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			Chapter 1

			The Alchemist's Elopement that Shook the Nation. The Apprentice Knows Nothing

			"Is there anything you know? You’re her number one apprentice, aren’t you!"

Ariel, the alchemist who was Mireille’s master and parent figure, and Darius, the country’s supreme commander, had embezzled state funds and eloped. It was midday when she first heard the rumor, just as the incident occurred.

The Moonshadow Teahouse, a renowned alchemy shop in town, was a general store that sold everything. The old stone building was filled with Master Ariel’s honest skill and business acumen.

"Master eloped with the supreme commander?"

Mireille shot to her feet.

"Embezzled state funds? That’s impossible! There’s nothing here. It has to be a mistake!"

But her voice went unheard. Officials burst through the shop’s door, confiscating the ledgers, the merchandise, and all the money.

"Confiscate everything. Make anyone who knows anything talk."

Facing the trembling shop staff, Mireille cried out desperately.

"It’s okay, everyone. It must be some kind of mistake!"

But Mireille herself had no idea what was happening.

---

Her master, Ariel, was the finest alchemist in the country. Supreme Commander Darius was the finest swordsman.

Mireille knew they were secretly in love.

Her master, who had found and raised her, was still young at twenty eight but was an alchemist trusted by the nation. The supreme commander, of course, held a high position, and though he was approaching his forties, his skills were still sharp. He was trusted by everyone and would never cause trouble.

It was unthinkable that they would destroy the happiness they had finally found. So why wouldn’t anyone believe it?

---

"Is there anything you know? You’re her number one apprentice, aren’t you!"

They asked her again and again, but she truly knew nothing.

Mireille was not only the number one apprentice but also the only one, and Ariel’s daughter. So she was taken away and subjected to days of interrogation that felt like a lynching.

"I don’t know! I don’t know what you’re talking about! I want to know too!"

Her body was battered, and her spirit was on the verge of breaking.

And then, when she returned to the shop after the interrogation.

The Moonshadow Teahouse, which she had built with her master, was horribly ravaged.

Broken windows. Spilled chemicals. A mixture of smells. The shop was empty, deathly silent.

Seeing the sight, Mireille whispered softly.

"...Master..."

Tears spilled from her eyes.

What should I do? The interrogation was like torture, and my whole body aches. But it’s dangerous to stay here. I feel like someone is still watching me. There’s practically no security.

Just then, among the shattered chemicals, a single, intact Potion caught her eye.

She drank it down. It was sweet and brought a sense of relief. She hadn’t had anything to drink for days.

She stuffed her alchemy tools into a bag and let her blood drip onto the wooden floor.

Her master had told her, "Use this in case of emergency," and this might just be that time.

The magic circle hidden in the floor reacted to her blood and began to glow faintly.

The red blood gradually turned into a brilliant white light, enveloping Mireille before she vanished.

By the time the soldiers noticed the light and rushed over.

The girl, the magic circle, nothing was left behind.

"That apprentice knew something! Hurry, report it!"

As the soldiers’ voices echoed, Mireille was already in a safe place.

This wasn't the end.

In fact, my story was just truly beginning.



		
			Chapter 2

			A Survival Plan Begins from the Hideout

			The hideout that the alchemist Ariel had prepared for her wasn’t exactly a house. It was a tower.

When she touched the door, the wood creaked with a *giii*. It looked like an ordinary wooden door, but it was imbued with Ariel’s magic and reinforced with alchemy. It was supposed to be harder than iron.

For now, it seemed it would protect her from attacks by humans or beasts.

Climbing to the top floor of the tower and looking out the window, she saw they were deep in a forest, but the town was surprisingly close. She could even see the clock tower in the distance. She thought she’d be outside the country... but being this close was nerve-wracking in its own way.

"Master, why is it so close to town!?" she voiced her thoughts aloud. She would have preferred a safer place.

But there was no electricity or running water here. She could only rely on natural magic.

Honestly, she never knew a place like this existed. There might be a barrier at the forest entrance.

"Master, I wish you’d at least taught me some survival skills... and it’s pitch black inside the tower, I can’t see a thing!"

First, she had to find something to eat. Alchemy was the art of borrowing nature’s power, so she should be able to manage something in this forest environment.

From a broken box, she took out potato seed tubers and bean seeds, and set up a Growth Acceleration Kit. She drew water from a clear lake and poured it.

She let the water soak into her battered body and took a breath.

She could feel the magic seeping into the soil. As expected of her master’s hideout. They should grow well.

There was no time to till a field, so she would have to wait and see for a few days.

Suddenly, she thought of her master.

The woman who had saved her life, who was a parent to her.

When she was little, growing up in a poor farming village, she was about to be sold to a brothel. Her master spent her entire fortune to buy her freedom.

"Even without money, we can grow vegetables with alchemy and get by."

That was how her master had smiled as she built up the shop.

Mireille looked around the tower. It was old and seemed ready to collapse, but it was made of stone and would likely keep out beasts and the wind.

It was a shame that the dense ivy covering it blocked out the sunlight.

The roof was damaged in places, but it didn't look like it would leak. She wanted to fix it if she had time.

The alchemy books were all there, but she couldn't find a note from her master.

It was terribly dusty, she needed to air it out.

She had hoped that once she arrived at the teleportation destination, her master might have left some message, but there was nothing.

She was alone.

What should she do now?

She had no money, and her alchemy skills were a far cry from her master’s.

Why did she elope without saying anything?

Mireille had never opposed her romance, so why hadn't she consulted her?

The tower was equipped with alchemy tools. If she disguised them, she might be able to sell them in town.

But that came with the risk of being traced.

Unsure of what to do, she watched the sun set and gazed into the night forest.

"I have to find a way to earn money... without the town finding out."

She whispered in a trembling voice, and felt the resolve deep in her heart harden just a little.



		
			Chapter 3

			A Few Days After Being Offered an Arranged Marriage by the Commander, He Disappeared with Her

			Leonhard, captain of the First Knight Order. At only twenty five years old, he had a record of winning tournaments and distinguished himself in the last war. Though not a noble, his exceptional skill for his age commanded respect from everyone.

It was Darius, the former captain of the First Knight Order who had been promoted to supreme commander, who had recommended him for the position and brought the order together. He had convinced everyone that Leonhard was the most suitable person for the job. It was also Darius who had protected him from the constant harassment from the Imperial Guard, which was filled with the sons of nobles.

Then one day.

"You, you have any interest in an arranged marriage?"

Leonhard answered Darius’s abrupt question immediately.

"...To be honest, I have my hands full managing the order. It’s all I can do to fend off the Imperial Guard’s harassment. I don’t have time to spare for a wife."

"I figured as much.... It’s not something I can ask just anyone, so if you’re not up for it, I guess I’ll have to give up."

He looked strangely disappointed. ...He’s already decided on the person, hasn’t he?

It was the first time Darius had brought up a woman on his own initiative.

He was deeply in love with an alchemist who had saved his life on the battlefield. He didn’t visit brothels, and there were no rumors of him fooling around. An offer of an arranged marriage from a man like him had to be serious.

"Out of curiosity, who is she?"

"She’s the child my partner is raising. She turns eighteen this year. I think she can get married."

"...You mean she’s of an age where she ‘can’ get married, right? Why the rush?"

There was also the age difference between them. She was at an age where she would meet many people. There was no need to rush and push a partner on her. That's what he thought.

"She seems to be worried about her daughter. The girl was abandoned by her parents, and it seems my partner hesitated to live with me while she was still a minor. She’s finally turned eighteen, but... she’s torn about whether it’s right to let her go for her own happiness."

...She had a child? He had heard she was in her early thirties...

And she took in a child who wasn't her own flesh and blood?

He let the matter drop for the time being, but he was curious and passed by the front of the shop.

It was a stone building, but the large glass panels made by the alchemist carried the warm lamplight from inside to the outside, creating a space that made you want to step in.

There were several employees, but only one girl, young enough to be called a maiden, was serving customers. She answered questions accurately and was called over by other staff to repeat her explanations. She must have studied a great deal.

--That girl looks like she could manage on her own.

Was the arranged marriage really necessary?

A few days after thinking this, Darius vanished.

Along with her.

...And he left that girl behind.

He was questioned about the situation, but he couldn't say anything. His own interrogation was brief, but he heard the daughter was being treated quite harshly.

If Darius was involved in a crime...

--Could he have been deceived by that alchemist lover of his?

The daughter might be in on it too...

No, she was just an eighteen year old girl. She might have just been deceived.

Darius was not a man obsessed with money. He was the type of person who would treat all the knights to a meal after a battle. His family was a ducal house, so he wasn't short of money either.

Once again, pretending to just be passing by, he walked past the shop. The entrance was destroyed, and it was like a ruin. The girl who had been so diligently serving customers was no longer there.

But there were several guards watching the area around the shop. Weren't they awfully fixated on this case?

Just then, Leonhard suddenly remembered. Those words Darius had asked of him during that talk about the arranged marriage.



		
			Chapter 4

			A Survival Plan Begins from the Hideout

			After confirming the safety of her surroundings, Mireille decided to make this old tower her new base.

"I’ll rebuild my life here. And once I’ve saved up enough money, I’m definitely getting out of this country..."

She swore this to herself with all her heart.

Her body, covered in wounds from the harsh interrogation, was far from healed with just a single Potion.

But securing food was an urgent matter.

She couldn’t just sit still. She had to move....

Relying only on the moonlight, she moved to a small room on the second floor.

She gently lifted a cloth, revealing a dust covered bed.

Next to it was a magic stone lamp, and she was finally able to light it.

"Master... thank you. ...Well, I guess I’m in this mess because of you."

Whispering to herself, Mireille quickly drank a High Potion from the shelf.

On the shelf next to the bed, the Potions and antidotes her master had prepared were neatly arranged.

She could see scattered documents, but for now, she would focus only on resting her body.

She collapsed onto the bed, utterly exhausted. Mireille sank into a deep sleep, as if falling into a bottomless abyss.

---

She awoke and stared blankly at the ceiling.

"...A dream? No, I don’t think I was dreaming at all."

So much had happened, she wished she could have at least dreamed of her master.

"Still... with no shop to run and no preparations to make, this might be the first time I’ve woken up this slowly."

The effect of the High Potion was incredible. The pain in her body had completely vanished.

However, its effect on alleviating hunger was practically nil.

She opened the window, only to find it completely covered by a thick wall of ivy.

"I can’t even see outside like this... Is it morning? Noon? Or night?"

Her sense of time hadn't returned yet.

"First, something to cut with..."

Searching the shelves, she found a small knife in an adventurer’s kit.

"This will work!"

She hacked away at the ivy with the knife.

It was clumsy work, but with each bundle she cut down, light streamed in. She could finally tell it was morning.

Many of the vines were withered, and she was relieved that they cut through surprisingly easily.

---

Downstairs, the potatoes grown with her master’s Growth Acceleration Kit had grown enough to be eaten overnight, not in a few days.

"Master, you’re amazing! If I had done this, it would have taken at least three days for them to grow!"

The beans looked like they would be ready for harvest by evening, and her hopes swelled.

She took out a flint and steel and carefully started a fire. She fed it dried leaves and twigs, and the bonfire began to burn with a gentle flicker.

She drew water from the lake and boiled it in a pot, ready to cook the potatoes.

"Alright, with this, I can at least manage a basic life."

Just as she let out a sigh of relief.

"Huh...?"

Suddenly, the area filled with smoke. A thick black cloud rose from the bonfire.

"Kyaaaah!! This is bad! From the outside, it’ll look like a fire! They’ll definitely find me!"

In a panic, she tipped over a bucket of water, desperately dousing the flames.

The water hissed and crackled, and she finally caught her breath as the smoke cleared.

"Haa... that was close. Starting a fire is harder than I thought."

Mireille murmured with a sigh.

"It’s just starting a fire, but it’s a big deal..."

The relief of extinguishing the fire was short lived as exhaustion washed over her, leaving her at a loss.

Behind her, unbeknownst to her.

The magic circle she had used to teleport here last night began to glow, quietly but surely.



		
			Chapter 5

			The Trouble Brought by a Deposit Slip

			Leonhard remembered the strange request Darius had made of him back then.

"You know, I’m in this position, right? Anything could happen at any time."

"...Well, you are the supreme commander."

"So, actually, I’ve already bought and stored the ring I’m going to propose to my lover with. If anything happens to me, I want you to go pick it up and give it to her for me."

"No, why don’t you just tell her yourself?"

"You don’t get it. If I told her, it would ruin the surprise. It’s a spoiler."

"She’d probably hate it more to be left with just a ring if something happened to you."

After a pointless back and forth.

"If you’re not going to the arranged marriage, then this is the deposit slip."

He had said, forcibly pushing the piece of paper on him.

...So forceful.

And he didn’t want to be responsible for precious metals.

But an order from a superior was absolute.

--So, should I really go get this?

His lover disappeared with him, so didn’t she take the ring too?

...But what if it was left behind?

No, even if it was, there’s no one to give it to anymore.

First, he had to check with the shop.

He opened the paper seal and saw the shop’s name, and couldn't help but tilt his head.

"...A magic tool shop?"

Not a jewelry store?

Ah, right, she was an alchemist.

Perhaps an ordinary jewel wasn't enough to satisfy her.

The Knight Order often used magic tools too. For offense, defense, and daily life. But wasn’t it alchemists who processed them into magic tools? A ring bought there.....?

...What if this was handmade by her?

"A present for you of a ring you made?"

Surely it wouldn't explode the moment he opened it?

With Darius missing, a flicker of anxiety crossed his mind.

---

The shop was on a dim side street in the bar district.

At night, knights and laborers would get rowdy, and touts would call out to passersby.

The alley walls were covered in graffiti, and occasionally a grimy cat would slink by.

Of course, there was no sign.

"Supreme commander, you’re making a mistake buying a ring here..."

Leonhard sighed.

He usually didn’t come to places like this.

He was known in the Knight Order not only for his skill but also for his good looks.

It wasn't that he was short on female company.

He had been accosted many times by both men and women, had people try to create faits accomplis, and had been dragged into so much trouble that he just didn’t want to get involved.

As he entered a narrow alley, a perfume reeking female tout chased after him.

---

He finally opened the shop door.

Inside it was dim, with swords and spears hung haphazardly on the walls.

The shopkeeper behind the counter was a large, rugged man.

His beard was coarse, and his hair was unkempt.

Deep wrinkles were etched between his brows.

"Excuse me, this is a magic tool shop, right?"

It looked for all the world like a weapon shop.

"That’s right. We sell magic tools and weapons, but we have an alchemist do the enchantments."

Leonhard had heard of it.

This weapon shop in the back alley was famous for enchanting items with attributes according to customer orders.

However, they refused first time customers, and their prices were high.

The mystery of why Darius bought a ring here only deepened.

---

"I heard you were holding this for someone."

When he showed the deposit slip, the shopkeeper disappeared into the back without a word.

The long silence made him anxious.

The shopkeeper returned, holding a ring and a dagger in a black monster leather case.

"I was asked to give this to the daughter."

"The daughter...?"

Leonhard’s eyes widened.

Wasn't he supposed to give the ring to the lover on his behalf?

This wasn’t what he was told.

---

From even deeper within the shop, a sword in a beautiful black scabbard emerged.

"This one is yours. When you go outside, pretend you bought this. The money’s been covered by Darius. It’s better than your sword. Don’t arouse suspicion."

"Hey, what am I getting dragged into?"

He hid the dagger and ring inside his clothes and left the shop with the sword he was given.

There was no sign of being followed.

However, the touts were still waiting outside the shop.

This weapon shop seemed to be one of the more decent ones in the back alleys.

It seemed he could use it without looking suspicious.

---

Leonhard walked with a natural air and returned to the Knight Order’s barracks.



		
			Chapter 6

			The Sword and Ring Forced Upon Me Were the Beginning of Terrible Trouble

			Leonhard stared intently at the sword he had received.

(I haven’t tested it yet... but the way it fits in my hand is incredible.)

He held the blade up to the light. The hamon rippled finely, and the steel was as lustrous as clear water.

(It's like it reflects a world without impurities...)

And he could feel a magical attribute dwelling within it. It was a shame he didn't have an appraisal skill at times like this.

(This is no ordinary item. It must be quite expensive.)

However, the suspicion that the supreme commander had embezzled funds crossed his mind, and he hesitated, wondering if it was alright to accept such a thing.

Well, he had already accepted it... What was he supposed to do now?

Suddenly, he remembered the ring he had been asked to deliver.

(Wasn't the person the supreme commander asked me to give it to his lover? For some reason it’s become the "daughter"? And who is this daughter? Is it his girlfriend's daughter? I don't even know where she is...)

He gently opened the ring case.

The ring inside was large and heavy, big enough to fit a man’s middle finger.

The magic stone was intricately crafted, but he couldn't tell the details.

(This is no proposal ring, that's for sure.)

One thing was certain. He had been deceived by the supreme commander and unknowingly dragged into some troublesome affair.

"Hey, hey... I can’t talk to anyone about this."

The alchemist’s daughter was supposed to still be under interrogation.

(First, I’ll ask about the daughter’s situation tomorrow and then decide my next move.)

---

The next morning, during the Knight Order’s morning practice, a rumor was circulating.

"Is it true that alchemist’s daughter escaped without saying a word during interrogation?"

"No way... They were watching her so closely."

Leonhard frowned at the gossip he overheard.

(Now, how should I proceed...)

After finishing morning practice, he secretly submitted a request for paid leave.

"You must be tired from all this with the supreme commander," his colleagues assumed on their own, and the request was approved without a hitch.

He returned to his room, drew the curtains, and locked the door.

On his desk, he placed the dagger and ring he had received the other day, along with the sword he had been given.

The dagger was engraved with the name "Mireille."

(The name of the supreme commander’s lover’s daughter who was being interrogated was also Mireille... The daughter must be the lover’s daughter.)

There were no initials or marks on the ring.

He lifted the cushion in the case, and a small slip of paper appeared.

"Sorry. The ring is for you. I need your help."

"...That’s way too vague."

He muttered in a low voice.

It didn’t say what, where, or to whom he was supposed to lend his help.

Furthermore, he had no interest in receiving a ring from a man.

For now, he couldn’t bring out the items he had received.

He put them all away, and as he lifted his luggage, he suddenly felt curious and slipped the ring on.

It was a perfect fit.

--In that moment, his vision twisted.

"...I see. So this is the trick."

By the time his feet touched the ground, he already understood.

It was the activation of teleportation magic.

---

Before him was a girl, her face smudged with soot, frantically trying to put out a bonfire.

In contrast to her frantic state, Leonhard simply raised an eyebrow.



		
			Chapter 7

			Danger, Do Not Remove! The Teleportation Ring That Forges a Bond

			Leonhard and Mireille gasped at the same time.

Their eyes met, and all that was there was surprise and confusion.

(...Why is the girl from the Moonshadow Teahouse in front of me! And where is this place!?)_ _

(W, who is this person...! And he looks scary!!)

With a man who could be friend or foe appearing suddenly, and with nothing to protect herself, Mireille’s heart leaped into her throat.

The memory of yesterday’s lynch like interrogation resurfaced, and her shoulders trembled uncontrollably.

"U, um... w, who might you be...? I, I really don’t know anything...! I don’t know anything, so please forgive me...!"

As Mireille stumbled backward, Leonhard was breaking out in a cold sweat internally.

...It’s her, the girl I saw at the Moonshadow Teahouse, no doubt about it. But this looks exactly like I’m threatening her. Of course, I have no hobby of scaring women. But I can’t just "hand over the item and retreat" either...

This was a problem.

"C, calm down. I am Leonhard, captain of the First Knight Order."

He showed her his open hands and continued in as low a voice as possible.

"I apologize for startling you. Actually... my superior was in a relationship with your mother. I was asked to deliver something..."

He stopped breathing. His gaze fell to his own left hand.

(...The ring... I’m... wearing it...?)

The blood drained from his face. Far from delivering it, appearing with the ring already on his finger. He looked like nothing but a suspicious person.

(...What am I doing...)

Mireille’s gaze was also drawn to Leonhard’s left hand.

"Th, that ring...!"

"S, sorry. I’ll take it off now."

"No! Don’t take it off!!"

Mireille placed her hand over his as he tried to remove it.

The moment their hands touched, Mireille’s warmth transferred to Leonhard’s fingertips.

(...Ah, warm.)

But... for two people with little romantic experience.

They both stared intently at their overlapping hands.

--And then hastily pulled them apart.

They were red up to their ears.

(Are we children!!)

"Th, that’s not it. It has a spatial teleportation formula embedded in it!"

Mireille’s face was beet red, and while she clenched her hands tightly in front of her chest, she didn't take her eyes off the ring.

Leonhard asked timidly.

"...You can tell?"

The ring he was offered had a band that was a centimeter at its widest point. An oval magic stone was set in it. A dull red color glowed faintly, but to Leonhard, it just looked like a stone.

"Excuse me, may I take a look?"

Mireille took a breath, first asking permission before taking Leonhard’s hand.

Her gesture naturally conveyed a sincerity in how she handled things.

"...The ring... there are many things I’d like to ask, so please don’t take it off for now. If you do, you might return to your original location."

"I see."

Mireille gently released his hand.

Leonhard felt a sense of relief that his hand was free and that Mireille herself seemed to pose no threat, but inwardly he was screaming.

(Supreme Commander! Why did you give me a ring like this!!)



		
			Chapter 8

			The Failed Sword and the Ring of Lies

			(F, for now... I’ll give her the items I was asked to deliver.)

Leonhard took a deep breath and began to concisely explain the situation.

His conversation with Darius, how he went to the shop as instructed, but the situation was different from what he had been told.

He explained dispassionately that in the dangerous atmosphere with possible surveillance, he had no room for argument and had no choice but to accept the items.

"...So, when I examined it calmly, the ring I was supposed to deliver... clearly wasn't for Master Ariel-dono. And it looked like it was for a man, so... I just... wanted to check the size..."

He averted his gaze awkwardly at the end.

"...My apologies. That was thoughtless of me."

Mireille fell silent, lost in thought.

Leonhard observed her.

(I heard she was eighteen... but she’s a very composed girl.)

She must have studied alchemy and worked in the shop from a young age.

Her soft, pink-blonde hair swayed gently, her small face framed by long eyelashes and doll-like, wide eyes.

(...With a face like that at the counter, there must have been customers who came just to look, without buying anything.)

Eventually, Mireille spoke.

She looked down, as if finding it a little difficult to say.

"...I don’t think my master would ever give a ring she made to herself. So... I believe the story about it being a ‘proposal ring’ was a lie."

Her apologetic tone made Leonhard’s chest ache slightly.

"No, I had already realized it was probably a lie by this point. So don’t worry about it."

"B, but... please believe me! They aren’t people like that!"

Mireille quickly looked up.

"Their relationship was very serious, and my master, at least, would never buy expensive things. I handled the shop’s finances, and there was no hidden money or misappropriation... Absolutely not!"

Her desperate eyes were straight and clear.

--This girl is the type whose lies would be exposed in an instant. At least in this matter, she’s innocent.

"A, and also..."

This time, Mireille continued, looking a little hesitant.

"That sword, it’s actually a magnificent blade, but... it was a failed creation, and Darius-sama bought it from us."

"A failed creation?"

Mireille explained that back when she was still struggling to control enchantments, she was supposed to imbue a sword with an enchantment that increased its attack power by "1.5 times" for an order from the weapon shop. But she mistakenly made it "15 times."

"Fifteen times the attack attribute... that’s practically a cheat, isn’t it? Wouldn’t everyone be thrilled?"

"W, well... normally, when you attack, you get a little bit of recoil. At fifteen times, the recoil is also fifteen times... Almost no one can withstand it."

"Ah... I see."

A sword that sends you flying with every swing. That was definitely no good.

"But the sword itself was very well made, so he bought it, saying he would give it to someone who could use it someday. As for the customer, my master gave them an equally good sword with all the characteristics they desired as an apology, so there was no trouble."

(...If you add a ton of non-attack attributes to a sword like this, of course they’d be happy.)

--Could it be that he ran out of money because he was buying up various things like this, and that led to the embezzlement....

Leonhard’s inner thoughts must have shown on his face, because Mireille hurriedly added.

"T, the sword itself is expensive, but it’s the price without enchantments, so for Darius-sama, it’s cheaper than a month’s salary! Besides, since he was kind enough to buy it, I added various characteristics to it as practice... so the quality has improved a little!"

(...Did he give it to me because I could handle it, or did he just push it on me because it had nowhere else to go.... My image of the supreme commander’s integrity is starting to waver.)

"Sorry, but may I test it? I want to make sure I can really use it."



		
			Chapter 9

			What the Ring Summoned Was the Strongest Knight

			Mireille held her breath at the sudden appearance of Leonhard.

But even though I was being suspected because of my master, he didn’t attack me right away. Instead, he was handling the situation sincerely, even as he himself was caught up in an unexpected problem.

...For some reason, I found myself grateful for his attitude.

"I hear the captain of the First Knight Order is really wonderful." She often heard such rumors at the shop.

His face was like a prince from a story. His swordsmanship was faster and more brilliant than anyone’s. He didn’t womanize and was a model of good conduct.

Indeed, seeing him before her, she could only agree.

Moreover, he was a gentleman, and despite being a knight, he was smart, not rugged. Just as the rumors said.

...Could it be.

What Darius-san and Master were trying to give me wasn’t the ring, but this person himself? When I’m in trouble, this ring brings Leonhard-san to me.

Was that the trick? If so....

"Those two really are... beyond troublesome."

Though she sighed, the fact was, in a life where she couldn't even manage to start a fire, his presence was a blessing.

She had no experience with survival.

In that case, I’ll have him teach me, consult him about how to earn a living... and repay him with alchemical items. And then, I’ll have him forget our connection here.

--That’s what she decided in her heart.

***

Leonhard began by confirming their current location.

Even to test the sword he had received, he needed to check the safety of the surroundings.

The entrance to the tower was secure. The heavy wooden door was a special creation, given a hardness greater than iron through alchemy. Ordinary force wouldn’t break it.

Letting in an unknown man was dangerous, but Mireille unhesitatingly added Leonhard’s name to the security list.

The magic barrier glowed faintly, trembled quietly, and the door opened.

"If Master and Darius-san summoned you... I’m sure what they wanted to give me wasn’t the ring, but you."

Her voice was weak but sincere.

"But I can’t trouble you any further. However, if you would... could you at least give me some advice on my life from now on?"

He was certainly being troubled.

But she, like him, was just a victim caught up in all this.

Her earnestness made his chest ache a little.

***

At the top of the tower.

When he opened the window, he could see the clock tower in the distance.

"...You’re right. I can see the town. That means this is to the south."

Further south from here was Sacred Peak Mountain, which, as its name suggested, was said to possess spiritual power and was the tallest in the country.

And from the foot of the mountain to near the town stretched the demonic Tree Sea, which disoriented one’s sense of direction.

In fact, the road from the town to the Tree Sea was sealed off, and even had recognition-inhibiting magic placed on it.

This area was a free-for-all of monsters, dungeons, and magical fluctuations.

In particular, the foot of Sacred Peak Mountain was a dangerous zone where monster stampedes frequently occurred, and on moonlit nights, packs of wolves would sometimes attack.

(...Why evacuate to a place like this?)

No matter how much it allowed her to escape prying eyes, it was no place to leave a young girl alone.

Darius must have seen through his inability to be irresponsible.

Just as she said, he, summoned by this ring, was the gift to her. How should he tell this girl, who was still unaware of the dangers of this place?

Leonhard quietly held his head in his hands.



		
			Chapter 10

			The Young Weaponsmith's Eyes Sparkle Even in a Danger Zone

			He had a rough idea of their location.

This was deep in the Tree Sea. An attack from the outside was practically impossible.

Only the highest ranking officials would know about this place.

It wasn't on the regular patrol route of the Tree Sea Defense Force either.

Barring anything extraordinary, no one would come here.

...Rather, the concern was Mireille getting lost or encountering a monster.

He finished checking the area visible from the top of the tower.

Alright, let's head down. And while I'm at it, I might as well test the sword.

There was an open space a short distance away. If he let loose a little there, it should be fine.

"Alright, Mireille, you wait here—"

"I, I want to see the test cut!!"

Her eyes were sparkling.

It was exactly the reaction of a dog when asked, "Want to go for a walk?"

"It’s dangerous, so no."

"I won’t get in the way! This is a once in a lifetime chance to see up close what effects the weapon has, what it’s lacking, and what its limits are! Especially with weapons!"

An artisan’s spirit....

He understood the feeling. He understood, but—

"I’ll explain later, but this place is a monster’s nest. It’s too dangerous."

"That’s exactly why! I need to get a grasp of the materials here too, and I need to make some defensive tools. While you’re here, Leonhard-san!"

She pressed closer. She was desperate....

Well, it was nearby, and if he guarded her, it should be manageable.

"What do you have to protect yourself? You have the dagger I brought. What about armor or monster repellent?"

"The medicine... the whole shop was destroyed, so I couldn’t bring any. I never had armor to begin with. But there might be something left on the shelves. I found a High Potion yesterday, so I managed with that."

"...A High Potion!?"

Hey, that’s three months’ salary. It might even be more expensive than my sword.

"I can make them if I have the materials. It’s just an extension of a regular Potion. If I can make one here, I’ll make one for you as thanks."

No, that wasn't an item he could accept with a simple "thank you." But... depending on the ingredients, it might not be a bad deal. Wait, no!

As he was thinking this, they descended the tower. Apparently, there was a shelf on the second floor, and Mireille said, "Wait a minute," and ran off.

Next to Mireille, who was rummaging through the shelf, he could see an old bed. ...Feeling like he had seen something he shouldn’t have, he moved his gaze to the floor.

There were bloodstains on the floor.

He gasped involuntarily. What kind of beating did they give her? For her family’s embezzlement...? An injury that required a High Potion couldn’t have been from a simple interrogation. There must have been some other motive.

"I found an antidote and a repellent bell. If I ring this, it messes with a monster’s semicircular canals, and they won’t come near for about an hour."

"Oh, that’s helpful. ...Wait, just monsters? Does it not affect humans?"

His question must have been written on his face.

"Humans are built differently. Monsters can distinguish even the smallest sounds, so... it precisely disrupts that."

She talked happily about how to deal with monsters. Hearing such a grim topic from such a cute face would surely make a normal man flinch.

...It didn't bother him, though.

Now he felt he understood a little of why Darius and her master had been concerned about her future and brought up the idea of an arranged marriage.



		
			Chapter 11

			The Monster-Repelling Bell and the Wind of the Test Cut

			The Monster-Repelling Bell only made a light, *karan karan* sound.

...Does this thing really work?

"Well, that’s the reason it didn’t sell and never became a product," Mireille said, laughing as she pinched the bell between her fingers.

"It only has five uses, but everyone was so worried about its effectiveness that they shook it too much. Then, when they tried to use it again, it had become just a normal bell...."

It was an all too easy to understand failure story.

"We’d make a prototype like this with Master, it would fail, we’d make another... it was a constant cycle. We never put anything on the shelves unless its safety was confirmed. That was the policy of the Moonshadow Teahouse."

I see.

That would explain why, among the many alchemy shops in the Royal Capital, the Moonshadow Teahouse was exceptionally popular.

But... if that shop is gone, won’t Potions and other alchemy related products completely disappear from the market?

Is this really okay?

◇

It was about a five minute walk from the tower to the test site.

During that time, Mireille would walk a little, then stop, her eyes sparkling brightly.

"Is there something that catches your eye so much?"

"Well, yes. I’m not an adventurer, so I always have materials brought to me. But when that happens, their freshness deteriorates, and even the same material can have a different magical content. The person who gathered it wouldn’t know, so whether I get good materials or not is a matter of luck...."

"Hmm," he nodded.

"But the materials here contain an unbelievable amount of magic, and there are even things I’ve only seen in books... It’s like a treasure trove!"

Her eyes were more than just sparkling. She looked ready to dive in and start gathering at any moment.

...If I tell her, "Go ahead and take some," she probably won’t come back until sunset.

The high magic content was likely due to the nature of this land.

Today was for the test cut, but once things settled down.

I guess I’ll help her with gathering too.

It was unclear if the Monster-Repelling Bell was effective, but apparently monsters couldn't get within ten meters of it, and there was absolutely no sign of them.

"I don’t know what kind of effect it will have, so stay back." He had Mireille hold the bell and stand behind a tree about ten meters behind him.

"Ugh! I want to get closer."

She looked dejected, but no means no.

He smiled lightly and drew a line on the ground.

"This far and no further!"

Leonhard quietly drew his sword from its sheath.

Countless vines hung from the tree in front of him. They were a bit tough, but they should just about hold up for a test cut.

A powerful magical energy overflowed from the steel blade, and the moment he held it, it settled into his hand as if it were a part of him.

He let out a breath and took his stance.

He took a bold step forward, and the moment he swung the sword in a swift arc.

"Huh...?!"

The vines in front of him vanished.

The next moment, with a massive blast of wind, the tree at the end of the vines fell silently.

As his vision suddenly brightened, the fallen tree and the monster birds caught in the blast fell to the ground with dull thuds.

And he himself was sent flying by the impact.

"Whoa, hold on...!"

He desperately gripped the sword, and as he braced himself, he looked back.

To his surprise, Mireille had been blown back along with him and was lying on the ground.

"Mireille!!"

He rushed to her side. Her head was spinning.

"Hmm... was the wind output a little too strong, I wonder?"

Her nonchalant voice made him let out a wry smile.

"My apologies. I didn’t realize it had so many different properties. I misjudged its power."

He hurriedly helped her up.

Mireille, while getting up and saying she was fine, looked at the fallen tree and the surrounding area and said with an innocent voice.

"Wow! Birds! I haven’t eaten properly in days, so this food is a huge help!!"

"Y, you haven’t eaten in days...?!"

A cry of surprise escaped him.

But at the same time, he was truly relieved that Mireille was unharmed.

"...You should tell me things like that."

Though exasperated, he was somehow taken aback.

In this confusing situation, he felt a little saved by her positive attitude.

"...I’m still wondering what to do, yet you’re so resilient."



		
			Chapter 12

			The Girl in the Tower and the Teleportation Ring

			"If you haven’t eaten in days... there are things to do before a test cut." Leonhard sighed deeply.

Come to think of it, when he first arrived, she was covered in soot.

At her feet were the remains of a bonfire.

Was that... the aftermath of a failed attempt at cooking?

Cooking vegetables from a kit that would be ready for harvest the next day! Most people wouldn't even think of that. If she hadn't eaten for days since the interrogation, it was more than just hunger, it was life-threatening.

"Securing food comes first... let’s head back for now."

Mireille had said, "If you just teach me how to set up camp, I’ll do the rest, so please don’t get involved with me." But she was being naive.

This world wasn't kind enough to let someone survive in a monster-infested forest with just a little instruction.

The teleportation ring worked by taking you from where you put it on to "here," and from "here" back to where you put it on. Moreover, it didn't scatter light like teleportation magic, so there was no worry of being seen from the outside.

To be able to perform teleportation, a skill that required advanced techniques even for mages from the Mage Order, with just this small ring, it was indeed a valuable item.

However, if he was going to use it, it had to be in a locked room.

"I’ll go get something you can eat right away."

He removed the ring, his vision shifted, and he was back in his own room.

As Mireille said, if he pretended to know nothing, his peaceful life would likely continue. But... he couldn't just abandon a girl who was trying so hard to live.

She had been so hungry that her eyes lit up at the sight of a dead monster bird. The memory of her desperate face made his chest ache.

A few loaves of bread, canned food, jarred food, drinks, and light snacks... a little seasoning too.

Alcohol... was probably too soon for her.

He wanted to go shopping, but time had passed there as well as here.

There was a limit to what he could do before sunset.

Simple tools, and some of my clothes and towels as well.

Her clothes were already in tatters from the torture.

He picked up the food and luggage, and put the ring back on.

And back to the same place as this morning.

"...This is an amazing ring."

The moment he returned, what jumped into his vision was Mireille, happily dismembering a monster bird.

The iridescent feathers were neatly bundled, and the magic core had been removed. Her small hands moved with surprising skill.

"I’m back."

"Oh, you really came back? Thank you so much!"

She turned around and... she was covered in bird blood. He involuntarily sucked in a breath.

Supreme Commander, I’m sorry.

This marriage proposal with this girl is absulutely—

"If I start a fire, I can cook and eat it. I’ve taken out the magic core, so it’s safe. ...See, it’s fine, right?"

Mireille smiled brightly. There was blood on her lips and cheeks, but her smile was strangely cute.

...He took it back. Marriage proposal aside, this girl was a good person.

"A child doesn’t need to be so considerate. First, eat the things that don't need cooking. ...And wash up before it gets dark. Take the Monster-Repelling Bell with you. The clothes are mine, which I'm sorry about, but I'll buy you new ones."

The moment he opened the package, Mireille’s stomach rumbled, *guuuu...*

"S, sorry... I’ll take you up on your offer."

She turned red to her ears and bowed her head deeply.

Her gesture was somehow endearing and made him want to protect her.

Mireille clutched the bell and trotted off toward the water. Her hair swayed gently behind her.

The water was right nearby, and if he wasn't careful, she would be in his line of sight. Leonhard hastily turned his back.

"...Guess I’ll check inside the tower."

1st floor: Vegetable seeds and farm tools. Arranged so one could work directly in the fields outside.

"A hideout with a field... well prepared."

2nd floor: Living space. A wall-to-wall bookshelf dominated the room, but a closer look revealed a small kitchen hidden behind it.

"Proper cooking seems impossible, but I can at least boil water."

The stove was magic stone powered, with several fire magic stones. This would last a month. He wanted to avoid bonfires on rainy days or at night, so this facility was a blessing.

3rd floor: Workspace. Neatly arranged specialized books, and unfamiliar tools and materials.

"...The contrast with the clutter on the 2nd floor is amazing."

Was it his master's personality? They were neatly stored. It might be that they were dangerous if not handled properly....

4th floor: Storage. He hadn't checked inside yet, but old wooden boxes were stacked up.

5th floor: The top floor he had seen with Mireille earlier. There was no room. From the outside, it had only looked like a three-story building.

"...Strange. What kind of construction is this?"

This tower was not a hastily built hideout. It was probably a renovation of an existing building, but why was there a house in a place like this in the first place?

He looked out over the forest. What was hidden in the depths of the Tree Sea?

The possibility that the supreme commander and the others were here... wasn't zero.

Leonhard pushed the rising anxiety deep into his chest and continued to gaze intently at the forest.



		
			Chapter 13

			Reason Burned Before the Fire Was Lit

			Apparently, there are people in this world who get joy from having their girlfriend wear their shirt.

I knew that. I did....

I was sorry.

It was my fault.

Wet hair, no underwear, a face slightly pale with exhaustion.

And yet, Mireille smiled up at me with wide, clear eyes.

A silhouette visible through the shirt.

--You could have predicted this, couldn't you, me.

Never before had I cursed my lack of experience with women as much as I did that day.

"...!"

I hurriedly ushered Mireille inside, pulled the blanket from the second floor bed, and wrapped it around her shoulders.

"I, it’s an emergency today... usually I have better risk management, you know? But I know you’re a good person, Leonhard-san, so—"

"Listen! Good person or bad person, it’s not okay!"

I shouted, my face red to my ears, and turned on my heel.

"I’m going to start a fire!"

With those words, I fled the room.

***

Nibbling on the bread she had been given, Mireille murmured to herself.

"Leonhard-san really is a good person."

She had been so hungry that she hadn't even been able to feel her stomach. But the more she ate, the hungrier she became.

She heard there was a small stove and a water source hidden on the second floor and her shoulders slumped slightly.

"I might have been able to boil potatoes without starting a fire."

But this room was filled with flammable-looking books. She gave up, figuring the most she could do was boil water until they were cleared away.

The books lined up were on alchemy and... magic?

Flipping through the pages, Mireille tilted her head.

Alchemy was the technique of processing materials containing magic or imbuing them with magic. One could use it whether they had magic themselves or not.

Magic, on the other hand, used one’s own magic. Drawing magic circles, creating teleportation cores. The core of that power embedded in Leonhard’s ring was a form of magic.

A ring with that embedded in a jewel becomes alchemy.

"They’re similar... but what they can do is a little different."

Alchemy excelled at processing tools and buildings. Magic excelled at directly affecting things with one’s own magical power.

Were these reference books to help her learn magical knowledge when creating alchemical items?

Flipping further, she found dictionaries of materials and recipe books packed tightly together.

Come to think of it, during the test cut, there were plenty of magic grasses, and the water was clean. With that, she wouldn’t have to worry about simple Potions for a while. There was even sleeping moss by the water. If she mixed it with moon-dew grass, which needed to be gathered at night, she could make Sleep Orbs. There was moon-dew grass growing here too.

...Well, if I mentioned gathering at night, Leonhard-san would probably stop me with all his might.

From Leonhard’s words and actions, he seemed to have a good grasp of this place. The fact that he made me take the Monster-Repelling Bell meant this was a pretty dangerous place, no doubt about it.

--Oh, right.

I had received my dagger.

Until now, I had only bought materials and never gathered them myself... but that wouldn't be the case anymore.

She gently took the dagger from its leather pouch.

The pouch was made of monster leather and had been treated to block magic.

But the moment it came out, a sharp, dense magic radiated from the dagger itself.

"Waaaah! This has every enchantment except light and dark attributes! Is it even possible to have all of them!?"

She cried out without thinking.

Normally, fire and water were incompatible and couldn’t be enchanted at the same time. But this dagger had a switching mechanism for incompatible attributes, with separate magic stones for each. And the wind attribute, just by stroking the magic stone, could be applied to any other attribute, and its power could be switched between high, medium, and low.

Master... you’re incredible!!

As she trembled with excitement.

"What’s wrong! I heard a shout!"

Leonhard practically burst into the room.

And froze.

Ah.

In my excitement, I had kicked off the blanket and was hugging the dagger.

The front of my shirt was open, and my legs were completely exposed.

"...The blanket. I told you to cover up."

A low voice. A furrowed brow.

A pause. Silence. His gaze traveled from my face, slowly downward.

Leonhard squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath.

"...Cover up. Now."

"I just got excited about the attributes of the dagger you gave me, it's amazing—"

"Cover up!!"

I couldn’t help but flinch.

The next moment, he turned his back and closed the door without a word.

This time, I might have really made Leonhard-san angry.

Mireille turned pale.



		
			Chapter 14

			I Thought I Made Him Angry, But He Returned to a Fire

			I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t look away. I saw.

No, there was no ulterior motive.

Still, my chest pricked with a strange feeling. I was filled with a sense of apology toward Mireille and an unbearable embarrassment.

So, what now. This can’t continue.

I could make it to town if I left now, but... what if a man with no shadow of a woman in his life suddenly bought several sets of girls' clothes during his paid leave? It would definitely start rumors. Bad ones.

"...I need an accomplice."

The faces of the Knight Order floated in my mind. They were skilled, but it was hard to say they were "safe" for Mireille, and there was the matter of the supreme commander. One slip of the tongue and it would be over.

...Oh, right. Vice-Captain Kyle! He’s always giving things to women, isn’t he? I’ll ask him to buy them with me. He’s used to choosing, and it shouldn't arouse any strange suspicions.

Confirming that the bonfire was stable, I stood up. I couldn't mentally handle her walking around like that for days.

I removed the ring and returned to my room, erasing my presence.

◇ ◇ ◇

Mireille hastily wrapped the sheet around herself and rushed outside.

I made him angry. I have to apologize.

I’ve always had a tendency to get excited and lose myself whenever I find something related to alchemy.

But that outfit was not okay.

Instead of Leonhard turning bright red, it should have been me who was embarrassed.

