wasn't like I suddenly had the power to split Greed's solid body.

 

Neck, arm, leg, waist.

No matter where I aim, it feels like I'm swinging a sword at steel.

 

[You're doing something useless.]

 

"......"

 

[Are you trying to cut my body with just silver?]

 

I can't stop the sword even though I know it's useless.

If I let him go to Eve, there's really no chance of winning.

 

Kagak.

 

Ting-

 

Now the silver sword is chipping.

Even the sword that had been wielded for a lifetime was not enough to cut through the Great Demon's body.

 

"Eve! Are you not done yet?"

 

"......"

 

No answer comes back.

 

Is she concentrating?

 

Zeno didn't even have the余裕 to look back at Eve.

 

[I wanted to make you my subordinate... but you're still not strong enough.]

 

Teop.

 

Greed grabbed Zeno's sword for the first time.

 

And.

 

Kang!

 

He broke it in an instant.

 

As if he didn't do it because he couldn't, but he didn't, very easily.

 

[It's a pity, but I'll have to kill you here.]

 

Greed, smacking his lips as if he was really disappointed.

 

Deudeudeudeu-

 

The ground begins to shake.

In an instant, the atmosphere changes.

Black aura gathers around Greed.

 

"...Damn it."

 

I lift up the silver sword that's been cut in half, but Zeno knows.

If I get hit by this attack, I'll definitely die.

 

Until now, Greed had been restraining his power.

Literally, to possess Zeno.

But the Great Demon lost interest and the purpose changed.

It was impossible for a human to single-handedly stop a Great Demon who was genuinely exuding murderous intent.

 

Is this really the end?

 

Zeno's emotion in the face of death was just one thing.

 

Regret.

 

If I only subdue Greed here, everything will be resolved.

 

Rubia's false accusation will be cleared, and the territory will be returned.

In the reclaimed territory, Zeno and Rubia will start a family.

I might have seen a daughter who resembled Rubia, or a son who resembled me.

 

...It's really a shame that I can't see that 모습.

 

Kkwaaang!

 

Greed kicked off the ground as if he was being shot.

Greed, with a black aura around his fist, approaches.

 

Kkwak.

 

Zeno gathered all his aura and focused it on the sword.

Even if it's the end, it's to leave a fatal wound.

 

Just before Greed's fist was about to pierce Zeno's stomach.

 

"...It's done."

 

Eve opened her eyes and said quietly.

 

Jjaekkak-

 

It's like I can hear the sound of clock hands in my ear.

 

Jjaekkak-

 

No, this is actually being heard.

 

What this sound means is only one thing.

 

The time that Greed had stopped is flowing again.

 

Kwaaaang!

 

Greed's flying body was bound.

 

"Are you okay?"

 

The voice came from the sky.

When I raise my head, I see Noel, whose height has been reduced to half of half.

 

"I was late because I was hastily switching the magic circle."

 

What she's holding in her hand is a rope made of black magic.

 

[Insignificant things...!]

 

It was the rope that was binding Greed now.

 

Zeno, seeing Greed stopped right in front of him, let out a hollow laugh.

 

"That 모습 is...."

 

"It's just the price I paid."

 

The magic circle that was originally intended to summon Greed.

Noel remodeled the magic circle while the battle was taking place.

 

Into a small prison that can even bind a Great Demon.

 

The magic circle drawn using the entire village and the price Noel paid made it possible.

 

"Get out of the way!"

 

Hwiririk!

 

Ren runs in from afar, throwing throwing stars.

The throwing stars that would have bounced off if they had flown straight.

 

Peoeong!

 

[Cough... What is this again...!]

 

It turned into poisonous smoke and seeped into Greed.

 

"Please step back, Zeno-nim!"

 

Kwaaaang!

 

The Holy Spear that came out of Eve's hand, who had cast a spell, is꽂힌다 into Greed's stomach.

 

[Keoheok...!]

 

The collaboration of black magic, gas, and Divine Power made Greed defenseless for a moment.

 

Kwajik!

 

Zeno was able to stab Greed's heart thanks to everyone's help.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Paseuseu-

 

Greed's shell, which was like steel, gradually crumbled.

 

Even a Great Demon couldn't survive with a destroyed heart.

 

[How did I wake up... I can't die like this...!]

 

Greed coughed up blood and waved his hand towards Zeno.

 

"...?"

 

His hand didn't reach Zeno, who had already stepped back, but I felt strange.

 

Something... I feel something hot rising from inside.

 

[The mark will definitely devour you.]

 

You're useful at times like this, Puppeteer.

Leaving those words behind, Greed eventually turned to dust and disappeared.

 

"It's over."

 

Noel said calmly.

 

"The sky is opening."

 

The sun returns to the sky that had darkened when Greed arrived.

 

"Zeno!"

 

Someone is running from afar.

 

I could tell without looking back.

 

"Rubia."

 

"Are you okay, Zeno?!"

 

Warak.

 

Rubia, who ran in at once, hugged Zeno.

 

Greed was defeated, and Rubia is safe.

 

It's definitely a situation to be happy about.

Zeno wasn't happy at all.

 

No. Rather, something... is wrong.

 

"...Please step back!"

 

"Kyaak!"

 

Zeno pushed away Rubia, who was clinging to him.

Rubia, who fell on her butt, sent a shocking look, but there wasn't even time to explain.

 

Kkumteul.

 

Pain rises from my side.

It was the spot where the Puppeteer's mark remained.

 

"Uuup...."

 

"Zeno!"

 

Rubia, surprised, tried to run over.

Fortunately, Noel grabbed Rubia.

 

"You mustn't approach, Gongnyeo."

 

"What are you saying? Let go of me?!"

 

"Look at that."

 

Noel pointed at Zeno.

 

Udeuk, Udeudeudeuk.

 

Joints twisting with a terrible sound.

Increased field of vision.

White fur sprouting all over my body.

 

"......Zeno?"

 

Rubia's expression becomes blank.

Zeno realized after seeing his 모습 reflected in the rose-colored eyes.

 

Werewolf.

 

The Mutant I've subdued the most in my life.

 

Zeno had become a Werewolf.

 

 

 

 



19. Treatment (1)

 

 

I defeated Greed.

The clouds part, and the sun returns.

I also wiped out all the Mutants that Greed had summoned.

 

You'd expect cheers of victory to erupt from somewhere, but the battlefield was as silent as a graveyard.

 

Zeno knew the reason very well.

 

Keureureu-

 

I tried to speak, but only a raspy sound came out, scratching my throat.

It was because my vocal cord structure was completely different from when I was human.

 

My vision narrows.

My heightened sense of smell picks up the stench of blood all around.

 

I looked around.

 

Numerous soldiers grip their spears tightly, staring at Zeno.

The expression on their faces was one of uniform wariness.

 

And for good reason.

 

Their ally, who had been fighting at the vanguard until just now, had become a Mutant.

And since I wasn't exactly rampaging, they were just maintaining a state of alert.

 

"Hey, you... are you really okay?"

 

I turned my head.

 

"Can you... can you even hear me?"

 

Ren asked, pointing a dagger at me.

His hand trembled.

It would have been better if he'd just stabbed Zeno with the dagger instead of hesitating.

 

The sharp blade feels like a provocation.

My body, sensing the threat, involuntarily swells up.

 

Keureureu-!

 

Instinct overpowers reason.

Zeno lunged at Ren, but.

 

Kwack!

 

Noel caught me with a rope.

It was the same rope that had bound Greed.

 

Zeno, who had been baring his teeth at Ren, regained his senses.

When I bowed my head to thank Noel, Ren's expression turned strange.

 

"...I, it looks like he's going back and forth?"

 

Ren, his legs giving out, collapsed to the ground.

Eve dragged Ren away, securing a safe distance from Zeno.

 

Have I mutated?

Or am I still okay?

 

As the soldiers, unable to make a quick judgment, stood there indecisively.

 

Someone strode towards Zeno.

 

"Princess, are you crazy?"

 

Of course, that someone was Rubia.

If Noel hadn't stopped her, she would have definitely approached Zeno.

 

"Didn't you just see? It's dangerous to approach him now."

 

"It's okay, let go."

 

"The mutation might not be fully progressed yet, so he's docile. He could change at any moment...!"

 

"Even if Zeno becomes a Mutant, there's no way he'd attack me."

 

In the end, Rubia shook off Noel's arm.

She stood before Zeno with a determined expression.

 

"Zeno. Do you recognize me?"

 

A spot where she could have her head bitten off at any moment.

As the people around watched with cold sweats, Rubia confidently raised her head.

 

Keureureu-

 

Zeno obediently nodded.

No matter how far I was drifting from humanity, I had no intention of attacking Rubia.

 

"Good. Then, can you sit down for a moment? My neck is a bit sore."

 

Zeno readily sat down.

Only then was I at eye level with Rubia.

 

"See? Our Zeno is different from other Mutants."

 

Rubia looked around and spoke as if declaring it.

 

Is he okay now?

Ren, thinking that, reached out his hand to Zeno.

 

Deopseok-

 

Even though it snapped at empty air, it made a terrifying sound.

 

"...Crazy."

 

If he hadn't pulled his hand away with that reaction speed, it would have been eaten whole.

 

"Don't act recklessly, -ssi."

 

Eve dragged the slumped Ren away again.

 

"...Zeno? Why are you doing that?"

 

Rubia tilted her head, and Zeno lowered his head as if he had nothing to say.

 

"Weren't you supposed to be docile?"

 

Rubia stroked Zeno's head and patted his enlarged body.

 

Each time, the onlookers swallowed their screams, but Zeno showed no reaction.

 

"...He's docile this time."

 

As Rubia, lost in thought, rested her chin on her hand.

 

"Perhaps it's only like that with Rubia-nim."

 

Azel pushed through the crowd of soldiers.

He had dark circles under his eyes, as if he had been healing someone until just now.

 

"Only with me? But that can't be..."

 

"Wouldn't it be? But as you can see."

 

Azel, surrounded by a barrier made of Divine Power, reached out his hand to Zeno.

 

Pagak!

 

If there hadn't been a barrier, it would have been Azel's hand that was shattered.

 

"...Only Rubia-nim doesn't elicit aggression."

 

"......"

 

I'd never heard of a Mutant being picky about who they attacked.

If they were going to attack, they should attack all humans, or none at all.

Seeing it with my own two eyes, I had nothing to say.

 

"Rubia-nim. I understand that you want to say that Zeno-nim is safe. But that's only limited to Rubia-nim. We can't just let Zeno-nim go like this."

 

As Azel clasped his hands together, azure Divine Power erupted from Zeno.

A water prison was created in an instant.

Zeno was imprisoned in the same prison that had held the Mutants of Regalim.

 

"Azel-nim. But..."

 

"But I also know that we shouldn't treat the person who saved Regalim like other Mutants."

 

As Azel manipulated his Divine Power, the shape of the prison changed.

The water prison rapidly shrinks.

The Divine Power gathered around Zeno's neck was reminiscent of a collar.

 

"This is..."

 

"I've transformed my Divine Power. It has the same effect as a prison, but... this way, you can stay by Zeno-nim's side."

 

Azel handed the collar to Rubia.

 

Rubia stared silently at Zeno's collar before saying to Azel.

 

"You could have just locked Zeno up. To go this far..."

 

"Yes. It's shameless, but I'd like to ask you a favor. The development of the Mutant cure potion... I hope you'll complete it."

 

Azel bowed deeply.

 

Even without doing this, I was planning to complete the Mutant cure potion and leave Regalim.

 

"Can you provide me with any materials I want?"

 

"We'll do anything we can to support you."

 

Now that things had come to this, there was not a single reason for Rubia to refuse Azel's request.

 

Rubia took off her scarf and wrapped it around Zeno's neck.

 

"I'll definitely cure you."

 

Hwareureuk.

 

Rubia's eyes blazed with passion as she returned to the lab.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day.

Even before the sun rose, Rubia came to the lab.

 

The Greed subjugation celebration that was originally scheduled was postponed.

 

The reason, of course, was Zeno's treatment.

 

"Don't worry, Zeno. I'll definitely cure you."

 

Rubia hugged Zeno tightly.

Due to the difference in size, it looked like Rubia was being embraced by Zeno.

 

Zeno rubbed his head against Rubia's shoulder.

 

Rubia, having stroked Zeno's head, began to manufacture the potion in earnest.

 

While Rubia was working hard on something, Zeno's job was to keep his thoughts from breaking off.

 

It's only been a day, but I feel even further removed from being human.

 

Now it's even hard to understand words.

 

-Wor... Zeno. Definite... you.

 

In fact, that's how Rubia's words sounded to me earlier.

I roughly guessed what she was saying through context, but even that would be difficult as time went on.

 

So, Zeno decided to think about Rubia.

 

Rubia's face.

Rubia's personality.

The reasons why I like Rubia.

 

As I savored each one, the speed at which I was drifting away from humanity definitely slowed down.

 

Now I'm more drawn to raw meat than grilled meat, but Zeno can endure it.

 

"If I combine this with this..."

 

Because there's Rubia, who's working hard for someone as insignificant as me.

 

Zeno could still be human.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Three days since Zeno became a Mutant.

 

During that time, the number of visitors to the lab that Rubia used alone had increased significantly.

 

"Lord. I've brought the basket of ingredients."

 

"Ah... thank you. Just leave it there."

 

"Understood. Is there anything else you need?"

 

"Yes. Bring me the things I've written down here."

 

Eve came to deliver the necessary ingredients.

Rubia would write down the list of ingredients, and Eve would obtain them with the soldiers of Regalim.

 

Was it because they saw Zeno fighting against Greed?

The soldiers of Regalim quickly obtained the ingredients that Rubia wanted.

 

"Hey, wanna bite me?"

 

Keureureureu....

 

"What are you gonna do if you keep staring like that? Try biting me?"

 

Perhaps he had a lot pent up, Ren came to tease Zeno, who was tied to a leash.

 

"...Ren. If you keep doing that, I'm gonna untie the leash?"

 

"I'm sorry."

 

Of course, he quickly backed down when I threatened to kick him out for disturbing the research.

 

"Is the research going smoothly?"

 

"Ah... actually, this part is..."

 

"Hmm. It doesn't seem necessary to include this."

 

Noel sometimes came to help Rubia's research.

She is a Black Wizard and a professor who teaches magic at the academy.

Using both knowledge, Noel couldn't help but be helpful.

 

"Please take a break."

 

"...Yes. Just until this is done..."

 

"If you overdo it like that, you'll get sick. Zeno-nim is also watching you with worried eyes."

 

Azel would prepare meals and relieve Rubia's fatigue, etc.

He often stopped by to take care of Rubia.

 

If Azel hadn't come, Rubia would have collapsed from not sleeping or eating.

 

Everyone's help was needed to defeat Greed.

The same goes for the development of the Mutant cure potion.

Everyone in Regalim moved with the single-minded goal of curing Zeno.

 

Zeno thought as he watched the visitors who came to the lab every day.

 

This life, unlike my previous life, doesn't seem to be lived in vain.

 

 

 

 



19. Treatment (2)

 

 

I had a dream.

It was a familiar dream.

 

A forest where rain was drizzling.

I wander through the dark forest where not a single ray of sunlight penetrates.

 

Where am I heading?

 

Without even realizing it, my feet moved tirelessly.

 

In one hand, a silver sword stained with blood.

In the other hand, I held four werewolf heads.

 

Ah, then I realized.

The request to subjugate five werewolves.

I was moving tirelessly like this for that final piece.

 

Buseureok-

 

An alien sound that doesn't naturally occur in the forest.

My steps stopped at the sound that wasn't hidden by the rain.

There's no need to move first.

 

Because.

 

Keuheoeong-!

 

If I stay still, it will come on its own.

 

Chwaak-

 

Without even looking back, I cut off the werewolf's neck.

 

That's it.

 

I can survive for about another week with this.

It was a Mutant subjugation request with a fairly high reward, but the costs involved are also considerable.

Usually, half of the request fee goes towards equipment repair costs.

 

I indifferently pick up the wolf's head and return.

The thin raindrops wash away the blood.

As I walk, stepping on the muddy ground, something feels strange.

 

Why am I here?

 

I looked around.

 

A gloomy and dark forest.

 

The forests look almost identical, but this is definitely a place I've been to before.

 

"This is...."

 

I looked down at my body again.

 

The silver sword, already washed clean of blood.

 

There's no way the silver sword, which was shattered in the battle with Greed, would be intact.

There's no need to subjugate werewolves for a reward.

 

"Then why am I here...."

 

My head throbs.

As I hold my temples, a face comes to mind.

 

Fluffy black hair with soft wolf ears on top.

Rosy eyes that I always looked up at because of her petite frame.

A sky-blue scarf that she always carried around like a treasure.

 

"...Rubia."

 

It came to me.

The place I needed to return to wasn't the guild or anything like that.

 

By Rubia's side.

I need to go back to Rubia's side, who is still agonizing and continuing her research for Zeno.

 

As I realized that fact, the surrounding scenery blurred.

As color was added to the gray world....

 

Zeno woke up from the nightmare.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Zeno is sweating a lot more than usual today.

 

"...Why is he like this?"

 

While I was in the middle of researching a Mutant treatment potion, I heard a wolf-like groaning sound.

When I turned around, I saw Zeno, who was asleep, sweating buckets.

Rubia was so surprised that she stopped her research and came to Zeno's side.

 

I wiped away the sweat with a towel and put my hand on his forehead.

 

"!"

 

A forehead as hot as a burning fire.

To exaggerate a bit, it felt like I was going to get burned.

 

Rubia's ears twitched, feeling uneasy.

 

"Could it be... because of the elixir I gave him?"

 

Zeno ate every elixir he could get his hands on before fighting Greed.

He even ate them during the battle, so the aftereffects must be considerable.

 

I thought the aftereffects had disappeared because his body had turned into a werewolf.

But what if it was just slightly delayed?

 

A werewolf's body is three times stronger than that of an ordinary human.

Considering that fact, it's not strange that the aftereffects are hitting him now.

 

"What should I do...."

 

Even after wiping away the sweat and putting a cool towel on him, he doesn't seem to be getting any better.

I can make a fever reducer quickly, but Rubia hesitated.

 

Is it okay to give it to a werewolf?

 

That was the thought.

 

All the potions I've made so far were for humans, so it was natural.

 

Challenging something when there's no information requires considerable courage.

What if I give him a fever reducer and it makes things worse?

Rubia already felt like her heart was tightening just from imagining it.

 

But should I just leave him like this?

 

Just seeing Zeno in pain makes me want to take his place.

It would be great if there was a potion that could take away the pain.

Rubia bit her lip and even had such absurd thoughts.

 

It just so happens that yesterday was the day I gave him the first completed Mutant treatment potion.

After seeing that the aggressiveness of 50 other Mutants was significantly reduced when they took it, I gave it to Zeno as well.

 

But Zeno is the only werewolf Mutant in Legareum.

What if it was a medicine that only worked for fish-man Mutants, and that's why Zeno, who couldn't accept the potion, is in more pain?

 

Rubia felt like she really couldn't bear it.

 

"...I'm sorry, Zeno."

 

All I could do was apologize and wipe away his sweat.

The incompetence of not being able to do anything more when her future husband is sick was weighing down on her whole body.

 

"......"

 

Zeno quietly opened his eyes.

 

"...Zeno?"

 

Golden eyes resembling a werewolf.

But there was no way Rubia could be mistaken.

 

"Your eyes...."

 

His gaze had returned.

From the eyes of a beast to the warm gaze he only showed Rubia.

 

"Rubia."

 

"...Huh?"

 

I thought I misheard.

 

"What did you just say...."

 

"Rubia."

 

It was a low voice that sounded like it was scratching his throat, but it was clearly audible.

 

"...Could you hug me, Rubia?"

 

Because a Mutant can never use such a sentence.

His voice is still like a wolf, but his tone is definitely Zeno's.

 

Kkwak.

 

Rubia opened her arms and hugged Zeno.

Because of the difference in physique, Rubia was still being hugged by Zeno.

 

"Are you... okay?"

 

"I don't know... Keueung...."

 

Zeno, who was stroking Rubia's hair, groaned.

Judging from the way he was shaking his head, he seemed to have a headache.

 

"The medicine Rubia gave me. It seems like I regained my senses for a moment with that......."

 

Zeno's words trailed off.

The golden eyes that were looking at Rubia also turned back to those of a wolf.

Zeno fell asleep again.

He didn't seem to be in as much pain as before.

He wasn't sweating anymore, and his fever had gone down a lot.

 

Rubia, who had been hugging Zeno for a while, got up from her seat.

 

"I see. I understand for sure now."

 

Zeno briefly returned to his original self.

 

Seeing it with my own two eyes, I can grasp the situation.

 

The points to be supplemented are duration and effect.

 

The effect can be amplified as much as I want, but the duration is the problem.

 

Just increasing it for a short time won't allow Zeno to return to being completely human.

 

Rubia looked at the sky-blue scarf hanging on the wall.

 

It rewound Zeno's time.

A mysterious scarf that made the stopped time move again.

 

Rubia was staring at the legacy her father left behind for a long time.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Two weeks since Zeno became a werewolf.

 

Rubia's mood has seemed quite good lately.

 

"Heum~ Heumheum~"

 

The hand mixing the potion was light, and the humming that came out naturally was cheerful.

 

It must be because she's making progress in her research.

That must be it, but there was one thing that bothered me.

 

There's a hole in the scarf Rubia is wearing.

And it's in the shape of a heart.

 

There's no one who would do such a bizarre thing while coming to the lab.

Then either Zeno had a sleepwalking episode and did it without realizing it, or Rubia did it herself.

 

"Hehehe...."

 

Looking at Rubia touching the scarf as if she liked it, the latter is more likely.

 

Why on earth would she do that?

 

I don't know if it's because it's damaged, but I can't feel the mysterious power that interfered with time from the scarf anymore.

 

She definitely said it was a legacy her father left behind....

 

While Zeno was tilting his head, unable to understand the reason.

Time continued to flow relentlessly.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Three days later again.

 

Rubia called the group to the lab.

 

What the group who came down to the lab saw was Rubia proudly puffing out her chest and wagging her tail.

 

"Have you completed it, Ju-nim?"

 

"I wouldn't have called you if I hadn't. Just look at that high nose. You could use it as a sundial."

 

Eve tilted her head, and Ren whispered next to her.

When Zeno growled from behind, Ren shut his mouth as if nothing had happened.

 

"Gongnyeo. Why is the scarf like that?"

 

Noel, whose height had returned to normal, pointed to the scarf.

 

"Hehehe...."

 

Rubia only smiled and touched the scarf instead of answering.

 

Noel's mouth dropped open as he looked at Rubia and the sky-blue potion placed next to her.

 

"Could it be... Did you put it in? In the potion?"

 

Rubia nodded with a confident face.

 

"Zeno said something a few days ago. It was only for a very short time, though."

 

Challangchallang.

 

Rubia holds the potion and approaches Zeno.

 

"There were only two problems. No, one was solved right away, so there was only one."

 

I untied the scarf and wrapped it around Zeno's neck.

 

A cute heart-shaped scarf that doesn't suit his huge size.

Zeno's expression becomes subtle, while Rubia smiles very 만족스럽게 and pats him on the shoulder.

 

"The duration of the potion. No matter what ingredients I used, it seemed like he would return to normal in a month."

 

"...So you put the scarf in? To create a permanently lasting potion?"

 

Rubia's ears perked up as if that was exactly it.

 

"Rubia-nim? Then what about the fish-man Mutants? I mean...."

 

Azel glanced at the scarf around Zeno's neck with his hands clasped together.

At best, a scarf is just a scarf.

Even if I make all of that into a potion, it's questionable whether I can give it to all the Mutants, and I don't have the cheek to ask them to use all the scarves.

 

As Azel hesitated, Rubia extended her finger.

 

"Azel-nim. Would you like to open the cupboard once?"

 

"If it's a cupboard...."

 

With a questioning expression, Azel opened the cupboard.

And before long, his expression was filled with joy.

 

"It doesn't take that much to go into the potion, so I've already made enough."

 

"......Thank you so much."

 

What's in the cupboard is the same sky-blue potion that's in Rubia's hand.

There was already more than enough Mutant treatment potion.

 

"Then. Now I'll really show you. What happens when you drink this."

 

Rubia stood in front of Zeno with a confident gait.

 

"Zeno. You trust me, right?"

 

Kkeudeokkkeudeok.

 

Zeno nods as if it's obvious.

 

Rubia, who smiled and stroked his head, slowly poured the potion into Zeno's mouth.

 

Kkulgeokkkulgeok-

 

Not long after the potion went down Zeno's Adam's apple.

 

Ttudooge-

 

Ududeoge-

 

Just like when he turned from a human into a werewolf.

 

Zeno's skeletal restructuring began.

 

 

 



19. Treatment (3)

 

 

Ttuduk-

 

Ududuk-

 

With the sound of joints snapping, Zeno's large frame shrinks.

 

Even though she's been holed up in her lab every day, she's already made a Mutant cure potion?

 

The party's expectant gazes turn to Rubia.

Especially Azel's eyes, which sparkled as if they were about to shoot lasers.

 

Rubia's shoulders rose even higher, and her tail spun like it had a motor attached.

 

Just as Zeno shrank back to his original size.

 

"......?"

 

The change stopped.

So... Zeno had only become a small Werewolf.

 

"...Isn't something wrong here?"

 

Ren looked back at Rubia.

 

"Uh... that shouldn't be happening?"

 

"It seems like he's not changing anymore."

 

Eve said, fiddling with Zeno's forearm.

Unlike before, Zeno didn't try to attack, but he still seemed to be a Werewolf.

 

"...Rubia-nim?"

 

Azel looked at Rubia as if asking what was going on.

 

"......"

 

Rubia was just as bewildered.

Because if her calculations were correct, Zeno should have already returned to normal.

 

"W-well, that's......"

 

While Rubia was gaping, at a loss for words.

 

"He's still changing."

 

Noel interjected bluntly.

 

"It looks like it stopped halfway through, though...?"

 

"He's changing very subtly."

 

Noel put his hand to his right eye and cast Black Magic.

His right eye, turned red, scanned Zeno.

 

"It doesn't seem to be a potion that changes him all at once. It looks like it'll take at least three days."

 

"...That's true."

 

Azel, who had similarly enhanced his eyesight with Divine Power, nodded.

 

Zeno's body was changing very slightly, so much so that you wouldn't notice unless you really focused.

 

"So, in the end, he's still a Werewolf?"

 

"......"

 

Rubia shut her mouth at Ren's words that cut to the core.

 

"But he seems a little more docile, though...?"

 

Ren poked Zeno.

Normally, it wouldn't be strange for his arm to be bitten off right away.

Zeno was just glaring at Ren.

Of course, that alone was threatening enough, so Ren quietly backed away.

 

"Rubia-nim. Will he definitely be able to return to normal as time passes?"

 

"......Yes."

 

"...Are you sure?"

 

"Yes, yes! The effect is certain!"

 

Rubia, who was about to add "maybe," hurriedly shut her mouth.

This was because doubt began to fill Azel's eyes, which had been sending her infinite trust.

 

"I understand. Then, trusting in Rubia-nim, I will feed the Mutants the potion."

 

Azel made a wrapping cloth with Divine Power and then packed the Mutant cure potions into it.

 

"Then I'll go back too. I'll come back when he's completely human."

 

Not long after Azel left, Noel also left the lab.

She had recently become engrossed in studying the corpse of Greed.

 

"I hope you get some rest, Ju-nim. You haven't had a proper rest in a while, have you?"

 

"Yeah, the kid's right. Isn't all that's left is to wait?"

 

Eve and Ren were right.

Rubia released Zeno's leash and hugged him tightly.

 

"I'm going upstairs to wash up. You can stay put, right?"

 

Nod-

 

"I thought I'd be able to come back right away... Are you disappointed?"

 

Doridori-

 

"Then... you still believe in me?"

 

Rubia, unusually timid, looked up at Zeno like a frightened small animal.