"Leonhard-san, I’m sorr—"

I started to call out, but my feet stopped.

The bonfire was surrounded by stones, the smoke was white, and the wood crackled. But the man himself was nowhere to be seen.

"...He’s gone."

I hadn't expected him to come back in the first place. Just bringing me food was more than enough.

Even as I tried to think that, a sense of guilt spread in my chest.

It was my fault. I made him angry.

I couldn’t even apologize, and just felt dejected.

...My master actually has a similar personality.

Unlike me, she doesn't coop herself up in the workshop all day. She's the type to fly all over the outside world.

But I know almost nothing about what she was doing out there.

I only knew about her relationship with Darius-san because he came to the house sometimes. I don't even know how they met.

"We’ve known each other for a long time now." That was the extent of our closeness.

"...For now, I’ll wash my clothes while there’s still a fire."

Muttering this, I threw the clothes I was wearing before this into a pot and boiled them in hot water. There was no detergent, but the heat would loosen the mud and blood. If I let it cool, most of the stains should come out.

After finishing the laundry, I fed twigs to the fire and started cooking the monster bird meat. I'll cook it while there's fire and eat it tomorrow.

As night deepened, exhaustion washed over me. The backs of my eyelids grew hot, and tears threatened to well up.

--I’ll cry later!

Fat from the monster bird dripped onto the fire with a *pachi*. The next moment.

"...W, wah, wah wah wah!"

The fire leaped over the stone enclosure, flaring up.

A fire!? I have to put it out!!

Mireille scrambled to her feet, tearing off the sheet she was wrapped in.

She lifted the pot with her clothes still in it, to get water—

"I told you, but you’re still not wearing it. ...And why are you cooking a bird? Ah, it’s completely burnt."

A low, exasperated voice. I turned around to see Leonhard standing there, as if he had been there all along.

He glanced at me briefly before starting to deal with the fire.

He calmly removed the bird, poured a small amount of water to calm the fire. The flames didn’t go out, but remained at a manageable level.

"I thought I told you to stay in your room with the blanket on."

The moment I heard his voice, twisted in a troubled way.

Mireille realized she hadn’t been abandoned, and the tears she had been holding back burst forth all at once.



		
			Chapter 15

			The Fire Commotion and Tears Through a Sheet

			A little while before Mireille started crying.

After returning to my room via spatial teleportation, I headed straight for the First Knight Order.

It was rare for me to walk around here in my plain clothes. The gazes of the knights I passed were questioning. "Huh, weren’t you on leave?"

The air in the hallway seemed to say, "He took paid leave and came in anyway?"

"Is Kyle here?"

When I called out, Vice-Captain Kyle, who was leaning on his desk, looked up. He ran his fingers through his brown hair and gave a lazy smile.

"Yeees... Captain? Are you heading to work now? I was actually thinking of going home early for the first time in a while, you know."

He trailed off. The rest was probably, "I was thinking of going to a brothel." But Kyle knew very well that I wasn't interested in that kind of talk.

"You can go home early. But you have one job to do first."

"...A job, sir?"

I called Kyle into the captain’s office and closed the door. Once we were alone, my throat felt strangely dry, and I swallowed hard.

"...I need you to buy some women’s clothes. Not a dress, just a few sets of comfortable everyday wear. And... underwear."

"............Are you going to wear them, Captain?"

"Why would I!? No!"

"Eh, it's not for a cross-dressing infiltration?"

"It is a mission, but the clothes are for a woman to wear."

"A woman... is she older or younger than you, Captain?"

"...Younger. She’s still in her late teens. So everyday underwear is fine. Definitely not for sleeping."

"Captain... are you into loli—"

"N, no! It’s not like that. It’s a top secret mission."

"Receipt?"

"I... don’t need one."

Kyle’s lips twisted into a smirk. That was the face he made when he got his hands on some interesting gossip.

"Don’t worry, Captain. I’ll keep your secret. ...Heeh, so you had a special someone. I thought you were the straight-laced type."

I guess calling it a job was a stretch.

Besides, if it was a mission, trying to hide it might make it more suspicious.

She was someone I had a potential marriage arrangement with. I should just accept it.

"...Sorry. If people find out, a lot of things will fall apart."

"Ah, well, if she’s a minor, I can see that."

"Anyway, I need clothes and underwear."

"Understood. Unlike you, Captain, I can certainly get those without attracting attention. But... are you going to have fun with the same outfit?"

"...Ah, I want to have fun with the same outfit."

"Just with the serious underwear?"

"Anything else is unnecessary. But I need you to get a lot of them."

"Are you going to try that hard?"

"It’ll be an everyday thing."

"Every day!? ...You’re really going for it. I understand. I feel like I’m the only one who can grant a request like this from you, Captain. It’s a man’s promise. I won’t leak a word."

"When can I get them?"

"I’ll have them ready by tomorrow morning. Leave it to me."

Kyle gave me a thumbs-up. ...For some reason, his face looked gleeful.

He was probably misunderstanding a lot of things, but as long as Mireille and I didn't get into that kind of relationship, in Kyle’s mind, the story would end with me getting dumped after falling for a teenager. He’s flighty, but he’s tight-lipped.

At least the clothes were sorted out.

Leonhard returned to his room and put the ring on again.

---

When I returned, she was there again in my shirt, her silhouette fully visible, and for some reason holding a pot.

Sorry, but with this little sex appeal, my eyes have already gotten used to it.

But I had adjusted the bonfire before I left...

Why? Why was a completely burnt chicken being roasted and flames shooting up??

After safely calming the fire, I called out to her, and Mireille started crying. Isn’t my day been a bit too intense??

For now, I picked up a sheet that had fallen nearby and decided to put it over the crying Mireille.

"I, I’m sorry... Leonhard-san..."

Her voice trembled, her words breaking off. I could tell she was desperately trying to suppress the emotions welling up from deep within her chest.



		
			Chapter 16

			The Hidden Truth of the Tree Sea

			Leonhard-san didn't abandon me, he came back.

"I, I’m sorry... Leonhard-san..."

My voice trembled, the words catching in my throat. No matter how much I tried to steel myself, I was terrified. I covered my face with my hands, trying desperately to stop the tears, but it was no use.

It was as if the thread of tension I had been holding onto ever since Master disappeared had finally snapped all at once.

"It’s okay, I’m not angry..."

Leonhard also regretted his tone. He was used to a workplace filled with men, with a lot of physical labor. His way of speaking tended to become harsh.

In a situation like this, is hugging her the right answer...?

No, we don't have a special relationship, I should keep a certain distance...

He debated in his head.

If it were Kyle... no, he's not a good example. He'd just push her down.

Right, for now, he decided to gently place a hand on her shoulder.

"I’m not angry, but you need to be more aware of the danger. Do you know that there was a marriage proposal between you and me?"

Mireille lifted her tear-stained face and let out a surprised "Heh!"

"Hey, what’s with the ‘Heh!’, honestly."

Leonhard gently wiped her tear-streaked face with the handkerchief he had in his hand.

"There are plenty of people out there who will think whatever they want about you, without you knowing. Even if you have no intention of it, there are guys who will get the wrong idea from what you're wearing right now. I’ve arranged for clothes. You should have them by tomorrow. But you have to learn how to protect yourself."

At his words, Mireille gave a small nod.

---

Leonhard sat down beside the bed on the second floor and took a deep breath. Mireille, in front of him, watched him with anxious eyes.

"Mireille, did you know there was a forest like this to the south of the town?" His voice was quiet but held a strong will.

Mireille shook her head.

"No... I didn’t know there was such a big forest. If I had, I probably would have used adventurers to gather good materials."

Leonhard explained as he drew a simple map on a piece of paper on the bedside table.

"This is a secret place, close to town, yet no one knows about it. It’s hidden by inhibitor magic and is called the ‘Magic Tree Sea,’ under the direct control of the king."

Mireille’s eyes widened slightly.

"Magic Tree Sea?"

"That’s right. Ordinary people and adventurers can’t enter. The only ones who protect this place are the ‘Tree Sea Defense Force.’ The king commands them directly."

Leonhard marked their current location, the town’s location, and the defense force’s base on the map with circles.

"Far beyond this tree sea is Sacred Peak Mountain. The foothills here are teeming with monsters. Some monsters become active with the tides and the waxing and waning of the moon. If a stampede were to happen, it would be a disaster. That’s why the defense force is supposed to be active around here."

Mireille’s expression hardened slightly.

"I, I understand..."

Leonhard smiled gently and placed a hand on her shoulder.

"Right now, the state has its eyes on you for some strange reason, so you must not make contact with the defense force. This is a safe area that isn't patrolled yet. So, I want you to limit your activities to this vicinity."

Mireille nodded deeply and said with a determined look.

"Yes, I understand. I’ll be extremely careful."

"Good, that’s a good girl." Leonhard gently patted Mireille’s head.



		
			Chapter 17

			The Captain Takes a Vacation and Secretly Goes to Her

			"Oh, right!" Mireille’s face lit up.

"I was so excited, I forgot to tell you about this!"

She trotted to the corner of the room and returned, holding the dagger Leonhard had given her that morning in both hands.

"I’ve never handled a dagger before, but... this is no ordinary thing."

She revealed just a bit of it from the sheath and stroked the magic stone on the hilt with her fingertip.

"It’s enchanted with almost every attribute except light and dark. Normally, the magic stones would clash and shatter. It’s like trying to melt gold and silver coins together."

"Hoh..."

Leonhard took it and drew the dagger from its monster leather sheath.

Instantly, a hot lightning bolt shot from his palm, up his arm, and raced up his spine. The air grew dense, and the outlines of his vision became unnaturally sharp. Magic filled his entire body like spring water.

(...This is bad.)

Everyone in this world possessed some magic, but only a handful could join the Mage Order. Right now, he felt as if he had stepped into the ranks of that handful.

"...Wow, this is on another level."

"Right!?"

Mireille leaned forward happily, but then her brow furrowed.

"A moment ago, when I saw this dagger, I got so excited... and caused you such trouble...."

Her shoulders slumped. Watching her, Leonhard thought.

(No, normally people’s emotions don’t spike this much over a single weapon.)

"It’s fine," he said.

He returned the dagger with a wry smile.

"Besides, the wind attribute magic stone is amazing. It can change the power of the wind, so it can be adjusted to handle weapons with strong recoil like yours today, Leonhard-san. ...If I could just figure out this mechanism, I could put it on that greatsword."

She stared intently at the magic stone from all angles. The sheet slipped from her shoulders.

--Hey now, you've forgotten the sheet again.

"...Alright. I’ll get the clothes tomorrow and take leave until the weekend. And we’ll test this sword too."

Leonhard made his decision.

"Is it okay for you to take that much time off?"

Mireille looked worried. It was probably because she used to run a shop herself. Her face showed she understood that taking several days off would cause work to pile up.

"Work won’t get done anyway while the supreme commander is gone."

The rumor was that the captain of the Imperial Guard would be promoted to the new supreme commander. He didn’t expect it to be a comfortable workplace.

"So I’ll take a good long rest until then."

---

He could have slept in the empty space on the fourth floor, but it would be troublesome if a visitor came to the barracks.

He made her promise absolutely not to go outside on her own, and then Leonhard returned to his room.

The next morning. Kyle came to the barracks, as if avoiding being seen. He held a large package in his hands.

"You said you wanted normal, so I got a variety of normal!" Kyle puffed out his chest.

"You also said you wanted normal underwear, so I threw in a little something extra as a gift."

"...I wanted actually normal, though."

"It’s fine!" he said, giving a confident thumbs-up for some reason.

When Leonhard told him he was taking leave until the weekend and would be staying at his townhouse, Kyle nodded even more vigorously.

"Of course, I understand. I’m glad you’ve come over to our world, Captain. Please make good use of these clothes and do your best!"

(...He’s definitely misunderstanding. But correcting him is too much trouble.)

He delivered only the clothes to Mireille once, submitted his leave request to the Knight Order, and headed for his home in the Royal Capital, his townhouse.

An elderly couple managed it.

Though he was a Knight Captain, he was a commoner by birth and not the type to desire a lavish lifestyle. This house was also simple, and he only requested the bare minimum of upkeep.

"Well now, Master. Welcome home."

The old woman who greeted him showed a gentle smile.

"I’ll be resting here this week. I’m sorry, but I’d like to shut myself in my room for a bit. Could you buy some groceries for me? After that, you can take the rest of the week off, it's been a while."

"My... is that alright? In that case, I’d like to go see my children."

"Yes, you’ve been looking after this place for me, so take some time for yourself."

The old woman bowed her head happily several times and went out for groceries. He discreetly asked her to get some light snacks for Mireille and a large amount of preserved food at the same time. After finishing her shopping, the caretaker left happily.

--So far, there was nothing suspicious.

Leonhard firmly locked the front door and then locked his own room as well.

He slung the groceries he had placed on the table over his shoulder and put on the ring on his left hand.

"...Alright."

The next moment, his vision swayed slightly, and the density of the air changed.

The magic of teleportation passed through his body, and the scenery at his feet switched to the place where Mireille was.



		
			Chapter 18

			The Pale Wind Stone and the Secret in the Back of the Shelf

			Mireille returned to her room, clutching the bag of clothes she had received first thing in the morning.

She tried changing into them.

She had chosen what seemed to be a safe white blouse and knee length skirt, but when she stood in front of the mirror, she looked like a shop clerk in a customer service uniform.

(...It reminds me of when I used to work at the shop.)

It felt like just yesterday that she was laughing and talking with customers every day, but now it seemed like a distant dream.

Would the day come when she could own a shop again? She imagined a future where she saved up money and started over in another country, just for a moment.

Inside the bag were several other outfits, including a trendy sheer shirt (the type where the tank top underneath is visible) and a demure-looking dress.

Of course, there was also adventurer’s gear... but this was a design that prioritized ease of movement, stripped of all excess, which in turn made the body's lines stand out clearly. It looked like something an assassin or a thief would wear.

(Overall... are the clothes in the ‘demure girl’ style? Is this Leonhard-san’s taste?)

She was relieved that the underwear was a safe "normal." But then she discovered a small box tucked away separately.

On the lid, a single line was written.

"Put this on last."

(Last...? The last of what!?)_ _

Timidly, she opened it. What came out was, by all appearances, lingerie meant for a special occasion.

She slammed the box shut, *patan*, her face and ears turning hot in an instant.

She hurriedly shoved it into the back of a shelf, deciding to pretend she hadn't seen it.

(I’m sure... it wasn’t Leonhard-san, but someone else who was trying to be thoughtful... right? But did he tell them we were in that kind of relationship?)

It should have been embarrassing, but being mistaken, even if it was a lie, as the "partner" of such a wonderful person was just a little bit pleasing.

...Well, just a little.

Mireille switched gears. Before Leonhard arrived, there was some work she wanted to finish with alchemy, so she headed to the workshop on the third floor.

On the third floor, besides alchemy tools, there were some materials left. She opened a drawer to find several unrefined magic stones, including an ore that emitted a faint blue light. She searched among them for a stone related to wind.

Pale Wind Stone. A catalyst stone that stabilized wind magic particles.

She also took out the magic core from the monster bird she had taken down yesterday.

It contained wind magic particles, but one bird’s worth was weak. Fortunately, she had several, so if she ground them into powder, it would be a decent amount. All that was left was to find the catalyst, wind-chime grass.

(Then I can process it and it will become a ‘wind magic stone.’ The power will be lower, but... if I can exchange it with the magic stone in the current sword, which is too strong and difficult to handle, it should surely become easier to use.)

A small spark of motivation ignited in her chest.

To make Leonhard’s sword a little lighter, a little sharper. It was for his sake, and it was the best "thank you" she could offer right now.

—

Meanwhile, a little later, Leonhard was carrying groceries to the second floor, looking for Mireille.

He couldn't see her, but he could hear the sound of someone working from upstairs. Knowing she was in the building, he let out a sigh of relief.

"...I’ll just borrow this shelf for now."

He started putting canned goods and bread onto a space on the shelf lined with alchemical reagents and tools. In the process, a small box caught his eye. On the lid, in familiar handwriting, it said.

"Put this on last."

(...Ah, right, Kyle did say he ‘put in a present.’)_ _

He opened the lid casually and his face immediately turned bright red. What appeared from inside was, by all appearances, lingerie meant for a special occasion.

"...!"

He instinctively slammed the box shut and shoved it further back with the grocery bag.

(Hey... Mireille definitely saw this, didn't she!? Kyle... what are you plotting!)

He put a hand to his forehead and thought for a few seconds. An excuse... no, should I explain?

As he was thinking this, he headed for the third floor. What jumped into his vision was the sight of Mireille, her gaze fixed intently on the workbench.

The simple attire of a blouse and skirt suited her surprisingly well. He had been a little worried about what kind of clothes Kyle had bought... but if it was this, he felt relieved.

He remembered her wearing similar clothes when she was working at the shop.

(...She really does look good in things like this.)

As he murmured this to himself, he tried to find the right moment to speak.



		
			Chapter 19

			The Earnest Girl and Her Guardian in the Depths of the Forest

			Mireille finished grinding the monster bird's core and took a small breath. Doing by hand what she used to do with a machine was no easy feat.

Suddenly, she felt a gaze on her back and turned around to find Leonhard watching her work intently.

"S, sorry. I’ve kept you waiting."

She wondered how long he had been watching. She tended to get lost in her alchemy work, so she was worried she might have done something embarrassing.

"No, what were you doing?" Leonhard seemed more interested in her work. Mireille pointed to Leonhard’s sword and explained the work she was planning.

"I’ll train to withstand that sword, but... if it reduces the number of times I get blown away, that would be a great help."

He thought about the sword he had been given.

--It’s for fighting monsters, after all. To survive in this Tree Sea, an ordinary sword isn’t enough. The reason he gave me a weapon with attributes is probably because physical attacks alone are not enough against some monsters. If you’re fighting alongside a mage, they can cover for the missing attributes, but if not, a weapon with special properties is definitely useful.

...But, thinking about it now, why didn’t they tell me more?

It’s true that I might have refused if they had asked. But because I trusted the supreme commander, I feel a little deceived, and a bitter feeling spreads in my chest.

--Well, I’m the one who decided to help Mireille. I should just accept that.

"I won’t be able to help during the day once I start work, so we’ll gather a week’s worth of materials and farm produce all at once."

Mireille, remembering the location of the last test cut, explained where certain things were growing. It seemed they could gather a good amount of recovery and defensive materials. Moreover, if she could get permission to gather at night, there were still many more things she could make.

But first, we need to eat.

"Let’s make some food. We’ll eat, then we’ll move."

He removed the burnt parts of yesterday’s chicken, and cooked it with the grains, herbs, and seasonings he had brought.

When he lifted the pot lid, the scent of grains and herbs rose with the steam.

"Wow...!"

Mireille’s eyes lit up. She clapped her hands together and bounced in her seat with joy.

"I, it looks delicious!"

Leonhard served two portions, and the gentle aroma of chicken broth filled the air.

"Um... thank you for the food!"

Mireille’s eyes widened.

"S, so good...!" she said, deeply moved.

Leonhard couldn’t help but smile at her innocent reaction.

"Good, I’m glad it turned out edible."

Mireille nodded with a huge smile and started eating eagerly.

Her appetite and heart were satisfied, and he felt a little relieved.

For the future, while cooking, he carefully taught Mireille the procedure for starting a fire and adjusting the heat.

Her eagerness to learn was one of Mireille’s good qualities. She was still a bit clumsy, but he explained what to be careful about, and they decided to gather flammable plants and branches over the next week and store them on the first floor.

He glanced at her clothes. Ah, they looked good on her, but a blouse and skirt for the outdoors might have been a bit of a mistake.

"Were there no other clothes in the bag?"

When he asked, she told him they were mostly dresses, and the one for outdoors was a stealth-style one.

"Many of the insects are poisonous too, so even if it’s stealth-style, it’s better to wear something that covers your whole body when you’re outside."

Leonhard himself wore an armored shirt woven with magic resistance and slim pants, and he usually wore armor over that, so his gear was stripped of all excess.

Thinking about it calmly, he should have just prepared a few sets of women’s work clothes. All he could think about was just clothes! ...Well, it couldn't be helped. The destructive power of the my-shirt effect was too strong.

Ah, as for the lingerie... it’s too late to say anything now, so I’ll just pretend I didn’t see it. Oh well, he sighed softly.



		
			Chapter 20

			Too Inexperienced with Women, the Mission Is in Jeopardy

			Mireille donned the stealth-style adventurer wear that had been on the shelf and wrapped an adventurer’s bag around her waist.

It emphasized her slender waist even more.

Inside were the dagger she had received, an ordinary knife, a High Potion, an antidote, a Sleep Orb, and even an All-Purpose Bandage that was said to be effective on any wound.

It was like she had packed an entire first-aid kit.

In the backpack she slung over her shoulder, she put a simple pop-up tent made with alchemy.

The monster-repelling effect only lasted one night. It wasn't popular with adventurers who spent several days in a dungeon, but the price was high.

"The recognition-inhibiting enchantment was good, but its power source is only the magic embedded at the beginning, so it only lasts for one day, which is its drawback. As a result, it didn’t sell. I want to improve it..."

She rattled on with her alchemy talk.

But Leonhard, beside her, barely looked at her, just nodding silently.

...And his face was kind of red.

"Leonhard-san, your face is red... are you okay?"

"...I’m fine. We’re only staying in this area, so the tent is unnecessary."

He turned away.

(Did I... get too friendly? Or was he tired of me talking only about alchemy again?)

A sharp pain pricked her chest.

--Around that time, Leonhard’s mind was in a state of chaos for a completely different reason.

(What is with that... form-fitting body line!)

He was the one who had ordered the clothes and told her to wear them. Mireille was not at fault.

...She wasn't, but.....

Kyle’s smug thumbs-up flashed in his mind.

(...He did that on purpose, didn’t he.)

There must have been looser-fitting adventurer wear available. At this rate, his concentration would be shot before the mission even began.

He couldn’t very well tell her to "wrap a sheet around yourself as a cloak," but he resolved to get her some proper armor the next time he went back.

Exposure was to be sealed off as much as possible.

That said, his own inexperience with women might also be a problem. He was, by his own admission, far too inflexible.

That was probably the ultimate reason the marriage proposal had come to him.

If he were to get married... no, even if he got a girlfriend before that, he was confident he wouldn’t cheat or go to brothels.

But according to Kyle, "that’s boring in its own way," and depending on the mission, it could be a drawback.

He was used to noble banquets and social gatherings. But the smell of perfume, the appraising smiles behind fans, the deliberate physical contact. He disliked all of it.

If they were simple and without guile like Mireille, it would be easier to talk to them.

(...I want to believe that Darius introducing me to Mireille was, after all, an act of kindness.)

Even if the mission was full of lies, he wanted to believe that one thing.

He let out a small sigh and took his sword in hand.

First, he needed to make the feel of the sword his own as quickly as possible.

And he also wanted to check the power of Mireille’s dagger.

He packed the light meal and drinking water prepared by the townhouse caretaker into his bag.

"Alright, let’s go."



		
			Chapter 21

			My Master's Footprints in the Tree Sea

			Leonhard and Mireille decided to survey the area within a one-kilometer radius of the tower.

A one-kilometer distance was manageable. Even with slightly poor footing, a normal girl could make the round trip in under an hour. They set the Monster-Repelling Bell to cover only the range they planned to explore.

"We'll survey up to one kilometer, but I'll worry if you get too absorbed in gathering. Try to stay within a 500-meter range if you can."

In the Magic Tree Sea, a compass was completely useless. The mana saturating the land was so strong it threw the needle into a frenzy. Losing one's sense of direction was a death sentence.

That was why Leonhard drove pins into the ground at regular intervals as he walked. They were special pins coated in mana-infused paint. They glowed day and night, serving as semi-permanent markers. The land's own mana would maintain them.

At the 500-meter mark, he drove in a pin of a different color.

Beside him, Mireille crouched down, carefully picking magic herbs and wind-chime grass one by one.

"The ingredients for High Potions are hard to come by, but you can make regular Potions with just these magic herbs and water."

Mireille continued, rolling a plucked leaf between her fingertips.

"The quality of the magic herbs and water determines the effect. The herbs and water here contain more mana than I've ever seen, so they'll surely make good Potions. Oh, and I think I can make a slightly less effective version of a High Potion using the ingredients I found on the third floor the other day."

"Potions will be useful in any situation from now on," Leonhard added, hammering a pin into the ground.

"If I sold them in the Royal Capital... would it still lead back to me?"

"Once the Moonshadow Teahouse is gone, customers will flock to other magic tool shops. Soldiers and the seriously ill will seek out high-quality goods, so if a product from the Moonshadow Teahouse appears, it'll become a rumor in no time. Anyone selling similar items would definitely be investigated."

"...Right."

Mireille's shoulders slumped slightly.

Leonhard glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and said, "If you're going to do it, use materials from this Tree Sea. Monster cores, or those feathers from the other day. Things that normal adventurers sell to the guild are harder to trace."

Mireille thought for a moment, then went back to silently picking magic herbs.

The only sounds that echoed through the Magic Tree Sea were the wind and the metallic clink of the pin being driven into the ground.

---

After making the one-kilometer round trip several times, the sun was high in the sky. They found a watering hole, so they decided to wash their faces and hands and have lunch there.

"Is this water from Sacred Peak Mountain? It looks exactly like the holy water used in High Potions."

Mireille filled a small vial with water, her eyes sparkling as she gazed at it entranced.

"High Potions are expensive partly because they require rare monster materials... but also because this water is so hard to obtain. You have to get past magical beasts to reach the spring water of a mountain called a holy sanctuary, a mountain that 'chooses who may enter'."

"That mountain..."

"It might be Sacred Peak Mountain. I only ever received the materials from my master to make them. Of course, even with the clean water around the tower, I can still make a potion slightly inferior to a High Potion. The ones commonly sold in shops with low efficacy are made with specially selected water."

Mireille was so captivated by the water that she didn't grasp its significance.

This was the king's direct domain, a place where only a select few could enter. To be more precise, it probably meant a mountain only accessible to those unaffected by the recognition-inhibiting magic.

Leonhard thought as he looked at the faintly glowing surface of the water.

(This water... is almost identical to the kind used in High Potions. That means it's highly likely Mireille's master could freely enter and exit this Tree Sea and Sacred Peak Mountain.)

On the other hand, this land wasn't 'off-limits'. It was simply that those who couldn't perceive it couldn't even reach it. So, no one would be reprimanded for coming and going.

...But. The possibility that the Supreme Commander and her master were caught in some trouble here and framed couldn't be ruled out.

Of course, the Supreme Commander must have known about the Magic Tree Sea and the Tree Sea Defense Force.

No, in fact, he was probably involved far more deeply than Leonhard himself.

(...Damn it.)

If possible, he didn't want to leave Mireille all alone in a place like this. He had to find a way... somehow find a way to ensure her safety.



		
			Chapter 22

			From Slime to Helkaarn, A One-Kilometer Battlefield Beneath the Tower

			After finishing lunch, Mireille took out the dagger she had received.

"How should I use this for gathering?"

The dagger was meant for encounters with monsters, not for gathering plants. Leonhard raised an eyebrow slightly.

"From now on, can you stick close to me without ringing the monster-repelling bell?"

"Yes."

Leonhard spoke with a sigh.

"I'd rather not create a situation where you have to use that sword. It's for fighting monsters, not for gathering. But it would be a problem if you were suddenly faced with a life-or-death situation."

"I understand. So it's finally time."

Mireille's expression grew firm.

This was good. It would be practice for his own sword skills too. He wanted to avoid encountering monsters, but he decided to accept it.

As the bell's effect wore off, small monsters began to appear. For small magical beasts, Leonhard's sword didn't even need to make direct contact. The wind and fire attribute magic stones attached to it would react, instantly turning them to cinders. A light swing was all it took, so there was no recoil.

"Your first enemy is a slime, Mireille. It's easy to attack because it just splits and has no will of its own."

Leonhard dispatched the bouncing slimes, leaving only one.

"Give it a try."

First, she tried to stab the slime without using a magic stone. But it kept hopping away, and touching it caused a burn. She was completely being toyed with.

(Yeah, she lacks the talent for this...)

He applied medicine to Mireille's burn and adjusted the dagger's settings.

"The attribute... let's see. To ensure a kill, let's try fire for now."

With the water attribute, one wrong move could make it grow enormous. This was the safe option.

Mireille touched the magic stone, imbuing the dagger with the fire attribute. Then she stabbed. Unfortunately, she missed.

But at the same time, a flame shot out, and with a *jyuu* sound, the slime turned into a hard, jelly-like substance.

"I, I did it!!"

"Good job."

For a moment, the memory of his father praising him when he defeated his first monster as a child came flooding back to Leonhard.

"Wow! It's slime jelly! If I melt it down and let it set again, it can be a cold compress, and it can also be used to cool things!"

Leonhard gave a wry smile as she came over to show him the slime jelly with a triumphant look on her face.

...But in that instant, he felt a murderous intent from behind.

"Something's here!"

He ordered her to hide behind a tree, and before him appeared...

A monster standing two meters tall, with horns like tree branches, the giant body of an ox, and six eyes.

What... a Helkaarn!?

Even during a monster stampede, this was a dangerous species that took several people to defeat. There was no way to get away unscathed.

To think something this dangerous would appear within a kilometer of the tower. Sweat trickled down his back.

The Helkaarn charged at blinding speed.

He drew the sword he'd received and met the attack.

When it struck his primarily fire-attribute sword, the Helkaarn's mana was neutralized, suppressing its power. But his attacks were definitely hitting the Helkaarn's body. He could see blood slowly trickling out.

Moreover, with each attack, the sword seemed to absorb the Helkaarn's mana, gradually draining its power.

Mana scattered from the Helkaarn's body with every strike.

But...

(Even with it bleeding and its mana being drained, it's completely unfazed... This thing is a true monster.)

It periodically spewed flames, launching a continuous assault.

After trading several blows, Leonhard's sword got caught on the Helkaarn's horn. He was sent flying through the air and slammed into the ground.

He wasn't wearing any armor today. In his defenseless state, he couldn't even manage to get up.

Damn it...

The Helkaarn pawed at the ground and took a great leap. This was the end.

Just as he resigned himself to his fate, he was enveloped in thick smoke, and his consciousness faded...

--When he next awoke, Leonhard was inside a tent, wrapped tightly in bandages.



		
			Chapter 23

			The Guy Who Falls in Love in Two Days, That's Me

			Leonhard's consciousness surfaced, and he sat up reflexively.

Next to him, the jacket he had been wearing was neatly folded.

Something felt off about his back. No, there was nothing wrong. When he touched it, he found an All-Purpose Bandage had been carefully wrapped around him. The wound from that horn was already closed.

And this tent... it was more comfortable than he'd imagined. It was a little narrower than a single bed, but he could stretch his legs out. The floor seemed to inflate slightly when spread out, so his body didn't ache.

"...This thing is incredible, really."

Just as he muttered in admiration, a thought struck him.

--Where was Mireille?

He hastily dressed and went outside. There, in the red glow of a fire she had built just as he'd taught her, Mireille was working with her dagger in hand.

The fire was burning cleanly, and next to it were butchering tools and jars laid out in a row. Fur, magic core, eyeballs, meat... everything was neatly sorted, and some items were already bottled.

"Mireille."

When he called out to her, she turned around and...

She was covered in blood, just as he'd expected.

(Well, that was bound to happen...)

"Ah! Leonhard-san! You're awake! I'm so glad..."

A smile broke across her face, and tears welled up in her eyes. She started to run toward him, then glanced down at herself and stopped. It seemed she was conscious of her appearance.

"It's dangerous here. ...How was I saved?"

Leonhard walked over to her as she kept her distance.

"I, I'm sorry. I... did it again."

According to her, right after the battle started, she had rummaged through her adventurer's bag for anything useful and happened to find a Sleep Orb.

"It's extremely effective, but... it has the side effect of putting everyone nearby to sleep. It's just for experiments. But it was all I had..."

She explained that the version sold in the shop was an improved model with a needle attached that could put only the enemy to sleep with pinpoint accuracy. She carefully detailed the improvements, sniffling through the second half of her explanation.

"Why are you crying? I was saved because of it."

"Because... you weren't moving at all, Leonhard-san... and I brought the tent you told me not to bring..."

"Ah, the recognition-inhibiting tent."

He hadn't expected to encounter such a monster just one kilometer from the tower. It was completely his misjudgment.

Rather, he was saved thanks to Mireille. He could tell just by looking at her face how much she had worried after the Sleep Orb proved too effective.

"...No, I was saved by your quick thinking. Thank you."

"You should still be lying down. I'll roast some of this ox-like monster's meat after I finish butchering it."

(Hey now, she's tough...)

"No, how effective is that tent's recognition-inhibiting feature?"

"For one day, it's safe within a one-meter radius of here. Plus, I scattered this monster's blood around the area, just like when making a monster-repelling bell. Weaker enemies won't come near."

"...You butchered the Helkaarn by yourself?"

"Hehe, it seems my dagger is useful as long as the monster isn't moving. ...It's a bit embarrassing, though."

To think that the girl who had struggled with a single slime could go into a peerless state, albeit with an unconscious monster, the moment she recognized it as a material.

He never thought he would be helped to this extent by the person he was supposed to be protecting.

He was supposed to be saving her, but he was the one being saved. ...It was a little pathetic.

"Your clothes were torn, so... I'll mend them after I finish this."

Saying that, Mireille stepped a little closer and gently touched the torn spot with her fingertips. Through the cloth, the warmth of her finger seeped in.

"...It's torn more than I thought. I'll get a needle and thread ready, so please take it off and give it to me later."

The moment she looked up, their eyes met at close range.

*Tokun*, a sound echoed deep in his chest.

His breath hitched, just a fraction of a second too late.

(Hey... the guy who falls in love in two days, that's me, isn't it...)



		
			Chapter 24

			Monsters, Blood, and a Girl's Resolve

			Leonhard-san was... sent flying. That ox-horned monster came charging with enough force to mow down the trees themselves.

My hand moved before I could think.

"--!"

I pulled a Sleep Orb from the pouch at my waist and threw it almost reflexively.

With a *dosari*, the giant body sank to the ground. ...It worked. It worked, but--!

"Leonhard-san!"

The moment I rushed over and opened the tent, my breath caught in my throat. It was pouring from his back. So much blood...

My mind went blank. What should I do?

I called his name, but he didn't respond.

Was it because of the Sleep Orb?

Or maybe--no, this wasn't the time to be thinking about that.

Stop the bleeding. First, I had to stop the bleeding.

An All-Purpose Bandage... no good. There was too much blood.

A Potion. A Potion would--but he was unconscious, so I couldn't make him drink it. Even if I put it in his mouth, it would just spill out.

"...What do I do... what do I do."

I frantically searched through my pouch, but there was nothing else.

Ah!! Next time, I'm definitely making 'the thing that seals wounds and stops bleeding just by applying it'. Definitely.

"Leonhard-san... I'm sorry."

My lips trembled. But there was no time to hesitate. I took a mouthful of the Potion and pressed my lips to his--.

Little by little. So he wouldn't choke, in time with his breaths.

I repeated this until the bottle was empty.

The bleeding... stopped. With trembling hands, I opened the recognition-inhibiting tent, dragged him inside, removed his clothes, and wrapped him in an All-Purpose Bandage.

His breathing was steady. Thank goodness.

...Thank goodness.

The moment relief washed over me, my face grew hot.

--What am I doing...?

It was too embarrassing.

As if to shake off the shame, I began to mindlessly butcher the ox monster.

Just so I wouldn't think about anything strange.

But as the sun began to set and darkness approached, fear started to tighten its grip on my chest. I mixed the ox monster's blood with the resin from the magic tree I'd gathered this morning and scattered the liquid around the area. The smell should act as a monster repellent.

I didn't want to be in complete darkness. So I built a stove with rocks and started a fire.

Next, I'll sort the materials from this monster--

Just as I was thinking that and starting to clean up,

"Mireille."

A familiar, gentle voice reached my ears.

--Leonhard-san!!

My heart instantly warmed, and I started to run toward him, but reality pulled me back.

I realized I was covered in blood, my hands and clothes caked with the monster's remains. And what's more, to make him drink the Potion, I... what on earth had I done.

Embarrassment crushed my chest.

--Leonhard-san was only involved because he was protecting me, yet I got him injured, knocked him unconscious, and even stole a kiss...

My tear ducts were loosening, but my face felt stiff.

I just kept talking about the Sleep Orb and the recognition-inhibiting tent, things Leonhard probably had no interest in.

"You should still be lying down. I'll roast some of this ox-like monster's meat after I finish butchering it."

I said something so uncute, and then,

"It seems my dagger is useful as long as the monster isn't moving. ...It's a bit embarrassing, though."

I ended up talking about butchering materials.

Ah, what am I saying. Really.

I had to change the subject. I subtly glanced at his clothes and diverted the conversation.

"Your clothes were torn, so... I'll mend them after I finish this."

Was it too late to say something girly?

Deep in my heart, the verdict had already been passed. I was disqualified as a woman.



		
			Chapter 25

			Gently Grasping a Trembling Hand

			Leonhard, now conscious of his feelings, and Mireille, dejected by her lack of femininity, were together in the cramped recognition-inhibiting tent.

Since there was no water source, Mireille had changed out of her blood-soaked adventurer's clothes and into a demure white dress, a choice of Kyle's, that she had brought with her.

(I seriously feel like killing Kyle right now.....)

Mireille was stitching up the clothes Leonhard had been wearing, which had been torn by the horn, using magic thread.

Neither of them spoke.

In this small space, with the dangers of the night, they had no choice but to spend it here together. Of course, that meant they would be sleeping here, together, tonight.....

This was exactly what the Supreme Commander wanted.

He thought himself fickle, but generally speaking, when a girl this cute suppresses her own anxiety to treat your wounds with all her might...

Moreover, if it weren't for this incident, she would have been a properly independent, professional alchemist. Even when he offered his support, she had hesitated.

As an alchemist, she could be a little too professional at times, but compare that to the noblewomen who just dressed up to scout for men.

It had only been two days... and maybe he was fickle, but wasn't it okay to fall in love after all this?

Lost in these troubled thoughts, a question about the Supreme Commander and Mireille's master suddenly came to mind.

Come to think of it, hadn't the Supreme Commander said he met Mireille's master when she saved him on the battlefield?

Mireille's monster butchering skills were superb, but she couldn't even properly stab a single moving slime.

"Mireille, do you know how our Supreme Commander and your master met?"

Mireille looked up from the clothes she was mending.

"No. I've been thinking about that recently, too."

Her face clouded with a hint of sadness.

"My master doted on me, and she taught me so much about alchemy since I was little. She even entrusted the shop to me. But when I think about it, she was hardly ever there during the day. I knew she and Darius-san had been together for a long time, but I don't even know how they met. Maybe... maybe the fact that they were dating was a lie too...."

Tears threatened to spill from her eyes.

She was already struggling just to survive. If her past was also built on lies, what could she believe in to keep living?

"At the very least, if he wasn't thinking of you, Mireille, he wouldn't have brought me here or tried to arrange a marriage to protect you. His affection isn't a lie." Leonhard hurriedly corrected Mireille's line of thinking.

"B, but because of that, it's caused problems for your work, Leonhard-san, and today I even got you injured."

Mireille's tears finally broke through.

Leonhard hesitated. He didn't even have a handkerchief to wipe her tears with right now. And it seemed his thoughtless question had hurt her. Was it okay to hug her this time, not just her shoulder like last night?

No, no, it had only been two days. This was surely the suspension bridge effect.

What should I do.

If it were Kyle..... no, he would have pounced the moment she seemed cute, no, the moment they entered this tent. Not a good reference.

Right! What would the Supreme Commander do? He was supposed to be devoted to her master. No, they were already an established couple, so that wasn't a good reference either.

In the end, after much indecision, he took her trembling hand and sat close beside her. In return, he mustered up his courage and interlaced their fingers. He just hoped she would laugh at him for being such a coward.

"I'm the one who decided to protect you, Mireille. You don't need to feel guilty about that. And if the Supreme Commander and your master deceived you, it must have been for a very good reason. They wanted to keep you out of it, which is why they tried to entrust you to me."

"Leonhard-san."

He wished he could wipe her tears with a handkerchief, but this would have to do. He gently wiped them away with his finger.

Silence fell between them for a while.

"Changing the subject, do alchemists ever go to battlefields?"

Mireille looked at him, puzzled.

"Of course not. I can't even kill a single slime!!" she said with a laugh.

"Right. Yeah, your dismantling skills are amazing, but you should leave the fighting to me."

Leonhard laughed too and patted Mireille's head.

---

So, the Supreme Commander's story about being saved by an alchemist on the battlefield was a lie. Or perhaps Mireille's master had been on the battlefield for some other reason.

Somehow, we didn't want to let go of our joined hands, and we fell asleep that way, still holding on even after lying down.



		
			Chapter 26

			Zero Distance in Two Days? The Cramped Tent and the Suspension Bridge Effect

			When I woke up, we were just a little bit closer to each other. Well, it couldn't be helped. The tent wasn't that big. ...It was almost a shame we hadn't been properly cuddling.

Mireille's head was resting on my chest, and my hand was, for some reason, wrapped around her back. That was all.

--Hm?

This position...

Isn't this what people commonly call an "embrace"!?

I closed my eyes for a moment to think calmly. An embrace, what surface area exactly qualifies as an embrace? My hand was around her back, her head was on my chest... surely this qualified as the past tense of 'embraced'?

Maybe I should just pretend to be asleep and increase the 'surface area' a little more.

...No, wait. If I was going to go that far, I had to properly ask her to be my girlfriend first. After only spending two days together. With our age difference, confessing in this environment... wouldn't that just push her further into a corner?

Impossible. This was a side effect of not being used to women and crossing a suspension bridge together for two days.

Ah... I wish I could be like Kyle, who could just go for it so naturally.

---

When Mireille woke up, Leonhard was already gone. But his scent still lingered in the tent.

--Ah, I did it. Yesterday, I was so tired I fell asleep while he was holding my hand.

I scrambled up and pulled out Leonhard's half-mended shirt. The tear was large, and it seemed impossible to restore its magical resistance. I should at least patch up the hole.

I ran the magic thread through the fabric, tying a neat knot at the end. The cloth was still stained with blood, and a dull ache spread through my chest.

When I stepped out of the tent, Leonhard was gathering the materials he had butchered and preparing for our departure. His toned upper body was on display. The All-Purpose Bandage was still wrapped around his shoulder.

"I'm sorry, the tear was too big... I couldn't restore the magic resistance."

"No, just sewing it up helps a lot." He took the shirt and, without hesitation, put it on right there.

"Let's pack up while the recognition-inhibiting effect is still active. We both need to wash off this monster blood sooner rather than later. I've packed everything but the tent."

"I'm sorry, I fell asleep..." My ears grew hot. I hastily turned the valve, and the tent deflated with a *shuu* sound.

On the way back to the tower, we rang the Monster-Repelling Bell.

"How many of those do you have left?" Leonhard asked.

"I started with about ten. But yesterday, I made some monster-repelling paste while butchering, so I can make quite a lot more of these bells. They only last for an hour and can only be used five times, though, so I'd like to improve them."

"As long as we have a few, that's fine. ...Yesterday's incident showed me that there are more monsters prowling around than I thought. They'll be essential from now on."

"Yes."

The moment we passed through the tower's door, the tension seemed to drain from both our shoulders.

"...We finally made it back," Mireille said, lighting the Magic Core Stove and starting to boil water. Leonhard glanced over and took out the coffee beans he had brought.

"Do you take sugar?"

"Yes, just a little... please."