Zeno was dumbfounded when he saw her slightly trembling rose-colored eyes.

 

So, he thought I was disappointed with just this much?

 

Zeno couldn't say that he would always be on Rubia's side forever.

 

Kkwak-

 

He replaced it with a sincere hug.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next morning.

 

Rubia, who had fallen asleep in Zeno's arms, couldn't wake up easily.

 

It was understandable.

 

In the meantime, Rubia had been splitting her sleep into two-hour chunks to do research.

 

Zeno stayed still as possible so that Rubia wouldn't wake up.

 

"Umm...."

 

Rubia squinted and wriggled into Zeno's arms.

In fact, it would be more accurate to say that she covered Zeno like a blanket.

 

"Warm...."

 

Ttchok.

 

Rubia kissed Zeno on the nose and closed her eyes again.

 

"Good night...."

 

She just woke up and she's going back to sleep.

Rubia smiled and fell asleep like that.

 

Zeno chuckled and stroked Rubia's hair.

 

If he could keep his fur, he thought it might be nice to make it into a blanket later.

 

Since yesterday, his body hadn't changed at all.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

The next day came.

 

Rubia stood in front of Zeno with a serious expression.

 

"...Why hasn't he changed at all?"

 

Zeno's body no longer returns to human form.

Not even a single bit since he took the potion.

 

According to Noel and Azel's diagnosis, he should be back to human tomorrow.

But how can there be no progress like this?

 

"...Should I feed him another one?"

 

Feeling something was wrong, Rubia tried to open the lid of the remaining potion.

 

Deopseok.

 

Zeno grabbed Rubia's hand and shook his head.

 

In fact, even though there was no difference in appearance, Zeno himself felt many changes.

 

First of all, his sense of smell became dull.

 

He no longer felt like chasing after the smell of blood.

He didn't feel like hurting people either.

Now he was more attracted to grilled meat than raw meat.

He even felt like he could eat vegetables just fine.

 

The disappearance of animal instincts meant a return to humanity.

 

However, there was only one animalistic instinct left.

 

That was the feeling that he shouldn't drink that potion one more time.

 

If he were asked to explain why, he honestly wouldn't be able to....

Somehow, he felt that if he took more of the Mutant cure potion, he would degenerate into a species before humans.

 

"Umm... you don't want to eat it?"

 

Kkeudeok-

 

"If you don't want to, I can't force you. Then let's wait a little longer."

 

Rubia, who let out a long sigh, fortunately put the potion back in its place.

 

Two days after taking the potion.

 

Zeno's appearance still hadn't changed from a Werewolf.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Three days later, as Noel and Azel had predicted.

 

Rubia left Zeno's warm embrace early in the morning and opened her eyes wide.

 

"...He still hasn't changed?"

 

It was because she was determined to see Zeno return to human form.

 

She went to bed late yesterday, thinking that something might happen, but she woke up so early.

 

When I looked at her as if asking if she was okay, Rubia proudly stuck out her chest.

 

"I can't miss the effect of the potion I made."

 

I stretched out my arms towards Rubia.

It meant, "Why don't you get a little more sleep?"

 

Rubia's pupils shook violently.

Rubia swallowed hard, closing her eyes tightly as if resisting temptation.

 

"N-no way, even if you come at me like that. I'll bring breakfast, so wait. Got it?"

 

Rubia shook her head and ran out of the lab, returning with baked bread.

 

She didn't take her eyes off him throughout breakfast.

But Zeno didn't return to human form.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Zeno didn't return until after lunch and evening.

 

Eventually, Rubia brought Noel and Azel to the lab.

 

"There's no mistake. Zeno will return to human form today."

 

"I think so too, Rubia-nim. Although his appearance hasn't changed at all, the flow of mana is already similar to that of a human."

 

Azel continued, taking Zeno's pulse.

 

"It's the same reaction as the Mutants who took Rubia-nim's potion. Even if there is no difference in appearance, he is no different from a human. ...Isn't Zeno-nim already acting like a human now?"

 

Azel pointed to Zeno.

How he managed to do it with his wolf-like hands.

He was making toast with vegetables and ham in the bread he had baked himself.

 

"That's true, but...."

 

"Then I think we can just wait a little longer."

 

If so, that meant the Fishmen would be back soon too.

Azel returned to check on the Fishmen.

 

"There's nothing to go wrong, so put your worries down, Princess."

 

"It's not like I'm particularly worried, but......."

 

"Does someone who isn't worried have such dark circles under their eyes?"

 

Noel said, glancing at Zeno.

 

"What are you doing again? Your Lord is overdoing it like this. Put her to sleep."

 

Now that the Lord-servant relationship was over, there was no disagreement about putting her to sleep.

 

Well, Rubia looked too tired.

 

Zeno, nodding, hugged Rubia tightly from behind.

 

"I'm totally fine... I have to see Zeno come back...."

 

Even as she said that, Rubia began to nod off.

She couldn't resist the drowsiness in Zeno's fluffy arms.

 

Rubia fell asleep nodding off, and Noel left.

 

Kung.

 

Kung.

 

He felt it.

He felt that it was time to return to normal.

 

Kung. Kung. Kung.

 

His heart beats faster and faster.

 

"Heok."

 

Rubia, who was in his arms, woke up in surprise at how big and fast it was beating.

 

"Zeno? Are you okay?"

 

Zeno couldn't answer.

 

In addition to his heart beating as if it would burst, a ringing in his ears shook his brain.

 

"――!"

 

When his vision turned white and Rubia's voice faded away.

 

Tudduk.

 

There was a sound of something tearing.

 

Tudeudeuk!

 

The sound came from Zeno's body, specifically from the skin on his back.

 

Deudeuk!

 

Zeno's bare back was revealed through the torn skin.

The skin gradually opened as if molting.

 

His head popped out as if bouncing out of the gap that had opened up like that.

 

"...Rubia."

 

Finally, Zeno returned to human form.

 

 

 

 



19. Treatment (4) Reversal of Power and Species

 

 

Tuk.

 

Like peeling off a mascot head, the wolf's skin falls to the floor.

What remains is Zeno's nude body, without a single thread on it.

What happened during the transformation?

The luster flowing from his entire body catches the eye.

 

Gulp.

 

Rubia's Adam's apple bobs as she swallows.

 

She's seen his firm chest muscles and abs often enough.

She's touched them often too, so the stimulation is relatively less.

 

But this is the first time she's properly seen the thing in his lower half.

She inhales sharply without realizing it.

It was much bigger than she'd imagined.

 

If something like that went inside her....

 

Rubia felt her lower abdomen thumping.

 

"Rubia."

 

"Uh, huh?"

 

"...Could you perhaps bring me something to put on?"

 

Zeno turned his head away awkwardly.

It was because Rubia's gaze, fixed on his lower half since a while ago, showed no signs of letting up.

 

"Ah, okay! J-just a moment...."

 

Startled, Rubia flapped her ears and dashed towards the door.

But as she grabbed the doorknob, she abruptly stopped.

 

A quick glance-

 

She turned around.

 

The place Rubia is in now is the lab.

The personal lab Azel lent her for the purpose of researching Mutant treatment potions.

It's underground, and the others won't come down unless Rubia calls them first.

At least not until tonight.

 

"......"

 

Thinking that, the atmosphere of the lab seems different.

The light from the dimming lamp feels like just the right lighting.

Not even the sound of insects can penetrate the perfectly soundproofed room.

The bed Azel provided so she could get some sleep while researching was spacious.

Enough for two people to lie on.

 

And most importantly, there's Zeno standing in the middle of it all.

Zeno, who isn't trying to cover up, just turning his head away.

 

As her thoughts reached that point, Rubia slapped her cheeks.

 

Am I crazy?

To kick away an opportunity like this and try to bring him clothes.

 

Click-

 

Rubia locked the door.

 

"...Rubia?"

 

Ignoring Zeno's flustered voice, she strides towards him.

 

"Zeno. I can't take it anymore."

 

"What... do you mean?"

 

She glared at Zeno for pretending not to know.

If he's going to act like this, she has no choice.

Rubia hugged Zeno and stood on tiptoe.

While Zeno's body stiffened, she began to whisper directly into his ear.

 

"We defeated Greed, didn't we?"

 

"...Yes."

 

"And we made the Mutant treatment potion. It worked perfectly, right?"

 

"That is correct."

 

"Isn't all that's left is to return to the territory?"

 

A sweet voice digging into his ear.

The warm body temperature conveyed by being pressed close.

Cold hands teasingly stroking his waist.

 

"...You're hard."

 

At this point, there's no way he can endure it.

Especially when the other person is the one he loves.

 

Before he could even open his mouth, Rubia grasped Zeno's manhood pressing against her thigh.

 

"...And hot."

 

Rubia said, caressing the thing that couldn't be held in one hand.

 

"We don't have to hold back anymore, right?"

 

A clear word of permission.

 

"We can switch roles just for today...."

 

"...Roles?"

 

"Yeah. You're the master today."

 

Rubia tapped Zeno's chest with her other finger.

 

"Like an object. You can handle me however you want...."

 

Her panting breath tickles Zeno's chest.

 

"...I want to bear the master's child."

 

The sudden use of honorifics.

The string of reason snaps.

 

"...Heh."

 

Zeno swept back his hair.

 

This has happened several times.

Rubia provokes, and Zeno endures.

 

He's really, really held back a lot.

 

All for Rubia, for their future.

 

But now, as Rubia said, there's no need to hold back.

 

Squeeze.

 

Zeno grabbed Rubia's butt with all his might.

 

"Hic."

 

Rubia looks up at Zeno, seemingly frightened.

To act weak now, after provoking him first.

 

"You started this."

 

Even if she looks at him with that face, Zeno has no intention of going easy on her.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Zeno lifted Rubia's chin.

 

"Hmph...."

 

What followed was not a gentle kiss.

A rough kiss as if to devour her.

He bites her lower lip.

He inserts his tongue through the small opening.

He breathes into her without considering Rubia's pace.

He mixes his tongue with hers without consideration for a long time before pulling away.

The long string of saliva snapped.

 

"Hek... Haaek...."

 

Rubia exhaled the breath she had been holding back.

The Zeno who was the kindest in the world is gone.

Just a beast-like figure indulging in pleasure.

The price for provoking a male who usually has a lot pent up was not small.

That unfamiliar appearance was scary, and intoxicating.

 

Zeno grabbed Rubia's chin again and met her eyes.

 

"I can be gentle if you want."

 

His hand, which had slid down, firmly grasps Rubia's chest.

 

"Or should we do it like this?"

 

Two choices given before her eyes.

Rubia sensed that this was her last chance.

Zeno's answer now would determine how he would spend the night with Rubia.

 

"M-more... Mooore...."

 

Rubia clung to Zeno.

She sucked on his neck, collarbone, and chest, scraping them with her front teeth.

Markings appeared here and there in an instant.

 

"Do more... Master-nim."

 

Of course, Rubia chose the latter.

 

She took Zeno's hand and rubbed it against her crotch.

Her skin could be felt through her already soaked underwear.

 

"...Still haven't come to your senses."

 

Zeno tore Rubia's underwear along with her pants.

It was because taking off the damp clothes wasn't easy.

 

"Ugh... quickly...."

 

Rubia pressed her body even closer, as if not caring about such things.

 

"Don't rush me."

 

Zeno thrust his fingers into Rubia's pussy as she wanted.

 

"Haa...!"

 

"Just one. Don't make a fuss."

 

"Hngh... Too, thick... S-stop...!"

 

It wasn't a lie.

A finger thicker than anything she had.

She felt like she was running out of breath even though it clearly hadn't all gone in.

 

Zeno didn't care about Rubia's condition.

Because that's what Rubia wanted.

He stirred his fingers without mercy.

 

With a squelching sound, fluids dripped down.

Rubia, her legs losing strength, tried to lean on Zeno.

 

"Stand straight."

 

"Hngh...?!"

 

Zeno didn't catch her and stepped back.

Rather, his finger went in even deeper.

Rubia's toes spread wide with the tingling sensation.

 

"Did you come?"

 

"Yeah... Hngh...."

 

"Answer me."

 

"Ye-yes...!"

 

The middle finger suddenly enters.

Thick fluid flows out endlessly like a broken faucet.

 

"Hng...!"

 

No matter how much she tried to hold it in, moans leaked through her teeth.

She loses strength again.

 

Zeno, who noticed first, said.

 

"Stay still. I'll punish you if you try to lean on me."

 

Even if he said that, she couldn't stand any longer.

Rubia collapsed as if hugging Zeno.

Zeno immediately swung his hand.

 

Smack-!

 

"Kyaak...!"

 

Her butt stinging.

Zeno hit Rubia's butt with sincerity.

Literally to punish her.

 

"I told you to stand straight."

 

"Hngh...!"

 

Rubia put strength back into her legs.

She thought it was really her limit, but when the pain was added, she could somehow endure it.

 

"Haa... Haa...."

 

Even while Rubia's legs trembled, Zeno's hand didn't stop stirring inside her pussy.

 

Rubia, who had come lightly several times, tried to collapse.

 

Smack-!

 

Each time, she was hit on the butt.

It definitely hurt like it was on fire.

But, a strange pleasure also filled her.

Has her body become one that accepts anything as pleasure if it's Zeno's touch?

 

"Is this your preference?"

 

"N-no...! It's not...."

 

"Isn't it?"

 

Even though she was squirting sticky fluid every time she was hit on the butt.

Making a puddle under her feet, shaking her head was not convincing at all.

 

"This is the last one. If you endure it, I'll give you a reward."

 

Zeno wiped away the tears that had formed in the corners of Rubia's eyes and moved his hand even faster.

 

"Ah...! Hngh...!"

 

The fluid that flowed out, not tiring, made a lewd sound.

Rubia's pussy contracted madly as if swallowing Zeno's fingers.

 

"Hngh...!"

 

Rubia, who had come once again, leaned heavily on Zeno.

 

Smack-!

 

She was hit on the butt without change.

But there was one thing that had changed.

 

"Good job."

 

Zeno immediately stroked her butt gently.

It was definitely stinging, but even that sensation was so good.

He had been sternly scolding her until just now, but the touch of his hand gently caressing her was so blissful.