As the hot water was poured, the aroma of coffee filled the room. Just that scent was enough to feel my tense body gradually unwind.

--Why was it?

Was it because Leonhard had become conscious of his feelings? Was it because Mireille had given him the potion mouth-to-mouth? Or was it because they had spent the night embraced in that tiny tent?

The reason was unclear. But the distance between them was certainly shorter than it had been yesterday. ...Even if they themselves hadn't realized it.



		
			Chapter 27

			A Rest Day Where the Tower Seems to Be Turning into a Home Base

			Once things had settled down, Mireille began processing the materials from the Helkaarn she had butchered yesterday, along with the other materials she had gathered.

"Helkaarns are amazing...! Not only are they big, but every single part of them has a use. They can be used for fire-based bombs, armor, everyday items... the possibilities are endless!"

Mireille explained that for small monsters like magical birds and slimes, you had to gather several magic cores to use them, and they were often used for disposable items like cold compresses. However, a single Helkaarn magic core possessed a great deal of power. A few of them could power a town, and even one could be used to create a formidable fire-attribute weapon. Its hide, when processed, could apparently be used as an insulation cover for large Magic Furnaces like the one in the Royal Capital. It improved the entire city's mana efficiency, so it rarely appeared on the open market. For personal use, it could be made into the highest quality fire-resistant cloaks and robes.

Once she started talking, it seemed like she could go on for the rest of the day, so I said, "Won't the quality of the materials degrade if you don't process them soon?" She rushed back to her workbench on the third floor, her eyes still sparkling with excitement.

Today, we planned to rest at the tower and do what we could.

I decided to return to my Townhouse for a bit and take a shower for the first time in a while. In the bathroom, I undressed and removed the All-Purpose Bandage from my body. My wound had healed to the point where the scar was barely visible.

"A wound that bad, healed to this extent... All-Purpose Bandages are seriously monstrous."

I looked at my torn shirt. The area around where Mireille had carefully mended it was covered in a wide, hardened patch of my own blood. I had only been caught by the Helkaarn's horn, but I must have bled quite a lot. The wound had been much deeper than I thought, but I felt no damage at all.

I stepped into the hot shower. The smell of sweat and blood washed away, replaced by the scent of soap, and the tension finally left my shoulders.

...Honestly, I wanted Mireille to take a shower here too. But the ring wouldn't let her move from the tower. It was designed to fit Leonhard perfectly. Besides, what kind of person brings an eighteen-year-old girl he isn't even dating into his home to take a shower?

At first, I had considered hiding her at the Townhouse. But involving the caretaker couple was too dangerous. They were both elderly and had always been good to me. I couldn't just dismiss them.

That said, if the Monster-Repelling Bell ran out, yesterday's nightmare could happen again. Finding the Sleep Orb was just a stroke of luck. If things had gone even slightly differently, both Mireille and I would have been finished yesterday.

It must be an amazing material, but that meant the monster was just as amazing, and even that sword couldn't stand up to it.

I'd only known the name Tree Sea Defense Force before...

If they dealt with those things on a daily basis, weren't they the strongest fighting force in the country? At the very least, there wasn't a single person in the First Knight Order, including myself, who could take down that monster with zero casualties.

...First, I needed to set up the bare minimum of defenses here. I could buy some women's armor when I returned to work next week. People would probably think it was for a mission. I should also leave my own armor and wear at the tower.

And then there was bedding. If Mireille was okay with it, I would borrow the fourth floor and stay over even after work started. We spent a night together in a tent, so we didn't need to be so formal now. The most important thing was to be able to notice immediately if something happened. ...Though really, it would be best if I could sense danger right away.

I'll bring food, and some alcohol too.

"...Phew, this is a lot of stuff."

My hands were full of luggage. Realizing I couldn't carry it all in one trip, I made several back and forth.

--And just like that, I realized the tower was becoming my second Townhouse.



		
			Chapter 28

			A Monster Repellent for Just the Two of Them

			For defense, Mireille was making a monster-repelling necklace using the Helkaarn paste she had spread around the tent yesterday.

The paste made from the Helkaarn's blood contained a dense amount of mana, and as long as that mana didn't run out, it was a very powerful monster repellent. But that alone wasn't enough. It had to make monsters think, "Stay away."

"Something like ultrasound... the remnants of a defeated monster..." Mireille thought as she mixed in a little of the Helkaarn's magic core. Her heart pounded a little at using such a high-class item she normally wouldn't touch. But it was a perfect match for the paste, and they blended together instantly.

She sealed it inside a Protective Shell Stone. This stone created a physical and magical shell to protect the wearer.

She made two of the same and attached them to a metal base, completing the necklace's top piece. Wearing this should provide some peace of mind.

A thought flickered through her mind. "A pair...?" She shook her head vigorously. No, it was made from Helkaarn blood, so there was nothing romantic about it. It couldn't possibly look like a matching set.

Mireille's face turned bright red. She silently chided herself for blushing over something like this.

When she appraised it, it cut physical and magical attacks by 50 percent.

"Hmm, I guess 100 percent is impossible..."

With the remaining paste, she modified a bell to improve its monster-repelling properties. It was now more powerful than before and lasted for three hours.

"Helkaarn, you're amazing...!" She couldn't help but do a small fist pump.

As she was doing this, she heard the sound of Leonhard returning from below. He was climbing the spiral staircase carrying a large amount of luggage. Mireille hurried to help him.

"Thank you... that's a lot of luggage."

"Yeah, it seems more dangerous than I thought, so I figured I'd spend the nights here for a few days. If it's alright with you, could I borrow the fourth floor?"

Leonhard averted his gaze as he asked. He had thought to get her permission before bringing his bedding, but he'd be in trouble if she said no. He planned to stay here whenever he was worried in the future anyway. So, he had already brought it to make it harder for her to refuse.

"Are you sure...? Won't... won't your close friends or anyone misunderstand?" She remembered the gift of underwear from an unknown person. There was also Darius's arranged marriage proposal. She just hoped she wouldn't cause any trouble for Leonhard...

"Ah... so you'd rather not?" Leonhard's heart sank a little.

But Mireille shook her head vigorously.

"I... would feel much safer. I wouldn't have to be alone. I was just worried that I might become an obstacle between you and someone you have feelings for, or someone who has feelings for you..."

Mireille's ears turned red, and her hands fidgeted.

Leonhard was handsome and kind even to a stranger like her. His good character was plain to see. He was an elite of the First Knight Order and at a suitable age for marriage. There was no way there wasn't someone who had feelings for him.

"Unfortunately, there's no one like that, and I don't seem capable of finding someone on my own. That's why the Supreme Commander worried and introduced you to me."

Leonhard gave a wry smile. He must have taken a shower. A faint scent of soap wafted from him. Mireille's heart pounded, and she instinctively looked away.

"What were you doing just now?" Leonhard asked, glancing at the third floor as he carried his bedding up to the fourth.

"Oh, right. I was making a tool."

Mireille showed him the monster-repelling necklace, which was anything but fashionable. She felt a little embarrassed.

"It's not a perfect monster repellent, but... it's a necklace top that cuts physical and magical attacks by 50 percent. I couldn't get it to 100 percent, and it's not very pretty, but... I hope it can serve as a charm."

The dull black stone was indeed not very attractive.

"If we each wear one, it should be a little helpful, right?" Mireille said, her voice sounding like an excuse as she showed it to him. Leonhard's eyes lit up.

"Isn't this amazing! Does such a thing even exist! I've never seen anything like it!" Leonhard exclaimed, gently taking it in his hand.

"Um... it's not very pretty, though."

"What are you talking about! Don't you realize its value? This is incredible!"

Mireille couldn't help but let out a small, "Ehe..." and a smile. Her face turned red from a mix of embarrassment and the joy of being praised.

Amidst Leonhard's excitement and awe, Mireille felt a little shy, but her chest was filled with a warm, fuzzy feeling.



		
			Chapter 29

			Even Small Monsters Won't Be Wasted! The Alchemist's Eco-Spirit

			For a moment, Leonhard thought he had misheard what Mireille said.

But he didn't need an appraisal skill to know. This necklace top was emitting an incredible amount of mana.

(Wow... this is bad. Just a moment ago I was thinking 'I've had enough of monsters'... but this makes me want to test it out.)

Hearing its performance specs made him freeze. It cut both physical and magical damage by 50 percent. You would never find a number like that in a regular weapon shop.

Normally, even a 5 percent cut would be a super high-end item. A non-attribute sword cost a captain-class knight one to three months' salary. If it had some kind of attribute, it would cost half a year's pay.

A charm-class item that you could clearly feel was 'working' would cost a full year's worth of weapons. The market rate was for adding to fire or water attributes, or a 10 to 15 percent physical cut.

...And this one cut both physical and magical damage by half? This was probably at the level where you could buy a house.

"Uh, this... are you sure I can have it?"

"What are you saying? It's a thank you for fighting the Helkaarn, and I'll need you to protect me from now on. I, I'll be wearing one too... and besides, it's not 100 percent, so it's not perfect protection."

--It would be rude to refuse.

Leonhard accepted it graciously and threaded it onto his own name tag.

Mireille was worried, saying, "The color is so garish, it's not very attractive," but that wasn't true. He was even happy with the garish color. The fact that she had made it for him, that was what held the most value.

"What about you, Mireille?"

"I don't have a chain, so I plan to braid some magical beast hide to make a cord. You can slice the hide thin, but if you braid it, its durability becomes comparable to the hide of a really strong monster."

While she was passionately talking about magical beasts, Leonhard was gazing at the nape of her white neck.

Should I buy her a chain when I go back... no, the magical beast leather is probably stronger and better.

--The feeling of wanting to give a gift to a girl you like and have her wear it. He was starting to understand it a little.

◇

The fourth floor had no windows. The back was crammed with wooden boxes, and he planned to go through them one by one to see what was inside.

"Is it okay if I go through these as best I can?"

"I'd appreciate it, but let's clean up first."

The thing Mireille brought from the third floor was a small, humanoid magic tool. It scurried around, sucking up dust, and even did a final wipe-down.

"Just having one of these in the shop makes the kids so happy. This tower has a lot of good things that couldn't be sold, or things like this that were used as signs and weren't for sale. But it cleans while moving, so it was really convenient and helpful when it was in the shop."

The mechanism was surprisingly simple, she said. A wind-attribute magic core and a large bag were placed in the little man's stomach, and it sucked up garbage through the intake ports on its feet. It was powered by a magic box on its back, which stored mana extracted from the magic cores of small monsters.

"For wiping, you just attach a cloth to its hands. Then it just moves around without bumping into things."

The tool for extracting mana from the magic cores was properly stored in the tower's warehouse. But given the parts and time, Mireille could apparently build the tool itself from scratch.

"The Magic Furnace in the Royal Capital is just a larger version of this. But on that scale, just the circuitry alone would require a master alchemist... or rather, someone at my master's level."

A Magic Furnace took years to build in the first place. It required the magic of large monsters for power, and it was beyond the scope of just alchemy, she said.

A regular alchemist could only make, at most, a mana extraction machine for their work.

"But if we use the magic of small monsters for everyday items, we can avoid wasting their lives... and if we hunt too many monsters, the ecosystem will collapse."

The profile of Mireille as she spoke was tinged with a little pride.



		
			Chapter 30

			Smoking Preparations and Mireille's Blush

			While the little vacuum cleaner robot scurried around the room, we began preparations to smoke yesterday's Helkaarn meat.

Actually, I had already soaked it in saltwater to drain the blood before returning from the Townhouse. All that was left was to rub in the seasonings and, if possible, place it in a cool spot.

"Mireille, I want to put this meat in a cool place so it doesn't spoil. Is there a place like that in this tower?"

Mireille tilted her head slightly, then her face lit up.

"Hmm, it's a constant temperature everywhere in here. But if it's just the meat, let's try using yesterday's slime jelly!"

Ah, the one that was sent to the afterlife by the dagger's fire attribute. When rehydrated, since it had no core, only the jiggly body remained. Apparently, wrapping the meat in it would keep it cool for a day.

She efficiently sealed the salted Helkaarn in a bag and wrapped it snugly with the water-soaked slime jelly.

"I can't wait to see how it turns out."

"Me too." We both smiled. Yesterday had been so tough that this felt like a brief respite. Though for Leonhard, just cooking with the person he was starting to fall for made him tremble with emotion, thinking, *so this is what it's like to be a normie*.

"If I could get my hands on the core of an ice-attribute monster, I could make a cooling box... but for now, the slime is the best I can do," Mireille said, her face pensive.

"...To be honest, I'd rather not encounter any more monsters. If something like yesterday's Helkaarn shows up again, I don't think we'll be so lucky next time." Leonhard wanted to reduce the risks as much as possible.

"Then, could we at least go to the watering hole at night? There's Moon Dew Grass growing there, and if you pick it late at night, it can be used for sleeping medicine or yesterday's Sleep Orbs. If we encounter an ice-attribute monster, I want to be able to take it down for sure."

It was a fact that the Sleep Orb had saved them. Whether they used it or not, he wanted to have a few on hand.

"...Alright. But I'm coming with you, and don't you dare forget the Monster-Repelling Bell."

"I absolutely won't forget," Mireille nodded.

---

Before nightfall, Mireille used the magic herbs to make as many Potions and High Potions as she could.

...But in the middle of her work, she suddenly remembered yesterday's 'mouth-to-mouth' transfer, and her face instantly grew hot.

--Life-saving measure. That was purely a life-saving measure. Leonhard-san probably doesn't even remember.

So it's fine... probably.

But because he doesn't remember, I feel like I'm the only one with this sense of guilt...

No, if I told him, "I gave it to you mouth-to-mouth," he'd probably be troubled too. In that case, it's better to just pretend it never happened.

...But.

If that counted as a kiss... it was my first kiss...

It's impossible to just forget.

(...Focus! I have a mountain of things to do!)

She took a deep breath and got her hands moving again.

The quality of fresh magic herbs would decline in a few days. She had even gotten her hands on material close to the 'holy water' used for High Potions. She wanted to finish them now.

Thanks to the complete set of alchemy tools, the work progressed surprisingly smoothly. As she worked silently, time passed as if in a dream.

--From the fourth floor, Leonhard, who had carried a single wooden box outside, watched her quietly from the shadows of the hallway.



		
			Chapter 31

			The Booklet I Found Deep in the Tower, Something I Definitely Shouldn't Touch

			While tending the bonfire, I was planning to ask Mireille what to do with the things in the wooden box from the fourth floor that seemed unnecessary.

But before I knew it, I was just watching Mireille as she worked at her desk.

Her profile was serious. Her hand movements were fluid, with no wasted action.

I thought back to how she was yesterday.

The way she wrapped the bandages, the timing of her Sleep Orb throw, the dismantling of the materials, everything was precise, not what you'd expect from an eighteen-year-old.

She said she had been drilled by her master, but there weren't many alchemists of this level even in the Royal Capital. Though not as much as a magician, an alchemist needed both quantity and quality of mana. And delicate hands, and vast knowledge.

...Her talent must have been recognized from a very young age.

I was conscious of my feelings for her. But more than that, I wanted to know more about her.

---

In the end, I couldn't bring myself to speak to her while she was so focused.

...Well, I can at least sort through this stuff.

With that in mind, I opened the lid of the wooden box. Inside, it was packed with booklets.

I picked one up. The paper was ordinary. No special processing or watermarks. No codes or hidden text... at least, not yet.

I flipped through the pages. Inside were the characteristics and weaknesses of the monsters in this Tree Sea, written alongside precise illustrations.

From small monsters to creatures I had never seen before. It seemed to be organized by region.

"...Wow, this is amazing," I muttered. It was incredible how much detailed information had been gathered. I had struggled in the fight with the Helkaarn yesterday, but if I knew its weaknesses and characteristics, my chances of winning would increase dramatically.

...No, wait. This Tree Sea is the king's direct domain. Isn't this a highly confidential document?

--There was a hand-drawn map inside as well. The monsters' habitats were marked in detail.

And there, my hand stopped. I remembered the map I had drawn for Mireille the other day when I was explaining the Tree Sea.

...It was similar. Far too similar. The way the terrain was drawn, the placement of landmarks, it was the same.

Where... did I learn to draw like this?

My gaze was drawn to the handwriting on the map. I recognized it. No, there was no mistaking it.

This... was the Supreme Commander's handwriting.

My heart gave a heavy thud. Was I looking at something I absolutely shouldn't be?

On the back of the booklet was an unfamiliar symbol. The knight order's mark was a combination of the kingdom's flag and a holy beast... but this was different. It was a crest I had no memory of.

A chill ran down my spine. I quickly put the booklet back in the box and decided against looking at it outside. At the very least, I shouldn't be touching this outside the tower. This was a 'secret'.

I carried the box back into the tower. The moment I closed the door, a breath escaped from the depths of my lungs. ...This was too dangerous.

The Supreme Commander had been in and out of this tower. Or, for some reason, Mireille's master had been storing the Supreme Commander's confidential documents here.

...But why?



		
			Chapter 32

			Confidential Documents and a Mountain of Potions

			Leonhard carried the wooden box from earlier up to the table on the second floor and re-examined its contents in the brighter light.

--Just as I thought.

The parts describing the monsters' characteristics were in a different handwriting from the Supreme Commander's. However, the details about this land's geography and the base of what appeared to be the Tree Sea Defense Force were written in the commander's own hand.

"This isn't something I should take outside... But since I have it, I might as well use what information I can."

He let out a heavy sigh. He had come too far to turn back now. He had no choice but to steel his resolve.

The fact that such a confidential document was in a private residence was abnormal in itself. But if he reported it, Mireille would certainly be detained, and at worst, be treated as an accomplice. ...Though at this point, both he and Mireille were already like accomplices.

"...I should at least tell her about the risks."

He stood up and headed for the third floor. There, he found Mireille surrounded by a mountain of Potion and High Potion bottles.

(...Wait, is that starting to look like a mountain of cash?)

Mireille turned to him and gave him a bright smile.

"Ah, perfect timing! I used yesterday's magic herbs and water to make a bunch of Potions and some High Potions too. My master is amazing! There was powdered phoenix feather among the ingredients! You can't get that unless you're lucky enough to encounter a phoenix!"

Mireille chatted happily about alchemy. ...No, if you're encountering a phoenix, that's not being lucky, that's being pretty unlucky.

"By the way, Mireille. Have you ever heard how your master obtained her ingredients? You can't buy phoenix feathers in a regular shop."

He asked as casually as he could, and Mireille answered nonchalantly.

"Oh, I think my master defeated it herself."

"...What?"

He thought he had misheard.

"It's true. My master used to say, 'Phoenixes are easy to defeat, but the hard part is that they rarely appear.'"

"...No, listen, Mireille." Leonhard began, looking uncomfortable.

"There aren't many people in this country who can defeat a phoenix."

"What!? R, really!?"

Mireille's eyes went wide in panic.

"...I know some of this might be a shock, but could you come down to the second floor for a minute?"

Leonhard said, a mix of irritation and anguish in his chest.

A master who hides state secrets. A master who can easily defeat a phoenix. And a Supreme Commander who is complicit in it.

No matter how this turned out, it wasn't going to be good.

---

Leonhard showed the booklet to Mireille, who had come down to the second floor, and explained the situation step by step.

Mireille tilted her head in confusion at first, but her expression soon turned serious, and she began to read the booklet intently.

"Is this... really a state secret?" she asked, looking troubled.

"This land is the king's direct domain. Plus, with such detailed monster records and the Supreme Commander's handwriting, it's obviously a confidential document by any normal standard."

Leonhard replied, thinking she just didn't want to face reality. But her response was unexpected.

"...The monster descriptions are all in my master's handwriting. I don't recognize Darius-san's handwriting. But they were dating, so it wouldn't be strange for their records to be mixed together."

Leonhard was momentarily at a loss for words at Mireille's casual remark.

"And..." she continued, looking a bit hesitant.

"The recognition-inhibiting magic that's supposed to keep people out of the Tree Sea... I don't think it would work on my master. I mean, she makes recognition-inhibiting tools all the time. If anything, she'd probably be gleefully investigating what kind of recognition-inhibiting magic was being used."

"...I see."

From Mireille's description, he could vaguely picture what her master was like.

Are all alchemists like that?

"So I think she just entered the Tree Sea on her own, gathered materials, and recorded the monsters she saw. It's a habit for alchemists to keep a complete record of their experiments."

Mireille explained, pointing to the pages one by one. But at the end, she frowned and tilted her head.

"But... I've never seen this mark before."

The moment he heard those words, the tension left Leonhard's shoulders.

(...Maybe I was thinking too much on the dark side, assuming we were being pursued.)

Even the Supreme Commander, if she had entered the Tree Sea within legal bounds, might have simply left a note on the map to warn her not to trouble the Defense Force. That was a possibility too.

Of course, since it was treated as confidential, it wasn't something to be praised.

But if a dating couple were having a nice Tree Sea date without leaking any information, it wasn't exactly illegal, was it....

Remembering what had happened in the recognition-inhibiting tent that morning, Leonhard couldn't help but blush.



		
			Chapter 33

			The Secret in the Wooden Box and Our Distance

			There were several wooden boxes stacked on the fourth floor.

Reading them thinking they were "confidential documents" and reading them thinking they were "records of a fun Tree Sea date" felt completely different.

Mireille's eyes sparkled as she picked up the record of monster weaknesses.

"I was planning to re-process the wind magic stone in your weapon, Leonhard-san... but I want to read this too. Ugh! There's not enough time."

She was completely absorbed.

Some of the alchemical items she mentioned were familiar, but many were things he had never used in the Royal Capital or the Knight Order. Their applications were often unexpected, and it was fun just listening to her.

I watched her profile as I flipped through the documents. Our shoulders and hands naturally touched, and we would laugh whenever our eyes met.

--The Supreme Commander must have felt this same small happiness during his time with her master.

They turned even a difficult monster hunt into laughter and materials. If her master and Mireille were similar types--

"If you throw this bomb at this monster, it'll blow up in one hit!"

"If we ever meet this monster, let's change the dagger to the ice attribute, freeze it solid, and then eat it deliciously."

Just like now, they must have smiled and talked, with me thinking, "You're going to eat that monster!?" They must have caught each other off guard and made each other laugh.

Even with a busy life full of missions, your lover would be waiting for you when you returned. If you could have that kind of life by getting married. If she was twenty-eight, it would be natural to want to get married soon and have children.

It was far more relatable than Kyle's "any girl will do!" attitude.

Mireille was already over eighteen. If anything, she was too independent. If her master was worried about Mireille's future, she would find her a steady husband who wouldn't cheat...

I understood that line of thinking all too well.

I couldn't help but give a wry smile.

But..... the Supreme Commander was from a ducal house, wasn't he? His father was the previous king's son, which meant he was the current king's brother. His older brother had inherited the dukedom, and he had children of his own. That's why the Supreme Commander had said he wouldn't marry.

But Mireille's master was a commoner alchemist. Even if he had given up the family title, would his family ever approve of him marrying a commoner?

Her concern for Mireille's future and the postponement of her marriage couldn't have been just for that reason. It must have been due to the difference in their social status.

--Well, Mireille and I are both commoners, so there's no problem there.

Wait, wait, wait! What am I thinking! Why am I imagining marriage just because I've realized I'm in love?

But if the Supreme Commander saw something of himself in Mireille and thought we were a 'good match', then his judgment was sound. After all, I had completely lost my heart to her in just three days.

Her laughing profile. Every time our shoulders or fingers touched, every time her scent wafted over, my heart leaped. Honestly, it was an ordeal to pretend to be calm.

Smiling wryly to myself, I opened the next wooden box.

"The Supreme Commander and your master's... Tree Sea dates really took it to the next level, huh."

The second box was filled with statistics on the monsters her master had defeated, a list of the alchemical items used, and a large number of alchemy recipes.

But--the moment she saw the contents, Mireille's face tensed slightly.



		
			Chapter 34

			A Distance Where We Might Touch, But Don't

			The moment the second wooden box was opened, Mireille's expression changed distinctly. I couldn't understand why. To me, it just looked like statistical data and alchemy recipes.

(Isn't it just a record of the spoils from the master and the Supreme Commander's Tree Sea dates... or something like that?)

The number of monsters they had hunted was written down in dense detail. Among them were Helkaarns, a Branch Serpent that combined a tree-like form with a snake's body, and the illusion-type Mistrise... there were many rare specimens.

"What's wrong? Did you notice something?" I asked, but Mireille just kept staring at the page. Her slender fingertips seemed to be trembling slightly.

"Mireille." I gently touched her hand.

"...Leonhard-san."

Her voice, as she said my name, wavered faintly.

I remembered her from yesterday. --Even for me, a seasoned fighter, there were monsters I couldn't handle. But she had shown me that they could be defeated using alchemy tools. That was all Mireille.

Unlike Mireille, her master was an experienced fighter and the one who created these things. It wouldn't be strange for her to have defeated various monsters for the sake of prototyping and material collection.

But... still, this unease before me.

"There's something bothering you, isn't there? Can you tell me?" As gently as possible. So as not to frighten her. The memory of how my harsh words from two days ago had made her feel down was still a thorn in my side.

But Mireille lowered her trembling lashes and said, "...I need some time to gather my thoughts."

And with that, she took the documents and secluded herself on the third floor.

The warmth of the hand that had left mine seemed to take my heart with it as it distanced itself--and I couldn't help but clench my fist.

(What... is in these documents?)

From my perspective, the contents of the first box were far closer to being highly confidential. The second box was just statistical data and alchemy recipes. There was nothing that looked like personal information. The alchemy recipes seemed to be for some kind of large device, but I couldn't make heads or tails of it.

I muttered softly.

"...Statistical data and alchemy recipes. Which one raised her suspicions?"

Curious, I went to check on her on the third floor and could see Mireille engrossed in the documents. It was probably better to leave her alone for a while. I'll check on her later and talk to her.

What could a guy she had only known for a few days do? I clenched my fists.

Supreme Commander, the thing you needed to tell me back then wasn't a marriage proposal. If you intended to leave Mireille in my care, what I needed to know was the truth, wasn't it? Wasn't it to thoroughly convince me so I couldn't refuse?

It wasn't to help her live alone in a tower like this so she wouldn't be troubled. I don't know the circumstances. But both the Supreme Commander and Mireille's master are being unfair.

I felt a sense of powerlessness.

But it was a fact that she had noticed something related to the disappearance of the Supreme Commander and Mireille's master. I felt a sense of despair at the thought that I would have to get it out of her, even if it took time.

When Leonhard wanted to calm himself, he often enjoyed a cup of coffee. The caretaker at the Townhouse must have known that and been considerate. When I said I would be cooped up in my room for a week, he had bought a mountain of coffee beans.

I started a fire outside and, before making soup, I set the coffee grounds in the pot and added water to boil.

The pot was exclusively for coffee. It had an inner tube, and the coffee would be ready when the hot water rose to the top. I often used it to serve my superiors and the picky Imperial Guards when we were outside, and I would have a cup myself.

The aroma of coffee began to rise. Mixed with the smoke from the bonfire, the faintly sweet, roasted scent of the beans drifted through the air.

"She takes one lump of sugar, right?"

I muttered as I poured it into a cup. I hoped it would help ease Mireille's mind, even just a little.



		
			Chapter 35

			The Unease Hidden in the Documents and the Salvation of Coffee

			After leaving Leonhard, Mireille went back to the second box of documents by herself and opened them again. She had assumed it was her master who had left the contents of the box there.

The first box had been a collection of monster weaknesses and ecology.

Leonhard had been astonished by the detailed information on monsters from the king's direct domain, but for her master and Mireille, it was 'business as usual'.

The clientele of an alchemist was truly diverse. Adventurers, merchants, travelers...

"I want a tool that's effective against this monster."

"What should I bring if I'm passing through this region?"

"How many should I buy for a week-long journey?"

Requests like these were a daily occurrence.

That was why the Moonshadow Teahouse had always updated these records by gathering information on foot or through interviews, earning trust by providing products based on accurate data. The only difference this time was that it was the king's direct domain.

--So, if she thought of it as their usual habit, she could accept the contents of the first box as normal records.

But the second box was clearly strange. Or rather, it wasn't like her master at all.

The second box contained statistical data and alchemy recipes.

But first, among that data, the kill records were too heavily skewed towards large monsters.

It was the same when she and Leonhard encountered one yesterday. If a large monster appeared, then naturally, there should have been swarms of smaller ones, many times more. And yet, the records of small monsters were almost zero. There was also very little material gathering.

Her master had always said, "Don't kill monsters needlessly. Even if they're small, if you're going to take a life, use every part of it." --Yet, what could be read from these statistics was the complete opposite.

Furthermore, the breakdown of alchemy items used in the hunts was also strange. There were too many bomb-type items. That would tear the materials to shreds. It would be understandable if merchants or amateurs were using them, but she couldn't imagine her master choosing such a reckless method.

There was also something strange about the content of the hunts. On the same day they hunted a group of water-attribute monsters, they also hunted a large number of fire and lightning-attribute monsters. ...That kind of feat was normally impossible. The only explanation was that multiple groups were moving separately.

To top it all off, the alchemy recipes were also odd. She could vaguely understand the theory, but they were for operating a massive device. At the very least, it wasn't the kind of product handled at the Moonshadow Teahouse.

What could be deduced from this was that a large number of large monster cores were required to operate this massive device.

And from the wasteful hunting and disregard for monster materials, wasn't it likely that the purpose of the hunts was not alchemy, but to obtain magic cores to power this device?

(Master... what are you doing now?)

(Are you doing this of your own free will? Or are you being forced...?)

(Is that why you ran away? Darius-san... how much do you know?)

The more she thought, the more her chest ached.

Just as she was holding her head, wanting to give up, a whiff of coffee wafted over.

A cup was placed on the desk. There was even sugar on the side. When she looked up, Leonhard was smiling gently.

"Why don't you take a little break?"

The moment she saw that smile, the thread of her composure snapped. --Ah, there was still someone here I could trust.

Her tears wouldn't stop, and before she knew it, she had thrown herself into his chest.
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			The Box Left Behind, The Alchemy Records

			Mireille couldn't hold it in any longer and burst into tears, throwing herself into my chest. It wasn't a reflex. Without a moment's hesitation, I wrapped both my arms tightly around her.

--I knew it. But at the same time, I thought, *she's held up so well*, so much that my chest ached.

It was like the me who had been so hesitant to touch her was a lie. If I let go now, Mireille would break. I couldn't shake that feeling.

"It's okay. I'm here. ...Don't worry anymore."

I whispered in her ear, and Mireille's shoulders trembled. The feeling of her slender fingers gripping my clothes tightly squeezed my heart.

Eighteen years old. An age where she was still very much a child, yet her guardian had gone missing. She had been beaten. She had lost her home and her job, and yet she had forced herself to keep moving forward, somehow trying to stay the same. And on top of that, she had probably just learned some very bad news.

She was long past her breaking point.

So she didn't need to think anymore. All I had to do was hold her and protect her.

"It's okay to cry. I'll take it all in."

The warmth of Mireille's tears seeped into my chest. It was painful, and precious--and I held her even tighter.

I don't know how much time passed like that.

Mireille, in words that were barely coherent, began to explain things bit by bit.

--The Knight Order's job is to eliminate threats. If a monster appears before us, we defeat it. That's all. Encountering a large monster is just bad luck, we don't even think about the materials.

But the essence of an alchemist is different. They actively seek out the materials from monsters that they need for alchemy. So they don't hunt needlessly for materials they don't require. However, large monsters have more abundant materials and can lead to the development of new tools, so they welcome them. I had never thought of it that way.

But overhunting causes stampedes. They want them, but they can't take too many. Being an alchemist, it seems, required a surprising amount of self-restraint.

Fortunately, Mireille's master was about the only one who went out on hunts. So a balance was maintained. ...But if that same master was overhunting, that was a different story. If there were others doing it too, it was no wonder she couldn't remain calm.

After talking for a bit, she seemed to calm down, but her eyes were still vacant.

I held her and stroked her head. I wish I could create a time for her where she didn't have to think about anything. This was about all I could do.

"Mireille, besides alchemy and the shop, how did you usually spend your time?"

Anything would do. I thought talking about hobbies might distract her... but I myself was a workaholic and had nothing to suggest, which was frustrating.

"...There's only alchemy. Really, every day, I just studied, made alchemical items, took a bath, and went to sleep."

I had just made her feel worse. ...No, wait a minute. A bath.

There was no bathtub, but if I heated water over the bonfire...? But she wouldn't be able to relax while being wary of monsters, and I wouldn't be able to relax either, for a different reason.

"Hey, do you have any alchemy tools for a bath?"

At those words, Mireille's dull eyes flickered slightly.

"I'll heat the bath. The problem is a bathtub. If we had a large metal can--"

"...A bath, you say."

Still in a daze, she stared at me from close range. Her face looked as if she hadn't yet realized she was being held.

"You're tired. You're going to collapse if you keep this up. So you should try to relax a little."

Mireille gave a small nod. But she couldn't move. She didn't move.

...Then I'll have to be the one to move. There was one other method I could think of.

"Wait here for a bit."

I gently let her go. The lingering warmth of her body vanished into the air. I went outside, cleaned up the bonfire and the soup, and returned.

"Mireille, let me try something."

Saying that, I lifted her into my arms. At this point, neither of us had any resistance to an embrace. The next moment, after I removed the ring--

The two of us were in my room at the Townhouse.
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			When I Treated the Tired Girl Like a Princess

			"Wh, where is this...?" Finally, clarity returned to Mireille's eyes.

"Oh, so this does work. We were able to come here after all."

I answered, stroking my chest in relief. The ring could only be used by me. But if it was possible to move with luggage, then if I just picked Mireille up, it should work, right?

It was something I had thought of while moving all that luggage today, but I had hesitated to suggest it because of the resistance I felt to picking her up.

"This is my Townhouse in the Royal Capital. The caretaker isn't here right now, and no one knows about the connection between you and me. So you can relax. First, soak in a warm bath. You can't get rid of your fatigue at a watering hole where monsters might appear."

I helped her to a chair in the room and gently stroked her head.

I started preparing the bath. I dissolved a bath bomb I didn't normally use, and as I filled the tub, the scent of roses and bubbles gently spread with the steam.

"If there's any danger, I'll use the ring to transport us, even if you're naked. That's the one thing I need you to agree to. Other than that, you're free to relax until it's time to sleep."

Ultimately, it was safer to spend the night in the tower. There were no monsters here, but there were other 'enemies'.

"...Ah, but. The nighttime gathering... and the weapon modifications..." Mireille muttered vaguely.

"Not today. It's forbidden. You can do it tomorrow if you're feeling better. But today, your job is to rest."

"...O, okay."

Her limp nod was, in a way, endearing. As I watched her disappear into the bathroom, my mind was strangely clear.

I had touched her shoulder, her finger, her head, and held her... And all within these past few days. And I had fallen in love so easily.

...And here I was, putting a weakened girl into the bath at my own home, without even dating her.

I probably wouldn't do anything more daring than this for the rest of my life.

I let out a small sigh of relief as I listened to the sound of the water. It seemed she was properly warming herself up. If it helped lighten her mood even a little, that was enough.

I opened the cooling box and added some fruit wine and juice.

...That girl really is amazing. This cooling box was also alchemy.

It didn't matter about her master or the Supreme Commander. I wanted Mireille herself to be able to live with her head held high. That's what I thought.

--An hour later.

The bathroom door opened. With a faint blush on her cheeks, a towel over her shoulders, and her wet hair swaying, Mireille emerged.

"That was my first time in a bubble bath. I felt... like a princess."

...That's a cheap princess. I couldn't help but laugh.

"Alright, your highness. I shall dry your hair, so please come this way."

I sat Mireille down in a chair and picked up a drying tool. It was an electric dryer, so to speak, that ran on a lightning-attribute charged box.

As I blew the air, the scent of roses wafted from her wet hair. My fingertips naturally touched her hair, but Mireille let me, without resistance.

"...My master used to dry my hair like this when I was a child. Where did my master and I go wrong?"

She gently wiped away a tear with the end of the towel on her shoulder.

"At the very least, you didn't go wrong, Mireille. ...Your master made her disciple cry, so she and the Supreme Commander can have a nice long reflection session together."

I spoke in a light, joking tone as I dried her hair.

The quiet hum of the dryer echoed, and after her hair was dry, I combed it for her. Reflected in the mirror was a girl holding back tears, yet she was still beautiful.

"There. All beautiful now, your highness."

The words slipped out, and my heart skipped a beat. I hastily put the tool away and stood up.

"...I'll bring some fruit wine and snacks. There's juice too, so let's have a little and rest."

When I returned, Mireille accepted it with a small smile. Her face was shadowed with fatigue, yet there was a strange allure to it that took my breath away.

"Thank you." I found my gaze stolen by the sight of her sipping the fruit wine.

But her next words tightened my chest.

"...The arranged marriage Darius-san suggested. If that had happened... I wouldn't have been alone."

Tears streamed down her cheeks again.

I steeled myself and spoke.

"Then--if, when this is all over, and you're back to the cheerful Mireille, and you still think an older guy like me is better than someone your own age... then accept a marriage proposal from me."

"...You say that now. But won't you be the one to regret it later, Leonhard-san?"

"I won't. I'm so hopeless with women that people worry about me. In fact, there's no way I'd let an opportunity like this slip away."

Our eyes met, and we both couldn't help but laugh. Though she had tears in her eyes, Mireille's smile was somehow warm, and it squeezed my heart.
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			The Commoner Group's Mass Transfer, It Wasn't Just a Personnel Change

			Now that we knew I could transport Mireille with the ring, the quality of our meals and baths improved dramatically.

"It's better not to go outside from here, but I can provide warm meals and a bath in this place,"

When Leonhard told her this, Mireille smiled with a hint of relief. Thanks to that, her complexion improved slightly, and her expression brightened a little.

And, while we had the time off, Mireille and I checked the surrounding materials and continued to place the pins. We kept to a one-kilometer radius.

"If we gather materials while the Monster-Repelling Bell is ringing, it's mostly safe, right?"

"Yes... I'm starting to get a handle on the materials in this region."

Around the tower, there were many fire-attribute monsters and plants, and near the watering hole, a few water and earth-attribute plants could be found. We gathered information bit by bit and recorded it together. Weapons, armor, alchemy materials, nothing could be wasted.

In this way, our lives and our work slowly started to return to normal.

---

I made sure Mireille didn't open the wooden boxes on the fourth floor by herself.

"Don't open them alone yet. Don't touch them until life has settled down a bit."

If she didn't have some mental leeway after our life settled down, she might fall into despair like before.

My relationship with Mireille wasn't that of a lover. But lifting her up and being in contact had become a normal part of our lives due to the power of the ring. Since that day we passed each other as strangers in front of her shop after Darius's talk of an arranged marriage, our relationship had become something special and subtle, more than friends, but less than lovers.

"By the way, this..." As I was leaving the Townhouse for the last time, I took out the chain I used.

"It's a man's chain, so it's heavy and I'm sorry, but please thread the necklace top you made onto this. A woman's chain is thin, and I'd be worried about it breaking." Mireille took the chain with a slightly bewildered look, but she nodded firmly.

"Thank you... I'll treasure it."

And so, each small, everyday interaction gradually shortened the distance between us.

---

But even those precious days came to an end. The day came when Leonhard had to return to the knight order's barracks.

"Haa... I have a feeling some annoying guy is going to become my boss," I grumbled while packing my things.

"Oh, right! Leonhard-san, this!" Mireille came running with a sword in her arms. It was the one Darius had given me.

"I made the sword's wind attribute removable so you can change it. I wanted to make it switchable just by touch, but... The magic stones, one is strong, and the other is about half as weak. And if you don't attach one, you can use it as a non-attribute weapon. It won't arouse suspicion even if you use it in the Royal Capital."

"...No, being able to switch between two wind attributes, that's more than a year's salary," I said with a wry smile. Mireille gave a small laugh.

"Please just say you splurged and bought it."

"...I'll take good care of it." I gripped the scabbard and gave a short reply.

"I'll be back soon."

With those words, I returned to the barracks.

---

But as soon as I got back, the air was strange. The corridors were buzzing, and the soldiers' faces were tense.

"Kyle, what happened?"

Kyle rushed over, his face pale.

"Captain! There was a sudden personnel transfer today..... you, me, and the entire commoner group have all been transferred!"

"What!? All at once? We can't even do a proper handover!" I couldn't help but raise my voice. A turmoil grew in my chest, and I felt as if the price for those sweet days had suddenly come due.

"So, where am I being transferred?"

"...To be the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force. I'm the vice-captain. All the commoners from the First Knight Order are being sent there."

"...What did you say?"

The Tree Sea Defense Force--.

What has been going on lately? Normally, only the captain and vice-captain knew of its existence. It was a secret unit that operated in the shadows of the king. Including Mireille's case, wasn't it becoming a little too close for comfort?

Kyle lowered his voice.

"...Captain, they're completely turning the knight order into a noble-centric organization. And the Defense Force's policies are changing too drastically."

A cold feeling spread through my chest. Was this a transfer in name only, a demotion, or was it... a 'trap'.
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			Commoner Knight, Sent to the Tree Sea in a Discriminatory Personnel Change

			It was a personnel change of blatant discrimination against commoners.

The newly appointed supreme commander was, as expected, the captain of the Imperial Guard, Julius von Ernst.

He was the eldest son of a marquis. An elite who, like me, had solidified his position at a young age. ...But what was fundamentally different was our social status.

I was of commoner birth. I had earned the title of Knight Baron through meritorious service, but that was for one generation only. As captain of the First Knight Order, I had been treated as an equal to a viscount, but compared to the prestigious noble Julius, the difference was like night and day.

I wouldn't lose in a sword fight. But in the arena of politics and power struggles, I couldn't compete at all.

To Julius, I was a symbol of the 'rise of the commoner knights'. That was why I was an eyesore to him, and he had interfered with me at every opportunity. The one who had protected me each time was Darius.

◇

"No matter which unit you go to, the mission to protect the country remains the same. I know this sudden transfer has surprised everyone... but I want you to believe that we are all aiming for the same goal."

I said these words to the members of the First Knight Order.

The remaining noble-born members also looked uneasy. Until now, the First Knight Order had been a place where people were chosen based on ability, regardless of their social status. But the new transferees were second-rate in ability, but first-rate in status.

However, it would be the new captain's job to support them. I knew who I needed to support. It was the subordinates who were about to be dispatched to the Tree Sea.

The new barracks was located past the Royal Capital. A place completely devoid of convenience. --Were they trying to avoid public attention, or was it just harassment? Many were being separated from their lovers and families. The message was probably, if you don't like it, then quit.

"Damn it! I was so close to getting a girl from the brothel to date me personally!" Kyle lamented, holding his head.

"Oh, what's she like?" I asked casually. Kyle looked at me, puzzled.

"...Huh, you're asking about that, Captain!? Wow, welcome to this side of the world!"

"Don't misunderstand. I have no intention of going to a brothel. I was just curious about what kind of girl she is."

"No, no, until now you hated even talking about such things! Hah... I guess having a girlfriend really changes a person. You had a fun week, didn't you?"

Mireille's face flashed through my mind. I was angry about this personnel change, but compared to the injustice she had to bear, my own troubles were small.

A smile naturally escaped my lips.

"Yeah... it certainly was fun."

At my answer, Kyle's eyes lit up.

"Hey! Once we're settled in the new unit, you have to tell me all about it!"

Watching the excited Kyle, I suddenly felt a pang of self-reflection. Perhaps I had been too puritanical until now. I had no intention of going to a brothel... but I should have paid more attention to my subordinates' love lives and families.

"...First, I need to confirm my new duties."

Tomorrow was my audience with the king. And then, I would head to the Tree Sea Defense Force for the first time.