 

Rubia, completely entrusting her body to Zeno, giggled.

He picked up Rubia, who was giggling like an idiot, and threw her onto the bed.

 

"Then I'll give you your reward now."

 

Zeno grabbed Rubia's legs and spread them apart.

Rubia, who had no strength left in her body, couldn't resist at all.

Honey dripped from the exposed crack.

 

This should be enough foreplay.

Thinking that, Zeno pressed his glans against Rubia's pussy.

 

Thump.

 

Thump.

 

Rubia's body trembled slightly.

While Zeno was tormenting Rubia with his fingers, his thing had grown uncontrollably large.

His throbbing cock, throbbing so much that the pulsations could be felt, looked almost ferocious.

 

If something like that went inside her, she might break.

But that was fine.

If she was broken by Zeno's thing, it didn't matter.

 

"I'm going in."

 

There was no need to push hard.

Rubia's pussy, already soaked, was almost sucking it in.

Zeno's cock, sliding in, seemed to break through something.

 

"Heeuk...!?"

 

Rubia's back arched.

A sensation as if her lower abdomen was being pierced.

Her mind goes blank.

A tingling sensation spreads from her spine throughout her body.

Her toes spread wide.

She can only make gasping sounds as her breath can't escape.

Her consciousness fades for a moment before returning.

 

"Haa... Hngh...!"

 

It hurt more than she thought, and it felt better than she thought.

 

She can feel love from the hot pillar filling her lower abdomen.

 

"Does it hurt?"

 

She can feel affection in that voice that tries to pretend to be indifferent.

 

"Haa... H-it doesn't... hurt at all...."

 

"...Bluffing."

 

Zeno lowered his head and kissed her.

Much more gently than before.

It was clear that he was waiting for Rubia's pain to subside.

 

The two, hugging each other tightly and sharing breaths, pulled away with a "pooh" sound.

 

"Why are you giggling?"

 

"Because I'm too happy."

 

"......"

 

"Huu... You can start moving now...?"

 

"Don't order me around."

 

Where does she get the nerve to be so relaxed when she can't even breathe properly from panting?

 

As a warning not to be cheeky, Zeno lightly bit Rubia's ear.

 

"Hic...!"

 

A cute scream leaked out.

Rubia tried to cover her mouth with her hands, but it was no use.

 

Zeno grabbed both her wrists with one hand and lifted them above her head.

Rubia, pinned under Zeno with even her arms restrained, was in a truly defenseless state.

 

In contrast, Zeno still had one hand free.

Zeno placed his remaining hand on Rubia's chest.

 

"M-Master-nim?"

 

Rubia's voice trembled.

It was because she instinctively sensed the pleasure that was about to come.

 

Zeno scratched the tips that had risen on her plump breasts.

Slowly, and gently.

 

"Haa...!"

 

His mouth was constantly nibbling at Rubia's ear.

He bit it with his teeth and breathed into it.

 

"Kuh, Haa...! Hng...!"

 

Rubia's back arched every time he touched her nipples.

Her breathing quickened every time he stimulated her ear.

 

No matter how much Rubia twisted her body to try to escape, Rubia, firmly pinned under Zeno, couldn't move an inch.

All she could do was let out moans that would further excite Zeno.

 

"Guk... Hngh...!"

 

Tears welled up.

Saliva drooled from her parted lips.

 

She didn't think it was ugly.

 

Because Zeno had made her this way.

 

Even Rubia's broken face was lovely.

 

But he thinks he should stop tormenting her around this point.

 

Rubia's pussy convulsed madly, spewing fluids.

Zeno's cock, which had been inserted since a while ago, was also swollen as if it would burst.

Now it was hard for Zeno to endure.

 

"I'm moving."

 

"Ugh...!"

 

Rubia, making a sound that was neither a moan nor an answer, nodded.

She pleaded with a face covered in sweat and tears.

 

"Devour me... Pleaset, hngh!"

 

Before she could say anything cheeky again, he thrust his hips.

There was no more time for Rubia to talk nonsense.

 

"Ugh, Haa...! Hngh...!"

 

He pressed down with his full weight.

Rubia climaxed lightly each time he reached the end.

The proof was the tide that spurted out with a "pffft" sound each time he moved back and forth.

Rubia's pussy squeezed tightly every time Zeno's thing entered.

 

The pressure she was feeling for the first time in her life was a pleasure that was hard for even Zeno to endure.

The throbbing gradually intensified.

Rubia, sensing that, wrapped her legs around Zeno's waist.

 

"Huu... All inside...."

 

"I wasn't planning on pulling out."

 

The piston movement quickens.

The slapping sound soon becomes a squelching sound.

The squeezing also intensifies.

When the sensation of ejaculation reached its peak.

 

"Kuh...."

 

Zeno, pressed close to the root, spewed out his essence.

Pleasure gushing out with a gurgling sound.

With the hot throbbing, Rubia's back arched greatly.

Rubia, soaked in sweat and disheveled, accepted Zeno's love that flowed out without end.

 

"Huu... Haa...."

 

He pulled his thing out of Rubia, who was breathing roughly.

With a gurgling sound, the milky white fluid that had been filling her pussy flowed out.

Rubia, still not over the afterglow, was gaping with her hole without even thinking of wiping it away.

 

That appearance was so sensual that Zeno's cock became stiff again.

 

"Ze, Zeno?"

 

Rubia stutters, flustered.

 

"Zeno? Weren't you going to serve me as your master today?"

 

"Ah, no. Master-nim. You just came, how can you......."

 

"I don't know. Maybe it's because you're too sexy."

 

Zeno, saying words he wouldn't normally say, turned Rubia over.

Rubia, unable to lift even a finger, could only scream.

 

"Wa, wait a minute! Just a moment... At least give me some time to rest...!"

 

Zeno pulled Rubia's tail.

Rubia, with only her butt raised, dripping milky white fluid between her cracks.

 

Fear filled her.

 

She had already come several times just now.

More than that here...?

 

As if answering, Zeno thrust his hot cock in at once.

 

"Heeuk...!"

 

"Weren't you expecting this to happen?"

 

"Haa... Haa...."

 

Zeno moved his waist while grabbing Rubia's tail.

Rubia couldn't even answer and gasped for breath.

Even so, the pussy walls squeezing tightly were honest.

 

"You have to endure at least until I get tired."

 

"Eugeuk...."

 

As if trying to release everything he had pent up, Zeno spewed out his essence all night long.

 

That day, Rubia had to pay the price for provoking Zeno until her voice was hoarse.

 

 

 



19. Treatment (5)

 

 

Inside the quiet laboratory where not even the sound of a small bug could enter.

 

"Eugh..."

 

Intermittent groans filled the laboratory.

 

"...Are you alright?"

 

"Do I... look alright?"

 

Rubia glared at Zeno.

Having nothing to say, Zeno awkwardly turned his head.

He knew they had been building up to it for a while, but even Zeno thought last night was a bit much.

...No, actually, it was way too much.

 

After the sixth time, he lost count and just kept going....

 

"...It still throbs, my arms, my legs... and down there too...."

 

Rubia shivered, her whole body aching.

No matter how much she begged, Zeno had pounced on her like a beast, leaving no part of her body unscathed.

 

"...I'm sorry."

 

All Zeno could do was apologize.

 

"I told you to do as you pleased, but still...!"

 

Rubia bumped her head against Zeno's chest.

 

Of course, it didn't hurt him at all.

He gently massaged her ears with an apologetic heart, and Rubia mumbled.

 

"...What should we name it?"

 

"Huh?"

 

"The baby's name. After what we did last night... surely, one must have been conceived...."

 

Embarrassed, Rubia's face flushed red as she buried it in Zeno's chest.

 

"A name... you say."

 

It was a question he had never considered.

Well, Zeno hadn't expected things to go that far last night either.

 

"I think we should take our time to think about it."

 

"You think so too?"

 

"Yes, it won't be too late to think about it after we return to the territory."

 

"Okay..."

 

Rubia languidly drawled, hugging Zeno tightly.

Their bare skin was pressed together, as they weren't wearing anything.

They could feel each other's body temperature and pulse.

 

Zeno, who was also holding Rubia, said.

 

"Shouldn't we get up soon?"

 

There were no windows in the laboratory.

Without sunlight, it was impossible to gauge the time properly.

Only a gas lamp illuminated the interior.

 

All he knew was that it was well past morning.

Considering they had collapsed and fallen asleep almost at dawn, he was probably right.

 

"I should get up. I need to get up...."

 

Rubia groaned, lifting her head before collapsing back onto Zeno.

 

"...I can't get up."

 

"Is it that bad?"

 

"Whose fault do you think it is...!"

 

Without exaggeration, Rubia couldn't move anything except twitch her head.

 

She puffed out her cheeks and glared at Zeno.

In response, Zeno kissed Rubia's forehead.

 

Tch.

 

"So, did you dislike it?"

 

"What? No, it's not that I disliked it."

 

Rubia's face flushed slightly in embarrassment.

 

"I did it because you were too lovely."

 

"......Keuh! Of course, I would be. I seduced you first, after all...."

 

"I love you."

 

Zeno patted Rubia's back and then kissed her cheek.

 

Rubia's eyes widened, and she froze.

 

Why is he suddenly acting like this today?

Where did the Zeno who always acted like a simpleton go....

 

Rubia's mind became confused, and she didn't notice.

 

That Zeno had gained even more courage and confidence since last night.

So, Zeno acted proactively.

And he successfully broke Rubia.

 

"I, I love you too... but still! You can't just get away with words!"

 

"Then what should I do?"

 

"Carry me on your back for the day. Or hold me. Either way, you have to take me around all day."

 

"Understood."

 

Zeno stood up, supporting Rubia's back and thighs, and lifted her up with a flourish.

It was the princess carry that people commonly referred to.

 

"Ze, Zeno?"

 

Rubia blinked, wrapping her arms around Zeno's neck in a daze.

 

"I will carry you like this today. Do you dislike it?"

 

"...No, I like it."

 

Her face was getting too close, so Rubia turned her head slightly.

It was always Rubia who held the initiative.

But after being hit with such a barrage as soon as she woke up, she couldn't get a grip on herself.

 

"Yo, you keep asking if I disliked it. It's not that at all, okay? I liked it too. So, do the same next time. Got it? I like being treated roughly like an animal. The reason I provoke you or bicker with you all the time is because I want you to punish me...."

 

That was why Rubia was rambling.

She had conveyed her true feelings with all her heart, but there was one thing Rubia hadn't anticipated.

 

"......Zeno?"

 

The sudden hardness she felt on her waist.

 

Zeno turned away from the door and placed Rubia back on the bed.

 

"Why, why is it like that again?"

 

"I don't think this is... my fault."

 

Rubia's true feelings had been a stimulus, and it had flipped Zeno's switch.

 

"Isn't it because you said such outrageous things?"

 

"What did I say... No, never mind. I think I was wrong. I'm really tired, so right now...!"

 

Rubia's words were cut short.

Zeno and Rubia left the laboratory a long time later.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"So... Zeno-nim returned to normal yesterday, and that's...."

 

Azel couldn't continue, rolling his eyes around.

 

Zeno was haphazardly draped in wolf skin.

And Rubia was wrapped in a blanket and held in Zeno's arms.

 

...What could he say to these two who had suddenly appeared like this near lunchtime?

 

"Haa......."

 

Azel let out a deep sigh filled with complicated emotions.

He should be happy that the Mutant treatment potion had proven effective.

Moreover, he should be even happier that the benefactor who had saved Regalim had returned.

 

But doing that in the holy cathedral... was that something to be happy about?

 

His eyes kept being drawn to the markings that couldn't be hidden.

 

......

 

If they had been caught up in the emotion of returning to being human, it wouldn't be entirely incomprehensible, but....

 

"...So. Are you saying you need clothes?"

 

"......Yes."

 

Rubia, her face flushed red, answered in a barely audible voice.

 

It wasn't like Rubia and Zeno wanted to come to Azel looking like this.

 

But what could they do?

 

Zeno, having returned to being human, had been naked from the start.

And Zeno had torn Rubia's pants and underwear, turning them into rags.

 

All they could do was hang their heads low.

 

"Please wait a moment."

 

Azel gave a weak smile and lent Rubia and Zeno some clothes.

 

Zeno went into the next room and hastily changed his clothes.

After dressing Rubia, who couldn't move due to muscle pain, he picked her up again and returned to Azel.

 

"Um... are you planning to stay like that all day today?"

 

Azel, unable to hold back any longer, said, his mouth twitching.

 

"That's right."

 

"May I ask why?"

 

"Um...."

 

Zeno glanced at Rubia.

He couldn't exactly say that he had been too rough with her, could he?

 

"We were both a little... excited yesterday...."

 

But unexpectedly, Rubia gave a similar answer.

 

"I understand. You don't need to say any more."

 

Azel, unable to suppress a sigh that was about to escape, continued.

 

"Actually, we confirmed this morning that some of the Mutants are returning."

 

"Ah, that's a relief!"

 

"Yes. Those who have returned said they wanted to thank the person who made the cure...."

 

Azel stared blankly at Rubia, who was being held in Zeno's arms.

 

"Haha......."

 

Rubia laughed awkwardly and avoided his gaze.

 

"...It seems like today will be difficult, so I'll tell them to come back later."

 

"Thank you...."

 

"It seems like you both need rest for now. I'll bring you a meal, so please wait a moment."

 

Azel quickly brought a meal from the dining hall.

Just as Zeno, who was hungry, was about to move his spoon.

Azel asked.

 

"The work is all finished. From subjugating the Great Demon to treating the Mutants... will you now return to the Tobiel Kingdom?"

 

"I should."

 

"When are you planning to return?"

 

"Well...."

 

Zeno looked at Rubia as if asking what she wanted to do.

Rubia, who received his gaze, said.

 

"I'm thinking of going back after seeing those who have been cured of their mutation."

 

"I see."

 

Azel stood up from his seat and bowed deeply.

 

"Today, I will represent the Merfolk in expressing our gratitude."

 

"Huh? No, there's no need to do that...."

 

"No. Truly, without exaggeration, you two are the benefactors of Regalim."