I had to receive the handover from my predecessor... and above all, I had to be careful that the Defense Force and Mireille didn't cross paths.
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			Captain's Appointment, Into the Vortex of an Unknown Political Struggle

			"What! You're the new captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force?"

"Yeah... it's basically a form of harassment."

When he returned to the barracks, Leonhard locked his room door and drew the curtains tight. Though they had just met, he didn't know how much time they would have to see each other from tomorrow onward. He slipped on the ring and went to see Mireille.

As he grumbled about the exhausting events of their short time apart, Mireille gently stroked his head.

He knew that once he tasted this sweet time, he could never go back.

Even so.

After all this is over, she’ll probably reject me, he thought.

He wanted to be serious, to court her even if it meant getting shot down in the end.

"But... I feel bad for you, Leonhard-san, but this is actually a relief for me. I'll be able to get information from outside this tower... and also..."

Mireille's cheeks flushed as she lowered her gaze.

"Even if I find out something that leaves me helpless, I know you'll be on my side. I... I believe in you."

"Yes, you can count on that," Leonhard replied, his eyes serious.

"If you ever lose contact with me, it won't be because I betrayed you. It will be because I've been trapped somehow. If that happens, just focus on escaping this country. Don't worry about me."

Mireille's hand trembled slightly. Leonhard took it in his own.

In a small voice, she simply answered, "...I understand."

"Good, that's a good girl," Leonhard said, stroking her head in return.

The next morning, he changed his clothes for the royal audience.

Until now, the formal attire of the knight order had been a first-class, deep navy military uniform, its epaulets and chest adorned with emblems embroidered in gold thread. His black leather boots made a kotsu kotsu sound with every step, and his white, lined cloak was eye-catching as he walked.

But the uniform of the Tree Sea Defense Force was different.

Only his cloak, as captain, was a fresh green color, but it was shorter than the knight order's formal wear. The uniform issued to everyone else was a simple black, high-collared top and bottom with zero ornamentation. Even the leather shoes were cheap.

This kind of petty harassment would surely chip away at the unit's morale.

But Leonhard's face was unnecessarily handsome.

Dressed in plain clothes with a slightly melancholic expression, he captured the gazes of the Royal Castle's maids and female attendants. While the discriminatory attire may have satisfied the noblemen, it had the opposite effect on the women.

Not that Leonhard desired such attention.

His past experiences with women were mostly from his younger days, when he couldn't escape the advances of noble ladies. It had made him distrustful of women, and now he couldn't even properly court Mireille, the one he was falling for. Honestly, nothing good ever came of it.

The doors opened for his audience with the King.

At the end of the red carpet before him was the King, surrounded by many retainers and, to his chagrin, the hateful Julius. He also spotted Chancellor Adrian, who was rumored to be at odds with the King.

Until now, Darius had been of the King's faction, while Julius belonged to the noble faction led by the Chancellor. Leonhard wanted to remain neutral, but he was indebted to Darius for his personal kindness, leaving him no choice but to lean toward the King's faction.

The King, who held authority over the personnel of the Tree Sea Defense Force, a unit directly under his command, had deliberately sent him as its captain. There was a political meaning to this.

Meanwhile, the mass transfer of commoner knights from the First Knight Order was likely a scheme by Chancellor Adrian and Supreme Commander Julius, who valued noble blood.

In other words, I am now in a position where I’m being unwillingly swept into the vortex of a political struggle.

The King's faction was currently in a weak position, partly due to the incident with Darius. This appointment was surely the King's order, made after considering the balance of power between the factions.

Something must be happening in the Tree Sea Defense Force. He had no choice but to think so.

Leonhard let out a heavy breath and calmed his mind. No matter what schemes awaited him, he had to carry out the mission before him.

Just then, the emblem of the Tree Sea Defense Force was presented before the King. In that instant, Leonhard's gaze froze.

That emblem...

His heart leaped. It was the exact same mark that had been at the end of the document written by Mireille's master.

...It can't be...

He could not believe this was a coincidence.

Mireille's master is involved.

No, something is happening here.

Leonhard steadied his breath and hardened his resolve deep within his heart.

From this point on, no matter what dangers or conspiracies lay ahead, he had to devote himself fully to the mission before him.
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			The Silver Badge and the Hidden Truth

			Suppressing the turmoil in his heart, he walked down the red carpet and bowed his head to the King.

"Raise your head, Leonhard." The King's voice was heavy, low, and full of pressure. As he lifted his gaze, he noticed the King's face had an air similar to Darius's.

"I hereby appoint you the new captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force."

"Yes, Your Majesty! I humbly accept this appointment."

He could feel gazes of amusement and gazes of displeasure, but in the end, they had placed him, a man indebted to the King's faction, as captain. At the same time, the Chancellor's faction was making moves to purge commoner knights from the First Knight Order.

Even though he had no interest in any of it, and he didn't even know if Darius was a trustworthy person, he was caught in the middle.

Next, an attendant who had been waiting beside the throne brought a small brown box before the King. Inside it was a shining silver badge bearing the same mark he had just seen on the document left by Mireille's master.

He accepted it gratefully.

This confirms it. Mireille's master is a member of the Tree Sea Defense Force.

The appointment ceremony ended, and he swallowed a deep sigh. Immediately, that voice echoed from behind him.

"Well now, Sir Leonhard. My sincerest congratulations on your appointment as captain."

He turned to find Julius standing there. As of today, he was his superior officer. Leonhard bowed his head and exchanged greetings.

Julius continued speaking, a nasty smile on his face, his voice loud enough for those nearby to hear.

"As expected of someone with your looks. The rumors say you have a great deal of support from the ladies of the court. ...Perhaps you even had a little help from Her Majesty the Queen?"

His smile deepened, and this time he whispered in Leonhard's ear.

"You'd do well to remember this. Those whispered to have 'received favor' at court also become targets for elimination... you see."

As he watched Julius walk away, Leonhard clenched his fists tightly.

Ever since he had first joined the knight order, his looks and skill had drawn attention, making him a target for noblewomen.

Some were just rumors, while others were situations he couldn't escape. And it was true that the Queen, who was known to scout for young knights, had taken an interest in him.

He had lost count of how many times Darius had saved him. And how many times he had incurred the unnecessary jealousy of nobles.

The Queen had no idea how much her whimsical games had wounded his pride.

Feeling the stares of those around him, he made his way to his new barracks. He was scheduled to meet up with his transferring subordinates there and head directly to the Tree Sea Defense Force's base.

...Honestly, his heart was heavy.

But one thing bothered him. If Mireille's master had truly belonged to the Tree Sea Defense Force, then Darius's story about being saved on the battlefield and falling in love might not be a complete fabrication after all.

Because he himself had fallen for Mireille after she saved him.

...Does that mean Darius and I are two of a kind? No, he didn't want to admit that.

Still, why would Mireille's master, who was supposed to be just an alchemist, be in the military? The document he found on the tower's fourth floor also had the unit's emblem on it. It was clearly a classified document.

Now the problem was how much of this to tell Mireille.

When he remembered her exhausted face, he wasn't sure if he should tell her the truth. Perhaps it would be better if he just dismantled all those wooden boxes himself first.

On the way to the barracks, such thoughts swirled endlessly in his mind.
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			The Dim Barracks and a Small Warmth

			The new barracks were on the outskirts of the royal capital. Built from brown brick, they didn't let in much light from the outside. Stepping inside, he found the air dim and somewhat oppressive.

After greeting the barracks manager, Leonhard surveyed the room. It seemed morale was not very high.

He could hear Kyle's voice telling a joke, trying to lighten the mood. At first, a few small laughs spread through the room. The gloomy atmosphere softened just a little.

"Good work."

He clapped Kyle on the shoulder, and Kyle looked at him as if pleading for help. It was true, everyone seemed a bit down.

"Alright, has everyone put away their things? This is our base now. It's... a bit far from the capital. About an hour by horse, I'd say." Kyle quickly interjected.

"You're right! That girl I was after will never come all the way out here!" Leonhard smiled.

"True. But on the other hand, annoying people won't bother coming to a remote place like this either. Julius would never show up."

"Ah, you mean the new Supreme Commander."

"He gave me an earful first thing this morning," Leonhard said with a laugh and a shrug.

"However, there's a special provision for the Tree Sea Defense Force here. Before and after days off, you're free to have your girlfriends or families stay over."

"What! Really?"

"This place isn't bound by the knight order's regulations. By special exception from the King, these barracks are ours to use as we please."

He had actually gotten permission secretly from one of the King's attendants. It would be trouble if the Chancellor or Julius and his cronies found out.

Little by little, laughter returned to the dim room. Even in a remote place like this, spending time with comrades would likely raise morale a bit.

Kyle whispered to him.

"Does that mean... we'll finally be graced with a glimpse of your special girl, Captain...."

"Not happening!"

"Aww! She's going to dump you, you know." He didn't know about the ring. In fact, Leonhard felt a little guilty toward his men....

They would be leaving after lunch, so he went to his room for a moment. It really was dark in here.

So dark there was no need to close the curtains. The interior was a small room with a tiny kitchen, a single bed, a desk, and a unit bath. At least Mireille's bathing situation seemed manageable.

I'll just see her face and come right back.

Leonhard closed the curtains and checked that the door was locked. He slipped on the ring... and before him was the sight of Mireille, trying to light a fire.

"Leonhard-san, what about your work?"

"I have to head into the Tree Sea soon, so I have to go back right away. I just came to see your face for a moment before that."

The morning had been too rough. Just seeing Mireille's face was a comfort.

"You must be tired. Do you have time for a coffee?"

"Hmm, it'll be close." It was a strange feeling. He was getting closer to her by going into the Tree Sea, yet he had to leave her.

"Let's go back to my room. There's something I want to give you if you're going into the Tree Sea."

He saw the chain he had given her on the nape of her neck, and his heart skipped a beat. He found himself wanting to give her something cuter.

"So my master was connected to the Tree Sea Defense Force after all, wasn't she." Mireille lit the stove.

"What!"

Mireille smiled sweetly and tapped the collar of Leonhard's uniform. Crap. The emblem badge....

"It's alright. As long as you're by my side, Leonhard-san, I can handle it. But... I don't want to become unstable again if I'm alone, so please face it with me."

"I'm sorry. I wasn't considerate enough."

"I'd rather you not hide things from me. I don't want anyone to hide things from me anymore."

He couldn't see Mireille's face. He could only understand her pain.

"We'll face it together. I'll be with you."

Leonhard embraced her from behind. Mireille placed her hands on his arms as he held her.

The sound of water boiling on the stove filled the air.

"The coffee....."

"Oh, right." Honestly, he would rather keep holding Mireille than drink coffee.... He had hugged her on impulse. It was probably because the morning had been so hard.

He gently let go, and Mireille said,

"Oh, right! This is what I had to give you." From the third floor, she brought down a Potion, a High Potion, a Sleep Orb with a needle attached, a Monster-Repelling Bell, and an All-Purpose Bandage.

"Since you're going into the Tree Sea now, I'm sure the state has provided you with good supplies, but... well, I'd be happy if you used these."

"Are you sure? This stuff is incredibly expensive."

"Tools are meant to be used." He didn't know what kind of environment he was heading into, so he wanted to carry anything he could secretly. He just had to make sure not to leave any trace of Mireille.

He downed the coffee Mireille had brewed for him.

"Thank you. I'm off."

"Okay, please come back soon."

After an exchange worthy of a newlywed couple, Leonhard took off the ring and headed for the Tree Sea.
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			To the Tree Sea Unarmed, a Desperate Defense Point

			About five kilometers south of the barracks, there was supposed to be the base of the Tree Sea Defense Force.

...Or so he had been told.

I thought they'd at least give us something for defense, but we're completely unarmed. This is the Tree Sea. A Helkaarn appeared just one kilometer from the tower.

"Monsters of all sizes, from small to large, wander this area. But no one has ever noticed the Tree Sea's existence until now, right? That's because there's a recognition-inhibiting spell at the entrance. The citizens would become unstable if they knew monsters were here. Our job is to control the monster population so they can live in safety."

Leonhard kept saying this to prevent morale from dropping.

"Once we reach the base, I'll give you things to protect yourselves. So until then, stick together."

Leonhard secretly rang the monster-repelling bell in his pocket. That would keep them safe for three hours.

He breathed a sigh of relief, grateful to Mireille for giving it to him.

...No, no, surely there will be weapons at the base, right? They wouldn't be that cruel.

With that faint hope in his heart, he finally arrived at the base, which was...

"...A hole?"

There was just a large trench dug into the ground, with nothing resembling a building in sight. Everyone was thinking the same thing.

The stable was enclosed by iron bars, designed to keep monsters out. But it was completely in the middle of the forest. It would be pitch black at night.

At the entrance stood a single, forlorn-looking guard. When he noticed them, he let out a sigh of relief.

"Oh... you made it safely."

"Well, we were lucky enough not to run into any monsters," Leonhard replied, feigning coincidence.

"You were truly lucky. Just last week, some members of the Imperial Guard were attacked by monsters on their way here... one of them lost his life."

"...What?"

He couldn't believe his ears.

"Last week?"

"Yes. The Imperial Guard was supposed to come for an inspection, but the monsters around here have become ferocious lately."

"...Wait, then it's dangerous to return to the barracks too, isn't it?"

"Return? No one has returned for two weeks."

"Wh, what did you say!?"

A murmur ran through the unit members.

"How many members are there besides you?" Leonhard asked, trying to remain calm.

"There are only about five of us left. Since the previous captain went missing, many have died during missions. The alchemy supplies we were given have almost no effect, and we're about to run out of what's left."

Everyone was speechless at the utterly desperate situation.

Inside the hole, which they called headquarters, only the faint glow of an electric light was visible.

"For now, show me all the supplies you have."

The listless unit members gathered all the supplies they had at the base.

What remained were ten Potions and only one High Potion, and its color was pale. Other than that, there was a large pile of potatoes.

"Potatoes...?"

"We've been using an alchemy item the previous captain left for us, which makes food quickly."

"What kind of alchemy item is it?"

"It's a Growth Acceleration Kit. You plant seeds or saplings, and they become food by the next day."

That kit was the same as the one on the first floor of the tower.

"Is there nothing for repelling monsters or for defense?"

"The previous captain had prepared a lot, but we haven't received any new supplies since she disappeared."

Leonhard felt a headache coming on.

"What about the captain's office? Any handover documents?"

"There's a room. But it's completely empty."

"Empty?"

"Yes. By the time we noticed, all the documents were gone. Before the captain went missing, she told us to use the Monster-Repelling Bells and return to the barracks, but the Imperial Guard confiscated all the bells and ordered us to prioritize the mission..."

"When was that?"

"It was the day the captain disappeared. We've been here for two weeks since then."

"Why is the Imperial Guard, the royal bodyguards, coming and going here?" Kyle pressed.

"...I don't know the details. But the captain had repeatedly gone to the King to advise him that 'overhunting monsters will leave a legacy of disaster.' Shortly after that, she went to the royal capital and never came back."

"What were the Supreme Commander's orders?"

"We haven't seen the Supreme Commander either since around the time the previous captain disappeared. After that, we were told the Imperial Guard would manage the Tree Sea, but recently, after a series of monster attacks, Lord Julius said that new unit members would be coming...."

I see. The Imperial Guard, led by Julius, was active here, but they couldn't handle it and abandoned the place. So that's what happened.

"What was the previous captain's name?"

"It was Lady Ariel Sophia."

For a moment, Leonhard's face turned pale.

"Ariel... The same name as my master..."
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			My Master's Diary and My Wavering Feelings

			After Leonhard-san left the tower, the room felt strangely quiet. Even this space that should have felt small now felt vast and cold, accentuating my loneliness.

"You're still only eighteen. Since you're in a special environment right now, it could be the suspension bridge effect. Once you calm down and think about it, you might realize you'd be better off with someone your own age."

Leonhard-san had said that with such a lonely look on his face.

But is that really true? When I see him after everything has settled down, will I no longer be drawn to him? ...Or is it that Leonhard-san isn't interested, and he's just letting me down easy to avoid hurting me?

No, but he held me today. If my feelings don't change, can I allow myself to have a little hope?

Today, Leonhard-san was appointed captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force. On his collar shone a badge with the same emblem as the one on the document from the wooden box on the fourth floor.

I need to know, too. The truth about my master. I can't just let myself be protected all the time.

She gave me a dagger with my name on it. I suppose it means I'm supposed to use it to fight. I may not be able to fight in combat, but I have alchemy. I can't just hide. I have to act.

With that thought, I headed to the fourth floor. I felt like Leonhard-san's scent still lingered there faintly... and my chest tightened. I took a deep breath to calm myself and opened the third box.

Inside were my master's personal diaries. There were several volumes. She was a meticulous person who recorded everything. But...

Is it okay for me to read this? I'm sorry, Master. But I need to find a clue.

I turned the page.

It was a beautiful, sunny day. We had talked about harvesting the vegetables we had all grown. Even as a small child, I had a basket of my own and was fully prepared to harvest vegetables.

But then, a fire-attributed monster suddenly attacked the village.....

"Ariel, hide in here."

"What about you, Mom?"

"I'll hide somewhere else. No one can get in here, so you'll be safe. I'll definitely come back for you, so don't you dare come out."

"...Okay."

But Ariel was the only one who survived.

"Is anyone alive!" A voice called from the distance. Despite her severe injuries, she screamed with all her might.

My father and mother must be somewhere. They might just be unable to speak.

Hey, where are you? Please, answer me!

But on the scorched earth, not even bones remained. Master's memories ended there, and when she next awoke, she had been "bought" by the state.

Ariel, who possessed strong magic, was raised to become either a magician or an alchemist, and eventually, she was made a soldier to manage the Tree Sea. It was the only way for her to live. So, she studied relentlessly until there was no one left to teach her.

At first, it was battles with small monsters. If she failed, she'd be covered in blood. But as long as she didn't die, it wasn't a problem. A High Potion of her own making could even heal a lost limb.

She only cried when she was a child. Before she knew it, she could defeat even large monsters. No matter how many times she neared death, she revived, killing as she was told.

At the same time, she mastered alchemy. The Potions she made were all of higher quality than those sold in stores. She trained and practiced alchemy until she passed out.

She never questioned it. If she made things, people were happy. That gave her a place to belong.

And then, at the age of seventeen, my master was called a "living weapon" and appointed captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force.

Reading the diary, I held my breath. ...She had been carrying this past with her.

The master I knew laughed a lot, knew so many things, and taught me gently.

Wow, alchemy is amazing! I want to know more! I want to make useful things!

Why did my master, who became the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force, take me in? Did she intend to raise me as a soldier to manage the Tree Sea, just like her?

Feeling uneasy, I turned to the next page.



		
			Chapter 45

			The Sacrificial Captain, a Shadow Reunited in the Trench

			Leonhard focused on getting the shaken unit members under control. People can mask their anxiety as long as they have something to do.

"Everyone, I know you're surprised that things are different from what you were told when you came here. I feel the same way."

He said it aloud on purpose. Knowing they weren't alone should calm them down a little.

"But first, I want to gather information. Do the five of you who were here know your way around this base?"

"We all know where things are, more or less," answered the soldier who had been waiting at the trench entrance.

"What's your name?"

"I'm Cerio. I was in charge of reconnaissance."

"Alright, Cerio. First, bring me every document you can find outside the captain's office that might tell us about the situation in this Tree Sea. Also, anything that could be used as a weapon. And I want everyone to search for any other storage places for alchemy items... If you find anything else that seems strange, tell me."

After giving his orders, the soldiers, though still anxious, split up and disappeared into the depths of the trench. The most important thing now was to keep them moving.

There were soldiers who had holed up here for two weeks and survived. That meant this hole itself was likely protected for some reason. The problem was what came after.

...I was completely set up by the King.

Mireille's master, the former captain Ariel, and Supreme Commander Darius had disappeared, and the chain of command had collapsed. After that, the King dispatched the Imperial Guard, but they were useless against the monsters.

That's when the choice fell upon the First Knight Order, who were of low birth but highly skilled. In other words, us.

And the reason I was made captain. I had thought it was because I was part of the King's faction, but...

...So that was it.

Julius's words from this morning echoed in his mind. *Those whispered to have 'received favor' at court also become targets for elimination...*

At first, he thought it was just talk from jealous nobles. But he was wrong. It had been about the King himself.

When the Queen unilaterally made advances on him, a young commoner soldier had no way to refuse. And knowing that, the King still treated him as an inconvenience.

He should have heard the circumstances from Darius, and I was technically on the King's side. The Queen had plenty of other transgressions. Yet, the King's feelings were apparently a separate matter.

No supplies. No information. Unable to defeat monsters. In other words, if we die, we die, and he doesn't care.

That bastard...

His clenched fist dug its nails into his palm, drawing blood. But he didn't even feel the pain. He had no outlet, no place to direct his anger.

Leonhard silently headed for the captain's office. Though it was more of a hollowed-out space in the trench than a room.

Only a desk and a bed were inside, and the drawers were neatly organized with writing utensils. Even if he turned them upside down, nothing would come out.

A bed... no, more like a thin mattress. It had almost no cotton or stuffing. Is this the kind of environment Mireille's master spent her days in?

Just then.

He suddenly sensed a presence behind him. He spun around on reflex, about to assume a combat stance, when...

"...I'm sorry, Leonhard."

Along with the voice, Darius stood before him. And on his wrist, something similar to the ring he had given Leonhard was gleaming.

"You've held out well until now. I've more or less got things sorted out."

...Wait, why is Darius here!?

Leonhard's heart suddenly pounded in his chest.



		
			Chapter 46

			The Day a Weapon Was Taught Sweetness

			Mireille continued to turn the pages of her master Ariel's diary.

Recorded there were her days after becoming captain. Every day, just how many monsters she had slaughtered, and how brutally. That was all that was written, on and on.

Furthermore, she was considering a system where she would give soldiers alchemy items, allowing ordinary soldiers to hunt large numbers of monsters just like magicians. ...It was the complete opposite of her master's current way of thinking.

As she read on, she found the record of her meeting with Darius.

Around the time Ariel became captain.

"Reinforcements outside the Tree Sea. Understood."

Ariel, who had answered dispassionately, headed to a conflict zone as ordered by the Mage Order Captain, Orphen. By that time, she already possessed power that surpassed Orphen's. Her expression never changed, like a living weapon.

"I'm going now."

She departed without hesitation, carrying a mountain of tools created through alchemy. The one who greeted her on the battlefield was the young captain of the First Knight Order, Darius, still in his late twenties.

And Ariel's first words were...

"Who do I kill? How many do I have to kill for this to be over?"

Darius gasped. Even he, who had been worn down by a difficult battle and the constant loss of his men, felt a chill from the girl before him.

A teenage girl, speaking as if she were a machine devoid of emotion.

He couldn't be so cruel as to say, "Then, kill that one."

"Y, you must be tired from your journey. First, get some rest..."

"I am not tired."

"I, I see..."

What should I do...?

He had heard the rumors. That the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force was a "living weapon." But if used incorrectly, she could become a bomb that would destroy the country. He instinctively understood that he must not treat this girl as a mere weapon.

Just then, a small bag inside his desk caught his eye.

"Ah... that's right!" As if struck by an idea, Darius took out a piece of candy.

"Here, try this. Something sweet is good when you're tired."

"...What is this?"

"Huh? What do you mean, what is it? It's candy. You've... had it before, right?"

"?"

Ariel tilted her head.

Don't tell me... she doesn't know?

She had grown up in the Tree Sea, and since becoming a soldier, she had eaten nothing but monster meat. Seeing the colorful, round pellets Darius offered her...

"Is this the carcass of a small monster? I've never seen one before,"

she said in all seriousness.

"...You're kidding me," Darius said, shocked.

There was almost no one in this country who didn't know what candy was. Even children from poor families had tasted it at least once. Yet, something he, who had grown up wealthy, took for granted looked like an "artifact from another world" to her.

"...Just open your mouth. Don't chew it, suck on it."

He popped the candy into the bewildered Ariel's mouth.

In that instant, for the first time, her expression wavered.

"...!"

Her eyes widened, and with the candy still in her cheek, she froze like a statue. The expressionless girl now wore a look of shock.

"How is it, is it good?"

Silence followed. After about ten minutes, Ariel gave a small, firm nod.

That was the first "human-like reaction" she had ever shown.

From then on, every day, Darius would call Ariel to his room and give her candy. Only while she was eating it did her eyes sparkle from behind their emotionless facade.

This country... is wrong.

A girl "bought" by the state. A girl who didn't even know what candy was. On the battlefield, for the first time, Darius began to doubt his own country.

A few days later.

The captain of the Imperial Guard, Adrian, appeared at the front lines to assess the battle situation. He was skilled in both martial and literary arts, and by no means a bad person. But he was also a man who had been taught from birth that "nobles are the ones who should lead the country."

...A typical noble supremacist, huh? Darius thought as he greeted him.

After hearing about the situation, Adrian looked at the young Ariel and a smirk appeared on his face.

"Hey, you there, woman. Come with me."

The target of his gaze was Ariel.

A teenage girl who had lost her emotions. And a living weapon.

No one could have predicted that those words would later trigger a "major incident."



		
			Chapter 47

			The Emotionless Genius Girl Saves Soldiers on the Battlefield

			On the battlefield, Adrian stared at the rare sight of a teenage girl, Ariel, with lecherous eyes. The moment he tried to touch her, his arm was deflected, and he was sent flying. She must have had a defensive spell active.

Having been embarrassed in front of his soldiers, Adrian's anger flared.

"Y, you, to a noble--!!"

"Noble?"

"That's right! A person of lowly blood like you--"

"Lowly blood? How is it different from noble blood?"

Ariel drew a dagger. He instinctively took a step back, thinking she meant to attack him. But in that instant, Ariel stabbed her own arm.

"My blood is red. Is noble blood different?"

She was expressionless. Not a hint of pain. It felt less like defiance and more like a genuine curiosity about blood. Adrian had the intuition that this girl was not right in the head.

At that moment, an attack rained down from the sky. Darius and the other knights tried to fight back, but they were caught by surprise, and many soldiers were blown away.

Ariel was covered in blood, her defensive magic breached, and her left side from the shoulder down was blown off. But she pulled a High Potion from her waist and drank it in one gulp. The moment she regenerated, she simply held out her hand and launched a barrage of explosions in the direction of the attack.

She then took out one High Potion after another from her waist. She gave them to the seriously wounded soldiers, ensuring even those who could only receive it mouth-to-mouth got the medicine. Darius, too, had suffered a fatal wound to his abdomen and was barely conscious, but when Ariel delivered a High Potion from her mouth to his, he began to heal at an astonishing rate.

Next, Ariel moved in front of Adrian and poured a High Potion into his mouth the same way. Adrian was also restored, and he could only stare at her in a daze.

Potions for those who could drink them. High Potions for the severely wounded. And mouth-to-mouth for those who couldn't drink.

She did it all dispassionately, without a single change in expression. And the area where Ariel had attacked was now a scorched wasteland. Despite having so many gravely injured soldiers, everyone except those who died instantly had been saved.

Ariel didn't even crack a smile. That cold, expressionless face captured the hearts of the soldiers in the fortress. Everyone except Darius and Adrian.

"Hey, Darius, what is she?"

"I think something is wrong. She seems to be a killing machine created by the state."

"Couldn't she destroy the country? Who raised her?" It was also too shocking to see a woman endlessly giving Potions mouth-to-mouth, even if it was to save lives. There was no shame or hesitation. Not even a desperate desire to help. It was just a task, as if her work would be done once the Potion was inside their bodies.

Still, Adrian, being a noble, asked,

"Well, she did save us. Is there anything she wants?"

"Wants??"

"Something you desire."

"...Ca...ndy."

Huh?? Adrian froze.

"I've been giving her candy since I got here. She'd never had it before. She saw candy and asked if it was a small monster." When Darius explained the situation, Adrian too showed signs of distress. Could this country not even give a child a piece of candy?

"No, Ariel is just special."

In the end, Adrian sent her a large amount of gold coins.

"Buy as much candy as you want!!"

From that day on, I found myself drawn to her. Even after the war ended, I started visiting her every day, asking to see her.

"Why every day?"

"No reason. But I want to bring you candy every day."

"Is that so? Candy, every day?"

"Every day."

She made it so I could come to her small tower home in the Tree Sea with just a single ring. She didn't even know how much candy could be bought with that ring alone. When she received the gold coins from Adrian, she asked if they were shiny and tried to melt them, so I had to stop her.

Besides candy, Darius brought her all sorts of non-monster food every day. Vegetables, normal meat and fish. He wanted her to regain even a little of her humanity.

Adrian also started coming by and teaching her about the world. She could understand difficult magic books, so her literacy was better than that of an educated noblewoman. So they began to educate her on common knowledge, like the royal family and noble society, geography, and how to use money.

He didn't want her to make enemies and be eliminated. Adrian used that as an excuse, but both he and Darius felt a sense of guilt. They had been saved by her, yet they were exploiting her life. They couldn't bear it.

But then, something even more unexpected happened.

"I bought a child." Using all the money she had received from Adrian, she had bought a child from a poor farming village who had magic.



		
			Chapter 48

			The Diary Exposes the Past, The Supreme Commander's Shadow Reappears

			While Mireille was reading the diary, learning of her past of being "bought" and reeling from the shock, Leonhard was also in turmoil over the person who had suddenly appeared.

"...Not Supreme Commander, Darius! Why the hell are you showing your face now of all times!"

Unable to contain his anger, Leonhard roughly grabbed Darius by the collar.

"I'm sorry," Darius said quietly, not resisting.

"I've done something that warrants you punching or cutting me."

"Where have you been hiding all this time!"

"...I was working to save Ariel."

"...!"

Leonhard's grip loosened for a moment. Darius continued.

"This is the place where Ariel used to work. I'm sure you already know that."

"Don't mess with me! How far are you going to drag us into your mess!"

"Ariel has been captured by the King. She's a bit special... If she got serious, she should be able to escape on her own. But she's not moving. There must be a reason she can't. We should assume her life is in danger."

"What kind of selfish crap is that! Weren't you two supposed to have run off with a bunch of money!"

"That's not true!" Darius's voice was sharp.

"That was a lie spread after I defied the King to get Ariel back. ...And now the King is after Mireille too. Only Ariel can surpass that child's alchemy. He subjected that child to a cruel interrogation, isolated her, and drove her to despair to try and make her do the same things as Ariel. I had no time. All I could do was escape and entrust Mireille to you at the same time."

"Don't screw with me! The marriage proposal, the engagement ring, was it all a lie!?"

"My desire to marry Ariel is real... I just didn't expect this situation to happen so quickly. I truly wanted the two of you to have a normal, warm family life. I believed you were serious and skilled... and that you wouldn't betray a child you cared for. So I entrusted her to you."

"Entrusted her? How can you be so selfish! Try to think about how Mireille feels. She was suddenly thrown to a man she didn't know and had no choice but to rely on him!"

"...For that, I am sorry." Darius lowered his gaze.

"Ariel is just... a little weak when it comes to things like explaining things beforehand or setting up a proper environment."

After a brief silence, he spoke in a low voice.

"Once things have settled down, I will explain everything. But first, we must get Ariel back. Then I will speak properly with both her and Mireille."

"..."

"Leonhard. I intend to stage a coup d'état against the King."

"A coup d'état...?"

"First, bring Mireille here. At this point, no one here can lay a hand on her if she is with you... I want her to create something with her alchemy that can counter them."

Leonhard gasped at Darius's words. For the King's own nephew to speak of a coup d'état...

The sound of soldiers' footsteps, alerted by the commotion, grew closer.

"Captain...? Is someone in there!"

"...Oops. I'll be back soon, for real this time." Darius's body flickered for a moment, and in the next, he was gone.

Left behind, Leonhard let out a ragged breath and pressed his forehead.

"...Bring Mireille here, he says...? To this place...?"

He was left with only confusion and anxiety.



		
			Chapter 49

			The Duke's Second Son's Single-Minded Devotion

			Ariel's diary was filled with detailed records of her daily struggles raising Mireille.

"Ariel, what do you mean you bought a child?" Darius and Adrian, as one would expect, confronted Ariel.

Ariel had been researching an alchemy item that could grow vegetables instantly, but it wasn't going well. A byproduct of her research was a nutrient-rich soil, so she had taken to looking at a map Adrian had taught her to read and secretly distributing the soil to regions where crops grew poorly.

But they thought she had become a little more human, only to find she had returned with a child. Why?

Ariel tilted her head and answered as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

"This child has a decent amount of magic. If I teach her, she can do alchemy."

"No, no! Raising a child is a different matter from teaching alchemy!" Ariel replied calmly to the flustered Adrian.

"I was also bought because I had magic, and I learned to do alchemy."

Now that she mentioned it, it was true. Both men fell silent.

"...But Ariel. How do you plan to raise her without any money?"

"We can eat vegetables. I can also hunt monsters."

"...Food alone isn't enough. A heart doesn't grow on that alone," Darius said, troubled.

Adrian continued in a serious tone.

"Besides, it's dangerous to have a child live in the Tree Sea. You're one thing, Ariel, but that child wasn't bought by the state. It would be better for her to interact with normal people."

Ariel thought for a moment, then muttered.

"...A heart. How does it grow? Is it okay to live outside the Tree Sea?"

In the end, the two of them worked together and petitioned the King, and a compromise was reached. Ariel was allowed to make a living through alchemy while also serving in the Tree Sea Defense Force. Her alchemy items were amazing to begin with, so her shop grew quickly.

"About the heart," Darius chose his words carefully.

"You should experience things you found fun and happy together with Mireille. That's how it will grow."

"...So I just need to create memories?"

"What!? Are you planning to manipulate her memories!? You can't do that. You must not tamper with people's memories!"

"...That's not what you meant...?"

To the bewildered Ariel, Darius took her hand and helped her find fun things to do together. In the process of repeating this, Ariel suddenly began to cry.

"...Where did my father and mother go?"

"We were supposed to go to the fields together. But then it burned... everyone died."

Along with the happy things, the painful memories sealed deep within her heart began to overflow one after another.

"Are Mireille and Darius and Adrian going to die too? No... I'll give you a High Potion, so please don't die..."

Faced with this, Darius could only stay by her side. To regain one's heart also meant regaining the pain of loss.

And as their connection deepened, so did Darius's feelings. Before he knew it, he had to admit it.

He had fallen in love with this girl, Ariel.

"I love you. I want to support you. I'll always be by your side." Every time she tilted her head, he repeated the words.

It was okay if she didn't know the meaning of "love" yet. He just wanted her to know that there was someone who cared for her.

He also visited the alchemy shop where Ariel and Mireille lived. He replenished their vegetables, repaired broken shelves, and helped with the leftover bookkeeping late at night... Anything they lacked, he secretly lent a hand.

Of course, he didn't hide his own feelings. He even publicly declared to his noble and knightly comrades that he loved Ariel. At first, they frowned upon it, and rumors spread. But since his older brother was to inherit the family title, he continued to refuse all marriage proposals.

A duke's second son who didn't play around with women and remained devoted to a single girl. Before long, everyone had no choice but to accept that "Darius is completely devoted to Ariel."

Adrian, on the other hand, kept his distance. As a nobleman who had just entered into a political marriage, supporting a single woman could lead to misunderstandings. Unable to act openly, he left the Tree Sea after giving some final business advice.

"The business... well, it's somehow taking shape. But Darius, a romance between you, a duke, and Ariel... it's a difference in status. It will not be fulfilled."

Adrian had warned him time and time again. In his world of common sense, it was unthinkable for Darius, of a ducal house, and Ariel, whose status was below that of a commoner, to be together.

But as Ariel regained her heart, Darius became more and more captivated by her.

And thus, a deep rift began to form between the two men.



		
			Chapter 50

			A Traitor in the Ranks, and the Power of the Woman Who Saved Me

			Alerted by Leonhard's shouting, Kyle came running in.

"Commander... I mean, Captain! What on earth...?"

Kyle's face was pale with exhaustion, but this was the guy who covered all the details Leonhard overlooked. That was precisely why Leonhard felt he couldn't decide to bring Mireille here without consulting him.

"Actually, former Supreme Commander Darius just appeared out of nowhere."

"...Huh?"

"He said to bring the daughter of this Tree Sea Defense Force's former captain here."

"That's too much information to process! ...So, where is this daughter?"

"She's my fiancée, and I'm hiding her right now."

"...What!?"

Kyle froze. ...I said it. It's just a marriage proposal, but I called her my fiancée. It's a little embarrassing. But if I don't say we have that kind of relationship, she won't be trusted.

"Don't tell me... the week you suddenly took off from last week was..."

"That's right."

The captain had been missing for two weeks. The fact that I suddenly wanted her clothes... it must have all clicked into place for him.

Kyle swallowed hard.

"She's not a criminal. I just met her through an introduction from Darius," I said, feigning composure.

"...But what does Darius-san want with her?"

"She can use alchemy. Just like the former captain."

"That's... helpful, but..."

Kyle furrowed his brow and fell silent for a moment.

"By the way, Captain. Do you think everyone here is clean?"

"Honestly, I don't know. But... you're clean."

"Why?"

"A gut feeling. If my gut is wrong at a time like this, we're not getting out of this alive anyway."

"Haha... I appreciate that. But I don't trust everyone either."

"Same here."

"Then how about we intentionally leak the story about Darius-san? Someone is bound to contact the outside."

"The former captain was supposed to handle external communications by moving around, but where was the location?"

"There was a communication room. I heard no one uses it... but there wasn't a speck of dust in it."

Kyle showed Leonhard the place he believed to be the communication room.

"Hmm..." A smile unintentionally crept onto my face.

Now this was interesting news.

"Alright, I'll watch the communication room."

*

Kyle pretended to return to where everyone was gathered, his face a mask of panic.

"Former Supreme Commander Darius suddenly appeared... and then vanished!"

"What did you say!?"

"Wait, wasn't he missing!?"

"Does this mean we might be saved...!"

Morale shot up at once. Even though he was a fugitive, no one could stand against that man. ...It was a pathetic thought.

I quietly headed to a room different from the communication room Kyle had mentioned. Kyle was standing there. The next moment, I drew my sword and held it to his neck.

"There are a few things I'd like to ask you, Kyle."

"Wh...! Why me!?"

"You thought I didn't know the layout of this base, didn't you? You told me about a dummy communication room. At that point, you were already marked."

I had previously found documents on the fourth floor of the tower detailing the base's layout. So I knew the location Kyle had mentioned was not the communication room.

In that instant. A cold blade pierced my back.

"...Tch!"

It went through my waist. Blood spurted out. I hadn't sensed a presence at all.

I immediately spun around and cut down my attacker with the sword Mireille had modified for me. Cerio collapsed.

"Oh dear, the King's shadow thought he had stabbed you, but you countered in an instant. As expected. That sword... is it an alchemy product?" Kyle smirked and drew the sword from his waist.

"...Why did you betray me?"

"I didn't betray you. I'm simply serving the King who took a commoner like me in."

My vision wavered. I was losing too much blood.

"In this state, I should be the winner, right, Captain?"

But I still had a trump card. I secretly attached the wind magic stone hidden in my sleeve to my sword.

"I wonder about that. I have a charm from my beloved to protect me."

That 50% damage reduction from her attack was working, the necklace was protecting my body. I can still move. Because it's a gift from Mireille.

I swung with my last ounce of strength. The blade, wreathed in wind and flame, exploded.

"Guh...!"

Kyle was sent flying, and I was thrown against the wall. Kyle was still moving faintly. I took out the Sleep Orb from my waist and threw it at him.

The moment it burst with a *pashun*, Kyle collapsed and stopped moving completely.

*

The other unit members came running at the sound of the commotion.

"Restrain Kyle and Cerio!"

Some were surprised, but seeing my bleeding made the situation clear. Kyle was tied up, and Cerio's death was confirmed.

I pressed down on my wound and muttered in a low voice.

"...That damn Darius. 'No one can lay a hand on her now,' my ass." Still, my gut feeling was useless. Leonhard could only manage a bitter smile.



		
			Chapter 51

			The Master Who Can't Say 'I Love You' and the Magic Furnaces That Will Destroy the Country

			Mireille couldn't stop turning the pages of the diary. Her own name began to appear more and more. The events from her memory overlapped with the written words.

The day they did alchemy together. The day her master boasted about her hunting result (I had just thought she was explaining the materials). The day she made a huge mistake with the enhancement multiplier on a weapon.

Small memories were scattered across the pages.

...Master, even though you were so awkward. You tried so hard to learn to love me as a person.

A warmth spread deep within her chest.

Her master recorded everything. Alchemy, hunting, childcare. On top of that, it seemed she often asked Darius, "Is this feeling the same as what a person feels?" about her thoughts and emotions.

She was different from other people. After she understood that, she must have been anxious.

Looking back, after she started working at the shop, she felt she had spent more time with the other employees than with her master. Her master must have consciously kept her distance... so as not to influence me too much.

The time I spent with my master was surprisingly short.

Several years after they started living in the royal capital, Ariel, who had been loved by Darius for so long, had lost the shadow of the girl once called a "living weapon."

But that was why she noticed it. The gap between her senses and those of other people. And she became timid about spending time with the person she loved.

With Mireille, she relentlessly conveyed the joy of alchemy. And just as she had been happy when Darius praised her, she now praised Mireille a great deal.

As a result, Mireille's abilities stood out even in the royal capital, and when it came to recipe development, no one in the city could match her. Seeing this, Ariel felt truly proud.

...And yet.

Despite being told "I love you" by Darius every day for over 10 years, Ariel hesitated to reply. She would say, "I love you too," but she didn't know if it was truly "love." She felt she wasn't giving anything back to Darius, not like he had for her.

Still, they had a sweet relationship where they held each other and kissed every day, and Darius had proposed many times.

Ten years ago, she might have nodded without emotion. But things were different now. She knew the difference between a noble and herself, and she could understand why Adrian had distanced himself. Far from giving anything back, she was a burden to Darius.

Once Mireille could stand on her own, she too should leave Darius, just as Adrian had. That's what she told herself.

"If you hunt too many monsters, they'll swarm and rampage, yet the subjugation orders keep increasing. They've pushed close to the barracks. A large one appeared near the tower, and I'm subjugating it."

When Ariel marked the subjugation range on a map, the center of the previous area was Sacred Peak Mountain. But now, that line had expanded all the way to the entrance of the "recognition-inhibited" forest.

"Should I have the Mage Order expand the range of the recognition inhibition?" Ariel asked Darius, looking openly displeased.

"...The new Mage Order captain is creepy. He just stares at my magic power. But if it's necessary, I'll have to talk to him."

"...What?"

Darius couldn't believe his ears. For Ariel, who was usually oblivious to the subtleties of people, to say someone was "creepy."

"It's not like he's done anything to you, right?"

"I think he is doing something. I always deflect it with my defensive magic. He's also given me poison. But I have an antidote, so it's fine. ...It's fine, but I don't like it. When he touches me, it's different from you, Darius. He tries to touch me to check my magic power. It's creepy."

"Wait, that's not normal!" Darius's face paled.

About a year ago, Rainer had been appointed the new Mage Order captain. Rainer was young and ambitious, but he was under the Supreme Commander's jurisdiction. He hadn't heard anything about this.

"How did that happen?"

"I've been refusing orders from the King and the Mage Order captain, so it can't be helped that I have contact with him."

"...You refused... the King's orders...?"

Darius was speechless. He had thought Ariel would obey the King's orders without question.

At first, it was a small complaint. But gradually, Ariel's expression became more pained. And on the days she had contact with the Mage Order captain, she would always strongly seek to be held by Darius.

"With Darius, I feel safe. I feel relieved. I want to be touched more. ...But I don't like the Mage Order captain."