 

Azel raised his head.

 

"So, if you need any help, please let us know. The Merfolk will never forget Rubia-nim and Zeno-nim's grace."

 

The smile on her lips was truly reliable and trustworthy.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

It was when Zeno and Rubia were returning to the laboratory after finishing their meal.

 

"Oh? Zeno? You're back?"

 

Ren and Eve could be seen walking from far down the hallway.

Eve ran over when she saw Zeno holding Rubia.

 

"You've returned, Zeno-nim."

 

"Yeah. I came back last night."

 

"That's a relief. I was worried because you didn't seem to be changing at all."

 

Ren, who had belatedly followed Eve, said something he didn't mean.

 

A guy who was worried was putting his hand in his mouth and taking it out as a prank.

If he hadn't exercised superhuman reason, he would have bitten Ren's hand off.

 

"Tsk, but the state you guys are in...."

 

"Let's talk while we walk."

 

Leaving Ren, who seemed to have noticed something, behind, Zeno quickly walked to the laboratory.

 

"Hmm. You've come."

 

Noel was standing in front of the laboratory.

 

"I was waiting because the door was locked. Did you go to eat?"

 

"Just now. But why were you waiting?"

 

"I came to observe the progress of the mutation. It seems like it was successful."

 

"Yeah."

 

He could feel that his companions were concerned about Zeno's return to being human.

 

Perhaps, he hadn't lived this life in vain.

 

Click-

 

Zeno opened the laboratory door with that thought in mind.

 

Then, a certain smell stung his nose.

 

"...What's this smell?"

 

Ren frowned and stepped back.

 

"This is... the smell that comes out when Lord is in heat."

 

On the other hand, Eve, who had stepped forward, answered innocently.

 

"They mated yesterday. A lot, too."

 

On top of that, Noel drove the nail in.

 

That's right.

 

The laboratory was a sealed place without a single window.

Although it had ventilation magic cast on it, it wasn't enough to blow away the smell of the two people who had been entangled all night.

 

Zeno and Rubia hadn't noticed because they had gotten used to it, but the smell, which they hadn't noticed, was felt again after they had been outside for a while.

 

"The smell that occurs when beast-people mate is especially unique."

 

Rubia and Zeno, whose faces had turned even redder because of Noel's calm words, hung their heads low.

 

It was a day with many shameful situations in many ways.

 

 

 



20. Return (1)

 

 

I somehow managed to clean up the lab, sticking Ventilation magic scrolls all over the place.

 

"Huu...."

 

Is it a relief that I didn't see Rubia's pants and underwear scattered on the floor?

 

"I think this is enough."

 

"I guess so...?"

 

While Zeno was cleaning, Rubia was lying on the bed for a while.

Even for Zeno, he couldn't clean while holding Rubia.

 

"Did you pack everything you need?"

 

"Yeah."

 

Rubia holding a basket full of potions and herbs.

Zeno picked up Rubia in his arms and came out of the lab.

 

The party, unable to enter because of the smell, was waiting.

 

"Now that we've roughly achieved our goal... what are you going to do from now on?"

 

By subjugating the Great Demon, Rubia will be able to shed the stigma of being a Witch.

Ren successfully eliminated Modeus.

Eve regained her memory.

It's about time for Noel to return to his professorship.

 

"I have to go back to Hessler Territory first."

 

Now everyone has to return to where they belong.

 

"Isn't the 3rd Princess-nim ruling Hessler Territory now?"

 

Rubia, held in Zeno's arms, asked.

 

"Yeah. She's probably squandering money at the casino every day by now."

 

After defeating Platz Marquis, the ownership of the territory was transferred to the 3rd Princess of Tobiel Kingdom.

 

"Casino... can we demolish it...?"

 

Rubia muttered with a serious face.

The condition the 3rd Princess set for ruling the territory was the establishment of a casino.

Of course, at the time, there was no other way to ask.

Still... she couldn't possibly want to have a casino on the land passed down for generations.

 

"Uh... well... talk it over with the Princess-nim."

 

"......"

 

When Rubia glared at him, Ren looked away.

 

Rubia is still considered a Witch in Tobiel.

But he tells her to talk to the Princess directly.

In fact, even as a Duchess, she is a difficult person to deal with.

 

"How about sending a letter first?"

 

"...Okay. Let's do that. I don't know what kind of treatment I'll get if I suddenly visit."

 

Rubia pulled Zeno and headed to Azel's room.

After borrowing a pen and paper from Azel, she entered a quiet room.

 

"Can you sit down?"

 

"Yeah... somehow."

 

Rubia sat in front of the desk, her legs trembling.

Her body wasn't fully recovered yet, but she could at least write.

 

Rubia took a deep breath and dipped the pen in ink.

Rubia paused as she tried to move her hand onto the high-quality Regalim Cathedral-exclusive stationery.

 

"Rubia?"

 

"...Zeno. What should I do?"

 

"What are you talking about?"

 

"I... I've never done this before...."

 

Rubia looked at Zeno with her ears drooping.

 

"Wow, when sending a letter to royalty, what should the first sentence be? I don't think I can start with a normal greeting... and how should I phrase it?"

 

Rubia started rambling and shaking her legs.

 

Come to think of it, that's right.

Rubia is a Duchess, but she probably has no practical experience.

 

When she was young, she was weak and stayed in her room.

After she grew up a bit, she was immediately branded as a Witch, and her family fell apart.

 

She probably doesn't have any experience writing letters, not even to other nobles, let alone royalty.

 

"What if they don't even read it after seeing the first line...."

 

"Rubia."

 

Zeno simply hugged Rubia gently.

 

"I was born a lowly bastard, so I don't really know how to send letters to royalty... or anything like that."

 

"......Lowly bastard."

 

"But there's one thing I'm sure of."

 

And he gently patted her back.

 

"The Princess-nim won't ignore the letter. It also has the seal of Regalim Cathedral... if 'Rubia Hessler' is alive, she will never ignore it."

 

"...Really?"

 

"She definitely will. So, don't worry."

 

"......"

 

Rubia, who had been staring at Zeno's face, nodded.

 

"Then hug me."

 

"How do you mean?"

 

"Put me on your lap. Hug me tight until I finish writing the letter."

 

"Understood."

 

As she wished, he picked up Rubia, sat her on his lap, and hugged her from behind.

 

"Are you uncomfortable?"

 

"No, it's totally comfortable."

 

It seems like it would be uncomfortable since I have to bend my back slightly.

Rubia waved her hand as if it didn't matter and started moving the pen.

 

The anxious look was gone, and Rubia wrote the letter to the end with a calm and comfortable expression.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After taking a rest, the next day came.

 

"It will take about a month for the letter to arrive."

 

"It's going faster than I thought."

 

"It's thanks to the developed maritime mail."

 

Azel, who sent Rubia's letter, smiled gently.

 

"Rubia-nim. Are you feeling better?"

 

"Ah, yes! I'm fine now!"

 

After resting for a day, Rubia was able to walk on her own again.

 

"Then would you please follow me? There are many people who want to express their gratitude."

 

"Of course!"

 

As if excited, Rubia followed Azel with light steps.

 

"Please wait here for a moment. They will be waiting in front of this."

 

Azel turned the handle connected to the pulley.

 

Kkieeek-

 

The hinges screamed as the huge gate slowly opened.

 

"Wow......."

 

Even before it was fully opened, you could already see the densely packed Fishmen.

 

Kuoong.

 

The gate was fully opened.

Rubia didn't even need to go outside.

 

"Everyone. I have brought the benefactors who saved Regalim."

 

As Azel pointed to Rubia and Zeno.

 

"Thank you for saving the village!"

 

"Thanks to you, my husband came back!"

 

"Thank you...! Thanks to you, my children...!"

 

So many words of gratitude poured out that it was hard to understand.

 

"This is a specialty of our Regalim...."

 

"Some fruits grown in our house...."

 

The gratitude was not just words.

The Fishmen were so quick that they quickly piled up gifts in front of Rubia and stepped back.

 

"U-Um, everyone...?"

 

Rubia looked around.

Everywhere she looked, there were Fishmen.

And all of them were Fishmen expressing their gratitude.

 

Rubia's eyes eventually spun as she tried to look at everyone.

 

"O-Oh, what should I do? What should I do in this situation...."

 

The broken Rubia clung to Zeno.

 

"Everyone here has goodwill towards Rubia. You don't have to be afraid."

 

"B-But this is the first time I've been in this situation...!"

 

I guess so.

 

The gazes that were always directed at Rubia were hatred and contempt.

These warm gazes must have felt awkward.

 

"Do I deserve this kind of treatment...?"

 

I understand that she's worried, of course.

 

That's why Zeno held Rubia's hand tightly.

 

"Rubia should have received this kind of treatment from the beginning."

 

"That's right. Rubia-nim is more than qualified."

 

Azel chimed in from the side.

Thanks to that, Rubia's stiff expression gradually relaxed.

 

"Please wave your hand at least."

 

"...Like this?"

 

Rubia timidly waved her hand at the Fishmen.

 

―Waaaaaaah!!

 

Then, thunderous cheers poured out.

That completely dispelled her anxiety.

 

Rubia waved her hand greatly and shouted.

 

"Thank you, everyone! Thank you for coming back!"

 

Her face had a brighter smile than ever before.

The flower of laughter that Zeno had always wanted to create was blooming.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After receiving the gratitude of the Fishmen, a festival was held in Regalim.

A festival that was supposed to be held as soon as Greed was subjugated.

It was a festival that was postponed because Zeno became a Werewolf.

 

The festival, which continued with a pleasant atmosphere, quickly came to an end.

Now, the time to return was just around the corner.

 

"...So. You're saying you'll return with us."

 

"That's right."

 

The morning of the day they were supposed to return.

Azel came to the port with a small number of Holy Knights.

 

"We can definitely be witnesses."

 

"I'm grateful that you're lending us a ship, but even that...."

 

"It's okay. It's nothing compared to what Rubia-nim did to save Regalim."

 

The soldiers shouted 'That's right!' from behind.

 

Surely, if there are testimonies from Azel and the Fishmen, it will be of great help when Rubia clears her name.

 

"Thank you."

 

No matter how much they helped first, it's not easy to follow them across the sea.

Just grateful, Zeno bowed his head to Azel.

 

Azel waved his hand, saying it was okay, and boarded the ship with the Knights first.

 

The party members were already all on the ship.

 

Once Rubia and Zeno boarded, they would leave Regalim and return to Tobiel.

 

"Shall we get on too?"

 

"Yes. Take my hand."

 

Zeno, holding Rubia's hand, boarded the deck and looked around.

 

Awkwardly, the surroundings were bustling.

 

"What's wrong, Zeno?"

 

Clearly, when they came out of the cabin, it was just Rubia and I.

At first, I didn't think about getting help from anyone.

No, I couldn't think of that.

Zeno had always been alone, and he had solved things alone.

 

However, it was no longer the case.

 

"Hey, kid. Did you check the power well?"

 

Ren strokes the back of Eve's neck.

 

"Am I Ren? Would I forget something like that? I've already checked it several times."

 

Eve crosses her arms with a confident expression, then gets a flick on the forehead from Ren.

 

"Hmm... it's getting complicated with so many people."

 

Noel shakes his head at the sight of the ship full of people.

 

"Everyone! Don't take out the barrels of alcohol now, put them in the warehouse!"

 

Azel scolds a soldier who is secretly taking out a barrel of alcohol.

 

Thanks to that, the noisy atmosphere didn't subside, but I didn't dislike it.

 

"Is everyone on board? Then let's depart!"

 

Chwaaak-

 

The sails are unfurled as the Fishman holding the helm shouts.

A sailing ship moving quickly through the sea.

Feeling the cool breeze, Zeno smiled.

 

"...Just. I'm feeling a new emotion."

 

The sea, which I usually hated, looked particularly refreshing today.
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Eleina Erdeltine.

 

The Third Princess of the Toviel Kingdom, pushed far down the line of succession, and a gambling addict known throughout the kingdom.

She had been drifting from one gambling den to another across the continent when she recently took on a bothersome task.

 

"Princess-nim. A letter has arrived."

 

"Uh, I'll look at it later, just leave it there."

 

The Hessler Estate, which had produced a Witch.

She was to govern the estate that Platz Marquis had been temporarily ruling.

 

"...I think you should check it now."

 

"Can't you see I'm in the middle of something important?"

 

Irritation flickered across Eleina's face as she tapped the table with her finger.

 

It was her first time at a gambling den in days, after being swamped with work.

It started off well, but gradually, Eleina began to lose.

She was all-in on this game.

If she lost here, she'd have to go back to a life of eating nothing but weeds.

 

Of course, she could borrow funds from the royal family, but Eleina had never touched the royal family's money.

 

When gambling, she only used money earned fair and square.

And she had her own creed that money lost through gambling should be won back through gambling.

 

"Tsk. Looks like you've already lost."

 

Eleina's personal secretary.

Daniel Alvers, the third son of the Alvers Dukedom of the Eufiston Empire and Eleina's childhood friend, clicked his tongue.

 

"...Shut up and watch."

 

Growing impatient, Eleina snarled at Daniel and started shaking her leg.

 

"Haha... Then, I will open the cards."

 

The dealer, facing the big shots, gave an awkward smile and opened the cards.

 

Eleina's already opened card was a J-triple.

 

"Now, the dealer's card is...?"

 

Flipping the card, the dealer's completed card was a Q-triple.

 

It was Eleina's defeat.

 

"Ah... What a pity, Princess-nim. To lose by just one point..."

 

The dealer, putting on a truly regretful voice, hid his tearing smile and swept up the coins.

 

Eleina's face turned pale.

Her ears drooped, and she turned her head creakily to look at Daniel.

 

"Danieeel...? I was a bit harsh earlier, wasn't I?"

 

"...Even if you look at me like that, I will report it to His Majesty the King."

 

"Just do me a favor, huh? Please, just that..."

 

Eleina, as if she had never been fierce, wagged her tail and grabbed Daniel's hand.

No matter how fearless she was, she feared the current King of Toviel.

In other words, she feared her father's scolding.

 

"Haa..."