It was complicated to be compared to him as a reaction to something unpleasant. But the fact that she was being poisoned made it clear that something was very wrong.

"From now on, go through me. I won't let him have direct contact with you."

"...It's probably impossible. The King is trying to build Magic Furnaces all over the country. I'm refusing to create the circuits with alchemy, so I can't cut off contact. Magicians are also involved with the Magic Furnaces."

"Magic Furnaces...?" As the Supreme Commander, I haven't heard anything about this.

"When they're operational, they can create a huge amount of magic power. They can power many weapons, and the cities will become more convenient with magic. But they require a lot of large monsters. The reason the number of giant monsters is increasing now is probably because I've been overhunting for years. It's dangerous to kill any more. That's why I'm refusing."

A heavy weight settled on Darius's chest.

The King only pursued short-term gains. He probably wouldn't understand Ariel's warning or the long-term perspective.

He had a very bad feeling about this.
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			The Truth Revealed in the Barrier-Protected Base

			The wound from Cerio's blade wouldn't stop bleeding even with an All-Purpose Bandage. So, he had no choice. He felt bad for the others, but he had to use the High Potion he was carrying.

Kyle was still sleeping soundly, the drug having worked well on him. For now, he was tied up securely and didn't look like he would wake up soon, so everyone else should be safe.

The pain of losing a subordinate he trusted was immense. From now on, he would have to lead alone.

He still didn't even know if he could truly trust the remaining men.

"Listen up. No one inside this base has been harmed by monsters. There must be some kind of barrier here that monsters can't enter. So don't go outside for any reason."

After saying this, he took out a Potion bottle. It was one Mireille had made. He placed it next to one of the Potions that had been stockpiled here.

"Look. The color is different, right?"

Everyone gasped.

"N, no way."

"Isn't that a Potion inside?"

They couldn't hide their agitation. But that in itself was the answer.

"...The alchemy items from the supply stock were weak or ineffective because there's a high probability Cerio either replaced them or diluted them. By the way, who confirmed that the Imperial Guard ordered you to carry out monster subjugation missions without the bells?"

A murmur spread through them.

"It was from Cerio. He was in charge of reconnaissance, so he would guide the Imperial Guard and greet incoming units. That day, too... he said he was asked by an attacked Imperial Guard soldier to 'bring the bells'... He was supposed to have taken the ones we had here. And then he told us we were ordered to carry out the monster subjugation mission without returning."

The other four men all nodded, so it seemed their understanding was correct.

"Did anyone actually see him hand them over?"

Another man spoke up.

"...No one did. But... he said the Imperial Guard members were being attacked by monsters on the way... and that they needed the bells to 'call for reinforcements immediately.'"

"Then why didn't they use the communication room?"

"Right... but the communications officer was killed by a monster on a mission last week... After that, we tried to use it by just guessing, but we couldn't get it to connect at all..."

It seemed Cerio had been the leader among the remaining five. Now there was no one to represent them or speak for them, and their answers were all disjointed.

In the first place, Cerio was a highly skilled operative. It was unclear whether the Imperial Guard and the communications officer were really killed by monsters, were set up to be killed, or were killed directly by Cerio.

...The only way to know how much of this was true was to confirm with the Imperial Guard. The tricky part, however, was that they were a unit directly under the King's command.

They couldn't receive help from other knight orders. Even if this was Cerio's plot, if he was the King's shadow, then this was the King's will.

It was unthinkable that the King would mobilize the Imperial Guard. In other words, this was tantamount to the King telling them to go and die.

As he thought, he had no choice but to call Mireille, despite the risks. He wanted to buy a little time.

"...Well, first things first, let's get something to eat." As if to break the tense atmosphere, he deliberately pointed to the pile of potatoes.

"Fill your stomachs with those potatoes. In the meantime, I'll go secure some alchemy supplies."

Anxious gazes all focused on him. ...Well, that was to be expected.

"You're curious, aren't you? About why I had a High Potion." He paused intentionally to draw everyone's attention before continuing.

"The truth is, I'm an acquaintance of the daughter of this Tree Sea Defense Force's former captain. ...And that daughter is an alchemist. I'm going to ask for her cooperation now."

Of course, he knew the risks. But they no longer had any other options.



		
			Chapter 53

			What an All-Purpose Bandage Can't Stop

			Leonhard turned his back to his comrades and discreetly put on the ring so no one would see.

It's probably better if they don't know this is a teleportation portal.

But he wanted to give them at least some sense of security, the knowledge that those in this trench could freely go outside and obtain supplies.

The overly long day was finally coming to an end.

As he pushed open the tower door, he sensed a presence. ...The fourth floor!

"Mireille!"

At his voice, Mireille came running down the stairs. The next moment, they were in each other's arms.

Leonhard was released from the tension that had been gripping him. Mireille was released from the anxiety of knowing the truth.

That was why they clung to each other tightly, as if devouring the feeling of relief. As if time had stopped, the two of them remained motionless.

I really am in love with Mireille. I want her to stay by my side forever.

A clear and certain feeling was etched into each of their hearts.

But then, Mireille's eyes caught sight of the blood spreading across Leonhard's back.

"Th, that's a lot of blood! Let me see!"

As Mireille hurriedly tried to lift his shirt, Leonhard gave a wry smile.

"Yeah, a lot happened... but I'm safe thanks to you."

As he spoke, he explained the current situation, including his exchange with Darius.

"I, I'm so glad you're okay..." Mireille felt her strength leave her.

But Leonhard continued.

"But... the All-Purpose Bandage you gave me didn't stop the bleeding. I ended up wasting it."

"...That's because..." Mireille's face turned bright red.

"The All-Purpose Bandage is good for closing wounds... but it can't stop bleeding."

Wh, why didn't you use the High Potion first...! Argh!

As Mireille realized this and blushed even deeper, Leonhard looked at her with a blank expression.

"But before, you healed a much deeper wound with just the All-Purpose Bandage, right? So..."

"W, well..." Having resigned herself, Mireille confessed, trembling with embarrassment.

"The thing is... you were unconscious then, so... I gave you a High Potion mouth-to-mouth."

"............"

Leonhard froze. He touched his own lips, his eyes wide with shock.

"...What?"

"I, I was desperate! I apologize for not having your consent! B, but you would have died otherwise, and, w, well, it was my first kiss too... s, so... please forgive..."

Leonhard gazed quietly at her as she stammered. Then, he whispered in a low voice.

"--Let me do it over."

"Huh?"

"Even if... your feelings change in the future. I love you. When all of this is over, I'll properly come to court you. You can turn me down then if you want."

Leonhard's gaze was serious.

"But now... if you'll let me, I want to redo that first kiss."

He brought his face close to Mireille's. The distance where their breaths could touch. He confirmed that Mireille did not resist. In fact, she closed her eyes, trembling slightly. Seeing that, Leonhard felt a sense of relief.

A soft sensation gently pressed against hers.

At first, it was supposed to be just a touch. But Leonhard's lips deepened the kiss, leaving Mireille with no escape.

"...Ngh..."

The sound that escaped her lips made Mireille blush even more. But Leonhard changed the angle and continued, going deeper.

They both wanted each other, their heat mingling.

Their breaths escaped, and even as their own was stolen, they sought more, deeper.

I can't, it's hard to breathe... but... I don't hate it.

Her legs were trembling and weak, but on the narrow staircase, she was supported by the wall and Leonhard. But every time his fingers touched her cheek, seeking her, and grazed her neck, she felt like she would lose all her strength.

"...Mireille..." Leonhard's low, sensual voice sent a shiver down her spine, and her thoughts turned white.

And then, finally, their lips parted.

Mireille was panting, clinging to Leonhard to support her shaking legs.

"...Sorry. I couldn't stop." Leonhard's voice was hoarse too.

"..." Mireille could only cling to him, her cheeks beet red.

But he lifted her chin again and their lips met once more. This time, it was short, yet as if he was reluctant to part. As if savoring it.

"I'm taking you to the base now. ...I can't do this in front of everyone, and honestly, I don't want to show you to them at all," Leonhard said in a whisper.

"So... before we go, just one more time."

Mireille, though trembling slightly, gave a small nod.

The two of them kissed again. Even sweeter and deeper than before, over and over.

As if to confirm their mutual feelings, they shared a kiss that knew no end.
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			The Master's Daughter Descends Upon the Unit

			No matter how much Leonhard trained, there was a limit to how much luggage he could carry in his arms.

"If we could get to the ice-attributed mountains, I could make an alchemy item to lighten the load. ...Well, if we had the wind components for it."

"We might find some on Sacred Peak Mountain, but we don't have time for that now."

He rolled up his sleeves and tried to lift the luggage. ...Heavy. It's really heavy.

Though if it were Mireille, I could lift her as much as I wanted.

"...Looks like we'll have to make two trips."

But there was a more serious problem than the luggage. Mireille's clothes. The idea of letting her appear in public wearing the clothes Kyle had chosen infuriated him. Letting her appear in front of Kyle... that filled him with murderous rage.

...It can't be helped. It can't be helped. No, but really, it can't be helped!?

"Alright, let's go. Don't hold back if something happens."

"Okay!"

He picked up the obediently nodding Mireille, luggage and all, and put on the ring.

They teleported to the base of the Tree Sea Defense Force.

The soldiers were gathered around some limp potatoes, an atmosphere like a funeral hanging over them.

And into that scene appeared... a girl with flowing pink-blonde hair. Long eyelashes, a doll-like face.

What happens when such a girl (in my eyes, the cutest girl in the world) appears?

...The answer is simple. The soldiers' suspension bridge collapses in an instant.

Everyone's faces softened, their expressions looking like they were about to melt.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Mireille, the daughter of former captain Ariel. I heard my alchemy items might be of use, so I brought them!"

She smiled brightly and placed a line of luxury items next to the boiled potatoes. High Potions (three months' salary). Potions. Sleep Orbs. Antidotes. Monster-Repelling Bells. All-Purpose Bandages.

Other alchemy items they had never even seen before were also laid out on the table.

Huh??

The soldiers were just "............"

Everyone was dumbfounded. Well, of course they were.

"And also, some smoked meat from the Helkaarn I defeated the other day! Potatoes need a side dish, right? Please make do with this for today. From now on, let's have a barbecue every day after we defeat one!"

...Wait? You defeated a Helkaarn???

The former First Knight Order members were gaping. In contrast, the four veteran soldiers were so moved they were tearing up.

"Captain Ariel has returned...!"

"She used to catch monster birds every day and say, 'Today's special is fried chicken!' didn't she?"

"She used to carry a Helkaarn on her shoulder and butcher it, right?"

"She captured a Foglion (mist lion) alive, grabbed it by the neck, and took a shower with it, didn't she?"

...Hey. Don't talk about such inhuman episodes so casually.

Completely ignoring my stunned silence, Mireille tilted her head innocently.

"I see! So I just need to tame a Foglion! Maybe with a charm item? Then I wouldn't need a bath, and I could butcher it and eat it. Two birds with one stone, right!"

The soldiers' faces were "............"

Yep, everyone's faces turned pale. The funeral mood from before had turned into heaven for a moment, and now... it was an execution ground.

Mireille knew everyone was taken aback. Still, seeing the soldiers reminisce about her master, she was certain.

...So that's how my master really was.

Though she smiled, her heart ached. She understood all too well the feelings of her master, who, as written in the diary, had worried about the gap between her senses and those of others.

Master, I'll be your substitute until you return. Because I am your daughter.

It was at that moment.

Kyle, who was tied up in ropes with a cloth stuffed in his mouth, began to stir. Tension ran through the group.

Leonhard instinctively tried to hide Mireille from Kyle's view. But... Mireille stopped him.

She took a long metal chain from her bag.

"You're going to interrogate him now, right? Would it be alright if I helped you with that, in my master's place?"

Her voice was low and sharp. Even Leonhard couldn't help but flinch.

"Master Ariel only opened her heart to certain people, I hear. She was called a living weapon, and so on. ...Since we have the chance, shall I, her daughter, let you experience even half of that?"

With those words, Mireille wrapped the chain around Kyle without hesitation.

"I'll make sure to return the favor for what you did to Leonhard-san. Of course, I won't let you die. ...Even if you want to."

The soldiers held their breath as they saw Mireille's expressionless face looking down at him.
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			Mireille's Cold Smile, Kyle's Agitation

			For the interrogation, Folter, from the former First Knight Order, moved to untie the cloth around Kyle's mouth. But Mireille stopped his hand.

"Please wait. It would be a problem if he had poison hidden."

Without another word, she calmly poured a liquid antidote into Kyle's nose. It must have entered his windpipe. Kyle let out a choked cough, and Folter's hand froze.

Facing a comrade he had just fought alongside, Folter's eyes showed a hint of hesitation. But Mireille's gaze was cold.

"This can be absorbed through the stomach or the windpipe. ...Now, any poison you had prepared is meaningless."

With the cloth removed from his mouth, Kyle, while holding back tears and coughs, let his eyes glint suspiciously.

"The clothes I picked out for you suit you quite well, don't they?"

"The underwear was a bit much, though."

Mireille's retort was instant. Her tone was as cold as ice. But Kyle just laughed.

"I thought you might enjoy it. I never expected you to be 'Mireille from the Moonshadow Teahouse.'"

At that name, those who recognized Mireille now definitively connected her to the 'Mireille from the Moonshadow Teahouse' who had been interrogated and escaped two weeks ago, and a murmur spread through the group.

At the same time, they were shocked to learn that Ariel, the former captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force, was the same Ariel who owned the Moonshadow Teahouse and had supposedly eloped with former Supreme Commander Darius after embezzling funds.

The Moonshadow Teahouse was a popular shop among knights, but in reality, many visited it hoping to catch a glimpse of Darius's beloved. However, though Ariel herself had worked at the shop in the early days, she was not suited for customer service and soon hired employees, so no one had actually seen her.

"I have all my customers' names, faces, and purchase histories memorized. Kyle-san, this is the first time I've seen your face. We've never met before, yet you know 'Mireille from the Moonshadow Teahouse.' Why is that, I wonder?"

Mireille questioned him. Kyle shrugged and gave a faint smile.

"That's no secret. The rumor that you're cute is famous in the knight order. Someone here probably even has a candid photo of you, don't they? I just never thought you were the uptight captain's girl."

At that moment, Folter's eyes darted away. As if removing the cloth had been a mistake.

...I'm definitely confiscating those photos later.

Leonhard made a firm vow in his heart. But at the same time, he realized something.

Mireille's atmosphere is... different. It's cold and scary, yet somehow sad.

...I need to follow up with her later. She seems to be carrying something heavy.

Leonhard spoke to Kyle.

"We're starting the interrogation. Kyle, you're going to tell us everything you know."

"Do you think I will?" Kyle smiled with a challenging and eerie expression.

Mireille took a High Potion from her bag.

"Shall we make you able to talk? I made a lot, and I can make more. As long as you don't die, I can bring you back from anything."

But then, as if she had just realized something, Mireille smiled brightly at Kyle.

"But the chain I wrapped around you earlier might dig into your flesh first. It's a chain that tightens when you lie, but it also tightens when your heart is just agitated, so it's hard to tell if you're telling the truth or a lie. That's why it didn't sell."

At that moment, Kyle must have been agitated. The chain instantly tightened all over his body, cutting off circulation and turning his skin purple.

"It's alright. The chain has a safety feature. It will release just before you die."

Mireille explained her alchemy item with a cheerful smile.

"The king you revere did much worse things to my master since she was a child. Suffering for the duration of a mere interrogation is a trivial matter, wouldn't you say?"

Mireille watched with a smiling face. However, the sight of Kyle's suffering and the image of her master, Ariel, overlapped in Mireille's mind, and her chest grew tight.
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			Should One Inherit Scars, or Feelings?

			Mireille's behavior was strange. Leonhard was unsure how he should stop her.

If he showed any weakness, Kyle wouldn't talk. But this was clearly not like her. Her mind was elsewhere, and she was being too cruel. What happened today? I was so wrapped up in my own problems that I didn't listen to her properly.

Mireille's torture of Kyle continued. Blood spurted out, and the chain dug into his flesh until the safety feature activated. His breathing stopped. Then, as soon as the safety feature engaged, she would immediately pour a High Potion down his throat. ...He was still conscious. She was about to repeat the process.

No. This is enough.

"Mireille. As you said, it's hard to discern the truth with this chain. ...We're done."

He made it seem as if she had stopped of her own accord. But Mireille took out a dagger.

"!!!"

"Shall I cut it?"

"No, first get him into a state where he can talk. ...That's enough. Thank you."

He smiled, but his back was drenched in sweat. Please don't stab him with that dagger. It's an instant kill.

Leonhard looked down at the breathless Kyle and questioned him.

"Kyle. Are you just unable to defy the King? Or are you willing to switch sides?"

"H...uh... switch sides... you'd... trust... me...?"

"When it comes to being the King's pawns, the shadows, the Imperial Guard, and us, we're all the same. If we can't move as he desires, we'll die all the same, right?"

"..."

"But if you say you've sworn your loyalty, you can die a martyr's death as you wish. ...But we earned our place in the First Knight Order through skill."

The First Knight Order. An elite group chosen through tournaments and military achievements, where status didn't matter, only skill.

Leonhard stood up.

"I'll give you some time to think."

"...So this is what you get for climbing to the top, huh?"

"That's right. Whether you become a pawn or rise through the ranks, nothing changes when you're in the King's hands. ...But I have no intention of dying in a ditch. I won't let anyone get in my way. That's all."

With those words, he gave an order to the former First Knight Order members and the other soldiers.

"Watch him in shifts."

The problem started from here. When would Darius return? How much of the coup d'état should he tell everyone? What if the coup had no chance of success... and what if they said they wouldn't participate? Would he send his comrades back to the King? They would die either way.

There was no answer yet.

"Mireille. I'll provide you with a place to do your alchemy. ...It was originally your master's, the captain's office. You'll need materials, too."

He said it loud enough for everyone to hear. Doing alchemy in front of others was equivalent to revealing secrets. The soldiers seemed to understand and accept that.

The inside of the trench was dim, even with the electric lights. Only the sound of their two sets of footsteps, *katsuun*, *katsuun*, echoed.

The total length was about five hundred meters. One meter wide, two meters high. The passages were a complex maze, just barely high enough not to hit one's head. There were soldiers' rooms here and there, but with no doors or locks, there was no privacy. A chilly air flowed from somewhere.

"So my master spent her days in a place like this and came home with a straight face."

"Apparently so. I heard 'base' and imagined a building too... but I was wrong. But there's no monster damage. She built a base that could properly protect people."

Leonhard walked, looking around.

"If you're going to do alchemy, either go back to the tower or do it here with me present. ...As you can see, it's all men here with no privacy."

They arrived at the captain's office. There was a desk and a bed that was hardly suitable for sleeping. Mireille's face was sad.

"We don't know who's watching here, and everyone's on edge, being away from their families and lovers. ...I can't give you special treatment. So I can't ask you in detail right now, but... you're not being yourself. What happened?"

"...I opened the wooden boxes on the fourth floor. I found out about my master's past, and the past that led to me being here."

She opened it alone? At this timing.... He felt a headache coming on. He couldn't take his eyes off Kyle.

"I should be supporting you right now. But I'm responsible for everyone's lives. ...But I can say one thing. Your master wouldn't be happy to see you like this."

Leonhard continued, choosing his words carefully.

"Seeing you now, I can guess that your master worked hard to nurture your good qualities. And she probably built a shelter because she didn't want to involve you. ...I understand you want to be a substitute for your master. But right now, it looks like you're just getting hurt in her place."

He knew he sounded cold. He hadn't listened to her at all. He would probably regret it later. But right now, he had to stop the dangerously fragile Mireille.

Mireille held back her tears and bit her lip in frustration.
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			The Treacherous Alchemical Item

			Leonhard watched Mireille bite her lip in frustration, and a bitter thought crossed his mind. He had failed.

But this was no time for personal feelings.

"Let's change the subject. From now on, we'll need to go out and explore. I want you to make some tools for that purpose."

"Tools, you say?"

"The men from the former First Knight Order who were transferred this time are reasonably skilled. But they can only hunt mid-sized monsters at best. The ones who were already here... they're no better than amateurs. Apparently, the alchemy items the previous unit used under their former captain gradually stopped working. They were killed by monsters as a result."

"Stopped working?" Mireille's eyes widened.

"Yes. They only had Potions left, but the color and effect were different from yours."

She thought for a moment, then let out a small sigh.

"Could I see one of those Potions?"

"Very well."

They walked back in silence. How did Darius and the former captain resolve misunderstandings like this, he wondered.

What should he have said? If he could, he would have accepted her head-on, just like when they were together in the tower.

He glanced sideways. The frustrated look on her face had now been replaced by a somber shadow. And he was the one who had put it there. If another squad member were to offer her kind words right now... he probably wouldn't be able to bear it.

When they returned to the table where everyone was waiting, he handed Mireille a small vial that had been left in the supply stock.

"Let me see."

She held the bottle up to the light, sniffed it, and channeled her mana into it. Then she added a single drop of water and observed it intently.

Eventually, she looked up and spoke quietly.

"This is not a Potion my master made. First, the color. The reason it's different from a real Potion is that it uses 'hallucinogenic grass'. It has a strong effect of numbing pain, but it doesn't heal the wound itself. If someone with a fatal injury keeps moving... it will be their undoing."

"I see."

"Also, the mana imbued within it is different. When I tried to pour my mana in, it was repelled. My master and I use the same formula, so ordinarily, our mana wouldn't be repelled. Each alchemist has their own unique formula, and they cannot alter an alchemical item made with someone else's. This means it belongs to another alchemist."

"Can you tell who made it?"

"Unfortunately, I don't recognize this mana. I've studied all the products from the alchemist shops in the Royal Capital. We share information on ingredient combinations and formulas where we can, to improve our skills together. And we study each other's products thoroughly, so I can tell which shop it's from just by looking at the mana. But this... this isn't one of them."

'Mireille closed her eyes and continued, choosing her words carefully.

"This was made not for healing, but for the purpose of allowing someone to move even when injured. If this was swapped with my master's Potions, I sense a strong malice."

As if reacting to her voice, Kyle stirred. Though his mouth was gagged, he looked at them as if he wanted to say something.

"Take the cloth from his mouth." At Leonhard's command, a soldier hastily removed the gag.

"What is it, Kyle?" What was he planning to say in front of the already unstable Mireille. Depending on the situation, I'll have to deal with him myself.

"Whether... you believe it or not... it's... Rainer... of the... Mage... Order..."

'The moment he uttered the name, Mireille's expression froze.

"The captain of the Mage Order... Rainer, you say?"

Kyle's face was pale, but in the depths of his eyes, he smiled faintly.
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			Because I Love You, I Will Make You an Eternal Source of Mana

			The Magic Furnace's mana was still insufficient. The pale pink glow of the power reactor was far too faint.

He slowly drew blood from the thin arm of the unconscious Ariel, who was bound by mana-suppressing chains, and converted it into mana.

Even when she was on the verge of stopping breathing, a dose of High Potion would bring her back. It wasn't the superior medicine she made, so its effects were mediocre. Still, it was too soon for her to die.

"Ah, you look like you're about to die. But you can't. I still need to get much more mana from you."

He caressed Ariel's cheek. But in that instant, the impulse to destroy that beautiful face flashed through his chest.

Irritation clawed at him. No matter how much I master magic, no matter how much I long for her, she never looks my way. No, she doesn't even let me enter her line of sight.

She was hatefully beautiful. So dear, yet so unforgivable. He had tried to kill her once, but her power had repelled him, and he had failed.

She really is an incredible person. Worthy of my love.

⸻

He had first seen Ariel over a decade ago. At the time, I was a commoner-born magic soldier, called a "rising star" within the Mage Order.

On the battlefield, a single swing of my arm could blow away a cluster of enemy soldiers. I felt like a god.

But our opponent was a major power. They were advanced not only in magic but also in science, and my power alone was not enough to push them back. It was then that Orphen, the captain of the Mage Order at the time, sent Ariel as "reinforcement."

She was still young. And a commoner, just like me. Yet she was the "Captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force." A higher rank than me.

My pride was torn to shreds. What's more, when I greeted her, she completely ignored me. I wasn't even in her field of vision.

Just as I was about to explode with frustration, I was caught in an enemy bombing.

A searing pain.

"Damn it, for me to die... in a place like this!"

As my vision blurred, I felt a soft sensation on my lips. A liquid was poured in.

A High Potion.

The one who had saved me was Ariel.

"You...?"

Anger surged within me. Of all people, I was being saved by her?

What's more, she was pouring High Potions into the mouths of various soldiers with her own. It was a humiliation. In her eyes, was I no different from any other soldier?

Then, in the next moment, I was speechless.

She had single-handedly wiped out the enemy's encampment. The surrounding area was a scorched plain. Until now, I had thought I was amazing for simply defeating the soldiers in front of me.

I can't win. A being like this actually exists.

I was saved by her, and I was captivated.

⸻

From then on, I desperately studied alchemy. Alchemy was for those who couldn't become mages, a way for them to taste the same kind of elation.

But I had been saved by such a thing. Yet, no matter how hard I tried, the Potions I made never once came close to hers.

I even visited the renowned Moonshadow Teahouse in the Royal Capital, but the medicines there were all just "similar." They were not the powerful High Potion from that time.

In the end, I was still unable to create anything that surpassed it.

⸻

Eventually, I became the captain of the Mage Order. I heard that Ariel was still the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force.

In that case, I just had to make my move. I would use the King to bind Ariel to this country.

This country is weak. It lacks the power to see into the future, and it is declining, concerned only with social status. When a major power eventually invades, it will be destroyed in an instant.

In that case, I will use it to my advantage.

I will build a Magic Furnace and give her the job of pouring mana from the monsters of the Tree Sea into it. That way, I can continue to see her, and this country's military strength will increase. Life will become more prosperous.

If she refuses, I will simply make her the source of mana herself.

As it turned out, she rejected my proposal, time and time again.

Even when I had the King apply pressure, she refused me with a resolute attitude and an unwavering gaze. That cold stare was unbearably hateful.

And through investigation, I learned something. She was managing the "Moonshadow Teahouse" and raising talented alchemists there. Furthermore, she was in a romantic relationship with Supreme Commander Darius.

There was no way I could forgive that.

So in the end, you were just another woman who sold herself to a nobleman. And here I was, purely thinking of the country, and of you.

Then you will receive your just deserts. As a being connected to this country's Magic Furnace, to have your mana eternally drained.

Rainer's lips twisted into a smile.



		
			Chapter 59

			The Traitor's Confession, The Shadow of the Mage Order's Captain Revealed

			"Rainer, the captain of the Mage Order... Is that really true?" The words escaped her lips, and Mireille stared at Kyle.

At the end of her master's diary, the words "a creepy feeling" were written over and over. She was supposed to have consulted Darius about that.

Kyle turned to her with an unreadable expression, it was unclear if he was smiling or mocking her.

"Do you believe me?"

"I can't say whether you'll switch sides or not. But... if you know something about Rainer, please tell me."

Without thinking, Mireille poured a High Potion into Kyle's mouth. His wounds healed in an instant, and Kyle's lips curled into a smirk.

"Heh... you know, you can look like an angel or a devil."

"..."

"But don't you think it's a bit rash to jump on anything that piques your interest?"

"Wait, Mireille!" Leonhard quickly stepped in to stop her.

"He hasn't switched sides yet! It's too dangerous!"

"I'm sorry. But... I have things I need to ask him. It concerns my master's life. If I don't find out, I can't cooperate."

She declared this firmly, glaring back at Leonhard. Struck by her gaze, Leonhard was momentarily at a loss for words.

"You couldn't win her over in a week. Man, she's got a great look on her face." Kyle smirked and shrugged.

"My mission is a failure anyway. I'd rather be killed by a cute girl than by that old geezer of a king. So, what do you want to ask? I'll answer what I know."

"Does that mean you're joining our side?" Leonhard asked, probing.

"No. I have my own reasons for siding with the King. But in the end, both sides are just the King's puppets, right? I just can't go back now that I've failed my mission," Kyle muttered, his eyes downcast.

"I can understand your sense of justice, Mireille-chan. Honestly, though, having a High Potion shoved down my throat when I was half-dead was hell. I can't say I understand the hobby of doing that to women, though."

"Is... is my master being subjected to that?"

"I don't know for sure. But, yeah. It's true he's desperately seeking Potions. I heard the Mage Order is rounding up every Potion in town. At first, I thought maybe it was because the Moonshadow Teahouse was gone. Having experienced this myself, I just thought that might be another way to use them."

"Then what about the Potion swap?"

"According to Cerio, there was an order from Rainer to replace the Potions made by the previous Tree Sea Defense Force captain with ones made by Rainer himself. I only found that out after I came here."

A chill ran down Mireille's spine. It was exactly what her master had feared.

Kyle sighed.

"My mission was to leak information about the First Knight Order to the King. But after being transferred into the Tree Sea, it changed to 'hunt monsters like crazy. gather magic cores.' It was as if the lives of the knights didn't matter at all."

"Why would you become a King's shadow like that?" Mireille asked, curious.

"It's a stupid reason. There was this girl I grew up with. We lived together in a poor village, but she was taken in by a noble family... and I found out that in the end, she was exploited and sold to a brothel."

"...!"

"I didn't have the money to free her, so I visited her often. Not for sex. It's just... she contracted a disease. The kind that Potions can't cure."

"Even a High Potion can't cure diseases..."

"Right? So when the offer first came, I jumped at it. They said, 'The captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force can make a panacea that cures even fatal diseases'."

"Who was that from?"

"Julius, the man who became Supreme Commander. He whispered to me to leak your information, Leonhard, and the movements of the First Knight Order."

"...!"

"I didn't believe it at first. But the King told me himself. He said he could ask for the panacea for me. Since the previous Supreme Commander was the King's nephew, I figured leaking information the King probably already knew wouldn't be a problem. I thought Julius was just jealous."

Kyle shifted his gaze to Leonhard and continued.

"But then things changed. The Supreme Commander supposedly eloped with his lover after embezzling funds. I heard that the previous Tree Sea Defense Force captain, who was supposed to make the panacea, became a subordinate of the Mage Order captain. I didn't even know the owner of the Moonshadow Teahouse was the former captain. Then, we were ordered to become the defense force. I felt like one strange thing after another was happening."

Kyle muttered regretfully.

"Then the story changed again. 'The Mage Order captain will make the panacea. In exchange, have the First Knight Order gather magic cores from the monsters of the Tree Sea.' He said the panacea required a huge amount of magic cores."

"A panacea... cannot be made yet," Mireille said, looking straight at Kyle.

"Even my master couldn't complete it. There's no way Rainer can. Because..."

She pointed at the fake Potion.

"Even I, or my master, could create a forgery of a level that wouldn't make you think the effect had weakened if we used these ingredients. If he can only make a low-level fake like this... then he's just that level of alchemist."

Her voice was quiet, but it was tinged with anger and frustration.



		
			Chapter 60

			An Interrogation, But the Laughter and Blushing Won't Stop

			Kyle's eyes fell sadly, but then he suddenly laughed.

"I figured as much partway through. Promising to make it was just an empty promise. I never got it, no matter how long I waited. I'm not even sure a medicine like that really exists."

"If it's an illness, you could have just had a regular apothecary look at her..."

"I tried that too. I bought medicine and took it to her. But it doesn't work anymore. Seems she's been suffering for a long time... I know I can't go back now, and for her, maybe this was for the best, rather than just prolonging the pain."

Kyle's eyes stared off into the distance.

"Um..." It was Camille, from the former First Knight Order, who timidly raised his hand.

"What Kyle's saying, that part is true. The girl, she can't take customers anymore so she's on a different floor. But I've seen him buying medicine and taking it to her. I heard it from the girls at the brothel too."

Leonhard crossed his arms and asked in a low voice.

"So? What information were you leaking?"

"Things like the First Knight Order's deployment, relationships, member personalities, and skills. All stuff that anyone would know. I think the real purpose was less about information and more about planting the 'King's pawns' in each order. That's why I didn't feel much guilt until I came here."

Then Kyle laughed, as if he'd just remembered something on purpose.

"Oh, but. I did leak some information about the captain just the other day."

"What did you say?"

"That you 'made a move on a minor, took a week off, and are having fun playing dress-up at your townhouse'."

"What!?"

Leonhard's and Mireille's faces turned bright red at the same time.

"Playing dress-up!!" And the surrounding squad members instantly recoiled.

"That's not it! It's!!" Leonhard panicked.

Kyle spoke with a nonchalant smirk.

"Huh? But you told me Mireille-chan was your fiancée, didn't you? So that's your relationship. Besides, they were watching you, but couldn't find Mireille-chan, which means you spent a whole week without going outside at all, playing dress-up with the clothes I ordered for you, right?"

The murmuring around them grew louder.

"Dress-up... Captain... you have such a hobby..."

But this one was flustered too.

"F, fiancée...!" Mireille covered her mouth, blushing furiously.

"N, no, that's not it! It's not!!" Leonhard was panicking, wondering why he would say such a thing in this situation. Even if Kyle was at his wit's end, he didn't have to say that!!

"The reason I said fiancée was.... well..." Mireille couldn't help but ask. The surrounding squad members also leaned in.

"Well???" they asked, getting drawn into the conversation.

"Please, everyone. Don't ask me right now. It's just a wish, we haven't reached that stage yet."

Leonhard turned completely red.

A moment later, the sound of someone in the squad bursting into laughter could be heard.

"Captain, you're actually incredibly shy when it comes to romance, aren't you?"

"I want to play dress-up with Mireille-chan too. I get it."

"Nice. So Mireille-chan is your girlfriend."

Amidst the chorus of chuckles, Mireille buried her face in her hands.

Just then, two shadows approached from behind.

"I thought it would be more like a funeral, but it sounds like you're having a rather enjoyable time, which is a relief."

The shadows were former Supreme Commander Darius and the Chancellor, Adrian.



		
			Chapter 61

			The Coup d'état That Will Shake the Royal Capital Begins Now

			Appearing from the back of the hideout were Darius and the current Chancellor, Adrian.

"If a fugitive like me tried to persuade you, your judgment would likely waver. So, I thought that if I at least showed you the Chancellor's face, it would add a bit of credibility."

Darius introduced Adrian matter-of-factly. Adrian surveyed his surroundings with a blank expression, but his eyes narrowed slightly when he saw Mireille.

Darius happened to glance to the side and noticed Kyle, his eyes widening in surprise.

"Isn't that Kyle?"

After Leonhard briefly explained the situation, Darius shrugged.

"Ah, I know he's one of the King's pawns. But he was just reporting to the King, right? There are plenty of knights like him."

His nonchalant words caused a slight stir in the hideout.

"Well, ultimately, it's up to Leonhard. Whether he can forgive the attack aimed at him... What will you do, Kyle? If you want to die right here, I'm fine with that."

His voice was slow and measured, so everyone could hear.

"But we are about to stage a coup d'état against the King."

A heavy silence fell over the hideout.

"A coup d'état...?"

Murmurs spread rapidly, but Darius continued, unfazed.

"I apologize for dragging you all into this. But as it stands, for those of you here, death awaits whether you follow the King's orders or not. In other words, you are all disposable pawns. You've probably already realized that. So I want you to make a choice. We will strike down the King."

Silence spread.

"I know that skilled individuals have gathered here. But the King and his cronies didn't find that amusing. That's why you were thrown into this Tree Sea. Even if you were to return to the Royal Capital safely, you'd be ordered to subjugate monsters in the Tree Sea, and if you disobey, it's the death penalty. If you head out to subjugate monsters unarmed, you'll meet the same fate in an hour. So, choose. Will you fight with us, or will you wait for death?"

After a moment of silence, Leonhard took out a small bell.

"Actually, I used this to protect everyone's lives on the way here. Your safety wasn't a coincidence, it was thanks to this bell."

He placed the Monster-Repelling Bell in front of everyone in the hideout.

"Honestly, I never expected things to turn out like this. I thought we'd be given some tools once we reached the base."

"I see, so that's why no monsters came," a knight said, as the members exchanged glances.

"Did the Imperial Guard intentionally take the bells back?"

Adrian spoke for the first time.

"That, we don't know now that the King's pawn is dead. What I can say is that the King's knowledge of the Tree Sea is very shallow. It's likely because the previous captain was monstrously strong. He seemed to perceive it as a treasure trove of profit if the monsters were killed. That's why he initially ordered the Imperial Guard to take the Tree Sea Defense Force under its command. However, there were many casualties. We don't know if Julius gave the order thinking they'd be fine with the bells, or if Cerio had received separate orders to retrieve them."

A faint light appeared in the Chancellor's eyes.

"The Imperial Guard was composed of nobles' sons. Many of the casualties were nobles. The King was met with fierce opposition, and in the end, in less than a week, he pushed the responsibility onto you commoners of the First Knight Order. However, due to this incident, the political preparations for a coup d'état are already falling into place."

"What role will we play?" a squad member asked.

"First, I want you to defeat many monsters using the alchemy items Mireille will create, which will allow for easy monster subjugation. With those materials, she will create the alchemy items we will use."

Darius's voice gained a bit of heat.

"There is a large Magic Furnace on Sacred Peak Mountain. The Mage Order protects it. Other knight orders cannot enter the Tree Sea. We will counter them with alchemy items and seize the Magic Furnace. If we can do that, we can significantly reduce the country's military power. If we succeed, we win."

Tension ran through everyone, and they all fell silent.

Of course, there was the grave and important matter of a coup d'état. But everyone, including Leonhard, had thought that Darius, being the King's nephew, was on the King's side, and that it was Adrian and Julius of the noble faction who had sent the commoner First Knight Order to the Tree Sea.

They had never expected two figures from opposite sides to collude, and they couldn't help but feel that a great political vortex was swirling right before their eyes.



		
			Chapter 62

			I Was Raised Not by a Father, but by Two Heroes

			Rooms were prepared so that each squad member could rest. In the end, Kyle answered that he would follow Darius's instructions.

"Well then, I'll take responsibility and keep an eye on you." With those words, Darius wrapped a chain around Kyle's leg and clicked the lock shut.

The cold touch of the metal sent a shiver down Kyle's spine.

"Don't worry. Ariel and Mireille often make dangerous things, but this one is for 'Location Tracking' and has low aggression. Your body won't be blown to bits unless I intend for it to be... or so I say."

(Which is it!!), not only Kyle but everyone present screamed internally. A nervous sweat broke out.

"In any case, you'll stay where I can see you. Mireille, could you go back to the tower and make a few items, for offense, sleep, and defense?"

"Understood."

Darius suddenly opened his mouth as if he remembered something.

"By the way, Ariel took all the documents that were here, didn't she?"

"Yes. Why did she do that?"

"It was her own way of thinking. Without the records of monster subjugation and the data on the Magic Furnace, no one could hunt monsters in the Tree Sea or build the furnace. She probably thought that since she had given bells to the people sent out for subjugation, they could just escape and be done with it."

Darius gave a small laugh. But there was a hint of sadness in his smile.

"But she didn't understand. She didn't understand the cruelty of being sent to fight unarmed even without documents, or being executed for abandoning a mission. Because she herself is too strong, her imagination couldn't reach that far."

"..."

"Therefore, those are important documents for our future activities. Leonhard, you go to the tower as well and bring them back."

"Yes, sir."

Leonhard and Mireille nodded.

Afterward, Darius and Chancellor Adrian approached Mireille. It was the first time the three of them had been together.

"She's certainly grown. That little girl," Adrian said, his eyes narrowing nostalgically.

"Um. I read my master's diary and learned about you, Adrian-san."

"In the diary? Oh, what did it say?"

"That my master loved you and Darius-san very much. That she bought me with a gold coin you gave her, that you helped her in many ways. That she eventually came to understand why you had to leave. Many things."

Tears welled up in Mireille's eyes.

"I might not be able to say it to her directly anymore, so... Thank you. Thank you so much." She bowed her head deeply.

Darius and Adrian gently placed their hands on her shoulder.

"We're truly glad that you grew up to be a person with a warm heart. In a way, we may have felt like we were your fathers."

Adrian said this with slightly moist eyes, then, in the next moment, shot a cold glance at Leonhard.

"That's why you are still young. Don't settle on one person just yet, go out and meet more people. Honestly, Darius..."

"What are you talking about? Leonhard is a lot like me when I was young, isn't he?"

The two looked at each other and laughed.

"Well, I shall return. A long time ago, when the three of us spent time together here, she made a ring for her to go to the tower and a bracelet for me to come to this base. I never thought they would still work."

Adrian caressed the bracelet on his wrist.

"Mireille. I cannot decide your way of life for you. Whether the coup d'état succeeds or fails... we will go on to live in different places. This is truly, goodbye."

"Yes."

Adrian, a nobleman and the Chancellor, and herself, a commoner. The difference in their stations would probably never allow them to speak again.

Adrian disappeared into the room.

"Thank you very much, Adrian-san."

If only my master were here. If the four of us could have laughed together. The thought filled Mireille's chest with a pang of sadness.



		
			Chapter 63

			Just for Now, The Secret of Their Embrace

			Leonhard and Mireille returned to the tower. The scenery was unchanged. But they themselves had been through too much. The threads of their hearts were stretched to their limit.

I need to support Mireille... I need to tell Leonhard-san about my master...

They both thought, but before words could form, their lips met.

At first, because of the awkwardness that had grown between them, they pressed their lips together tentatively, as if to confirm something. But that soon intensified, and they could no longer hold back.

"Leonhard-san..."

"Mireille..."

Even the sound of their names was a plea for the next kiss.

With each touch of their lips, the heat grew, their mouths tangling more deeply. Their breathing hitched, their sighs mingled, and still they sought each other.

Leonhard's hand moved gently from Mireille's cheek to her ear, then his lips and fingertips traced her neck. Mireille shivered with a jolt.

"Are you scared? Is this okay?"

When Leonhard finally pulled his lips away to ask, she shook her head and this time, it was Mireille who sought his lips again.

His fingertips then threaded through her hair and his arm wrapped around her back, and they held each other in a tight embrace.

Was it because of everything that had happened? Thoughts of courting her again properly after it was all over, of whether she might be drawn to someone her own age, of how he shouldn't go any further for her sake, all ran through his mind.

He understood it intellectually. She was still much younger than him. He told himself that.

But in this country, eighteen was already the age when one started to be considered of marriageable age.

He wanted to make her his fiancée, for real.

"...!"

A strong desire overwhelmed his reason. There was no telling if they would have a next time. That's why, just for now.

Before they knew it, the two had tumbled onto the small bed on the second floor. The small magic stone lamp by the bed cast their overlapping shadows, and the sound of their breaths and heartbeats echoed in the room.

ーーー

They spent some time just holding each other, and then Mireille told Leonhard about the diary.

"I'm sorry... I really should have asked about you first. I was too harsh on you back then."

Leonhard placed a kiss on her forehead.

"But I won't take back what I said. You weren't raised to shoulder Ariel-san's wounds, but to show everyone a different way of life, raised with love. That's why I want you to develop your own good qualities."

With that, he slowly sat up and moved away from Mireille. Her chest tightened at the loss of his warmth.

As he straightened his clothes, he said.

"Rest for a bit. I'll get the contents of the wooden boxes ready."

What was the reason Ariel was captured by Rainer?

Leonhard wondered. It was hard to believe that someone as powerful as her would be outmaneuvered by the captain of the Mage Order. Was she threatened, or deceived? Darius surely held the same suspicions.

Carrying the wooden box, he headed downstairs and saw that Mireille had also started spreading out materials on the third floor.

"Are you okay? If there's anything I can do to help, let me know."

"I have to fight off sleepiness, so... I'd like some coffee."

Mireille smiled.

Ugh, he was weak to that. He had intended to let her rest, but instead, he'd turned it into a time for them to confirm their feelings for each other.

"Alright." Leonhard smiled back and lit the stove on the second floor.

The aroma of coffee and the lingering scent of Mireille mixed in the night air.



		
			Chapter 64

			The Full Moon's Gift and the Moonshadow Wolf

			When Leonhard went up to the third floor with a cup of coffee sweetened with a single lump of sugar, Mireille had spread Helkaarn paste and other materials all over the desk and was making Monster-Repelling Bells.

"We're out of the small bells, so I thought I'd try making larger ones. They're heavy, but their size might actually produce a better effect."

"Are the small bells the last of what we have?" The Monster-Repelling Bells were absolutely essential... Leonhard asked with concern.

"No, if I get the bells back after their effect wears off, I can process them again. It's recycling," Mireille said with a proud look.

"But it's always better to have a lot, right?"

She spread the Helkaarn paste she had previously made onto magic paper and attached it to the bells. Then, she spread her hands and channeled her mana, wide and strong, over the entire bell.

Guh... Sweat trickled down Mireille's forehead. This continued for about five minutes.

Seeing her pained expression, he wanted to do something, but this was her job, so he couldn't interfere. All he could do was watch her pained face and share her feelings.

When it subsided, Mireille let out a breath.

"Now we just wait for the effect to set. I can't do any more alchemy right away." Mireille wiped her sweat, drank her coffee, and took a breather. Her hand trembled slightly. Leonhard gently touched her trembling hand.

The light of the moon seeped in from outside.

"Leonhard-san, I want to go to the waterside one more time."

"What? Right now?"

Outside, the moon shone brilliantly in the night sky. But this was the Tree Sea. A place where one feared the shadows of monsters even in broad daylight.

"It's a full moon tonight. We can gather Moon Dew Grass and Sleep Moss that are more potent than usual."

He couldn't refuse when she said it with such sparkling eyes. The Sleep Orbs were indeed very important... It's my fault for not letting her rest, but I'm worried about the strain on her body.

Leonhard strapped on his sword and left the tower alongside Mireille.

The waterside is right in front of the tower, so it should be fine.

But tonight, it was like a different world. From the surface of the water illuminated by the full moon, firefly-like lights were floating up softly.

"Whoa, it's beautiful."

"Wow...!"

When Mireille scooped water into a jar, the particles of light flew inside as if they were being drawn in on their own.

"This is... light-attributed! It's incredibly rare."

The lights gathered around her as if drawn to her mana. As if they had been waiting. It was a fantastical sight, but Leonhard couldn't help but shout.

"Mireille!"

As if responding to his call, the particles of light also scattered around him. He was enveloped in a soft warmth, and his heart felt suddenly light. It was a feeling as if nature itself was on their side.

"This is... a gift from the Light Fairies, the 'Wings of Light.' Spirits usually don't show themselves... maybe my master was liked by things like this."

The lights floated softly, swirling and dancing as they filled the jar.

"With just this, I can create a protection that rivals a defensive magic circle. It will make the best tool for the battle at the Magic Furnace. Thank you."

Mireille offered her thanks to no one in particular. The lights faded away like shooting stars.

After that, they collected Sleep Moss and Moon Dew Grass that had absorbed plenty of moonlight at the waterside and headed back. The path illuminated by the moonlit night was strangely bright, and it even felt as if they were being protected.

But then.

The ground rumbled. The earth shook, and a cloud of dust rose in the distance.

"Back to the tower."

Leonhard instantly sensed that something dangerous was coming. The bell was ringing, but it wasn't working. This was seriously bad.

He grabbed Mireille's hand and broke into a full sprint. He pulled her close as her legs threatened to tangle, and took all her luggage.

Approaching were the sounds of multiple footsteps. The harsh breath of beasts. Glowing eyes.

They dove through the tower door at almost the same instant a wolf's head lunged in. Mireille stabbed its neck with her dagger and pushed it back. The door closed just in the nick of time.

"Hah... hah...!"

The two of them panted heavily. The roar of something pounding on the door still echoed.

"Ah! I just had a great idea!"

Mireille ran up, grabbed a Sleep Orb from a shelf, and threw it out the window where she had previously cut away the vines. A dry pop sound.

After a short while, the pounding on the door stopped, and silence fell. They cautiously opened the door, and there, under the moonlight, lay a pack of wolves, collapsed all over the ground.

"The wolf monster of the full moon night, the 'Moonshadow Wolf.' As expected, a stampede surpasses the effect of the Monster-Repelling Bell, so it has no monster-repelling effect. Since they're already crazed, messing with their semicircular canals is meaningless."

As she calmly spoke, intently observing the sleeping Moonshadow Wolves, she was already an alchemist. Then, the eyes of the woman holding a dagger glittered.

"This is material that's incredibly hard to come by. It will definitely be useful. Let's make use of every last bit of it."

That night. Mireille and I were completely absorbed in the task of dismantling 'Moonshadow Wolves' until dawn.



		
			Chapter 65

			She's Cute, Even Covered in Blood

			"So, have I earned your trust? Being brought to a hidden base like this?"

Kyle and I were at the waterside, relentlessly washing the Moonshadow Wolf pelts we'd dismantled yesterday.

"Not a chance. You're not allowed in the tower. What I trust is the chain on your leg, made by that former captain."

"If you keep acting all tsundere like that, Mireille-chan is going to give you the cold shoulder."

Though we'd washed away a lot of blood at the waterside, the pelts shone silver, revealing they contained a considerable amount of mana.

The monster-repelling bell Mireille made yesterday apparently has an effect that lasts one day, and she's in a good mood.

"I honestly thought you two were having fun all night. When you came back to the base covered in blood, Captain, everyone was worried, you know."

That's right. We'd worked on dismantling them until sunrise, but the sheer volume was too much, so when I consulted them on how to handle it, they unexpectedly handed Kyle over to me.

"I can track his location with the chain on his leg, and if he makes any obviously strange moves, I'll just detonate it. It's better than sending other soldiers."

Darius, perhaps influenced by Mireille's master, is unfazed by minor things. Even when I returned covered in blood, he just said,

"You managed to gather materials too?" He didn't seem to consider the possibility that I might have been injured for even a second. Was this kind of thing normal? Mireille is often covered in blood too...

"What about Mireille-chan?"

"I made her wash off the blood and get some rest for now. She's been doing alchemy and gathering materials since yesterday, so she's exhausted."

"Are you sure it was just alchemy and gathering?"

"..."

His intuition is too sharp. I'm definitely not saying another word to this guy. Honestly, thanks to him, I'm being treated like a pervert.

At first, when I saw her happy while covered in blood, I thought,

"She's a good kid, but this is a bit much."

But now, if I saw a blood-covered Mireille, I would think,

"That's great. Mireille is at her cutest when she's doing alchemy like this."

"Whatever. It's the weakness of a man in love," Leonhard said, blushing slightly.

"I think that's fine. If you had been like this a little sooner... I wonder if I could have told you a lot of things."

"About that... I'm sorry."

That's right. Just because it was a brothel, I felt like I was touching something unclean. Maybe it overlapped with my own experience of being treated like a male prostitute.

If I had understood sooner that even there, a serious love could exist, maybe Kyle wouldn't have fallen for Julius's sweet talk.

Maybe... it's all maybes. So many regrets. But I'm probably not the only one.

The story of Darius and Ariel that Mireille told me last night was just too sad. There's probably no right answer...

But now is not the time to be sentimental.

"After the pelts, next are the eyeballs. After that, the meat is being drained of blood, so we'll go back to the base once and prepare food for everyone."

We got a large amount of magic cores all at once, and she apparently wants to use the pelts for defensive equipment. She said the eyeballs can be used in the battle against the Mage Order. The meat will be eaten by everyone, and the bones will be powdered and used for something in the future.

Yesterday was just potatoes and smoked meat, so everyone will probably be a little more cheerful today. While looking at the large amount of meat, I wondered if wolf meat is even tasty, but I held out hope for tonight's menu.



		
			Chapter 66

			The Delusional King and the Hidden Crown Prince

			King Karlwein held the cigar recommended by the Queen to his lips and slowly savored the smoke.

A suspicious white smoke filled the room. Beside him, the Queen smiled, enjoying it as well. With every puff of smoke, I felt stronger than anyone, wiser than anyone, more amazing than anyone.

Queen Margaret is my second wife. My former wife, Celina, was good-natured, but she was naggy about one thing or another, and to my eyes, she was merely an eyesore. However, as a tool for producing an heir, the relationship worked even without love. A son was safely born, and I had my former wife moved to a separate wing. Her duty was done.

Naturally, our conversations ceased.

What infuriates me is the son born between myself and that former wife. First of all, he doesn't resemble me. His auburn hair is just like my detested younger brother's. His face, too, has a hint of my brother's shadow.

My brother Cedric is gentle in nature, and excels in both academics and swordsmanship. He is kind even to commoners and is popular with the people. He deflects the opposition of nobles with his social skills. He makes no enemies and forms no factions. Moreover, he doesn't hide the fact that he is on the King's side, minimizing his interactions with those around him for his own sake. That is the kind of misunderstanding I am prone to.

But I know. That man has not sworn loyalty to me. He constantly monitors my actions and sometimes moves on his own discretion. The results often end up being advantageous to me, which is also infuriating. If he weren't my brother, I would undoubtedly have dealt with him. But precisely because he is my brother, I cannot do so easily.

And my anger towards the former wife who bore a child resembling that brother only grows.

Many women approach me. Many women say they understand me and want to be my strength. There are younger, more beautiful women in the world, women who would be envied wherever they go. As a king, I am naturally entitled to seek that.

My current Queen was special among them.

She clung to me, saying she needed me, she built me up, and she made me feel good. She was young and beautiful. If only my former wife were gone, I could be with this woman.

In difficult times, I smoked the cigars the Queen recommended. When I hesitantly put one to my lips, the turmoil in my heart subsided. What was I getting so worked up about over a small fry like my brother? It seemed foolish, when I was such a wonderful being.

"This feeling now is your true self."

The Queen's words made me realize anew the ugliness of jealousy. Even though I am superior, the other person appears to stand out more. That is jealousy.

I made a decision. I will absolutely keep the Queen by my side.

And I will eliminate what must be eliminated. The more I calmed down, the more I began to believe that my brother and my former wife had undoubtedly committed adultery.

The former wife who had an affair with my brother, and her son, should just disappear.

When I told my current Queen this, she offered me a poison to administer to my former wife and son.

Let's have a family conversation for the first time in a while. I called for my former wife, but she came alone. Her son was undergoing treatment for Mana Overload Syndrome, she said.

So be it. I'll take care of the former wife first, and the son later. I can come up with a reason afterward.

She drank the fruit wine I poured for her, coughed up blood, and died without a fuss. It was too easy. I could just blame it on the cook for poisoning her.

And so, I pinned the crime on the cook, and the Queen was smoothly welcomed to my side, officially.

Her son was the troublesome part. I couldn't meet him.

They must have been having an affair, that's why Cedric is hiding the boy from me.

When I told my brother Cedric to hand over his son, he informed me that the boy's Mana Overload Syndrome symptoms were severe, making it difficult to move him, and that if a child were born between me and my second wife while his symptoms were severe, it could create new political instability.

He says the most plausible things.

Damn it! In that case, I'll just have a child with the Queen. A child of adultery born between my former wife and my brother can be buried in darkness along with my brother.



		
			Chapter 67

			The Witch of Charm Becomes Queen

			Queen Margaret provided the King with cigars that induced mana dependency. Those cigars acted on the psyche of the one who smoked them, greatly inflating any doubts or emotions in their heart.

The emotions the King was currently experiencing were due to that. The trivial doubts that were originally in his heart had simply been amplified.

If he suspected, "Is my wife having an affair with my brother?" it would eventually appear to be true.

If he thought, "My son resembles my brother," it would transform into the conviction, "My son is my brother's child."

He was originally a suspicious King. That's why he was so susceptible to its effects. And he was vain.

The King's infatuation with me is not love. It's nothing more than the feeling of choosing a "suitable ornament for oneself."

To the King, I was a unique and "supreme accessory" that was pleasing to the eye.

I let out a soft laugh. The King beside me thinks I am enjoying the cigar with him. But,

Unfortunately, this cigar has almost no effect on me, with my strong mana.

⸻

I was once a mage who was "bought" by the country.

Born into a fallen baronial family, I was a daughter who was beautiful but had nothing more than high mana. My father was addicted to gambling and in debt, and my mother was a baron's daughter who had never worked a day in her life.

Selling a nobleman's daughter to a brothel would be a disgrace. So, when the offer came for "the state to purchase a daughter with mana," my parents jumped at it.

I was sold by my own parents.

But I could not meet the country's expectations.

My mana level was the only thing high about me. I couldn't use offensive magic to protect soldiers, nor defensive magic. I couldn't become a guardian of the Tree Sea.

My aptitude was the "power to interfere with people's minds." I excelled at charm and confusion, but that was not what the country desired.

It didn't work on fellow mages or those with strong mana. As a result, I came to be called a "failure with only high mana."

⸻

But that was more than enough of a weapon to raise myself up.

When a nobleman who came for an inspection made a fuss about "wanting to make me his," I became that noble's mistress. The Mage Order, which had been at a loss with what to do with me, did not miss me at all.

Eventually, that nobleman died. I had merely given him a cigar with a slight stimulant effect and was about to engage in the act. He died right then and there.

From his family, who were concerned about appearances, I received a large sum of hush money.

With that money as capital, I polished my beauty and intellect, created incense and cigars imbued with charm, and ensnared one powerful noble after another, as well as promising talents.

Even those who resisted, unless their mana or mental strength was exceptionally strong, eventually drowned in me.

The girl once called a failure no longer existed.

⸻

I sought even greater heights.

Using recognition-inhibiting magic, I hid my identity and slipped into high society. The past of being a fallen noble's daughter dissipated from everyone's memory.

Surprisingly, the King fell for me quite easily. His mana wasn't low, but his spirit was far too fragile.

Those with fatally low self-esteem are easily captured by illusions. He was the type of person most susceptible to mental magic.

It might be a little pitiful. If he hadn't met me, he could have remained just an ordinary king.

⸻

But I would not end as a mere mistress.

I pleaded with the King, and with the backing of powerful nobles, had my family's rank raised to that of a Count. My parents, who had once sold me, looked at me with pride.

Parental love is, after all, only worth that much.

Now, I was the de facto Queen.

Only one person, Duke Cedric, did not hide his hostility towards me. My charm doesn't work on him.

Is his mana strong, or does he possess a protective tool? From the very beginning, he has paid me no mind and makes no attempt to exchange words.

A truly troublesome man.

⸻

It was at that time that the King made a proposal.

"I want to eliminate my wife and son."

I gave him poison and advised him to pin the crime on the cook. And the foolish King really did kill his queen consort and proposed to me.

I easily obtained the position of "Queen." Not a single noble opposed it.

However, the son survived. He had not appeared on the public stage due to his excess mana.

As I thought, the royal family must have a lineage of strong mana. That is why Duke Cedric is immune to my charms.

⸻

I could just bear the King's child. But if I were to become pregnant, there would be no hiding it, no matter how much charm or recognition-inhibiting magic I used. The swelling of my belly is a "reality" that cannot be concealed by mental magic if someone touches it.

Furthermore, if I were to carry a child, it would be difficult to have relationships with other men. And maintaining a beautiful body would be an arduous task.

That is why I continue to take contraceptives.

The King said, "I want to dispose of my son." But if he ever appears, I can just make him fall for me.

By that time, this King himself will likely be in the way.

I smirked.



		
			Chapter 68

			The Heir, Entrusted in the Shadow of the Mad King

			It was five years ago.

My brother, King Karlwein, became a little strange after meeting his new wife, who was twenty-five years old.

His words became pompous, his attitude condescending. He began to avoid my gaze.

My brother had never been good with the rules of the nobility, even from his time as Crown Prince. He didn't study statecraft, disliked the duties of marriage and succession, and was quick to make advances on young, beautiful women.

Those around him were on edge, but since he wasn't the type to demand extreme changes in politics, we thought we could manage if we all supported him.

Of course, there were complaints about territorial issues and disputes, but they were of a degree that the Chancellor, myself, and my second son Darius could handle.

However, my brother passed fifty, and after much persuasion, he finally took a wife for the sake of succession, the thirty-year-old former queen, Celina. Thirty is a late marriage in our country, but since she was twenty years younger than my brother, it was considered the last possible age if we were to consider childbirth, given the age difference.

But my brother did not get along with Celina, who, unlike a younger woman, clearly stated her own opinions, and the two never connected emotionally.

Nevertheless, a son was born, and those around them were temporarily relieved.

However... my brother's womanizing became even more intense. Less than a year after his child was born, the woman by my brother's side in high society was the twenty-five-year-old current Queen, Margaret. Those around them praised her fanatically.

Rumors of her involvement with various men were rampant, and I felt a suspicious magic from her, something that seemed to affect the mind. My own defensive magic was enough to repel her power. I hoped my brother wouldn't get involved...

Even when I brought up his young child, my brother's face would turn grim. Eventually, he started suspecting that Celina and I were having an affair. No, no, we've never even met alone.

When I consulted with my wife and son, they advised me to "only state my position as being on the King's side and keep a little distance from my brother."

But soon after, I received a message from Celina.

"My brother has suddenly said he wants to have a meal with my son and me. But I have a bad feeling. I want you to protect my son."

I was surprised, but my own son had also told me that my brother's recent behavior was strange, so I decided to protect him.

And then, the unthinkable happened.

My former sister-in-law, Celina, died during a meal with my brother. Apparently, a cook had poisoned her, but the reason was unknown. The cook was also quickly disposed of.

On top of that, my brother repeatedly demanded to see his son. It was strange, since he had never even tried to see him before. It was too dangerous.

I decided to use an illness that my own sons had experienced. I used it to buy time, saying he had "Mana Overload Syndrome." This would buy me several months until his mana stabilized. But in that time, he had made Margaret his official queen consort. It hadn't even been a few months since Celina had died.

Before I knew it, Margaret had become the daughter of a count before becoming queen, and even had powerful nobles on her side.

I was horrified. If she were to have a child... what would happen to this child?

First, I had to get the child away from the Royal Capital. Should I entrust him to my eldest son, Albert, or my second son, Darius?

However, Darius did not hide his love for Ariel, the alchemist of the Moonshadow Teahouse, a living weapon of the Tree Sea. He would not leave the Royal Capital, and he refused to marry anyone else. Depending on his relationship with the living weapon, I did not want to provoke her if she also had feelings for Darius.

In the end, I entrusted the child to my eldest son, Albert, to hide him in the ducal territory until the situation calmed down.

Five years have passed since then. The child now fully recognizes Albert and his wife as his parents and is growing up healthy. Darius remains in pure love, still the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force, and his feelings for Ariel are unwavering.

And now, a message has come from the King. Darius has embezzled funds and eloped with Ariel.

What is happening...?

A few days later, Darius contacted me himself. Ariel is being held captive by the King. He says he intends to stage a coup d'état. He has been persuading the Chancellor, the noble faction, and the King's faction, but he has asked me to become king and to cooperate with the coup.

Now then, what should I do?



		
			Chapter 69

			The Moonshadow Wolf and the Magic Stone of Light and Dark

			While Leonhard was bringing the meat of the Moonshadow Wolf he had hunted last night back to the base, Mireille finally woke up.

"Phew... I think I've recovered a little."

Various events swirled in her head.

"Master, please come back soon... I have so many things I want to tell you."

Adrian-san and Darius-san were risking their lives to stage a coup d'état just to get her master back. Adrian-san had even come back after cutting ties with her master once because he was a noble.

Master... I want to see you. Everyone wants to see you, Master...

Thinking about such things made her chest tighten, and she felt like crying. Leonhard-san spoils me, but right now, I'm the only alchemist. I have to do my best.

--

Although she had been learning alchemy from her master for a long time, there were still many materials she had never seen and phenomena she had not yet experienced. Last night's events were a perfect example of that.

The terror of seeing a stampede for the first time easily surpassed her imagination. The wolves, which should have been far away, reached from the waterside in front of her to the tower in an instant. And their numbers and speed... she could only hold her breath.

If I had been caught in that, I probably wouldn't have been saved even if I used an alchemical item.

She experienced the threat of nature firsthand for the first time.

"A full moon... really is scary."

But if you change your perspective, you can also receive the blessings of the spirits at the same time. That spirit of light is a rare existence, so much so that it's treated as a fairy tale even in the world of alchemy.

The Wings of Light are famous for their high healing effects, but they're so rare that I'm hesitant to use them.

And since the magic power of ordinary materials also increases, the effect of the full moon is tremendous.

A number of things that could never be anticipated by theory alone. I'm really glad I was safe... though it was probably just luck.

Mireille let out a soft sigh and reached for the materials.

"The lives I have received... I will use them gratefully."

This was her first time handling a Moonshadow Wolf. They only appear on a full moon, and if they run in a group like this time, you can be killed before you have a chance to get any materials.

In the first place, you only encounter stampedes in environments like the Tree Sea.

When she appraised the magic core, it had the rare dual attributes of light and dark. Was it because the wolves of the dark run under the light of the full moon?

But... it's strange that they don't fight within the magic core despite having opposite properties.

When she tried to process it by putting it in a light-attributed stone, the darkness inside went wild and the stone went flying. When she put it in a dark-attributed stone, the light inside went wild, and ouch! It came flying at Mireille and cut her forehead.

Ugh, they're so unruly. This is a problem...

"Maybe I should just crush the 'Lucfia' and 'Nocfia' into powder and mix them."

Lucfia is a light-attributed stone, and Nocfia is a dark-attributed stone. Both are stones used for processing magic stones.

She finely ground the two and mixed them, adding the light and dark-attributed magic core of the Moonshadow Wolf. To that, she added the moon dew water she had collected last night and poured her mana into it.

"Solidify...!"

Surprisingly, this time the materials didn't fight each other, and it was completed with a soft glow. A magic stone with both light and dark attributes. Upon appraisal, it was an excellent item that could absorb both light and dark attacks.

But... I don't think there are any monsters that attack with both light and dark. It might be useful against mages, though.

"Ugh... if I spend my time on things like this, I'll probably get scolded."

She always wanted to try her hand at new materials. The fur and eyes couldn't be used until they were dry, so for now, she decided to mass-produce Sleep Orbs to defeat the monsters of the Tree Sea.

She quickly processed the Moon Dew Grass and Sleep Moss she had worked so hard to collect last night and kneaded in the stingers of monster bees. She shaped them into small bombs and channeled her mana into them.

"Alright... with this, the next battle should be a little easier!"



		
			Chapter 70

			The Bloodstained Alchemist Pushes Her Limits in Her Master's Tower

			And that's how it happened.

Yes, it's a familiar scene.

Leonhard had carried the wolf meat and the seasonings from the tower to the base, and just as everyone was preparing for a barbecue, he went to fetch Mireille, who had stayed behind in the tower, and called out to her. The moment she turned around.

"Hey!? Why are you covered in blood!!"

The dark-attributed processed stone that had misfired earlier had struck Mireille's forehead directly, causing blood to drip from above her brow, and her red, swollen face was a painful sight.

Looking back, she was always covered in someone else's blood, but this was the first time she was covered in her own.

"Drink a Potion, now!"

"No, I'm fine. It'll heal with time... and Potions are precious."

Mireille was completely nonchalant.

"What are you talking about? You're a girl, and that's your face! If you don't use it now, when will you!"

The swelling was indeed bad. That stone had come flying at a high speed. In fact, she was lucky she didn't die.

Leonhard thrust an unused Potion at her.

"Here, drink."

"Eh, it's not life-threatening, it's such a waste."

"If you're going to say it's such a waste, I'll go get the ingredients right now."

"If you say that, it makes me want to go too, you know."

She reluctantly took the Potion and gulped it down. The bleeding stopped immediately, and the swelling went down. But a small scar remained.

"Is alchemy... really that dangerous?"

"It's a reminder to go back to the basics. Normally, I'd try this after putting on protective goggles or a cover. But this is the place my master used... so there aren't any tools like that left."

"Then what about your master?"

"According to her diary, it seems she could also use magic. I'm sure she protected herself with defensive magic."

Mages are on a different level, Mireille muttered.

"Alchemy is useful in daily life, and I think it's an important skill in the sense that it turns the lives of monsters into materials. But... when I try to create something that can counter a mage, there's always a limit... it makes me anxious."

Originally, alchemical items were made with the premise of monster subjugation. There had never been anything conceived with the idea of stopping the Magic Furnace protected by the Mage Order or countering mages.

"Rather than trying things blindly, it's better to ask Darius and narrow down the necessary direction. Reinforcing offense, reinforcing defense, or maybe a one-shot big bang..."

As Leonhard said this, he touched the scar on Mireille's forehead with his finger, lightly kissed it, and sat down beside her.

"I thought we'd be alone in the tower, but in reality, I was washing pelts and eyeballs with Kyle at the waterside until just now. Even though he tried to cut me down yesterday."

"Darius-san probably... meant for you to forgive him."

Mireille gave a wry smile.

"I didn't say it at the time, but even if I can't make a panacea, there are medicines that can improve certain illnesses. But I'm not a pharmacist, so it's not my specialty, and I've never made them... I can't say 'I can make it' without seeing the patient's condition. I can't trust people who say things like that so lightly."

When she was at the Moonshadow Teahouse, she had received a similar request and consulted her master. Her master had gone to see the person and made a medicine for them. But since it wasn't her specialty, it was only for those who wanted to try it on the off chance it might have some effect.

The recipe from that time might still be in the wooden box. There might even be a recipe that would be useful for this subjugation.

"Um, do we still have a little time? I'd like to look for that recipe, and anything else that might be useful for this... on the fourth floor." Mireille's heart was racing. The things her master left behind, she was sure she hadn't made proper use of them yet.

"We have time until the pelts and eyeballs are dry. But first, food. You can't fight a war on an empty stomach."

Leonhard was concerned about how Mireille seemed to be shouldering all the responsibility in her master's place.

"Besides... the time we can be lovey-dovey is limited, so make sure you make time for it."

He said this, his face turning red, as he gently stopped Mireille's hand.

"Eh?"

Mireille looked blank for a moment, but as soon as she understood his meaning, her face turned bright red and she averted her gaze.

"O, okay. Um... I'd like to... make time for that... too."

The two had recklessly closed the distance between them, but now...

When it was declared that it was time to be lovey-dovey, they both just blushed and fell silent.



		
			Chapter 71

			An Unconventional Sword Forges a Path in the Tree Sea

			The wolf meat barbecue was a brief respite.

Mireille handed Darius the necessary Sleep Orbs, and for good measure, the prototype Moonshadow Wolf light-and-dark-attributed magic stone.

"My... that scar on your forehead, did you get hurt?" Darius asked, his eyes narrowing with concern.

"I was trying to figure out the compatibility of the magic stones, and well... It seems my master didn't use any protective gear."

"Ah, Ariel used to catch flying stones with her bare hands and crush them to dust."

Leonhard was rendered speechless by this terrifyingly casual statement. It wasn't defensive magic. It was something on a whole other level.

"But that's something only Ariel could do. You be careful." Darius said, gently touching Mireille's scar.

"Once the pelts are dry, I'll process them into armor. And the eyeballs... they seem to have a night vision effect, so I thought I'd try them out."

Mireille explained her future plans and, while at it, asked about the items needed to seize the Magic Furnace.

"I'm planning to enter the Tree Sea to gather materials. I could think about it after seeing what materials I can gather, but..." Darius thought for a moment.

"We'll still need defense, and the ability to control the enemy's magic."

"What about the Sleep Orbs...?"

"It's over if a mage who can counter them uses purification magic on everyone. The people here are all first-rate physical attackers... but if fire and water start flying at us, we won't be able to advance."

"Magic control... huh."

Mireille decided she would investigate the wooden boxes on the fourth floor that night. Then, she asked to be allowed to accompany them on their material gathering trip.

"If we dismantle them on site, it'll reduce our luggage, and we can use them while they're fresh, so I too..."

But.

"We won't be using any monster repellents. So, Mireille, you can't go. There's no guarantee you'll get away with just a scar on your forehead." Darius shook his head, as stern as a father.

Despite being so stubborn with Leonhard, Mireille obediently backed down to Darius with an "Understood."

(Hey, Mireille. We're having a debriefing later.)

Though he grumbled this inwardly, Leonhard was honestly relieved.

――――

The expedition began.

Darius was at the front, with Leonhard at the rear. The original squad members formed a perimeter on the left and right to keep them from straying from the path.

The mountain stream flowing near the base was a den of water-attributed monsters.

"Take care of the small fry yourselves. Try the Sleep Orbs on the large ones."

No sooner had he finished speaking than Darius had instantly sliced the giant crocodile in front of him into pieces.

What!?

The crocodile fell apart with a splash of water. That was clearly a large one.

"Leonhard, behind you!!"

What came leaping out from where he turned was a pure white lion. No, it was a monster that seemed to be formed from mist. Its blue eyes and white mane swayed, and its true form was difficult to grasp.

"It's a Foglion!" Darius shouted.

Wait, wasn't that the thing Mireille's master was holding by the scruff of its neck, saying something like "it's useful for washing my body"!?

How did you even grab it, former captain!

When I slashed at it with my wind magic stone enhanced fifteen times, the mist burst and showered down on me. I got drenched, but I steadied myself.

In the meantime, fish-like monsters attacked one after another. I silenced them with Sleep Orbs and delivered the finishing blows.

But then, from the mountain side, a three-meter-class armored monster appeared. A giant crab monster.

The Sleep Orbs didn't work. It had sharp claws and spewed purple poison foam from its mouth. Squad members fell one after another.

They barely managed to recover with antidote and Potions, but at this rate, should they retreat?

"Leonhard..."

"Yes, Supreme Commander!" I saluted without thinking.

"Tonight's dinner... is crab."

"What!?"

"Its weak point is its eyes! Let's go!"

"R, right!!"

We both thrust our swords at the same time. The claws were just five centimeters from swinging down. We desperately pushed our blades in and pierced the armored monster's eyes.

As the giant's posture crumbled, Darius pressed his attack.

"Ice! Slash!"

The frozen crab died on the spot.

(No, that's a magic sword...)

"Darius, that sword..."

"Isn't it fine? It's my own sword, made for me by Ariel." Darius caressed the sword lovingly.

(Yes, yes, thank you for sharing.) Leonhard couldn't say anything more.

"But that's an incredible amount of monsters... how are we going to carry it all back?" Kyle muttered, looking exasperated.

Leonhard could only offer a wry smile.



		
			Chapter 72

			The Truth of the All-Purpose Dagger and the Unrequited Love

			Leonhard had to admit it.

I've been influenced by Mireille quite a bit.

When Kyle and the others asked what he was going to do, he unhesitatingly rang the Monster-Repelling Bell, instructed everyone to extract the magic cores from all the monster carcasses, and to separate the hides, meat, eyeballs, blood, and bones, and then began the work in silence.

Like a craftsman. Just a short while ago, he wouldn't have been able to do such a thing, nor would he have even thought of it.

They decided to bring back only the frozen crab-like creature as it was. Tonight's dinner was crab.

"You know, watching you now, Leonhard... it's like watching my younger self."

As he said this, Darius took out a dagger that looked exactly like the one he had given Mireille and began to butcher a monster. His skill was so impressive that Leonhard found himself staring.

Is this what I'm going to be like in the future?

"Hey, Darius. Don't you think it's a bit much to give a dagger to Mireille, who has zero combat experience? In the end, without an attribute, she couldn't even defeat a single slime."

When I said this with a glare, Darius's mouth fell open.

"Huh? Of course. Why would Mireille use a dagger for combat?"

Leonhard's face also showed his confusion.

"Well, how is she supposed to live?"

"That's why I assigned you to her, right? That dagger is an all-purpose daily life tool."

"An all-purpose... tool?"

"That's right. For butchering, of course, but with the water attribute, it's a shower. Stab it into something with ice, and it's a freezer. With wind, it's a fan, or if you make it stronger, a refrigerator. With fire, it's a cooking utensil. It's an incredibly convenient single tool."

"What?"

No way, I had no idea!

"When Ariel made it, she explained it to me and said, 'If something happens, give this to Mireille,' so I just assumed you knew how to use it."

"..."

"So, how were you living?"

"She washed herself at the nearby waterside, cooked over an unfamiliar campfire, and once we realized we could travel back and forth to her townhouse with that thing, we used things from her house."

It was hard enough to admit they were alone in a room for two, there was no way he could say he'd put her in the bath. He fudged the details a bit.

Silence. Darius also had a dumbfounded look on his face.

In the next moment, the surrounding squad members burst into laughter.

"No way! You went that far and you're still at the 'wishing to be her fiancé' level? You're way too shy!"

"A campfire. You'd make her do that in the Tree Sea?"

"Alone for a week, with a dress-up session included, right?"

"Guh..." Every laugh gouged out a piece of his heart.

"Well, you are quite shy. Your relationship with Mireille is still like that, right?" Darius grinned.

Damn it... what kind of situation is this, being called "shy" by the man who's like her father.

"So what about you, Darius? Are you going to marry the former captain after this?" The question popped into my head, and he laughed sadly.

"Ah... I'd like to. But if my father becomes king... it's probably impossible."

"Eh?"

The laughter around them died down instantly.

"She is dearer to me than anyone. That's why I'm going to save Ariel, even if it means throwing away my own life, and my desire to be with her, to marry her. But this time, I've borrowed too much power from the nobles. So I don't think there's a future where we can be together anymore."

"Are you serious?" I asked, and Darius nodded.

"I'm serious. It was already difficult being a duke and a commoner. But this time, if the coup d'état succeeds, my family will be the royal family. The people around us wouldn't accept it. We can't create a new source of conflict. If there's a marriage proposal from a powerful noble, I probably wouldn't be able to refuse."

Darius paused for a moment and looked up at the sky with a pained expression.

"Besides, Ariel had been telling me over and over even before this happened. 'Once Mireille can stand on her own, you should leave a commoner like me.' The truth is, she says she doesn't understand the feeling of love, so no matter how much I love her, it's meaningless."

"That's..." someone muttered softly.

The hands that had been dismantling monsters stopped, and the squad members fell silent. Some were even tearing up.

It was famous that Darius doted on Ariel of the Moonshadow Teahouse. And now, he was staging a coup d'état for her sake. And yet, what awaited him at the end of it all was an unrequited love?



		
			Chapter 73

			Gathering Materials, Dinner, and Me Blushing a Little

			After hearing Darius's heavy resolve.

While the squad members were debating whether to roast or steam the massive amount of materials and the crab-like creature, Mireille touched the shell and appraised it. Apparently, if used for a shield or the like, it could reflect mana.

"So, the meat inside... does that mean we have to eat it as sashimi?"

As I muttered this, Darius made a light suggestion.

"Since we have the chance, why don't you try searing a part of it with that dagger?"

Just the first joint of its leg was about the height of a person. Darius's sword sliced it off with a clean cut.

"Isn't that sword seriously amazing?" Leonhard had been surprised during the earlier subjugation, but its sharpness was extraordinary.

"Don't be ridiculous. Do you have any idea what kind of hell Ariel put me through to master it this well?"

Darius spoke with a laugh.

"At first, the attack power was multiplied by a hundred, and the moment I swung, the recoil nearly killed me instantly. I thought I was brought back to life with a High Potion, but then the next time I was nearly frozen solid with the ice attribute, or I was engulfed in flames. It took me ten years to finally get used to handling it like this."

A shiver ran down my spine.

In front of me, the leg of the armored monster that Darius had cut had what looked like densely packed meat inside. Mireille was also surprised by the unexpected use of the dagger. Apparently, the fire power could be adjusted by the strength of one's grip on the hilt of the sword.

She seared it directly over the shell.

So it really was an all-purpose dagger. What in the world had I been entrusted with?

Oh, I was entrusted with Mireille herself too. Well, that part I'm happy about.

I couldn't help but blush by myself.

"It's fine even with the fire. In fact, its strength increases. If we process it into a shield, it should be possible to defend against mana. It seems we can also process it by grinding it into powder," Mireille said, carefully appraising the seared shell.

"Well then, it's decided. We'll have grilled crab with something fire-attributed."

Lunch was wolf meat barbecue, but dinner was a luxurious grilled crab. The single, girlfriend-less soldiers began to mutter, "Maybe we should just stay here."

It was decided that the shells and today's materials would be washed at the waterside near the base. Everyone had to pitch in, or we'd never get through it, especially with the large amount of wolf pelts back at the tower.

Otherwise, we sorted the magic cores by monster, and dried the slimes and fish to make preserved food.

Mireille and I decided to return to the tower once to check the recipes in the remaining wooden boxes and to take care of the wolf pelts and eyeballs.

When we arrived in front of the tower using the ring, the silver pelts of the Moonshadow Wolves were glittering against the setting sun, and the orange light gave off a soft, warm fragrance.

When the eyeballs dried, they became small, golden scales, about the size of what they call contact lenses in the country of science. I gently placed them on a tray.

Honestly, it's creepy. The sharp glint in their eyes makes them look as if they're still alive.

"This light is what makes them useful for night vision, apparently." As expected of the Moonshadow Wolf. Even as eyeballs, their presence and practicality were alive and well.

By the time we finished cleaning up, the sun had completely set. We hurried into the tower.

---

The moment we entered the tower, a sense of relief washed over us, the assurance that no monsters would come.

That must have been why. In the next moment, we could no longer bear the distance between us.

We hadn't even finished climbing the tower's stairs. And yet, with Mireille's back against the wall, our lips touched, testingly at first, no, devouring each other as they met deeply.

"Ngh..." A sweet sigh escaped her lips. Once, it had taken courage just for our fingertips to touch, but now, we couldn't stop each other.

Changing angles, deep, shallow. From lips to cheek, to earlobe, to the nape of her neck, we touched with our fingertips, with our lips, as if to confirm each other's existence.

I was getting excited, and I was being careful not to accidentally leave a mark. But even that reason was in peril. Reason and desire wrestled with each other, steadily raising the heat.

"Just... a little longer." Who was it that pleaded so? We no longer knew.

All that was certain was that the feeling of wanting each other now surpassed everything else.

After a short while, we slowly parted our lips. I had somehow managed to stop with reason, but...

I really am shy.

Leonhard gave a wry smile. But, once everything is resolved, I won't end things shyly. I'll properly, boldly ask her out from the beginning, and I'll keep courting her until she agrees to be my fiancée!

Leonhard made this resolution, but he didn't understand that this was precisely the kind of behavior everyone found endearingly shy.



		
			Chapter 74

			The Box of Memories and a Quiet Rest

			Mireille started with processing the Moonshadow Wolf eyeballs, which seemed like they would be completed the fastest.

After this, it was just a matter of relentless polishing. She repeated the fine work, aiming for a soft finish so as not to damage the eyes.

Picking them up with tweezers, peering through a microscope, she polished them bit by bit, a task so delicate it wouldn't even scratch a finger. But if she overdid it, they would be immediately scratched and become unusable.

Furthermore, as she poured her mana in, spreading it out, they slowly began to harden. However, they were very thin and brittle. If she applied too much force, they would likely crack immediately.

To fix this instability, she soaked them in water rich with mana, encouraging them to set.

Fortunately, since each one was small, the mana consumption wasn't great. But she needed two lenses per person. The number was enormous, and the work was so detailed it frayed the nerves.

Mireille continued to make Night Vision Lenses, endlessly.

***

Meanwhile, Leonhard was rummaging through the wooden boxes on the fourth floor, trying not to disturb her.

All the remaining wooden boxes seemed to be Ariel's personal belongings. Inside, there were many things that looked like alchemy recipes, but there were also regular cooking recipes and books on child-rearing.

So that a child's heart may grow kind. It seemed she often read educational books with titles like that.

(I heard from Mireille that Ariel was troubled by her own different actions and thoughts. Maybe she thought she could create a similar environment, even if just a little.)

There were also things that seemed to be Mireille's from when she was young, like play-pretend toys, dolls, and drawings. In those drawings, Ariel appeared in almost all of them. Sometimes, a man who seemed to be Darius was also there.

Mireille probably wasn't conscious of it, but Ariel and Darius must have been like parents to her.

But...

Even with such a warm family, Darius was choosing another noblewoman, Ariel claimed she didn't understand love and wished for them to part, and she was hoping for Mireille to become independent.

Or rather, looking at how she interacted with Mireille, even if it was a little off, all I can feel is love...

(Of course, I'll do my best to be wanted by Mireille, and I'm confident I can build a happy family, but.)

Before I knew it, my fantasies of the future were starting to run wild again.

(At times like these, I'm glad I'm a commoner.)

If I can be with Mireille, I don't need social status. Even if I face harassment from Julius and the noble society, I'm glad I wasn't born a noble.

"Hah..."

I let out a deep sigh. I still haven't been able to tell Mireille about Darius's future.

Until now, I had sympathized with Darius's unfulfilled pure love. But if I think about it carefully, no, even without thinking, the environment Ariel received from the country is far too pitiful.

That being said, it's someone else's love life. There's nothing I can do.

In that case, this box of memories should be used when Ariel safely returns, so the two of them can reminisce and make flowers of their memories bloom.

The remaining recipes filled one wooden box. This amount would be easy to bring back to the base, or to read here.

When Leonhard carried the box down to the third floor, the workroom had become a rather horrifying sight, with golden eyes lined up and floating in rows.

"You've got to be kidding me."

I couldn't help but mutter.

"Oh, Leonhard-san. Over here, I think the Night Vision Lenses are almost done."

Mireille looked up, her eyes red and bloodshot.

"Your eyes this time?"

"I've been doing so much detailed work, my eyes hurt."

"I bet. I brought what looks like recipes... Time for a break."

Leonhard smiled, and Mireille let out a sigh of relief.



		
			Chapter 75

			The King Imprisoned by the Magic Furnace

			The story goes back to a time before Ariel went missing.

Ariel had known for a long time. The king’s condition was growing stranger and stranger.

It all started with the Magic Furnace. It was the very heart of this country. In a nation of science, it would be like a further evolution of nuclear power generation. The device used the cores of monsters as fuel to produce an immense amount of magic, which had enriched the country and strengthened its soldiers.

Originally, it was a system that merely redirected the surplus magic from subjugated monsters to the magical tools of the nobility. But it expanded to the scale of cities, and then the entire nation. Now, the single Magic Furnace built on Sacred Peak Mountain could supply the whole country.

"...So why does His Majesty command me to build more?"

The furnace on Sacred Peak Mountain was operating at one hundred percent capacity. Frankly, even without running it that much, there was enough magic for the citizens to live on. In fact, there was a surplus.

And yet, the king commanded further expansion. What did he intend to do with all that excess magic. Ariel could not understand.

Naturally, building more furnaces meant more fuel would be needed. Small monsters would not be enough. They would have to hunt down every last monster, large and legendary alike.

But even with the current situation, Ariel was having a hard time dealing with the abnormal monster outbreaks. Deep within the Tree Sea, hidden by recognition-inhibiting magic, a stampede was pressing right up against the border. If it broke through, the country would fall into a panic, and the damage would be immeasurable. What’s more, a part of the cause lay with Ariel herself.

It was because I acted without thinking, simply following orders to subjugate countless monsters, creating more alchemical items, and making it possible for even non-mages to hunt them. The accumulation of those actions led to this current abnormal situation.

The guilt weighed heavily on her chest. Still, Ariel could not defy the king.

She was "a being bought by the state." The king’s command was absolute. From a young age, it had been hammered into her that she was the "property of the nation."

Moreover, the king now knew of her relationship with Darius and the existence of her adopted daughter, Mireille. The slightest defiance would put them both in danger.

So, she had no choice but to follow his orders. That is what she had always believed.

...Or so she had thought.