 

Daniel sighed.

 

It was familiar for Eleina to abandon her paperwork and run away to the gambling den.

It was also familiar for her to squander her money.

It was familiar for her to beg him not to report to the King.

 

It wasn't these things that annoyed Daniel.

 

"Let go of me."

 

"Don't be like that, Daniel. Huh?"

 

"What are you doing in front of all these people, you're a Princess-nim..."

 

The sight of the Third Princess, known for her ferocity, acting cute.

All eyes in the gambling den were on them, but when Daniel glared, everyone slowly backed away.

 

Once the prying eyes disappeared, Daniel dropped the formalities.

 

"I won't. I won't, so let go, Eleina."

 

"Really? Really?"

 

"In the first place, you didn't lose any money. So there's nothing to report."

 

"Huh? What do you mean by that?"

 

Eleina, who had been relieved, tilted her head.

 

Daniel didn't add any further explanation and walked towards the dealer.

 

"Stop."

 

"Yes? Are you talking to me?"

 

The dealer, who was packing up the money and about to get up, paused.

 

"Yes, you. I don't recognize your face. Looks like you're new?"

 

"Y-yes, I am."

 

"So you tried to rip off the Princess?"

 

Before the dealer's face could even be filled with confusion.

 

Kwaang!

 

"Kkeuaaak...!"

 

In an instant, he twisted the dealer's wrist and slammed it onto the table.

 

"Hey! What are you doing..."

 

Eleina's voice, startled, gradually quieted down.

 

"...What?"

 

She had discovered it.

The pile of cards spilling out from inside the dealer's clothes.

 

"Why so many... No, more than that, why are these in your clothes..."

 

"Still don't get it? You were being cheated. The whole time from the middle."

 

"But there was no time to use magic..."

 

"It's not magic, just sleight of hand."

 

Eleina stood frozen with a dumbfounded expression.

 

Daniel sighed deeply and threw the letter from his pocket.

 

"What's this?"

 

"A letter from the Legarim Cathedral."

 

"......Why are they sending a letter?"

 

"The Witch is alive."

 

"......Alive?"

 

"Yeah. The Witch who defeated the Great Demon in Legarim is coming here now."

 

"Ha? No, why are you telling me this now... Ack!"

 

Before Eleina could finish speaking, he flicked her forehead with all his heart.

Daniel was probably the only one on the continent who could flick a Princess's forehead.

 

"I told you to check it right away. You were so engrossed in gambling that you didn't even know you were being scammed..."

 

He said to Eleina, who was clutching her crown and squatting down.

 

"I'm going to throw this guy in jail. You go quietly to the office and read that. Or I'll report to His Majesty."

 

"A-alright..."

 

Eleina, now docile, drooped her ears and trudged upstairs.

 

Daniel dragged the swindler to the underground prison, thinking.

If he left Eleina alone, he was worried she might get scammed again, so he would have to take care of her for the rest of his life.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

Daniel, who had locked up the swindler.

As soon as he entered the office, what he saw was.

 

"Ah... I'm going crazy! Seriously."

 

Eleina, tearing at her beautiful blonde hair.

 

"What's wrong?"

 

Likewise, there was no one else in the office.

Daniel smoothed Eleina's hair and asked.

 

"Daniel. Did you check this, the contents?"

 

Eleina held out the letter from Legarim.

Daniel stretched Eleina's cheeks and replied.

 

"I saw it all while you were being played by the swindler."

 

"...Ahem, anyway. Then you know how I feel. Does this make sense?"

 

Eleina shook off Daniel's hand and asked.

 

"It is strange that the Witch appeared in Legarim. And that she developed a Mutant cure potion."

 

"No. Even if all that's true, defeating the Great Demon... does that make sense?"

 

"I wonder."

 

Daniel, with his arms crossed, tapped his forearm with his finger.

 

"A tremendous amount of magical energy was detected in the Drodo Continent not long ago."

 

"That was... because the wizards made a mistake, right?"

 

"It disappeared too quickly to be the arrival of a Great Demon. But if they defeated it directly over there..."

 

Daniel trailed off, but Eleina understood the meaning.

 

"...The timing is about right."

 

"There have been no confirmed cases of Mutant outbreaks recently. Not even once."

 

"......"

 

"What are you going to do?"

 

Rubia Hessler, whom everyone in Toviel knew as a Witch.

She had defeated the Great Demon to prove her innocence.

And she was returning to her estate with a means to cure Mutants.

 

The situation was too perfect to be a lie.

 

The decision on this matter was up to Eleina.

 

"I need to hear the story first."

 

"...I don't think you'll be listening over a cup of tea. You're preparing for a trial, right?"

 

"Yeah. And prepare the army to welcome the Witch."

 

Eleina neatly folded the letter and stood up.

 

"If she's a Witch, I'll burn her at the stake."

 

"...And if she's not?"

 

"If she's not a Witch..."

 

Eleina bit her lip tightly.

The Hessler family had already been exterminated, and a lot of time had passed.

 

"I'll have to pay for my sins somehow in the name of Erdeltine. ...I won't have any excuses, no matter how many mouths I have."

 

If Rubia wasn't a Witch, she felt like she would suffocate from guilt.

Eleina hoped that Rubia would be a Witch.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After a long voyage, they finally arrived in the Toviel Kingdom.

 

The group, having secured several carriages, set off for the Hessler Estate.

 

"......It's been a while."

 

Rubia muttered, looking out the window.

 

The ground covered in pure white snow.

The trees that hadn't lost their green leaves despite the cold.

The scenery where everything had begun came into view.

 

"Indeed, it has."

 

Zeno quietly took Rubia's hand.

 

"We won't suddenly be attacked, will we?"

 

Rubia changed her hand position and intertwined their fingers.

Zeno tightened his grip on her hand.

 

"That won't happen, but if it does, I will definitely protect you."

 

"...Thank you."

 

Tuk.

 

Rubia leaned her head on Zeno's shoulder.

A slight tremor was transmitted through his shoulder.

She was trying not to show it, but Rubia was nervous.

 

"It's alright. Rubia is not a criminal."

 

The entrance to the Hessler Estate could be seen in the distance.

 

"You were just unlucky. You've overcome it well so far, so everything will be alright now."

 

"I hope so."

 

Hihi, Rubia gave a weak smile, and at that moment.

The carriage stopped in front of the entrance.

Looking closely, there were soldiers... no, an army blocking the way.

 

"What's going on?"

 

He asked the coachman, who was trembling.

 

"T-that is... They say they're conducting a search."

 

Conducting a search with an army.

There was only one answer.

 

"Tell them that Rubia Hessler has returned."

 

"Y-yes?"

 

"Hurry."

 

The coachman's eyes widened, and he trembled like an earthquake as he spoke to the soldiers.

 

The soldiers, after exchanging some hand signals, came around and yanked open the door of the seat.

The soldier who made eye contact with her scanned Rubia's appearance very carefully.

 

"...Captain. The Witch has arrived. We will escort her to the courtroom."

 

They closed the door again and let the carriage in.

 

The carriage moved slowly, surrounded by the army.

 

"Huu... Here it comes."

 

Rubia didn't lose her composure even while being transported to the courtroom.

Well, she had expected this much since she sent the letter.

 

"I will prove my innocence here. And return to where I belong."

 

"Yes, definitely."

 

While Zeno and Rubia exchanged determined glances.

 

The carriage arrived at the courtroom.
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"Huu...." 

 

A sigh escaped from Rubia's lips.

 

There was enough evidence to prove her innocence.

She even brought the ingredients for the Mutant cure potion to demonstrate in front of everyone.

 

Now, she just had to confidently step out of the carriage and reclaim her territory.

That's all she had to do....

 

"......" 

 

But she couldn't help but feel nervous.

 

She still couldn't forget.

The gazes of people filled with disgust, contempt, and scorn.

That moment when she became a criminal in an instant, even though she had done nothing wrong.

 

"Rubia."

 

"...Huh?"

 

"You don't look well."

 

Only then did Rubia realize her condition.

 

Her lips were parched.

Her hands were trembling.

Her ears and tail were drooping.

 

What was this all about?

She had received all that comfort from Zeno, and yet....

 

Rubia moistened her dry lips with saliva and patted her cheeks.

 

"Zeno. Come down with me."

 

And she held out her hand to Zeno.

 

"Of course."

 

Zeno intertwined their fingers as if it were natural.

Surprisingly, the trembling in her hand subsided.

 

"Then, I'll open it."

 

"...Okay."

 

Zeno opened the carriage door.

Zeno and Rubia stepped out, holding hands tightly.

 

The first thing that greeted them was the pouring sunlight.

 

And the next thing that came into view was....

 

――!

 

―――!

 

The round-shaped courtroom was packed with commoners.

As soon as they saw Rubia, a fierce reaction erupted, but nothing could be heard due to the soundproof magic.

 

For a moment, she almost lost her strength from the pouring gazes of hatred.

 

"...Ugh."

 

Rubia clung even closer to Zeno and endured.

 

It's okay.

She came here today to change all these gazes.

 

Rubia, repeating that to herself, raised her head.

 

"Wolf ears and tail... Heh, why didn't I recognize it back then?"

 

Wavy blonde hair and dog ears on her head.

The Third Princess of the Tobiel Kingdom, Eleina Erdeltaine.

 

Sitting at the top of the courtroom, she let out a hollow laugh and asked.

 

"Rubia Hessler. Is that right?"

 

"...Greetings, Third Princess-nim."

 

Eleina nodded and asked.

 

"Where is Ren?"

 

"...?"

 

Why was she suddenly asking about Ren's whereabouts?

Tilting her head, Rubia pointed to the carriage Ren was in.

 

Only Eve, who had gotten off earlier, was standing there.

 

"Come out right now, Ren. If you don't come out in 5 seconds, you're dead."

 

A death sentence without a trial.

Even for the royal family, doing such a thing would be difficult.

But the Third Princess, known for her recklessness, might be able to do it.

 

"H-Here I am. Hahaha...."

 

Knowing that, Ren quickly jumped out of the carriage.

 

Eleina narrowed her eyes and stared at Ren.

She let out a deep sigh and fiddled with a double-edged axe as tall as herself.

 

"I should have known from the moment you suddenly took over the Platz territory... no, the Hessler territory. Were you with Rubia Hessler since then?"

 

"I was."

 

"So that's why you shut down the gambling den where I poured all my money, you bastard...."

 

"Princess-nim."

 

"...Ahem. Anyway."

 

When the secretary next to her called out quietly, the Third Princess changed the subject.

 

"As everyone here knows, today is the day of Rubia Hessler's Witch Trial."

 

The crowd stirred, but as before, nothing could be heard inside the courtroom.

 

"Everyone, quiet. Given the clear circumstances, the Hessler family was destroyed, but not holding a trial is clearly against reason."

 

Eleina stood up from her seat and shouted as if declaring.

 

"But! There is a survivor of the Hessler family here. Her name is Rubia Hessler. The woman who has been considered a Witch until now has requested a Witch Trial, claiming she wants to prove her innocence."

 

Eleina slammed the axe handle on the floor.

She spoke in a solemn voice.

 

"Therefore, in the name of Eleina Erdeltaine, I shall conduct this trial."

 

The Witch Trial, held in the name of the Princess, had begun.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Then, from now on, Rubia Hessler, submit evidence that you did not create the Werewolves."

 

Rubia bit her lip tightly.

To prove something she didn't do.

Wasn't that perhaps the most difficult thing in the world?

 

However, Rubia was now trying to do the most difficult thing in the world.

 

"Noel-nim."

 

"I understand."

 

When she turned her gaze to Noel, she nodded and took something out of the carriage.

 

"What is that...."

 

"...Horrible."

 

Eleina and her secretary frowned at the same time.

Some of the commoners were already gagging.

 

What Noel took out of the carriage was....

 

"The one who created the Mutants is this Great Demon."

 

The corpse of Greed.

To be exact, it was a lump of magic forcibly gathered before Greed scattered.

 

"...Mages. Verify if it's real."

 

"Yes, yes... Princess-nim."

 

The high-ranking mages, who had been covering their mouths, investigated the corpse of Greed using all sorts of magic.

 

The chaotic mana that bloomed scattered.

One of the mages asked blankly.

 

"...Who are you?"

 

"Noel. A professor working at the Uphiston Empire Academy."

 

"How did you bind the magic?"

 

"Do I really have to explain it here?"

 

Noel looked at Eleina instead of the mage and said.

Eleina, pressing her temples, asked the mage.

 

"Save your curiosity for later... So, what's the result?"

 

"...There are components that are extremely similar to those detected in Werewolves. To the point where they're even more concentrated...."

 

"...I see."

 

They couldn't be sure just from the fact that there were similar components.

However, the Mutant incidents that occurred all over the continent.

It didn't take much thought to figure out who was more likely to cause the incident between the Great Demon and a mere princess of a beastman kingdom.

 

"Ahem, Princess-nim. But isn't it possible that the Witch summoned the Demon?"

 

While Eleina was lost in thought, one of the royal elders approached.

 

"Are you saying that a single individual summoned a Great Demon?"

 

"I also thought it was impossible... but seeing that half-Giant mage, I don't think it's entirely impossible."

 

At those words, attention turned to Noel.

 

"As far as I know, only Black Magic can hold onto the magic of a Great Demon to that extent. Isn't that right?"

 

The old mage's words were aimed at Noel.

Noel was silent, but it was as good as an affirmation.

 

"Since that person isn't a citizen of Tobiel, there's no way to punish them separately, but if a Witch is accompanied by a Black Wizard, it's hard to deny their connection to Demons...."

 

"I have something to say about that."

 

Someone interrupted the mage's lengthy words and interjected.

 

"...You are."

 

"Greetings to the Third Princess-nim of the Tobiel Kingdom. I am Azel, the next Saintess of the Drodo Continent."

 

"The next Saintess... Are you the successor to Sharena?"

 

The secretary next to Eleina jumped up from his seat.

 

"That's right. Perhaps you are acquainted with the Saintess-nim?"

 

"...Rather than an acquaintance, there was some exchange. Regalim often visited the Albus family."

 

Eleina, noticing that he knew something, asked.