"To create magic... you’ll kill all the monsters? Will that truly protect the country?"

For the first time, a "doubt" sprouted deep in her heart. If things continued like this, she would eventually trigger a large-scale stampede that would engulf Darius and Mireille as well.

She mustered her courage and tried to offer the king her counsel. But all that came back was not a reason or an answer, but only the insult, "You are useless."

I learned about society from Adrian, received affection from Darius, and gained a reason to protect in Mireille.

So, from a certain point on, I could no longer kill people as a "weapon." I could only protect them.

In the king’s eyes, that just made me useless.

"Build at least five more Magic Furnaces. Learn from Rainer the magician. ...You should be ashamed."

Rainer was difficult to be around. He was always trying to probe my magic. I would defend against it and push him back, but the feeling of it creeping through my veins was unbearably disgusting.

But I could not anger the king any further. I had no choice. I nodded yes.

And then.

"If Darius hadn’t gotten caught up with a woman like you, he would have lived a happy life without being looked down upon. I pity my brother."

Those words were the most painful of all. To be told that Darius’s unhappiness was her fault.

This had been happening day after day.



		
			Chapter 76

			Poison, Phantoms, and Darius

			Ariel had always felt indebted to Darius.

If only Darius had never met someone like me. He could have lived a freer, happier life, without ever being looked down upon.

"If only Darius hadn’t gotten caught up with a woman like you."

The king’s words pierced through Ariel, as if gouging out the depths of her heart. They were the very embodiment of the guilt she carried.

But at the same time, the king’s voice was tinged with a strange power. An interference, like a black shadow, that shook her very spirit.

The king’s eyes, while seeming to be hounded by something... also blazed with an arrogant light, one that held no doubt that he himself was the pinnacle of the world.

(...Something is wrong. My defense magic keeps reacting, giving me a strange feeling like being snapped by a rubber band. Where is he being controlled from? It’s not from within this room...)

He wasn’t being controlled. The king’s own will was just being amplified to an impossible degree. Who possessed such power? The Mage Order? Or perhaps...

Ariel held her breath and desperately strengthened her defense magic. She could state her opinion to the king, but she was not permitted to attack him. The only response she could have to mental interference was defense.

Even so, the king’s words slowly ate away at her.

(To Darius, I am a nuisance. He became a sacrifice just because he loved me. I have given him nothing in return. Then, I have no choice but to step aside...)

"...Hk!"

She bit down on her back teeth, cutting her lip and drawing blood. Vicious thoughts flowed through her mind against her will.

She tried desperately to hold onto her consciousness through the pain. But the king only smiled, as if enjoying her anguish.

Then, as always, he brought up the construction of the Magic Furnaces. And the person he always made sure was present was Rainer, the captain of the Mage Order.

Rainer would always reach out to Ariel without a shred of decency. A lewd form of mana detection, tracing her veins as if to check if she was weakened.

"...!"

The moment she put up a stronger defense, an invisible shockwave ran through the air with a *pan*. Rainer’s face twitched, and he desperately held down his trembling hand.

But that did not end her torment.

"Ariel. Your lip is cut. The king has prepared a rare tea for you. I’ve brought it."

Rainer grinned. The "tea time" that was always arranged. The cup offered to her was always laced with poison.

Her defense magic could protect her life. But the agony of the poison coursing through her body was unavoidable. Ariel bit down on the antidote hidden between her molars and swallowed the poison along with the blood from her lip.

"...Gah."

Even on the verge of vomiting blood, she had no choice but to drink it all in front of the king.

"Oh? There’s still some left. Did Darius not even teach you how to drink tea? I suppose a commoner wouldn’t need such knowledge."

She was forced to drink the remaining poison as well.

Ariel was the only alchemist in this country who could create the circuits for a Magic Furnace. That was because the people who had once treated her as a living weapon had built the furnace on Sacred Peak Mountain and taught me. But that knowledge was not passed down, and they vanished from history. I do not know why.

The king knew that only Ariel could build the furnaces, which is why he threatened and cornered her.

The blueprints for the furnace on Sacred Peak Mountain were hidden in the tower, but... if they were stolen, it would be truly dangerous.

And so, Ariel fought back. In preparation for each "poisoned tea party," she continued to create antidotes with increased poison resistance.

But the king’s harassment did not stop. Recently, he had started showing her videos of Darius.

Images of him dancing with women at social events, of him smiling and chatting cheerfully...

In a world I have never seen, he is smiling at another woman.

Her chest ached as if on fire from the images, which she could not even tell were real.

(...At this rate, even my defense magic won’t be enough to protect me...)

Poison, mental interference, and images that tore at her heart. Ariel’s body was being steadily eroded. It was probably only a matter of time.

That was why she secretly prepared an escape route. On the floor of the Moonshadow Teahouse, she drew a magic circle that could be activated in an emergency.

"Mireille. If you ever have to escape, drop your blood here. It will become a shelter."

"...What do you mean, ‘if ever’?"

"Oh, you know, it’s all about being prepared for disasters."

A magic circle set so that only Mireille could use it. She looked puzzled, but Ariel felt a small sense of relief.

To at least be able to protect the things that are precious to me.



		
			Chapter 77

			A Love That Wishes for Farewell

			In the beginning....

Whenever something unpleasant happened with the king and Rainer, she would cling to Darius as if to erase it all, and tell him little by little what had occurred.

She wanted someone to listen. The disgusting feeling of being touched, the poison she was fed.

But when she told him, the color drained from Darius’s face. This was no good. If he knew everything, Darius might try to protect her and get caught up in the danger.

"It’s okay... It’s okay."

She told herself this, and soon she couldn't even consult him anymore. It became too painful to even write about in her diary.

Her mind was in turmoil. She used her defense and purification magic to their absolute limits. Still, the thoughts wouldn't disappear. These were her own thoughts.

If I leave, Darius can live happily. The noblewomen want to dance with him, to talk with him. I am just in their way.

"Darius, once Mireille is independent, let’s break up. To be honest, I’ve never understood the feeling of love. There’s no point in us staying together like this."

Darius’s eyes widened.

"Ariel... what’s this all of a sudden? Mireille is still only eighteen, right? What do you mean, independent?"

"She can already run the shop by herself. Besides, eighteen is the age I was when I met you."

Yes, Mireille would be fine now. I have to get Mireille away from me quickly, before she’s in danger too.

"She can run the shop because she has her family’s support," Darius said, his voice flustered.

"Then, please find someone for Mireille who can give her peace of mind."

"Can’t that be you and me?"

(If it is, you won't be able to leave me. She’s not even your child.... what have I done to his life?)

"If you and I break up, you’ll be a stranger to Mireille. But if something happens to me, she won’t have any family. So, please find someone who can give her peace of mind...."

The color in Darius’s face changed.

"Ariel, what happened? Was it the king? Or Rainer?"

Ariel shook her head.

"There’s some harassment, but it’s not related to that. I’ve always thought it would be better for us to part ways."

Ariel stated it firmly. I want to protect Darius from the king. And I want to get Mireille and Darius away from me, quickly.

"Darius, I’ll say it again. I don’t understand the feeling of love. I don’t even understand loving Mireille."

(Please, I’m begging you, be free from me and be happy.)

"Right, this dagger... give this to Mireille. If something happens to me, entrust it to the person who will become her family. I’ve arranged it so she can go to the tower if she needs to."

Darius held his head in his hands. Ariel was clearly incoherent and confused.

One moment she was trying to break up, the next she was clearly implying she was in danger.

Recently, a pattern had emerged where she would become unstable after an audience with the king and try to end their relationship. But when he pressed for details, she would just say it was nothing and that she was fine. When he tried to intervene, she would refuse, saying it was about the Magic Furnace.

Ariel was ridiculously strong, so he was sure she would be fine no matter what they did to her....

But he had never seen Ariel so agitated before. It was as if some thread inside her had snapped.

In fact, separate from Ariel’s words, there was a man he thought would be good for Mireille and wanted to introduce them. The captain of the First Knight Order, a skilled man. He had his own issues and was a bit awkward with women, but he was just right for an eighteen-year-old Mireille. He even reminded Darius a little of his younger self. If it turned into a good match, Ariel might feel a bit more at ease. That’s what he had been thinking.

"I understand. I’ll be sure to find a good person for Mireille. As for us, let’s decide slowly, once you’ve calmed down."

Darius prioritized calming her down above all else. But why hadn’t he talked things through with her until she had settled down? Why had he just assumed she would be fine because she was strong?

Darius would later come to regret this decision.



		
			Chapter 78

			The Final Summons

			Ariel was once again summoned by the king.

This might be the last time. For some reason, she had that feeling.

(I want to see Darius and Mireille one more time...)

But that wish would not be granted.

She had not been able to part with Darius cleanly. Nor had she been able to find someone to support Mireille next.

Still.

She felt that if she were gone, everything would be resolved.

(Darius and Mireille will surely be happy.)

She had left extra alchemy tools in the tower, just in case.

She had moved the materials needed for the Magic Furnace and monster subjugation in the Tree Sea from the base to the tower.

Her memories with Mireille and her troubled diary entries were put away in a single box.

She believed she had prepared the tower as much as she could.

...However, she couldn't leave a letter for Mireille.

She was aware that her senses were different from others. She didn't feel she could leave behind the right words.

Finally, she went to the Tree Sea Defense Force, distributed monster-repelling bells and potions to the members, and left instructions for them to retreat if she did not return.

This should be enough.

Ariel steeled her resolve and headed to the king.

—

Entering the King's Chambers had been a source of terror for her lately.

She would be forced to watch videos of Darius living in a world of nobles she did not know. Dancing with other women, laughing, looking like he was having fun. A side of Darius she had never seen before. Her heart would stir, and an unbearable pain would well up inside her.

(If only this... was the emotion called love.)

She had looked it up and found out. This was called jealousy and envy. I am jealous of the women in these videos.

In the end, she never understood, never could achieve the "act of loving" that Darius had given her. That was what made her sad.

Today, she hadn't even prepared an antidote. She didn't put up her defense magic. She had stopped fighting back.

But, in that moment. Seeing the king’s appearance, Ariel gasped.

He was stranger than usual. His eyes were vacant, and though his speech was slurred, he was shouting senselessly.

The room was filled with the faint smoke of cigars. The scent of mana dependency.

(So this is what he was smoking.... Who gave it to him?)

Ariel glared around the room.

"Well, well, I never thought I’d find a living weapon in a place like this."

A chill ran down her spine. The voice belonged to Queen Margaret.

The queen, with the mana-dependent smoke? But, she was the queen. Ariel instinctively bowed. The queen approached, lifted Ariel’s chin with her fan, and smiled sweetly. Then, she struck her down.

"—Hk!"

Her body went flying.

(Should I deploy my defense magic?)

The thought crossed her mind, but it would be a bad move. All the king and queen wanted was to hurt her. Resisting would only prolong it.

"You don’t even remember me, do you? Even though we were in the same Mage Order."

Surprised by her voice, Ariel lifted her head. But she had no memory of her. Her past indifference to people was now baring its fangs.

Her lack of reaction only provoked the queen further.

The metal-reinforced fan came down without mercy, and her face began to swell.

The king watched with satisfaction.

And then, at the worst possible moment, the door opened.

"My... you all seem to be having a great deal of fun."

The one who appeared was Rainer, captain of the Mage Order.



		
			Chapter 79

			Sacrifice for the Magic Furnace

			With Rainer's arrival, Ariel understood that the worst had come to pass.

She had been beaten for days on end, was even now being struck without being allowed to use her defense magic, and was continuously exposed to the mana-dependent smoke in the room. She had been holding her body and soul together with sheer willpower, but she was already at her limit.

But for the queen to have been a former magician. Was something like that common knowledge?

Ariel was ignorant of worldly gossip. She was so unconcerned with anything outside her immediate surroundings that she was still shocked by the sight of Darius in high society.

"Ariel. You’ve brought the king a favorable answer today, haven’t you?" Rainer smiled.

"...Hk!"

Nothing good could come from Rainer wielding a massive amount of magic. And to make matters worse, the insane king was now joined by the queen, a former magician who was controlling him.

Even if she conceded and built the Magic Furnaces, a future where she had to obey their commands and continue hunting monsters to gather the necessary magic cores was absolutely unthinkable.

Ariel closed her eyes, steadied her breath, and made her decision in a matter of seconds.

"I refuse! I will not build the Magic Furnaces!"

Rainer’s lips curled into a smirk.

"Oh? Then you don’t care what happens to your precious loved ones?"

"I no longer have anyone precious to me. My ties with Darius have been severed. My disciple has already left my care."

Her chest ached. But I can't cause them any more trouble. Her voice was steady as she spoke, without a hint of hesitation.

It was painful to actually say it out loud.

But contrary to Ariel’s expectations, it was the queen who reacted.

"Darius... you mean Lord Cedric’s son?"

Margaret clicked her tongue.

(My charm doesn’t work on that man. Provoking his son will be troublesome.)

And the king, just hearing the name, exploded with emotion.

"Damn it! Is my brother interfering again!"

Ariel was confused.

(Why does my refusal to build the Magic Furnaces have anything to do with Darius or his father?)

"I’ll say it as many times as it takes. I have nothing to do with Darius anymore!" Once more, resolute, unwavering.

But Rainer just sneered.

"Oh... ‘anymore,’ you say. So you’ve been fawning over nobles all this time. Your Majesty, Your Highness. Simply killing her wouldn't be very interesting, would it? This is a woman who cares nothing for the country and acts only for her own desires."

Margaret brought her blood-stained fan to her lips.

"Do you have a good idea?"

"Yes, a very special one."

Rainer whispered to the queen, a delighted smile spreading across his face. He then approached Ariel and clamped mana-controlling shackles on her wrists and ankles.

Ariel couldn’t resist. The mention of Darius’s name had frozen her. If she moved, she had no idea what harm might come to him.

"Let’s use this woman as a source of magic. Her mana is high. It may not match a monster’s, but we can drain her blood, squeeze out her magic, and restore her with High Potions. By repeating that, we can use her endlessly, for all eternity."

The king’s eyes lit up, and a cruel smile appeared on the queen’s face.

Ariel still had the strength to break the chains Rainer had put on her. But...

If her sacrifice would satisfy them, and if Darius and Mireille would be safe from harm.

She was already prepared to die anyway. If that was the case, she didn't mind her body being used as their plaything until they grew bored.

Ariel steeled herself for what was to come.

──

Ariel did not return after being summoned by the king.

Darius searched the Tree Sea Defense Force, but there was nothing left in the captain's office. When he went to the tower, he found living supplies arranged neatly, and on the fourth floor, wooden boxes were stacked. Inside were the blueprints for the Magic Furnace and monster subjugation documents. This was deliberately hidden.

She really had been caught up in something dangerous, Darius realized.

Regret tore at his chest. He was overcome with the urge to scream.

(Ariel, where are you...? You’re not a woman who dies so easily. Where are they holding you?)

He acted exactly as Ariel had wished. He forcefully entrusted Mireille to Leonhard, captain of the First Knight Order.

A commoner by birth. He held no fondness for the king or the nobles. He was not a man who would easily break under pressure. That was why Darius could entrust her to him with confidence.

It pained him to do it like a sneak attack, but he arranged for the tower ring, a sword that could be used to fight in the Tree Sea, and a dagger to be delivered via an informant at a weapon shop.

Then, he went for an audience with the king.

(Where is Ariel? Why is the Mage Order involved with the Magic Furnace, and why am I, the supreme commander, being kept completely in the dark?)

Just as he was about to press him.

"If you’re talking about your woman, she said she had already broken up with you and was whispering words of love to the captain of the Mage Order."

Darius batted away the disgusting mental interference lingering around the king. It was undoubtedly a lie.

She, who had been frightened and disgusted by Rainer, would whisper words of love to him? That was impossible.

"Give Ariel back! Where is Rainer!"

But the king only laughed.

Before long, Darius was framed and pursued as an embezzler. In no time at all, he had been turned into "the man who ran off with Ariel and the money."

Something terrible was happening. That king was beyond saving. And so, he made his decision.

He would, without fail, strike down that king. Strike him down, and take back Ariel.



		
			Chapter 80

			A Clue to Magic Defense and Hope for Kyle

			The story returns once more to the two in the tower. This takes place after they made the Night Vision Lenses from the Moonshadow Wolf eyes.

Mireille and Leonhard were back on the second floor. Sipping the coffee Leonhard had brewed for her, Mireille began to sort through the box of alchemy recipes. The warm aroma seemed to slowly soothe the tightness deep behind her eyes.

"Phew..." Just as she was massaging the bridge of her nose, Leonhard suddenly spoke up.

"Mireille, the cut on your forehead... it’s gone."

"Eh?" The wound she had gotten from the magic stone that morning had vanished without a trace.

"I wonder if Potions can close up wounds now?" Mireille tilted her head.

—

Darius’s request was for something with defensive or mana control effects, rather than offensive ones.

She had figured out that carapace-type materials would likely be useful for defending against pinpoint magic attacks, so that seemed promising. All that was left was something that could control magic overall....

And one more thing. A medicine for Kyle’s childhood friend.

There were almost no recipes for treating human illnesses. If any remained, they would be in this box. With Leonhard helping her search, the two of them silently flipped through the bundles of paper. The sheer number of documents was enormous, with everything from scribbled notes to discarded drafts mixed in.

"...Hey. If Helkaarn pelts are used for insulation in the Magic Furnace, then couldn’t the even rarer Moonshadow Wolf pelts... be used for something like magic suppression?"

At Leonhard’s casual remark, Mireille blinked her eyes.

"Now that you mention it...!"

The blueprints for the Magic Furnace. There might be a hint for an application there. It seemed like such a waste to just let the pelts sit there unused. The thought bubbled up inside her.

—

"...Is this it? It says ‘Panacea,’ but it’s crossed out with an X."

"Does that mean it’s a failed recipe?"

She checked the ingredients, and among them was the very material she had just acquired, listed as "Wings of Light?"

"Either it failed even with Wings of Light... or it can be completed if they are obtained."

"The other ingredients are medicinal herbs and a light-attribute magic stone.... These are herbs that would work for a common cold or sickness. The difficult part is the light-attribute magic stone."

Light attribute, like that fairy from before?

"Light attributes come from fairies and spirit beasts. Fairies aren't monsters, you see. Their magic cores are incredibly rare."

"Well... they certainly didn’t give off an ‘I should be subjugated’ vibe," he said. Thinking back on that warm, protective presence, the idea of hunting them was unthinkable.

"In the end, I guess we have no choice but to try and extract the light from the Moonshadow Wolf’s light and dark attributes."

"...Which is what caused the bloody forehead incident," he added.

A complex feeling stirred in her chest.

Darius and Mireille were both too kind. At the same time, she thought, maybe it was time to forgive Kyle.

The pain of betrayal was significant, but it wasn't Kyle who had actually tried to kill her. If Mireille were sick, and she could get medicine just by giving the king some information that wasn't even a secret, she might have made the same choice.

And so, she felt she could forgive him.

—

"Hey, after we make the magic defense and control tools... when we test them, why don’t we try to extract just the light attribute?"

"...!" Mireille’s face lit up.

"That’s a great idea! Then Kyle-san can go into battle with some hope."

An innocent smile. That expression made him realize with great force just how loved she had been growing up, how cherished she had been by Darius and the former captain.



		
			Chapter 81

			Carrying Regret, Yet Moving Forward

			When they returned to the base, the crab-like monster party was already over. Amidst the lingering scent of the festivities and a massive pile of shells, their comrades looked at them with strangely lukewarm eyes.

But the moment Leonhard took out the large quantity of Night Vision Lenses...

(...No progress, huh.)

Their gazes instantly shifted to ones of pity.

"I, it’s fine! Once this is all over, I’m going to properly ask her to start dating me from square one!"

The moment he declared this, the surrounding atmosphere became even more cringeworthy.

(Never mind being his fiancée, he’s starting over from just dating...)

Their cold, unspoken thoughts stabbed at him.

They don’t get it. When it’s a serious romance, being sincere is the best shortcut, isn’t it.

Leonhard cursed inwardly, but beside him, Darius was watching with a smile that was somehow both amused and a little envious.

He told Darius that he wanted to review the Magic Furnace blueprints, and he nodded in agreement.

"Perhaps I should take a look as well?" The three of them shut themselves in the captain’s office and spread out the drawings.

"...Honestly, it’s so difficult I can’t make heads or tails of the details," Mireille grumbled. Leonhard could only agree. The former captain must have been not only powerful in magic but also an incredibly hard worker and a sharp mind.

"It’s supposed to be difficult," Darius said in a low voice.

"Because she didn’t know what ‘normal’ was, she kept up her reckless training and studying with almost no rest, relying on medicine and potions. Once I realized it, I had to force her to make time for sleep, but..."

A memory resurfaced.

The time Ariel tried to offer a sleepy little Mireille an awakening orb.

He had rushed to stop her, telling her, "Children grow by sleeping," only for her to proudly line up some tools that "allow you to function without sleep" instead.

"With this, she won’t need to sleep!"

He had been thrown into a panic that day by her triumphant expression.

In the end, he had made her sleep next to Mireille every night, but Ariel would try to slip away immediately, so Darius ended up having to sleep next to Ariel.

But before he knew it, Darius and little Mireille would be sleeping side by side, and the crucial Ariel would be missing. Often, when he awoke, she would have gone hunting in the Tree Sea and returned covered in blood, which had seriously scared him.

But thinking back now, she was probably finishing her work in the Tree Sea during the time she could entrust Mireille to me. Because she was incapable of asking people for help.

I was the one who wasn't trying to see her efforts.

If a normal woman had come to me saying, "I’ve been poisoned," I would have protected her immediately.

And yet, when it came to Ariel, the most important person to me, even while saying I loved her, in the end, I just brushed it off with, "She’s not normal, so she’ll be fine." And that was after I had spent so much time forcing her to live normally.

Darius gnashed his teeth as he glared at the complex blueprints of the Magic Furnace.

He wanted to punch himself right now for having dismissed it with the thought that Ariel would be fine.

Leonhard, who had been watching Darius, spoke up.

"Darius, don’t dwell on it. I have my own regrets about Kyle, you know. Besides, your judgment wasn’t wrong. I mean, look at me, I fell for Mireille on the second day."

"Eh...!" Mireille turned bright red.

"I was the kind of person who wanted nothing to do with women. And yet, Darius, you made the judgment that ‘this one would be a good match for him’ before we even met, right? So Ariel’s judgment wasn’t wrong either. It’s just... we’re all human, so unexpected things happen. That’s all there is to it, right?"

Perhaps not expecting to be comforted, Darius gave a bitter smile.

"...She had consulted me. She said something was wrong. But I just thought, ‘It’s Ariel, she’ll manage somehow.’ I still think that way now. That she should be able to handle it with force.... But I should have known that she had always been a possession bought by the state and couldn't defy the king. I still find myself thinking, ‘You, who are stronger than any weapon, why didn’t you just go on a rampage?’" He said this and cast his eyes down.

"But... Master is amazing, for sure, but I’ve never seen her use offensive magic in front of me. Even against monsters, she uses alchemical items. Honestly, even now, I find it hard to believe when people say she ‘was a magician.’"

At Mireille’s casually dropped words, Darius’s eyes flew open.

"...That’s right. When did it start? Even in conflict zones, she only used defense. Ariel... when did she stop attacking people? What was I even looking at?"

"I told you not to blame yourself! Save that kind of confession for when you’re in front of her!" Leonhard said, his voice sharp.

"I, I agree! When I see Master next, I want her to teach me how to use the dagger. There are so many things I want to ask her. So, let’s get her back, no matter what!" Mireille also raised her voice desperately.

Just then, a page of the blueprint fluttered down, revealing the section on the insulation material used in the Magic Furnace.

Mireille stared at it, and then nodded firmly.

"...I think, with the Moonshadow Wolf pelts. I can create an effect close to magic suppression."

It was the decisive clue they needed to take control of the Magic Furnace.



		
			Chapter 82

			The Lingerie is Only Good for Round Two

			Tonight, everyone was to rest in their own rooms. Tomorrow, they all had to face the task of washing and grinding the shells of the crab-like monsters they had eaten today.

Mireille was making all the alchemical items for everyone by herself, but alchemy requires channeling magic, so her own mana supply was inevitably insufficient. Therefore, everyone needed to share the tasks that didn't require Mireille's direct involvement, so she could get at least a little rest.

Incidentally, tomorrow's menu was apparently a rice porridge made with the crab-like monster meat, and a salad of potatoes and grilled salt-cured monster fish.

It seemed the four members who had been here from the beginning had been taught various recipes by Ariel, or rather, they had been forced to make them. According to the four of them, she would bring a recipe book and say.

"I want to eat something like this with these ingredients."

And then she would make them cook something that resembled it.

...Wait a minute. I remember the recipe book in the wooden box. Was the purpose of the recipes in that box not for a mother’s cooking for Mireille, but for combat rations to be made by the squad members?

It was true that the line between the former captain's common sense and her out-of-the-ordinary nature was hard to distinguish. After spending a long time with her, one could understand Darius’s wavering feelings and his current regret.

—

Spotting Kyle returning to his room, Leonhard mustered his courage and called out to him.

"Captain, going for a rematch at the tower? Good luck with the lingerie this time."

Kyle grinned.

"You’re just saying that because you’re absolutely sure it won’t happen."

Leonhard had called out to him, but he was still hesitating over what to say.

"Mireille and I are going to make a mana control tool, and after it’s done, she’s apparently going to try and make a medicine that might help your childhood friend, even a little. But it’s not something to get your hopes up about, and the ingredients seem really difficult to find, so it might not work out."

Kyle’s eyes widened.

"No, after everything I did..."

"Well, the recipe was found, but she needs to see the patient’s symptoms, and the ingredients are tough. So Mireille probably won’t say anything until it’s actually done. But it seems she wants to hold onto some hope. As for me... I’m not holding a grudge anymore. Don’t give up. On her. Your job isn’t done until you get back safely and hand over the medicine if it’s made, right?"

It came out all clumsy. Essentially, he wanted to say "I forgive you," but he couldn’t say it for fear of sounding condescending.

"Captain, if we make it back safely, and there’s a medicine that can ease her suffering even a little... at that time."

Kyle spoke, his eyes welling with tears.

"Yeah."

Leonhard was about to smile. Until he heard the next words.

"I will present you with the second set of lingerie."

"Huh??? No, no, I don’t need—"

I don’t need anything like that, Mireille is cute enough as she is! He was about to say, and Leonhard panicked at what he had almost blurted out.

"The last one was the lace version, but the next one..."

"No, I’m saying, more importantly than that—"

In his panic, Leonhard whispered discreetly into Kyle’s ear.

"When we get back, teach me things. How to court Mireille, places to go on dates, how to create the right atmosphere."

Kyle looked surprised.

"I’ve never had that kind of experience, due to various circumstances. I don’t know if I should be forward, or take it slow, and I’ve never even thought about creating an atmosphere. So, I want you to teach me."

Leonhard’s face turned bright red.

"I didn’t realize you were that inexperienced.... Understood. I’ll be your consultant this time, and I’ll make sure Julius doesn’t find out."

Kyle let out a small laugh.

"Yeah, so let’s both make it back safely."

Leonhard smiled.



		
			Chapter 83

			A Sleepless Night and the Lingerie Disposal Plan

			Returning to the tower, Mireille stood before the Moonshadow Wolf pelts. She was certain they could be used to suppress magic.

Helkaarn pelts were used for insulation in the Magic Furnace because the inside of the pelt contained enough magic to prevent the strong magic generated from escaping. It was like a fur coat that doesn't let your body heat escape when it's cold.

In that case, the Moonshadow Wolf, which also housed immense power and possessed the dual attributes of light and dark, should naturally have an even greater effect.

The problem was the thickness of the pelts. They could be used as they were for armor or a furnace, but it was a different story for use in anti-mage combat. It was too thick to throw over a magician.

Connect the pelts and throw them? ...It would be too heavy and thick.

"Umm... Hmm..."

Mireille buried her head in her arms on the desk.

"You’ve had too much to drink today, so no more coffee. Let’s get some sleep," Leonhard said, preparing to lie down on the second-floor bed.

The bed was narrow, but she no longer felt any resistance to sleeping in it together.

...Everyone teases Leonhard-san about being "inexperienced." But I think...

He probably is inexperienced by general standards. But in reality, isn't he a natural who just thinks he's inexperienced?

Because when he touches me with that passion, in an instant, I'm turned into a "girl." I've never had a connection with a man like that before, and I was completely lacking in anything resembling girlishness...

He’s concerned about our age difference and how we met... but I bet most girls would fall for that face, that sincerity, that kindness, and on top of that, having love whispered to them in that voice.

But he doesn’t understand his own charm. In fact, he even seems to dislike the reactions he gets from women.

...That must be because.... he's been pursued too much.

Hah!!

So he got interested in me because I didn't show any interest at first, is that the pattern?

No! That's bad!

Mireille turned pale.

I absolutely must not become a predatory woman!! I, I have to be careful....

A bead of sweat trickled down her back.

—

Eventually, we lay down in bed. Since it was narrow, I was naturally in his arms.

(...So close. I can hear his heartbeat. This is bad, I can’t sleep...!)

I quietly lifted my head and gazed at his profile.

"Can’t sleep?"

Leonhard’s eyes softened, and he pulled the blanket up for me.

"When you’re too tired, your nerves get wired, and it can actually make it harder to sleep. But... sleeping is important."

He gently pulled me closer, and a warmth spread through my chest.

(N, no way... Like this, he’s going to find out I’m totally in love with him...!)

"What’s wrong? You seem different from usual..." He touched his forehead to mine, and then sealed my lips with his.

The soft heat stole my breath, and our sighs mingled in the room. My mind went blank, and before I knew it, I had reached my hands around his neck and was stealing a kiss from him myself.

(Ah...! Aren’t I being a total predator?!!)

I hastily stopped moving. Seeing this, he misunderstood and pulled away.

"S, sorry. Even though I said we should sleep..."

N, no, that's not it. That's not what I meant. It's just, I wanted more... yes, that's it. I wanted more. Ahhhh!! What is wrong with me!

A painful tightness gripped my chest.

Unaware of my feelings, he suddenly blushed and dropped another bombshell.

"I, I decided to forgive Kyle. When I told him about the medicine for his childhood friend, he said something like, ‘My thanks will be the next set of lingerie’.... L, like who would use that! I really don’t want it!"

"............"

Tomorrow, that lingerie is being incinerated.

If I keep it, he’s bound to misunderstand, thinking something like, "So you were planning to come on to me wearing this." No, maybe a day will come when I want to wear it.

I’ll secretly burn it with the all-purpose dagger's fire attribute.

As I resolved this in my heart, I buried my face in his chest. ...Just being enveloped in this warmth is truly enough.



		
			Chapter 84

			Lingerie for Magic Suppression?

			The next morning, having barely slept, Mireille carefully slipped out of Leonhard’s arms and tried to retrieve the box with Kyle’s nostalgic present, the lingerie, from the shelf.

"Why! Why! Why is it shoved in the back of the food supplies!"

Right. I was the one who shoved it back there out of embarrassment. It was me, and no one else, who did that.

Desperately trying not to make a sound, not to knock anything over, she rummaged through the shelf while checking on Leonhard. He was breathing evenly. He was fine.

She caught the box with a sigh of relief and hurried up to the third floor.

Of course, she had no idea that Leonhard was awake and listening to the whole thing.

She went up to the third floor and opened the box, which had a message from Kyle saying, "Wear this at the end."

At the time, she had been so embarrassed that she had shoved it away immediately, but she had never even taken a proper look at what kind of underwear it was. She gently took it out of the box... huh? It's so light.

It was folded up compactly, and the box itself was small enough to be hidden in one hand, but the contents were even more compressed.

Inside the box was a cute, transparent bag that showed the contents, and tentatively, with a gulp, she took out the underwear.

She unfolded it... eh? What is this? For something so small you wonder where and how you’re supposed to wear it, the fabric was so sheer you could easily see through it.

"This? Underwear? You might as well just not wear it...."

Since it wasn't something she saw every day, she found herself staring at it. Light, sheer, small surface area...

Wait? Something is catching my attention. What is it? That’s right! The Moonshadow Wolf pelts. Maybe they could be used to suppress a magician's magic.

Mireille touched the fabric over and over again.

If she were to throw something over a magician to temporarily control their magic for suppression, would something this thin work? If so, it wouldn’t be heavy, and she could cast it out lightly like a net.

To make it see-through, she could either turn the pelts into thread, or burn them to ash and reform them with magic...

She continued to stare, spreading the underwear out so close it almost touched her face.

The texture of the sheer parts was different from cotton, it was smooth and slick. Should I mix in some slime? Underwear fabric lets water out, but it repels it to some extent. If so, how much slime should I add...

—

Leonhard was watching her from a distance.

They were gradually getting too close to each other, and last night, though he had intended to let her sleep, he had felt like he wouldn't be able to stop if he kissed her.

Yesterday, Mireille clearly rejected me halfway through...

Ah, was I too aggressive?

But why is she thinking so hard while holding that lingerie? Does it have something to do with me refusing Kyle’s offer of more lingerie yesterday?

Could it be the opposite! Was she thinking, "He’s stopping at just a kiss again"?

Leonhard’s face turned pale as he recalled something from a little while ago.

It was the night after he had parted ways with Chancellor Adrian and Darius. A lot had happened, and his emotions were running high.

He had said, "When this is all over, I’ll court you properly from the start," but in the heat of the moment, he had pushed her down onto the bed.

That’s right. He had pushed her down on the bed. And, after pushing her down... he had held her, and kissed her...

And that was it....

Was that what was wrong? Did I make Mireille feel like she had to wear the lingerie?

Come to think of it, I thought she had rejected my kiss yesterday, but who was the one who initiated the last one? Me? Mireille? Ugh... I don’t know. We were both lost in the moment.

Was an eighteen-year-old girl thinking, "I’ve set the stage this much, and this loser still won’t make a move!"?

No, but, if I cross that line, I’m worried Mireille will regret it later. I was really thinking of you, you know... but have I lost her affection by now?

He mustered his courage to ask.

"Mi, Mireille. That, um... does that really interest you? I mean, are you curious about it or..."

Leonhard hesitated over how to ask, then gently called out to her.

Mireille looked up, a serious expression on her face, and said.

"This is very interesting. The sheer feeling, the way you can see through it, the small surface area, all of it is interesting to me."

To be told that so directly....

"I, I see."

(I should talk to Kyle. Maybe a second set is really necessary after all.)

Leonhard dazedly walked away.



		
			Chapter 85

			Alchemy Traps are Too Much for My Heart!

			"I’m sorry. I don’t even know what to say anymore." Kyle sighed, his eyes filled with pity.

While everyone else was struggling to wash and grind the carapace monster shells into powder, I had pulled Kyle aside, avoiding prying eyes, to explain the situation.

"Just think about it normally. The atmosphere was getting that good... and you just ended it there?"

"I told you my reason. It wouldn’t be a laughing matter if Mireille regretted it later."

"...That kind of seriousness is what hurts people the most."

My face went deathly pale.

"Look. When she showed me that lingerie and said she was ‘interested’... didn’t that mean she was going to use it for me?"

I asked in all seriousness, and Kyle answered immediately.

"Not a chance. That stuff is for the ‘element of surprise,’ not something you declare you’re going to use. In fact, it’s closer to a death sentence, like saying, ‘I’m going to use this for another man.’"

...I felt faint. What was all my patience for, then. I was only trying to be considerate of her.

As I was sinking into despair, a voice suddenly called out.

"You should just tell Mireille what you’re thinking."

Darius was standing there. He had appeared out of nowhere. ...How much did you hear!?

"Didn't I tell Kyle I was ‘monitoring’ him?" Monitoring, as in more than just the ankle chain!?

"I’m Mireille’s father figure. Normally, I’d want to punch you for even being at this stage. But... I have my own regrets."

"I really was planning to properly ask her to date me once this was all over."

"Then ask her again. ...So, where and under what circumstances did this happen?"

"In the third-floor workshop... she was holding the underwear out in front of her face, staring at it intently... hmm?"

Darius let out a deep sigh.

"I told you that you and I are similar. How many times do you think Ariel has sprung the same kind of trap on me?"

Kyle and I both leaned in at the same time.

"What kind of trap!?"

"Exactly that. When it comes to alchemy, whether it’s underwear, monsters, or people, she sees them all as nothing but ‘materials.’"

It hit so close to home I held my head in my hands.

"In other words, it means she had a flash of inspiration for her alchemy. ...Go ask her already!"

Pushed along by his sigh, I returned to the tower.

—

When I got back to the tower, the lingerie had been burned, soaked in water, and pulled into threads. It was no longer recognizable due to the durability tests.

"Leonhard-san! I burned the Moonshadow Wolf pelt to ash, and then added just a few drops of slime liquid! Too much makes it rubbery, but with this thinness, it actually adds some body and makes it fluffy...! Applying a wide, shallow layer of magic thinned it out and gave it a magic suppression effect! If I add a paralysis effect on top of that, I think it will be able to immobilize an opponent!"

She showed me the fluffy, thin, see-through alchemical item with a triumphant look.

...I felt all the strength drain out of me. Alchemists really are terrifying.

As I stroked her head, I told her about the anxieties I had been feeling today.

Mireille looked at me with a blank expression, then frantically gathered up the tattered cloths scattered on the desk, the remnants of the underwear.

"N, no! That’s not it! I would never, ever use it for someone else! If anything, I was worried I was coming on too strong and you’d start to dislike me...! I just thought it would be weird if I was holding onto underwear like this, so I was trying to get rid of it! But then, I got interested in the fabric!"

"Why would I dislike you for coming on too strong?"

"W, well... because you’re definitely popular, Leonhard-san. I fell for you right away, but the other employees used to talk about it too.... But you never looked happy about it.... So I thought if I said I liked you, you might lose interest...."

This was a misunderstanding of epic proportions. And it meant she wasn't put off by our kiss, either.

Leonhard couldn’t help but cover his mouth. A little of the weight on his heart lifted.

"You’re the first person I’ve ever seriously wanted to date. So, I’m not good at saying it, but... I want you to know exactly why I am the way I am."

I honestly told her about the treatment I had received in the past from noblewomen and the queen. It was pathetic, but it was better than being misunderstood. Mireille wasn't the kind of girl to make fun of someone.

When I finished talking, she hugged me tightly.

"Leonhard-san, I’ll always be here. So... when this is over, please tell me you ‘need’ me again, properly."

I hugged her back and answered, "I will."

Of course I need you. I will definitely come to court you.

I held her tightly.



		
			Chapter 86

			Master's Left-Behind Panacea Recipe

			"Well now, so this can suppress magic. It’s so thin and light."

Darius looked at the cloth Mireille handed him with a serious expression. But inwardly, he found it hilarious. Leonhard’s tragic air today, Kyle’s assumptions.

He probably would have thought the same thing if it weren’t for Ariel, but Ariel was much more extreme when it came to these things.

She had literally created a product by sewing threads of enchantment into lingerie.

He had only realized it because he found Ariel in her room in the tower, happily sewing underwear.

"A noble asked me. Is there anything that a man in front of you will fall for just by wearing it?"

"That’s not allowed. Listen, Ariel. If you create something that changes a person’s heart, you end up changing their life as well. Have you distributed it already?"

"No. I haven’t tried it on yet. I don’t release things to people until I’ve tried them several times and they succeed."

Right. That was the Moonshadow Teahouse’s policy. But that wasn't something to say with a triumphant look.

"Y, you haven't tried it, right?"

"I was thinking of trying it on Darius."

That... I would like to be tested on, but...

"I don’t think... the effect would be clear. I’m already charmed."

"My policy is not to release it outside until I’ve tried it several times. If I can’t test it, then it’s no good."

For the time being, it seemed the option of testing it on anyone other than me didn't exist. That alone was growth.

But if a product like that got out into the world, it could start a war. Absolutely forbidden! I had to painstakingly persuade her to always refuse requests for things that caused mental interference, saying she couldn't make them.

He recalled the memory and felt a pang of sadness.

Lately, watching Leonhard and Mireille just brought back old memories, and it was truly painful. The impatience to save her was the only thing that grew.

Darius took a deep breath, consciously trying to maintain his composure.

"How much of this cloth can you make?"

"Could I ask you to handle the task of turning the pelts to ash? If so, I think I can probably make enough for all the squad members in a day. Also, I’ll take some slime back with me."

They had obtained some hand slimes along with the monster fish in the last subjugation. Mireille decided to take a few of them back to the tower.

"Other than that, the squad members are grinding the carapace monster shells into powder. It looks pretty tough since it’s so hard." Since they had no machines, their only option was the primitive method of grinding it with rough rocks. But since everyone was working on it, they had produced a considerable amount of powder.

"I’ll borrow one set of armor and try making a prototype with magic defense. If that works, I think we can apply it to everything here at the base." Listening to Mireille, he understood that their equipment was finally nearing completion.

"Right. Darius-san. About this recipe my master wrote." It was the recipe for the Panacea with the X mark on it.

"Do you recognize this?" Darius took it, understanding that it was for Kyle’s childhood friend.

"I remember the Wings of Light. She said they depended on a fairy’s whim, so she had never been able to get them." Mireille’s eyes widened.

"Actually, I got them at a spring near the tower on a full moon night. So, if it goes well, could it really become a panacea?"

"Hmm, it’s hard to say at a stage where Ariel hadn’t even obtained the ingredients." Darius hummed in thought. But at the same time, the fact that her disciple was attempting something Ariel couldn’t was heartwarming. It meant that Ariel had properly raised someone.

I want to see Ariel soon. Darius’s chest tightened with a painful ache.



		
			Chapter 87

			A Conspiracy Surrounding the Living Weapon

			Having received the report from Darius that preparations to seize the Magic Furnace were proceeding smoothly, Cedric sequestered himself in the war room with Chancellor Adrian.

They were there to discuss the plan for the coup d’état, and the subsequent handling of his brother, Karlwein.

"...This has become a troublesome matter," Cedric grumbled in a low voice.

This country was constantly threatened by the monsters of the Tree Sea, yet that very same Tree Sea served as a natural shield against the neighboring country. But on the other side, where there was no Tree Sea, lay a great power. An adversary that combined both magic and science, one with whom they had exchanged fire many times.

What had sustained them in a situation where they could be swallowed up at any moment was a single person. The "living weapon," Ariel Sophia.

Her immense offensive power, her absolute defense, and her unnatural ability to recover even from fatal wounds. Even the great power hesitated to invade as long as she was here.

And yet.

"The king fails to understand her value... and apparently intends to further increase his magic with the Magic Furnace and invade the great power," Adrian’s voice was laced with a cold fury.

"Building a Magic Furnace? It is difficult." Adrian had repeatedly refused the king’s requests for furnace construction, citing a lack of funds. But in reality.

"The cost is certainly an issue, but only Ariel can retrieve the magic cores that form its nucleus, and only she can build the furnace itself. If we create a country that cannot function without her, this nation will fall apart," Adrian had stated to Cedric.

"And still the king would not stop," Cedric sighed.

What’s more, Ariel had already fallen into his brother Karlwein’s hands. What if she was dead? This country would be swallowed up by the great power in an instant. Even if she was alive but being forced to obey the king... at this rate, she would undoubtedly be used as a pawn of war.

Darius had come to me for help not for political reasons, but simply because he wanted to save her. It’s not that he doesn’t understand her value, but he refuses to see her in that light.

But in reality, Ariel’s very existence was the trigger for a state overthrow.

Therefore, considering the queen, the crown prince, the request from Darius, and the future of the country, they had to act.

"...Lord Cedric. I believe Ariel is still alive." Adrian’s eyes were serious.