 

"Daniel. What kind of person was the Saintess of Regalim?"

 

"Pious and benevolent... truly a person befitting a Saintess. There's no way her successor would be involved with Demons."

 

"Thank you for your trust."

 

When Azel bowed, Eleina said.

 

"To treat a distinguished guest who has come from afar like this. I apologize."

 

"It's alright. I'm here today as a witness for Rubia-nim."

 

"A witness... Very well, if you have anything to say about Rubia Hessler, I will listen."

 

Azel, smiling gently, placed her hand on Rubia's shoulder, which was stiff with tension.

 

"Rubia-nim is Regalim's benefactor."

 

"Can you tell us more?"

 

"Of course."

 

Azel explained everything she had learned in Regalim, one by one.

 

That the Mutants were caused by Greed spreading its seeds.

That Rubia and Zeno followed the traces, defeated the Puppeteer, and prevented the impending arrival of Greed.

And that she developed a Mutant cure potion, allowing the Fishmen to return to normal.

 

Throughout the story, Eleina's expression became varied.

Her eyes were filled with disbelief, and her face was filled with shock.

The commoners were the same.

However, under the status of the next Saintess, they did not interrupt and listened to the end.

 

"...That's all."

 

"......Huu. Very well, there are some unbelievable parts... but I understand for now."

 

As Eleina's expression became troubled, Azel added a word, "Ah."

 

"So I brought more witnesses."

 

"...There are more witnesses?"

 

When Azel nodded, more carriages entered the courtroom.

 

They weren't Tobiel's carriages.

That meant they had come a long way from other countries to attend this trial.

 

"...Rubia. Did you know about this?"

 

"Ah, no?"

 

Zeno and Rubia hadn't heard a word about more witnesses coming.

When they looked at Azel with eyes demanding an explanation, only a gentle smile returned.

 

There were two types of carriages that entered.

 

"...Rainhill Monastery?"

 

One was a carriage with the seal of the largest monastery in the Uphiston Empire.

 

"Is that... Kinu?"

 

The other was a Giant carriage that was five times taller than a normal carriage.

 

Soon, people poured out of the carriages.

 

"Greetings. I am Lajarte, the head of Rainhill Monastery."

 

On one side were Lajarte and the monks wearing white robes.

 

"Hiya... It really took a long time. I wonder if we're late."

 

On the other side were the Giants, including Derun.

 

Those who had received help from Zeno and Rubia had not forgotten their grace and had rushed to the courtroom in one breath.
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The expressions of the people were dyed with astonishment.

 

And for good reason.

 

Yuphiston, Kinu, and even Derun.

Humans, giants, and fish-people gathering in one place is not something that happens easily, in fact, it almost never happens.

It's not just because they are geographically far apart, but also because, unlike humans, giants and fish-people are closed-off races.

 

But here they were, all gathered in one place.

 

All to defend one person.

 

"...Are you all witnesses?"

 

Eleina, who had unknowingly jumped to her feet, spoke with a slightly trembling voice.

Even a princess who has traveled extensively abroad has never seen anything like this before.

 

"Yes. I am Lajarte, in charge of the Rainhill Monastery."

 

"Oh, a really great person has come. I'm Derun. Just an ordinary cook, haha."

 

They told, one by one, how Rubia and Zeno had saved them.

 

How they caught the mimic in the monastery and rescued the real Lajarte.

 

How they defeated the giant Mutant, the Gargoyle, and drove out the Puppeteer.

 

With each word, the faces of everyone in the courtroom changed from moment to moment.

 

Their actions were always intertwined with Demons, and they always drove the Demons out.

 

"And, Rubia-nim also developed a Mutant cure potion."

 

Azel drives the wedge in at the end.

 

Although it was to clear her name, she solved the disasters that had befallen the continent and even developed a solution for Mutants.

 

If this isn't a hero, then what is? 

What is the Kingdom of Tobiel, which treated such a hero like a Witch?

 

"Could you... show me that potion?"

 

Eleina asked Rubia in a trembling voice.

 

"I understand. If you have a Werewolf in custody, I will show you right away."

 

Immediately, Rubia took out all the ingredients she had prepared and began making the potion.

 

She skillfully chopped the herbs, mixed them, and boiled them.

She even added a specialty product that can only be obtained in Tobiel.

 

"...It's complete."

 

A Mutant cure potion with even better effects than the one developed in Regalim was created.

 

"Then, administer it."

 

The Werewolf that Eleina's soldier brought.

 

Keureureureu...! 

 

The Werewolf, who recognized everything around him as prey, drooled and bared his teeth, but.

 

"...This can't be."

 

As soon as he drank Rubia's potion, he became docile.

It didn't stop there.

 

Originally, it would take about three days for the effect to appear, but.

 

Tuk.

 

Tududuk.

 

The potion made with ingredients from Tobiel took effect immediately.

 

Just like with Zeno, a naked man emerged from the torn skin.

 

"Ugh... Where is...?"

 

The man grabbed his head as if he was dizzy.

Eleina and the people who saw the scene were speechless.

 

The person they thought was a Witch had single-handedly solved the Mutant crisis.

 

While everyone was silent, someone spoke up loudly.

 

"Ah, a Demon! It must be the work of a Demon! The Witch is using a Great Demon to bewitch them and using tricks to temporarily revert the Mutants...!"

 

It was the last-ditch effort of the old wizard who couldn't let go of his suspicion of Rubia.

 

However.

 

"Wizard."

 

As Eleina's voice subsided, the old man's muttering stopped.

 

"How much more do you intend to smear the face of the royal family?"

 

With that cold rebuke, the trial was as good as over.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

"Then, I will deliver the verdict."

 

Kung.

 

Eleina slammed the axe handle on the floor.

 

"...The Erdeltine royal family branded Rubia Hessler as a Witch without a proper trial."

 

Eleina, who had risen from her chair, slowly knelt down.

 

"The destruction of the Hessler family was a clear mistake caused by the royal family's negligence, and there are no words to excuse it."

 

She lowered her posture until it touched the ground.

Eleina, the princess, was in a position she should never be in, prostrating herself in a deep bow.

 

"...Princess-nim."

 

"Daniel. Now is not the time to maintain decorum."

 

"That's..."

 

Daniel, who was trying to raise Eleina, knelt down with her.

 

"...You are not a member of the royal family."

 

"I am your person."

 

Daniel said that and bowed his head deeply.

 

Eleina, who sighed at the sight, said.

 

"Rubia Hessler. From this moment on, I retract the stigma of Witch attached to you. In addition, I will return all the duchy, territory, and title. If you need any funds, the royal family will support you in full... I am truly, truly sorry. I apologize."

 

With the princess of Tobiel acting like this, no one could hold their head high.

Everyone in Eleina's group bowed their heads to Rubia.

 

So this day has come.

 

At that moment, what Rubia felt was not joy or anger, but relief.

 

"...Please raise your head, Princess-nim."

 

She had proven her innocence and received an apology.

 

Could there be anything more to resolve her grievances than this?

Probably not.

Therefore, Rubia decided to be satisfied with that.

 

"And. This is outside of the trial."

 

However, Eleina, who raised her head, added.

 

"Duke Hessler. I, Eleina Erdeltine, swear on my name that I will grant you anything you desire."

 

The changed title and the unbelievable proposal.

Not only Rubia but even Daniel's eyes widened at those words.

 

"Princess-nim! Don't say such things carelessly..."

 

"Why. Can't I even do this much? For someone who lost everything due to the royal family's mistake? If I don't even have that much authority, am I even the princess of this country?"

 

"......"

 

Daniel, who moved his lips a few times, quietly stepped back.

 

Silence fell over the courtroom.

Eleina looked at Rubia.

As if telling her to say what she wanted.

 

...I didn't expect to receive such a proposal.

 

What do I want?

 

Rubia wanted only two things.

 

To reclaim the Hessler territory that had been passed down from her ancestors.

And to live in the territory with Zeno.

 

If there's anything else I want...

 

Ah, there was one thing.

The most important thing.

 

Rubia, who had been deep in thought, opened her mouth.

 

"What I desire is--"

 

Eleina nodded with a bitter face after hearing the answer.

 

"Of course, I have to grant that. If there's anything else you want, feel free to say it. As long as I have the power, I will grant you anything."

 

With that, the trial was over.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

That day, Rubia became Duke Hessler from Lady Hessler.

She completely shed the stigma of being a Witch.

 

Her steps as she walked through the territory were light.

This was the market she had visited once before.

Unlike back then when she wandered around with her face tightly covered, she felt very carefree now.

 

If there was anything slightly annoying.

 

"...Hikkup!"

 

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry..."

 

It was the territory residents who cowered at the sight of her.

 

It couldn't be helped.

 

They had actively cooperated in the destruction of Hessler when Rubia was falsely accused of being a Witch.

 

They must be worried that Rubia, who had returned, would punish them.

Or maybe they were genuinely sorry.

 

Whatever the reason, the things they were worried about would not happen.

 

There was a time when I harbored thoughts of revenge... but now I don't really want to care.

 

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

 

"Just. Because I'm happy."

 

Because it's more beneficial to worry about how to live happily with Zeno in the future.

 

"I love you."

 

Chuk.

 

"...I love you too."

 

Chuk.

 

Zeno, who was so cold at first, now expresses his affection quite well.

 

The thought that I had changed a person to my liking made me smile.

 

She left the market and arrived in front of a huge mansion.

 

It wasn't where the Duke Hessler, Rubia's family, used to live.

Because that mansion had already burned down.

The mansion in front of her now was Princess Eleina's work, newly built after tearing down even the mansion of Marquis Platz, who had temporarily seized the territory.

 

"This is where we'll live now."

 

"I guess this is when you use the expression 'deeply moved'."

 

A magnificent mansion that couldn't be compared to the cabin where Rubia had been staying.

 

"...Yeah, I guess."

 

Good memories were gone, but there were no bad memories either.

Now, all I have to do is make a new start here.

 

"Then... let's go up."

 

"Yes."

 

Rubia and Zeno passed by the mansion.

Inside the mansion, Eleina would be using the servants to do a thorough cleaning.

 

The place Rubia and Zeno were heading to now was behind it.

It was the mountain behind the mansion.

 

"Hoo..."

 

Rubia walked without stopping, even while sweating.

Finally, to the place where the sunlight was best.

 

"...It's a good place."

 

"I will help you."

 

"Um... I'm sorry, but can I do this alone?"

 

"...I understand."

 

Zeno quietly handed Rubia the shovel and stepped back.

He had vowed never to make her do hard work, but this was a matter that Zeno shouldn't interfere with.

 

Puk.

 

Puk.

 

Rubia began to dig up the dirt.

She had no strength and no skill.

Thanks to that, it took a very long time, but Rubia didn't stop.

 

"Hoo..."

 

Rubia wiped the sweat from her forehead and straightened her back.

She took out a wooden box from her bosom.

 

Dalchak.

 

Inside were two rings of the same shape.

 

They were the wedding rings that Rubia's parents exchanged when they vowed eternal love.

 

Rubia took out the rings and carefully placed them in the deepened hole.

 

Rubia, sweating profusely again, covered the ground.

 

This was what Rubia wanted from Eleina.

To find the sunniest place in Tobiel.

And to return all the relics of the Hessler family that had been confiscated by the royal family.

 

I wanted to bury the bodies, not just the rings.

If that wasn't possible, then even the remains.

But Rubia's parents, who were burned at the stake by the royal family, left this world without even leaving ashes.

 

"Haa... Haa..."

 

Rubia staggered, breathing heavily.

Zeno grabbed her shoulder to prevent her from falling.

 

"Rubia."

 

"...Thank you."

 

I'm sure I'll be bedridden for a few days because of this.

Even knowing that, it was something I had to do.

 

Rubia planted a cross on the tomb she had made herself and took off her scarf to wrap around it.

 

Looking at the sky, the sun was already about to set.

I'm sure I left early in the morning...

 

Because she was so weak, it took her more than half a day to make a small grave.

 

Thinking that she would be late if she continued like this, Rubia placed the bouquet of flowers she had prepared in advance in front of the grave.

 

"......"

 

She was about to say something, but suddenly her throat became choked.

She had so much to say, but she couldn't get her voice out.

 

"You can take your time."

 

At that time, Zeno massaged Rubia's hands.

They were dirty and scratched, but he didn't think they were dirty.

Because no matter what filth she was in, she couldn't hide Rubia's beauty.

 

"They must be listening. So, take your time."

 

"...Yeah. They probably are? Because they're those kind of people."

 

Encouraged by Zeno's words, she raised the corners of her lips.

It didn't go up well, but she forced a smile.

 

"...I'm back."

 

I wanted to show you that your daughter has grown up so well.

I wanted to show you that I reclaimed our family without losing it.

 

"The princess-nim came in person and held a trial. Now I'm not a Witch, but Duke Hessler. ...I didn't want to become a Duke like this."

 

Moisture filled her eyes.

Her voice was filled with tears.

 

Tuk, Tuduk.

 

Water droplets fell to the ground.

 

Once the tears started, they didn't stop flowing.

 

Ah, I wanted to show you a smiling face... what is this?

 

Unable to wipe them away with her dirty hands, Rubia continued to speak in a trembling voice.

 

"I don't think this will relieve your resentment. Because you became like this without any fault... but I hope you feel a little more comfortable."

 

Zeno took out a handkerchief and wiped Rubia's face.

 

Rubia glanced at Zeno and smiled.

 

"I've brought such a wonderful man too. And I'm going to make a lot of successors..."

 

"My name is Zeno."

 

Zeno bowed his head.

It was because he felt that they must be listening to Rubia's voice.

 

Before she knew it, the sun was hanging on the horizon, and the sunset dyed the world.

 

"I'll visit often. So... rest in peace, Mom and Dad."

 

Rubia smiled brightly with a tear-stained face.

Zeno wiped away the constantly flowing tears and hugged Rubia tightly.

 

Hoping that Rubia's sincerity would be conveyed to them.

 

 

 

 



20. Return (Complete)

 

 

A month had passed.

 

The time, which could be seen as short or long depending on how you looked at it, had changed many things.

 

First of all, Princess Eleina didn't return.

Having promised Rubia infinite support, she holed herself up in the gambling den built in the Hessler territory.

Just when I was starting to have a reasonable suspicion that she was just using support as an excuse to enjoy gambling.

Eleina was dragged back to the royal palace by a royal summons.

 

The gaze of the territory residents had also changed a lot.

Before, there were far more territory residents filled with fear.

Some of the more timid ones even left the Hessler territory.

 

Thinking that this wouldn't do, Rubia officially promised that she would not punish the territory residents for the Witch hunt.

 

From then on, their gazes, which had been half fear and half sorry, completely changed to sorry.

 

So much so that every time I left the mansion, the gifts left by the territory residents were piled up like a mountain.

The little kids who didn't know anything even gave Rubia flowers and snacks.

They had no idea that Rubia had been accused of being a Witch, and they were just acting on instinct because a pretty Noona was passing by right in front of them.

 

"Zeno, are you sulking?"

 

"Why would I be sulking."

 

"Then are you jealous?"

 

"......"

 

"Hehe, you seem to have gotten even cuter these days."

 

To be jealous of just the gifts from clueless little kids.

Every time that happened, Rubia would chuckle and soothe Zeno.

 

As a result, Rubia successfully settled into the Lord's position.

This was because Princess Eleina was really good at managing the territory, so there was nothing to touch.

 

"Haa... I feel like I'm going to die. Save meee...."

 

Of course, there was no way to deal with the enormous amount of paperwork.

With the change of Lord, the paperwork bomb was inevitable.

 

"...Cheer up."

 

Rubia clung to me with a tearful face, but there was nothing Zeno could do.

How could Zeno, who had barely learned to read, do the paperwork?

I'd rather do all the physical labor.

Unfortunately, there was nothing for Zeno to do for the time being.

 

"Euing......"

 

When Rubia, who had half lost her mind from more than half a day of paperwork, was hugging Zeno tightly.

 

Knock knock.

 

-May I come in, Rubia-nim?

 

Someone knocked on the door of the office.

 

"Yeah, come in."

 

With a creaking sound, a woman dressed in a neat maid uniform comes in.

 

"...You still haven't finished the paperwork."

 

"Lyndell. I told you you can speak comfortably in the mansion."

 

"But......"

 

"Huh? I only have you as a friend. Do you have to draw a line like that?"

 

"...Haa. Okay, Rubia."

 

Lyndell sighs, grabbing her head.

She is Rubia's only friend from childhood, and a woman who was sold as a slave to Platz Marquis when the Hessler family fell.

 

"So why did you come?"

 

"I finished all my work for today. I came to help a little."

 

"Heok. Already? Then you must be tired, go rest...."

 

Lyndell shook her head.

 

"You're my friend and benefactor. I can do this much."

 

When assassinating Platz Marquis and leaving the territory.

Rubia made a promise with Lyndell.

A promise that if everything was over, they would definitely meet here.

 

Rubia rescued Lyndell, who was struggling to live in another land, and made her the head maid of the mansion.

Actually, I was uncomfortable giving such a position to a friend, but Lyndell said that even the head maid was too much and brought all those who had been sold as slaves together to the mansion.

Thanks to that, Rubia didn't have to hire servants separately.

 

"Hmm... well. It'll be over soon at this rate."

 

Lyndell, who glanced over the documents on Rubia's desk, nods.

 

"...You're saying you'll finish this quickly?"

 

"Yeah, so take a break for a bit."

 

Lyndell whispered in Rubia's ear, watching Zeno's reaction.

 

"...You need to do that to work hard at night. You're already weak."

 

"......"

 

Rubia blinked, speechless at her friend's overly kind consideration.

 

Lyndell, who burst into laughter, pushed Rubia's back.

 

"So go rest. Or how about going on a date for the first time in a while?"

 

Lyndell glanced at Zeno.

Rubia, who had been holed up in the office these days, rarely had time to be with Zeno.

 

"I will take responsibility for taking her."

 

Zeno, who understood the hint Lyndell was giving, replied like a knight who had received an order.

 

"Huh? A date...? Where all of a sudden?"

 

"There's a place I've been looking at."

 

"Okay, Rubia. Go get some fresh air with Zeno-nim."

 

"Uh, okay...."

 

Rubia, who was pushed out in a daze, left the mansion holding Zeno's hand tightly.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

It was called a date, but there was a place to go first.

A place I went to every day, even when I didn't go out.

 

"Mom, Dad. I'm here."

 

It was the grave of Rubia's parents, which she made herself.

At first, it was just a mound of dirt without anything, but not now.

 

Various flowers bloomed around the tomb.

The front was always filled with fruits and wines.

This was because the territory residents, who had recognized the existence of the tomb, took care of it every day.

 

Rubia hummed as she watered the flowers.

 

"How do I look today? It's been a while since I've been on a date, so I tried to dress up a bit. Am I pretty?"

 

Rubia grabbed her dress and twirled around.

 

"Wait a little longer. I'll bring you news of your grandchild soon."

 

"...Rubia?"

 

"Hehe...."

 

I lightly ignored Zeno's flustered voice coming from behind and poured wine into the glass.

 

Wine that I always drank when I was happy or sad.

It was a specialty that could only be found in the Hessler territory.

 

"Then I'll come again. Rest in peace."

 

Rubia closed her eyes for a moment and said a silent prayer, then jumped to Zeno.

 

Zeno hugged Rubia tightly and prayed silently together.

 

With the determination to make your daughter happy no matter what.

 

 

* * * * *

 

 

After taking a walk together on the outskirts of the Hessler territory, I entered the restaurant led by Zeno.

 

"Wow... you knew a place like this?"

 

The place they entered was a restaurant located on the outskirts of the territory.

The store was small and the people were few, giving it a cozy atmosphere.

 

"I thought you would like it, so I looked it up."

 

"...Yeah, I like it so much."

 

Rubia smiles bashfully.

At that fatal appearance, Zeno unconsciously fiddled with the box in his pocket.

 

Now is not the time.

 

Zeno, who repeated that, sat down with Rubia.

 

The menu of the store was plain.

 

Rubia and Zeno decided to order steak and pasta appropriately and share it, then chatted.

 

"How did you find a place like this?"

 

"I wandered around because Rubia seemed busy. I'm glad you like it."

 

"I was wondering where you were wandering around without being with me all the time... you're commendable."

 

Rubia got up slightly from her chair and stroked Zeno's head.

 

In the meantime, the food came out.

 

The taste of the food was also plain.

 

"Yeah, I've been missing something like this these days. To be honest, I've only been eating fancy things these days, right?"

 

"That's right."

 

Zeno was relieved.

I was worried about what would happen if Rubia was disappointed after tasting it.

Fortunately, the plainness seemed to suit Rubia's taste perfectly.

 

Rubia smiled brightly, looking at Zeno throughout the meal.

 

"Here, ah~"

 

Rubia twirls the pasta on a fork and holds it out.

Zeno took the pasta and cut the steak into small pieces and put it in Rubia's mouth.

 

After a satisfying meal.

Dessert and wine came out.

 

"They have this too?"

 

"I ordered it together earlier."

 

"Is that so? Heung... you prepared a lot of things."

 

"Yes?"

 

"No, it's nothing."

 

Rubia, who let out a meaningful word, smiled and sipped the wine.

 

Rubia's cheeks turned red after a few sips of alcohol.

Before I knew it, it was dark outside.

Tonight is an evening when the moon rises unusually early.

 

Rubia's face, bathed in the moonlight, was especially beautiful today.

 

"You know, Zeno. I'm so happy these days."

 

"Is that so."

 

"Yeah. I'm not a Witch anymore. I've returned to our territory. Everything I'm doing these days is going well. ...Of course, the paperwork is a bit difficult. What! Lyndell helps me sometimes too."

 

Rubia, who tilted her glass, continues to speak.

 

"It's even scary. I'm so happy that it's excessive. When I wake up, I feel like I'll open my eyes in a cabin. I wonder if this is a dream...."

 

"Rubia deserves to be happy enough."

 

Zeno also tilts his glass and empties the remaining alcohol.

 

"No, you have to be happy. Because I'm going to make it that way."

 

"...Hehe. That's right. There's no way I can't be happy when you're by my side."

 

Rubia, who said that, holds out her glass.

Zeno poured wine into the empty glass and thought.

 

When I have some alcohol and courage.

Now is the time.

 

"Rubia. Actually, I have something to tell you."

 

"Ah, just a moment before that. I have something to say too."

 

Zeno, who was about to take out the box from his pocket, hesitated.

 

"If you have something to say...?"

 

"Take a look at this."

 

Rubia took out a piece of paper from her bosom and handed it to Zeno.

Zeno, who was reading it slowly, paused.

 

"...Rubia? This is...."

 

"Hehehe...."

 

"Is this real?"

 

"Do you think I would joke about something like that?"

 

Rubia, who was smiling and trying to bring the glass to her mouth.

Zeno snatched the glass away.

 

Because the paper Rubia handed over was....

 

"...What kind of alcohol is a pregnant woman drinking."

 

It was a doctor's certificate confirming the pregnancy.

 

"Pii, should I have said it a little later?"

 

"...How many months?"

 

"It's been 2 months."

 

"Don't overdo it from now on. I'll hold you even when you go to the mountain of oxygen."

 

"You're making a fuss."

 

Even while saying that, the corners of Rubia's lips were drawing an arc.

 

"How does it feel to be a dad?"

 

"...To be honest, I don't feel it yet."

 

"Me too. Is it because it hasn't been born yet?"

 

Rubia stroked her belly carefully.

It's not obvious yet, but there will definitely be a fruit of love inside.

 

Rubia, who was stroking her belly, said to Zeno.

 

"That's what I wanted to say. That we have a baby. Then do what you were going to do earlier."

 

"...Yes."

 

Only then did Zeno come to his senses and take out the box from his pocket.

Then I noticed something strange.

 

...What I was going to do?

 

Zeno looked at Rubia.

Before I knew it, a playful smile was hanging on the corners of Rubia's lips.

 

"......Did you know?"

 

"Of course. How can I not know when you're preparing so obviously?"

 

"......"

 

Zeno swept his face.

I thought I had prepared perfectly.

I was already being played on Rubia's palm.

 

"So what's that in your hand? Huh?"

 

Zeno decided to persevere, even though he hated Rubia for doing that while knowing everything.

 

I knelt on one knee and opened the small box.

 

"...Waa."

 

Rubia, who was fully prepared to tease me, couldn't help but admire it at that moment.

 

What's in the box is a pair of rings.

A body made of gold with very small diamonds embedded in it.

It was a ring with a design that Rubia liked, not too excessive.

 

Zeno opened his mouth in front of Rubia, who was넋을 잃은.

 

"I think you already knew, but I've been preparing this recently. Do you like it?"

 

"...Yeah. It's so pretty."

 

Zeno, who swept his chest, looked at Rubia.

I meet her slightly trembling rose-colored eyes.

I was sure she was going to tease me, but when I actually saw it, she had a touched expression.

 

Zeno swallowed his laughter and brought Rubia's left hand.

 

"Actually, I should have done it a long time ago, but I didn't have time until now."

 

"...Because you were so busy."

 

"So I'm going to say it formally now, even if it's late."

 

Kiss.

 

I kiss the back of Rubia's hand and put a ring on her ring finger.

 

"My Lord who took in lowly me. Will you marry me?"

 

Dugun.

 

Dugun.

 

A thumping sound, whether it's Rubia's or Zeno's, fills the surroundings.

Maybe it's both.

 

What's important is that the two people's feelings match right now.

The fact that the two people's thoughts are the same in the face of a contract to be together for the rest of their lives.

 

The corners of Rubia's lips, who was staring blankly at the finger with the ring on it, twitched.

The joy that I couldn't control was revealed in my expression.

Eventually, Rubia's lips, who smiled brightly, open.

 

"Okay. My one and only, my only escort Knight-nim."

 

Rubia and Zeno, whose eyes met.

As their faces gradually get closer, they close their eyes.

 

With the softly flowing moonlight as the background, their lips meet.

 

In an illusion that time has stopped, they exchanged breaths.

 

Like the way they will live in the future.

 

Softly and warmly.

 

 

 

 

 

-The only escort Knight of the fallen Princess End(完)-

 

 

 



Review

 

 

This is already my fourth completed work.

 

First, I want to thank everyone who followed this story to the end.

 

And I'm sorry.

 

Actually, I wasn't planning on writing at all this year... well, last year now. In 2023.

 

To properly focus on college entrance exams, that would have been the right choice.

 

But I've become someone who can't live without writing, and 'The Fallen Princess's Only Guard Knight' is the work that came out because I couldn't resist.

 

At first, I thought I'd be able to serialize it without any trouble.

However, the days were much busier than I expected, and it was a particularly painful year.

In the end, real life pushed in, and the serialization schedule became incredibly stretched out.

 

To be honest, all this long talk is just an excuse.

If I had been just a little more diligent, it probably would have all been resolved.

 

Frankly speaking, there were several times in the middle when I was on the verge of dropping it.

It wasn't just that real life was busy, but I think the biggest thing was that I couldn't fully focus on the writing.

 

Still, I was able to get through my exam life without too much difficulty thanks to this story.

If I hadn't written any novels at all, it would have been a tough year to endure.

 

In fact, the readers are the ones who led this story to its completion.

If there hadn't been any comments at all... I don't know if I would have been able to finish it.

 

Looking back, I feel proud.

At the time, I thought it was neither here nor there.

I finished the story, and I got into the university I wanted.

I'm going into web novels, so I think I'll keep writing.

 

As for my next work... I don't know when it will come out.

However, it will definitely come out someday. I still have a lot of ideas.

If I can secure some free time, I'll come back when I'm confident that the serialization schedule won't be stretched out.

 

I thought I had a lot to say.

But when I try to write it down, I can't think of anything else.

 

Since this is the last time, I'll take questions if you have any.

Oh, and there are no plans for side stories.

I don't know if I'll change my mind again after saying this, but there aren't any for now.

 

I hope I can see you with my next work.

 

Thank you.

 

I was happy that you came to see it.

 

Be happy.
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