"The operating rate of the Magic Furnace on Sacred Peak Mountain has been fluctuating. With no magic cores coming from the defense force, it shouldn’t be rising. In other words, something else is being fed into it."

"Could Ariel be hunting monsters?"

"That is impossible. There have been no sightings of her in the vicinity, and since Ariel’s disappearance, the Mage Order has been guarding the furnace heavily. ...The only explanation is that it is running on something other than magic cores."

Cedric grunted silently. Running a Magic Furnace on something other than magic cores? He had never heard of such a method.

"Can Supreme Commander Julius be ordered to withdraw the Mage Order?" At Cedric’s suggestion, Adrian’s eyes narrowed.

"...Julius is of the noble faction. However, it has been confirmed that he has created pawns for the king within the knight orders to ingratiate himself. It is also possible he was involved in obstructing the retreat of the Tree Sea Defense Force and swapping their supplies. If we leak information to him, he may mobilize the knight orders."

The future of a failed coup d’état flashed through his mind, and Cedric let out a heavy breath. Of course, Julius was originally the captain of the king’s own Imperial Guard, so the possibility that he was acting on the king’s orders could not be dismissed.

"The only forces we can move are the current Imperial Guard and the noble factions. They are directly under the king, but their loyalty has been shattered by the damages in the Tree Sea. ...The coup will proceed in secret, and the king and queen will merely be placed under strict confinement. Publicly, we will make it seem as though he is ‘unable to continue his official duties due to illness,’ and I will act as regent until his son comes of age. That should prevent other countries from making any unnecessary moves."

"...Yes." Adrian had no choice but to nod.

But a bitter feeling spread through his chest. Even though Ariel might be sacrificed, even if they succeeded with the coup, they would not even be allowed to strike down the foolish king.

Adrian clenched his fists so tightly his nails dug into his palms, and could only suppress his rage.



		
			Chapter 88

			Wings of Light and a Clumsy Sword

			A lot had happened last night, and she hadn’t been able to sleep properly. She was at her limit.

Sitting at her third-floor workbench, Mireille was dozing off, her head bobbing. Alchemy was dangerous if you lost focus. She really should have rested, but a corner of her mind was still occupied with thoughts.

The combination of the carapace monster shells and the armor. The prototype of the panacea. And how to handle the magic suppression cloth, which she still hadn’t even named.

...There were so many things she had to do.

"All right, that’s enough."

Suddenly, the lamp was turned down. It was Leonhard.

As the room darkened, the Wings of Light in the jar on the shelf began to glitter. The feather-patterned light reflected on the walls, creating a fantastical scene, almost like a piece of interior decor.

"...The Wings of Light are beautiful, aren’t they."

"Yeah. A noble would definitely use them as a decoration."

Mireille let her thoughts go still, just gazing at it vacantly.

"Hey, hey. You’re completely asleep already," Leonhard sighed, and with a light movement, he scooped her up.

"I want you to rest well. If you’re okay with me being nearby, I’ll lie down next to you. If you’d rather not, I’ll sleep on the fourth floor or at the base. So, please, get some proper rest."

He knew. He knew that yesterday, she had barely slept and had been wrestling with the lingerie since morning.

If he indulged in the sweet thought that "she’ll understand without me having to say it," they would both end up with regrets and lose time they could never get back. He had just learned that lesson from today's lingerie incident, so he would convey his thoughts with words as much as possible.

"...Then, together, please."

He couldn’t tell how much of that reply was genuine, given how sleepy Mireille looked. The moment she slipped into the bedding, Mireille was breathing peacefully.

And so, he quietly moved away.

He hung the monster-repelling bell from his waist and went outside. Being cooped up at the base meant he couldn’t even practice with his sword properly.

In his hand was the sword that housed the attributes of fire and wind. It had other functions, but these two would be the main ones when fighting magicians.

But he still felt like he was being "swung around" by it. Recalling Darius’s swordsmanship from the other day, the difference was obvious, even with the attribute sword.

But in fact, it should have been Leonhard who had bested him and won the knight order’s tournament.

(Did I win that tournament... because he was holding back?)

The thought brought a surge of frustration. Looking at his movements up until now, there was probably some reason for it. It wasn’t that he wanted to beat his former superior. But the fact that he "might have been held back against" was just so frustrating.

"Hah!"

He swung down. It was repelled.

At the same time, a shock that felt like his body was being forcibly lifted, like being swallowed by a tornado he couldn’t control, assaulted his body, and a moment in time was created where space tried to maintain it.

His movement to stop the sword was unstable, and his body was being played with by the wind attribute.

He wanted to stabilize that somehow so he could immediately move on to his next action. A physical attack and a fire attack occurred simultaneously. The sound of the sword swinging, *byun*, echoed.

His calluses burst, and blood seeped out. Still, he didn’t stop.

He had no choice but to grasp the feeling.

The bell’s effect lasted for three hours. It wasn’t enough for a full night’s practice, but he wanted to make the sword his "ally," even just a little.

For the last ten minutes, he washed off his sweat at the spring. He wanted to greet the morning normally, as if nothing had happened, as if no one would notice his practice.

Before he knew it, the Light Fairies were fluttering around again.

"So fairies aren't monsters, huh."

To encounter them twice was surely good fortune.

"Thanks for the Wings of Light the other day. I’ll make sure to use them well."

As he spoke, a fairy gently landed on his hand. The next moment, his burst calluses began to heal.

(...In the past, I might have just cut down a fairy.)

He gazed at his healed palm and couldn’t help but chuckle.

"I’m starting to become like Mireille, too."

Laughing in the night wind, he returned to the base. She was still sound asleep.

He slipped into the bedding and gently snuggled up to her warmth.



		
			Chapter 89

			The Appraisal Revealed the Moonshadow Wolf Pelt Was Too Overpowered

			The next morning, Mireille woke up feeling refreshed. ...Or so she thought.

"Huh? Leonhard-san isn’t here?"

It was unusually bright outside. On the desk was a note she didn’t recognize and a pot of soup.

《You seem exhausted, so rest well》

"...I overslept!?"

Mireille held her head in her hands. She hadn’t realized she was this tired.

But yesterday she had made a large quantity of alchemical items for the first time and even dabbled in new development, so it was only natural that she would be exhausted.

(I have to finish the tools quickly... I want to help Master as soon as possible!)

She slapped her cheeks as if to shake off her anxious feeling, and sipped the soup that had been left for her.

It was already cold, but the meat from the crocodile monster, with the gaminess removed, was fragrant. Thanks to the beans and magic grass, it shouldn't have the full effect of a Potion, but it should at least help to balance her magic.

"...I mean, isn’t Master’s subordinate training a little insane? Even their cooking is excellent."

She had meant it as a joke, but the moment she finished the soup, her body felt instantly lighter.

She was genuinely surprised.

—

"Alright. Today is the magic defense test for the armor and shield!"

Lined up on the desk was the powdered carapace monster shell. She would mix it with three different materials to experiment.

First, the resin of a Black Magic Tree. As she drizzled it on, the monster shell powder glittered within the black honey-like sheen. In terms of looks alone, it was high-end armor.

Next, slime. She mixed the shell powder into the body of a slime that had lost its magic core and spread it out thinly. The thickness was adjustable. Once it dried... it looked a bit like a stylish opal accessory, with the red and white shell powder mixed into the white base.

Last, the Moonshadow Wolf pelt. She sprinkled the powder on the lining, soaked it in magic water, and then fixed it with her own magic. At a glance, it was just a regular pelt, but it was completed in no time.

"Now, which one is the strongest!"

...Just as she was getting fired up, Mireille had a flash of inspiration.

(Oh, that’s right! They said the all-purpose dagger’s wind attribute can be used as a fan!)

She tried pointing it at herself. Wind came out of the sword’s tip.

"No, no, no. I trust Master, but isn’t it a bit too scary to point the tip of a sword at myself?!"

She laughed wryly, but then remembered she had used the fire attribute like a burner.

"...If I sold this to nobles as a lighter, I could probably make a fortune."

A smile unintentionally spread across her face.

(If only I could brainstorm new products with Master again...)

—

After thirty minutes of drying with the wind, the three materials had hardened.

"Well then, appraisal!"

First, the Black Magic Tree resin.

《Properties: High-grade, Durable》

"So hard! ...But the magic defense is low. And it’s weak to fire. Hmm, in terms of looks alone, it would be a huge hit with the nobles."

Next, the slime.

《Properties: Magic Defense, Water/Lightning Magic Absorption》

"Ooh! But it’s weak to fire... well, it is a slime, after all. I defeated one with fire myself."

Finally, the Moonshadow Wolf pelt.

It was processed on the back of the pelt, so it looked like a normal pelt, but...

《Properties: Magic Defense, Magic Absorption, Magic Recovery》

"...Eh, eeeh!? Isn’t this the strongest one of all!!"

Staring at the Moonshadow Wolf pelt, Mireille stood there, stunned.



		
			Chapter 90

			Magic Suppression Cloth and a Ring-Shaped Cracker

			"Hmm... I wonder if the monsters’ magic was agitated because of the stampede, or if Moonshadow Wolves are just so rare to begin with that capturing one is difficult in itself."

Darius tilted his head. First the magic suppression cloth yesterday, and now Moonshadow Wolf pelts for the armor and shields as well....

To hunt the Moonshadow Wolves, she had apparently used a wide-area Sleep Orb, which wasn't commercially available, by throwing it from the second-floor window. It probably wouldn't have been possible to capture them otherwise.

Not commercially available? In other words, Ariel had made them.

"...Just as I thought," Darius grumbled. As expected of her, he thought from the bottom of his heart.

In any case, hunting in the Tree Sea during a full moon was dangerous. If it became known that good materials could be obtained during a full moon like this time, adventurers would flock to the area, it was plain to see. And they would be wiped out. They would have to continue to maintain the recognition inhibition on the Tree Sea.

"So, what should we do about this? You’ll be using the Moonshadow Wolf pelts for the magic suppression cloth too, right?" Darius seemed worried about whether they had enough pelts.

"No, we got a huge amount of pelts this time. So, it would be better to just attach them to the shields or stick them onto the armor. But... since it’s fur, it’s a little hot."

Even though it wasn’t summer, fur was hot for people who moved around a lot. Mireille seemed worried about that.

"It’s not a problem if you attach it to the outside of the armor. Besides, there are also ice-attribute attacks. Don’t worry about the temperature."

"In that case... I’ll focus on processing the carapace monster shell powder onto the pelts today. I’ll have all the armor and shields finished by tomorrow. After that, the question is how to use the magic suppression cloth...."

Mireille spread out the blueprints for the Magic Furnace and furrowed her brow. The center of the magic liquid storage facility in the furnace was a cross-shaped corridor, surrounded by a large circular passage. It would be easy if she could cover it with a single cloth like a net, but it didn't seem like it would be that simple.

"...Wasn’t there a fire-attribute powder in the tower?"

Darius said this as he gestured to a distant Leonhard, calling him over and reaching out his hand.

"Let me have the ring back for a moment." Leonhard was hesitant, but he returned the ring to Darius.

"So... this was yours after all, Darius-san." Mireille peered at the ring in Darius’s hand.

"Yes. It was the first gift Ariel gave me. She likes candy, you see, and she said it was to thank me for it."

He put on the ring with a nostalgic look, but it didn’t fit, and he gave a wry smile.

"I had it slightly altered to fit Leonhard’s finger for this mission. ...It was her first gift, so I might have done something wrong."

Her chest stung with a small pang. Her master’s first present. He had gone to the trouble of having it altered for this mission just to entrust it to Leonhard. Thinking about that feeling, the back of her nose grew hot.

"...Ariel had drilled me in basic metalworking. She makes truly amazing weapons and tools. I begged her to let me try too, but... I couldn't create anything new from scratch. Still, I have some magic, and I can at least tinker with weapons."

Darius let out a sigh.

"If there’s any fire-attribute powder, do you think you could make a device like a party cracker, where the friction causes the cloth to pop out?" he asked.

It seemed he had intended to go to the tower with Mireille, but he told Leonhard, "Go with her and help her search the shelves," and returned the ring.

But Mireille had a sudden flash of inspiration. ...That’s right. Instead of handing out a magic suppression cloth to each person, it would be much more convenient if it could be deployed with a single pop.

"That’s it! Darius-san, if you can work with metal, I have a request!"

—

She decided to have Darius melt down some Magic Silver and make rings to fit everyone.

The alchemical metal ingots her master had made were stored on the third floor of the tower, and from among them, she chose the Magic Silver, which was the easiest to work with.

There wasn't a large amount, so it wasn't enough to make weapons, but it was plenty for small items like rings.

She handed over the Magic Silver and a metal mold, and Darius used the fire attribute dwelling in his own dagger like a burner to finish the rings for their comrades one after another.

Now, all she had to do was make a cracker box for the magic suppression cloth that could be deployed from the ring, and it could be used even in the middle of a battle.

"Today, I’m processing pelts, and on top of that, processing the magic suppression cloth cracker! I have so much to do!" Mireille murmured as if to encourage herself, and clenched her fist.

Leonhard, who had been listening nearby, hurriedly stopped her.

"Ariel, you’re rushing too much. If you don’t get some sleep, you’ll run out of magic."

"...But, I want to do it!" Mireille smiled, not backing down.

Just one more push for today’s work.



		
			Chapter 91

			First Fight, Witnessed by a Fairy?

			The moment they arrived at the tower, Leonhard beat her to the punch.

"You’re pushing yourself a little too hard. You’re the only one who can do alchemy, so please rest."

"I, I’m fine!"

When she got an idea, she couldn't help but try it out. She wanted to challenge herself with both the cracker-type device and the pelt processing, pushing as far as she could.

...And yet, when Leonhard stared at her like that, her excitement instantly deflated.

"...I understand. Then, I’ll take a good break after working for an hour."

"No. One hour of work, one hour of rest."

"A, at least thirty minutes! We won’t make it in time at that rate!"

"Your magic will run dry if you don’t rest. You’re not just making them, you’re delivering items that can be used safely, right? We don’t have time to test prototypes this time around. That’s why delivering perfect, high-quality items is what you always do, right?"

"Ugh..." She was speechless. He was right.

She timidly looked up at him with pleading eyes.

"Hey! When did you learn that trick?" He pinched her cheek, pulling it gently, then drew her into his chest.

"I’m worried about you. Your master pushed herself too hard because she thought she was the only one who could do it, right? Darius still regrets it. ...You have me now. And I can see that you’re overdoing it. So please, put yourself first."

His words resonated in her heart. What Leonhard-san said was right. And it was true that lately, Darius-san’s profile looked pained.

Maybe I was rushing, too.

She felt dejected.

"...First, I’ll rest."

She said this and tried to wrap her arms around his back for a tight hug, but...

"I can’t let you get tired." He slipped away, putting distance between them.

...Eh?

What was that, an instantaneous hug followed by an incomplete combustion move. What do you mean there’s not even a lingering scent!?

Grrr.... How cruel. Way too cruel!!

—

Leonhard began checking the shelves beside her. The materials were neatly arranged by attribute. There were even notes with the date and part of the monster, making it incredibly easy for a novice to understand.

"Fire attribute... around here, I guess."

He opened a shelf, then closed it, opened another, then closed it. Everything from a Salamander’s tail to what looked like spice berries from a plant was lined up.

"What color is the fire-attribute powder? Black?"

"Black or red."

...Wait, her voice sounds a bit cold. Did she dislike being forced to rest that much?

I’m holding back, too...! I want to touch Mireille, but I’m enduring it all...!

He felt a little irritated. The result was silence. A heavy atmosphere.

As if she couldn’t bear it anymore, Mireille said.

"I’m going to the spring outside to get some magic water."

"Then I’ll go."

"Please leave me alone!!"

She shot him down completely. But it was outside, and the sun had already set.

"I’ll be sure to keep my distance from you... I’m going with you." As he said that, the air grew even colder.

...Wait? Was that a mistake? But I can’t just let her go alone at night....

In the end, he trudged along behind her. In silence, of course.

When they reached the spring, only the sound of the water seemed to echo loudly. If yesterday’s Light Fairy had shown up, he could have used it to start a conversation, but at times like these, there was nothing.

I, who was walking behind her at a set distance as she filled the jar with water.

Unable to bear it any longer, Leonhard opened his mouth.

"Look, I’m sorry I made you angry. I’m sorry I couldn’t leave you alone, I just... I’m sorry. I only wanted you to rest. I’ll sleep on the fourth floor tonight. You can have some time to yourself and rest slowly—"

That’s what he had intended to convey. But Mireille took the water she had just drawn, and threw it at me.

"I’ve had enough!!"

She shouted, and then stormed back to the tower.

Left behind were an empty jar and a soaking wet me.

...What is this.

I know I made her angry. But did she want to be alone that badly? Or, did saying "rest" hurt her pride as an alchemist?

...I don’t know why.

He picked up the fallen jar and headed back to the spring. And there, the Light Fairy that hadn’t been there before came fluttering over.

"You’re late," he couldn’t help but sigh.

For a rare Light Fairy to appear three days in a row would normally be a miraculous event. But for him right now, the fact that the only one he had to consult about his love life was that rare Light Fairy was just too sad.

Of course, there was no reply. Just a fluffy, glowing thing.

"Hey, why do you think I made her so angry..."

His monologue was drowned out by the sound of the water. He gazed at the Light Fairy before him.

"Did you know? You’re apparently a very rare being."

It’s a fairy, not a monster. So it doesn’t have a magic core. But, if a light-attribute monster was just as beautiful and ephemeral.

...I still don't think I could kill a light-attribute monster to take its magic core. Especially since it's not even attacking.

In the end, the only option was to extract the light attribute from the Moonshadow Wolf magic cores they already had. No matter how noble his intentions, only Mireille could do it.

When he thought about it that way... he was ultimately pushing the burden onto her, too.

"I guess I’ll apologize one more time. ...Do you think she’ll forgive me?"

The Light Fairy just floated there, fluffy and aimless. It gave him no answer.

"Ignoring me, huh. You’re a tough one..."

He laughed with a sigh and filled the jar with water. The gloom in his chest had yet to clear.



		
			Chapter 92

			Holding the Crying Cat

			I opened the tower door ever so gently.

Should I just leave the water and go, or should I apologize first... no, what should I do?

Second floor, not here. Third floor, huh? Not here....

(I’m sure she went in, right? Where is she?)

I was about to search outside in a panic when I happened to look up at the fourth floor.

No way....

...There she was.

In the pitch-black room, curled up with her knees to her chest next to the wooden boxes.

"Mireille?" I called out softly, as if approaching a hissing cat.

"What is it! Just leave me alone!" See, she hissed.

But seeing me soaking wet seemed to calm her down a little.

"...I’m sorry, for throwing water on you."

"Yeah, it was a bit of a surprise."

Silence.

"Can I ask why you were angry?" No reply.

I sit down next to her. The moment I tried to touch her shoulder, my hand was slapped away with a *pashi*.

(So it’s no use...)

But immediately after, Mireille’s shoulders began to tremble, and tears started to fall one by one.

"L, Leonhard-san, you’re so... hk! You tell me not to work!"

(But I didn’t say that!)

"You said we should make time to be affectionate!"

(That’s why I held back so you could rest!)

"And even so, you hug me and then disappear! And you tell me to be alone! It makes no sense!"

It was a complete mess. But she was so cute I couldn’t stand it.

"So what, you want me to hold you for your entire break?"

Leonhard asked, sounding troubled. But her next response was unexpected.

"Why... why won’t you stay by my side!"

Her tear-streaked face pleaded with me, and my mind went blank.

Umm...

"...Can I hold you?"

"D, don’t ask!"

She pounded my chest with her fists. I caught her hands and, on impulse, touched her fingertips with my tongue like a cat.

"...Hk!" Her shoulders trembled, and her movements stopped.

I pulled her closer and stroked her head. This time, she didn’t resist. In fact, she entrusted her feverish body to me.

I kissed her forehead, then let my lips slide down her cheek and sealed them over hers. A light touch wasn't enough to satisfy me, so my tongue lapped at the taste of her tears.

"Nn..." Mireille’s hoarse voice and my sealing lips were simultaneous.

The moment my fingertips traced the nape of her neck, her breath hitched. And with each small touch, our breaths intertwined, and the heat between us grew.

"...The reason I can do my best... is because you’re here, Leonhard-san. Because you pat my head and hold me... it makes me feel safe. Don’t take that away..."

Ah, I see.

I was trying to let her rest. But for Mireille, physical affection with me was her greatest source of mental comfort.

Once more, I kissed her deeply. Our breaths mingled, and when I gently pulled my lips away... her trembling and her anger had subsided, and she was nestled perfectly in my arms.

She really is like a cat. Sulking, crying, and then calming down when she’s petted. I almost burst out laughing.

"From now on, I’ll be sure to spoil you without holding back. Let’s do our best together." I whispered, and Mireille, her face bright red, gave a small nod.



		
			Chapter 93

			A Ban on Physical Contact

			After washing and hanging our wet clothes, I took the opportunity to rinse the sweat from my body at the spring. This mana-infused water seemed to wash away not just the dirt from my body, but the weariness from my soul. I could not help but let out a deep sigh.

"...This is like being brought back to life."

A smile came to my lips naturally. I recalled the sight of Mireille just moments ago. She had been so desperate, so clearly wanting me. The thought alone warmed my chest. Perhaps she was becoming dependent on me. But there was no way that could feel bad.

Fuyo fuyo. The Light Fairies drifted over again. At this point, they had lost all sense of rarity.

"Sorry to make you worry. We made up safely." I suppose they were my confidants, in a way. But they gave no reply, merely floating there. It seemed that from the Light Fairies’ perspective, I was now considered "safety confirmed."

I returned to the tower and borrowed Mireille’s all-purpose dagger to dry my clothes. I made it blow a slightly stronger gust of wind from its tip, sending the water droplets flying with a sharp flap. Once you get used to this thing, it’s basically a household appliance. Darius’s sword was practically a blowtorch.

"Well, it’ll dry soon enough."

Until then, I had no choice but to be in a single pair of underlinens. Our time was short, but I wanted Mireille to rest. So I decided to speak up.

"Hey. I think even I could handle sprinkling the powder on the furs and adding the water. I can’t do the final mana stabilization, though."

"...Oh, are you sure? That part doesn’t take any mana at all, so that would be a huge help." She seemed surprised, blinking her eyes as she replied.

Alright, then.

"You need to rest, too. If you work hard for an hour... maybe we could, you know, have some physical contact for about thirty minutes..."

As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized. This was going to be a complete test of my own endurance.

Mireille pressed her lips together, looking troubled, and then...

"W, well, about that..."

"Hm?"

"...Y, you can’t until your clothes are dry!" she shouted, her face bright red.

...What?

As I mentioned, I was shirtless, wearing only a single pair of undergarments. I thought I was showing off a rather well-trained body, but...

"What do you mean I can’t?" I asked, trying to close the distance with a smirk.

"N, no! Absolutely not! No physical contact until your clothes are dry!"

Mireille pushed against my chest with both hands and scrambled back with a little yelp. Seeing the tears in her eyes, I froze.

(...Wait, is she seriously repulsed by this?)

Come to think of it, this was the first time I had shown her my bare torso. Could it be... she was the type who gets more excited when I’m clothed!?

"Hey... just to be sure. Do you prefer it when we’re intimate with our clothes on?"

I wasn't sure how to ask, but I had heard there were people with such preferences.

Mireille averted her gaze and answered in a trembling voice.

"It’s not really a preference... It’s just, when I see you without a shirt... I’m reminded that you’re a man... and it’s scary."

"..."

It felt like I had been struck over the head. That’s right. She was still only eighteen.

The Knight Order was full of shirtless men, and the noblewomen who pursued me were always trying to get my clothes off. But that wasn't normal.

The sense of closeness we had built suddenly crumbled, and a strange feeling of guilt washed over me. I really had been trying to make a move on a very young woman, hadn’t I.

I hurriedly turned my back to her and focused on the task of sprinkling powder on the furs.

"...I won’t touch you. Don’t worry. I’ll act in a way that doesn’t frighten you."

I continued my work, as if trying to convince myself.

Will I really be able to stand beside her as her "lover" when this is all over? My anxieties were endless.

Meanwhile, Mireille was in a state of intense turmoil as well.

Leonhard’s toned body. The scars he must have gotten in battle. All of it, combined with his wet hair and bare torso... was far too alluring.

(Wh, why... why are you so seductive when you’re a man!!)

I instinctively turned my face away, but his words from earlier echoed in my ears.

"If you do alchemy for an hour, we’ll have physical contact for thirty minutes."

The breaks... were Leonhard’s idea. But I was the one who first asked for "physical contact as a break." He was properly trying to grant my wish.

I know that. I know, and yet...

(I, I can’t...!!)

In the corner of my eye, I could see a droplet of water drip from his wet hair. It traced a path down his toned chest... and glistened.

Leonhard-san, why do you have more sex appeal than any woman!

(You’re so dazzling, I have absolutely no resistance!)

I screamed desperately inside my head.

(At least... at least let your hair dry. Please lock all that allure away inside your clothes first...!)

There was nothing I could do about the frantic bakubaku pounding of my heart.



		
			Chapter 94

			The Silver Furs and the Morning Panic

			For both of them.

Leonhard felt a sense of guilt, thinking, "I was way too aggressive with a normal eighteen-year-old girl..." Mireille felt a sense of guilt, thinking, "I was the one who brought up physical contact..."

Though they were burdened by these misplaced feelings of guilt, the Moonshadow Wolf furs were completed without a hitch.

The pile of furs shimmered a brilliant silver, looking like a mountain of treasure.

"...This looks like it could become some seriously powerful equipment. If we attach this to shields and armor... won’t the Tree Sea Defense Force become almost cheat-level strong?" I found myself growing a little concerned about the existence of this Tree Sea Defense Force and the future of the Tree Sea.

Once finished, it would be so high-spec that it would completely unbalance them against the other knight orders. Well, Darius would probably keep it under wraps... hopefully.

One task was finished, and they moved on to the next.

"Next is the fire-attributed powder. Its role is to pop out like a cracker," Mireille said. It seemed she was considering various patterns in her head.

"Fire Spirit Rock... Bombardment Rock... Raging Fire Rock... Why do so many fire-attributed things have such aggressive names?"

Just as Darius had said, the fire-attribute shelf contained all sorts of powders. He must have spent a good deal of time looking through these shelves to be so familiar with them.

"We just need a weak one this time. We wouldn’t want any fingers to get blown off."

"...Y, you have a way of saying scary things so casually."

Leonhard was starting to panic. But he supposed it made sense. The contents were Magic Suppression Cloth, so it wouldn't burn. Still, it would be packed into a ring and pop out. That pop was just like gunpowder. It was far too dangerous if you weren't careful.

"There are rocks deep underwater that can act like gunpowder... but exploring underwater in the Tree Sea is scary, isn’t it?"

"Yeah, you can’t hold your breath for long."

"Then I’ll look for an earth-attributed one."

She rummaged through the shelf.

"Crushing Sand... crumbles under pressure..."

"The name sounds right, but we’ll have to experiment outside."

"It’s getting late, should we just sleep for today..."

The problem was where to sleep.

Leonhard looked down at his wet clothes, troubled. If he moved away, she would cry. If he wore the clothes, she might catch a cold. If he took them off, she would reject him.

He understood her reasoning, so it wasn’t like she was being selfish, and it wasn’t unpleasant, but what should he do?

"I, I want to think about the cracker device a little more," Mireille said, averting her gaze.

Things were completely awkward between them.

"...What about just... getting used to it?"

"Huh?"

"Here!"

Leonhard quietly moved beside Mireille and peered into her face.

Mireille stared intently. Silence.

Leonhard swallowed hard. What was he supposed to do when she stared at him like that?

Huh...?

"Mireille, your nose is bleeding!?"

Leonhard frantically stuffed some nearby cotton into her nose.

"...I’m sorry, it seems I have no resistance... You see, it was just my master and me, and all the employees were women. I’ve never even seen Darius-san undressed at our home, so I can’t get used to it right away."

Mireille grew dejected. She had been looking at his bare torso next to her for a while now, but far from getting used to it... the doki doki in her heart was only growing stronger.

(To think I said those things tonight to someone so dazzling... I’m so embarrassed...)

"I’m sorry for worrying you."

"No, it’s my fault too. Being shirtless is an everyday thing in the Knight Order... You know, we’re all idiots, so we show off our muscles to each other."

As he tried to turn it into a joke, an idea suddenly occurred to Leonhard.

"That’s it, if we turn off the light..."

The second floor was pitch black. Nothing was visible.

"This way, you can feel safe until you get used to it."

But there was one thing neither of them knew. That after they slept, the morning would come.

The next morning.

"...?!" Mireille’s eyes opened to a view completely filled by Leonhard’s chest. What’s more, she had been unconsciously snuggled up against that chest while she slept.

"Wh, whawhawha...!" Mireille shot up, her face beet red.

Meanwhile, Leonhard recalled the feeling of her body heat against his bare skin and thought...

(...I’m completely out of line, aren’t I...)

His guilt deepened even further.



		
			Chapter 95

			A Voice Reaches the Critically Injured Captain

			The cracker device for the ring, which contained gunpowder, was to be tested at the base. The plan was apparently to attach the device, made from a combination of fire-resistant shells, to the tip of the ring.

To attach the Moonshadow Wolf fur to everyone’s shields and armor, Mireille worked amicably with the other squad members.

As for Leonhard, the events of last night left him with a lingering sense of unease whenever he saw younger members conversing with her. However, a troubling situation had arisen within the base, and he was busy dealing with that.

In the captain’s office. Leonhard, Darius, and Kyle were gathered around a desk.

"...So, what’s the status of the regular communications?" Leonhard was the first to speak.

Kyle shrugged awkwardly.

"We’re still continuing them. With Darius-san’s supervision, of course... to Julius." Kyle gave a wry smile. They couldn’t let it be known that Cerio, the king’s shadow, was dead. Cutting off the regular communications would imply the king’s shadow had either died or defected. For that reason, they kept the reports going.

"For now, our official situation is that we ‘cannot move from the base due to being unable to create new alchemical items’ and that we ‘suffered many injuries during an exploration.’ ...Also, that the ‘communications officer is dead, and the unit captain is in critical condition.’"

"Hmph. And I, the critically injured captain, am still getting messages," Leonhard said with a small sigh.

Ever since he had arrived at this base, strange things had been happening constantly. Morse code signals were arriving directly for him, the captain, from Supreme Commander Julius.

While magic communication was standard in this country, the mana in the Tree Sea was too dense, making it unstable. Magical birds were also preyed upon by monsters. That was why, following the example of the more science-oriented neighboring country, Morse code was used for covert communications.

"Morse is one-way. If we don’t reply, they have no way of confirming," Leonhard said, tapping his fingers lightly on the desk.

"At first, the messages seemed benevolent, like ‘Should I send supplies?’ But... the fact that the Supreme Commander was contacting me, a captain directly under the king, was suspicious from the start. Besides, Julius and I are like cats and dogs."

"Hmm. In my case, the previous captain was Ariel, so I was allowed in and out of here to keep track of the Mage Order’s movements. We were also lovers. In fact, I was having trouble seeing the Mage Order’s movements at all..." Darius crossed his arms.

The Mage Order reported directly to the Supreme Commander. However, the tricky part was that they had little contact outside of conflicts. They were also very prideful, claiming that things like relief efforts were outside their jurisdiction.

It made one wonder what they did besides managing the Magic Furnaces, but they were trying to create more living weapons like Ariel, so they were a unit the country could not afford to neglect.

Of course, people like Ariel were not born so easily, and no one involved would have ever imagined her subsequent relationship with Darius.

"Until now, there was never any mention of the Mage Order, which Julius manages. He just keeps sending one-way messages with incomprehensible excuses like ‘Do you have enough food?’ or ‘I can’t send Potions because they aren’t available on the market.’" Leonhard’s voice was low.

Kyle lifted his head.

"...And about the most recent regular communication. He asked, ‘Were you unable to retrieve any magic cores, since you have injured men?’"

Leonhard also chimed in.

"I got a message from Julius related to the Mage Order for the first time too. The supply of magic cores for the Magic Furnaces has stopped. He says it’s because the supply from the Tree Sea Defense Force is gone. They need a large amount, so if the Tree Sea Defense Force can’t move, he wants permission for the Mage Order to subjugate monsters."

Darius’s eyebrow twitched.

"Nonsense. The management of the Tree Sea is the sole prerogative of the Tree Sea Defense Force."

Leonhard nodded.

"And the fact that he’s contacting me, when I’m supposed to be critically injured and unable to move, is what’s so... you know."

With a sigh, he continued.

"Managing the Magic Furnaces on Sacred Peak Mountain is their job, but they have no right to touch the monsters in the Tree Sea. ...Asking me, a man in critical condition, for permission is..."

"...Does that mean he just went through the motions, knowing he wouldn’t get permission?" Kyle murmured.

"We do have magic cores. Should we tell him we’ll deliver them? To coincide with the day of the coup d’état." Leonhard’s eyes narrowed.



		
			Chapter 96

			Julius's Shadow and a Father's Decision

			Darius removed the base-use bracelet Ariel had prepared for him and teleported to Adrian’s townhouse for the first time in a while.

In truth, it was Adrian who had sheltered Darius when he was being pursued by the king. To an outsider, Darius of the king’s faction and Adrian of the noble faction must have seemed like bitter rivals. However, no one knew of the unseen friendship they shared through Ariel.

This time, he had come to see Adrian to discuss the date of the coup d’état and the current situation.

The request from Supreme Commander Julius for permission to explore the Tree Sea and subjugate monsters seemed to have been made with the expectation that "contact with Leonhard is impossible" from the very beginning.

If they continued to ignore him, the Mage Order might forcibly enter the base and wreak havoc in the Tree Sea.

And so, the response Leonhard proposed was this.

"Due to injuries sustained during monster subjugation, we have been waiting to recover while consuming our stock of Potions, but our condition has not yet stabilized. We have secured a certain number of water-attributed magic cores and plan to deliver them to the Magic Furnace in X days. We are currently investigating the monster situation within the Tree Sea, and unauthorized subjugation or exploration cannot be permitted."

...For the moment, the plan was to stall them.

Leonhard had suggested that the coup d’état take place the night before the X day, or on the night of that day itself.

On the day the Defense Force was scheduled to arrive at the Magic Furnace, security from the mages would likely be tighter than usual. And their response would surely change the moment they saw the cheat-level fur-lined armor of the Defense Force soldiers. If they acted the night before or the night of, security would be reduced, as more personnel would be allocated for the daytime, and they would be off their guard.

With the Night Vision Lenses, it would be easier to capture the remaining mages, and the squad members' equipment would be hidden by the darkness.

"It would be helpful if you could decide on a date for the coup d’état."

After updating Adrian on the base’s progress, it was decided that he would seek his father’s judgment on the date of the coup.

But even though he had asked his father for help with the coup back then, he honestly hadn't expected him to cooperate.

His father had never once approved of his relationship with Ariel. He simply "couldn’t stop it."

From his father’s perspective, a romance between the second son of a ducal house and a girl below the rank of a commoner who was bought by the state (outwardly, the daughter of an alchemy shop owner) was beyond scandalous. At best, he should have made her a mistress and taken a proper wife. That must have been what his father thought.

The only reason he wasn't forced into an arranged marriage was to avoid provoking Ariel, a living weapon.

(If you just explain things to her properly, she’s not a dangerous woman at all. She’s not someone who acts out of self-interest. She was just a pure child who would happily lick a piece of candy and smile.)

During the report, Adrian heard about Julius’s movements and grimaced.

"Julius is... almost certainly guilty. That’s why we need to handle him with caution. However, his situation is the same as Kyle’s."

"He’s being threatened?"

"Yes. It’s a rumor, but... apparently he was the Queen’s plaything for a long time."

"..."

Darius’s expression also soured.

"With the recent personnel changes, Leonhard, a commoner, was demoted. In contrast, Julius, from a marquis house, was promoted. But what’s strange is what happened right before that. Immediately after Ariel’s disappearance, the Imperial Guard he commanded was dispatched to the Tree Sea for just one week. Many of his subordinates died, and he himself was nearly killed. He failed to complete the mission, yet for some reason, he was promoted..."

Leonhard had been able to avoid the Queen’s clutches because Darius, as his direct superior, had always been aware of any potential contact between the First Knight Order and the Queen. But the Imperial Guard reported directly to the king. Only the king could know the situation. That was why Darius couldn’t intervene.

(That Morse code signal... is it a mix of a guilty conscience and orders from the king? Even so, to Leonhard, Julius is nothing but an enemy...)

Adrian continued, his voice pained.

"Also... this is difficult to say, but a decision has been made. In this coup, even if something were to happen to Ariel... the king’s punishment will be limited to ‘confinement.’"

"...What did you say?" Darius couldn’t help but raise his voice.

"Ariel might have suffered terribly! No... she may have already!"

"I know... but executing the king would expose the coup d’état and give other countries a pretext to attack. Therefore, he will be confined in a building with a strong magic barrier and tight security. That is the limit."

...In the end, even if the coup succeeded. The King and Queen would live on as if nothing had happened.

No matter how much Ariel had been hurt. Even if she were already dead.

All Darius could do was grit his teeth in frustration.



		
			Chapter 97

			Something Stronger Than Bloodline

			For Julius, who had been raised as a true noble and taught from a young age to "be superior to all others," Leonhard, a commoner, was an utterly unforgivable existence.

He didn't want to admit it, but he believed that if there was anyone who could usurp his position, it was him and him alone.

Since Leonhard was of common birth, no matter how many achievements he accumulated, he was merely a Knight Baron, a title that would last for only one generation. While he was treated as a viscount to lead the knight order, which included nobles, the true nobles who valued bloodlines paid him no mind once they learned of his commoner origins.

What’s more, the man himself nonchalantly declared his commoner background. To Julius, this self-deprecating attitude seemed nothing short of pathetic.

And yet, for the first time in his life, he felt he could not match the man. He had never been able to beat him in a swordsmanship tournament. The deep trust he commanded from his superiors and subordinates. He compared everything to himself and was constantly tormented by anxiety.

The only thing in which he was superior was his noble bloodline and the connections that came with it. But Julius could never admit such a thing.

He wanted to bring Leonhard down, one way or another.

When the king issued an order to each knight order to "create pawns that move as you wish," Julius targeted Kyle, the vice-captain whom Leonhard trusted most.

Kyle had his circumstances, and there were openings to exploit. But more than that, he wanted to see Leonhard smile, unaware that he was being betrayed. He wanted to laugh at him. That was his desire.

Still, alongside his hatred for Leonhard, there was also envy.

He himself was a doll, ensnared by the Queen.

At first, he had resisted the Queen’s temptations. At the same time, as the heir to a marquis house, he could not afford to displease her. However, if he engaged in the relationship the Queen desired, he would incur the King’s wrath, and his house would be ruined.

In the beginning, he had told the Queen,

"While I do not wish to resist your beauty, Your Majesty, I have a duty to protect my family. It is most regrettable."

And she had been satisfied with him merely kneeling. However, being forced to gently press a kiss to her shadow became a daily routine.

Eventually, he began to wonder if the King himself was a co-conspirator, as the time he spent alone with the Queen in rooms he was confined to by the King’s order increased.

In those rooms, an incense that numbed the mind was always burning.

He tried tactics like arranging audiences in the presence of several people, but gradually, resistance began to feel futile.

Before he knew it, he was at the beck and call of a Queen he found not at all to his taste. And at some point, he even found himself craving the Queen’s affection.

This relationship continued for a long time. Trapped by the sweet scent, his means of resistance were sealed. Only the anxiety that his infidelity would be exposed occupied his mind.

Noble society had sharp ears. Someone was always watching. Rumors may have been circulating. He was the heir to a marquis, so no one would dare speak of rumors to his face, but the King, being the very person who had set him up, must have known about his relationship with the Queen.

Moreover, he could not understand the actions of a King who doted on the Queen. What was he thinking, setting up opportunities for her to play with young knights?

And yet, Leonhard had escaped the Queen’s grasp. Despite similar situations being created many times, Supreme Commander Darius had protected him.

Darius was from a ducal house. And yet, he protected the commoner Leonhard, while he, a true noble, was not protected.

It was pathetic. Tears welled up in his eyes. He was no match for Leonhard in any way.



		
			Chapter 98

			The Price of Favor, A Pawn Controlled by the Queen

			The days passed with these twisted feelings.

It seemed his value as the Queen’s plaything had gradually diminished. The Queen’s contact with Julius lessened, and then eventually ceased altogether.

And then, a shockwave ran through him. He was informed that Darius had eloped with a commoner woman after embezzling funds.

Then, he himself received an order. The Imperial Guard, a unit directly under the king, was to place the Tree Sea Defense Force under its command.

Until now, only the higher-ups knew of the Tree Sea Defense Force, but its captain was apparently the commoner woman who had fled with Darius. It made sense to receive such an order when the Tree Sea Defense Force was without a captain, but...

Furthermore, because the woman had been a town alchemist, the Potions and High Potions she had made remained at the base. The order was to exchange them for ones made by the captain of the Mage Order. This part, he couldn't understand. Why was it necessary to exchange them?

He had never consciously thought about it since its entrance was concealed by recognition-inhibiting magic, but entering the Tree Sea for the first time, he found it to be a dreadful place.

Monsters he had never seen before swarmed them.

They were completely outmatched. In a chaotic scramble where men used each other as shields, half of the Imperial Guard members were devoured by monsters before they had even covered a few kilometers.

Julius himself only survived thanks to a High Potion he had been carrying. It was from a shop called the Moonshadow Teahouse, the very establishment run by the owner who had been protecting this Tree Sea Defense Force.

It shouldn’t have been a great distance to the base... It was then that he understood the King’s resentment and terror.

The King was mad. This was his own direct unit. To send us in like this, without any supplies, was tantamount to sending us to our deaths.

A thought struck him. The Imperial Guard was composed of the sons of nobles. Was he the only one? The only noble to have been victimized by the Queen. Weren’t there many among them who had been in the same situation as him?

He exchanged the specified potions with the king’s shadow who was there. Then, the shadow handed him a monster-repelling bell from the base, telling him to take it back as it was no longer needed by the Tree Sea Defense Force.

Thanks to that bell, he returned with his life, but many of the heirs of influential nobles had perished. They were his precious subordinates.

He went to the King and Queen, filled with rage.

There, he found the King, speaking with a vacant smile as he puffed on a cigar.

"Did you think I knew nothing?"

The Queen had kept video recordings of all their past trysts. It was his ruin.

The King continued, spreading the smoke of his suspicious cigar.

"Become a pawn that moves as I and the Queen command. Don’t worry, I won’t treat you poorly. If you do as I say, I’ll swap you and your subordinates with that commoner you hate, you know, Leonhard, the captain of the First Knight Order, and his commoner knights. As for you... yes. How about Supreme Commander, taking Darius’s place? That way, the Knight Orders and the Mage Order will be as good as under my direct command."

He laughed as he said it. I accepted his demands.

Soon after, Leonhard was ordered to become the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force.

In the end, he was making Leonhard do what he himself could not. He was having Leonhard throw away the life that he himself could not bear to part with.

After all, wasn't he living in shame, no match for Leonhard in any way?

"You would do well to remember. Those whispered to have ‘received favor’ in the court also become targets for elimination."

He said it knowing it would anger Leonhard.

But at the same time, those were words meant for himself. And they were a truth he wanted to convey to Leonhard.

From Kyle, the king’s pawn, he had heard that the Tree Sea Defense Force was struggling. He found himself thinking, could he not send some supplies from the city, even just food?

Julius sent message after message via Morse code, though no reply ever came. Leonhard was said to be in critical condition from a monster attack. A reply was never going to come. And what’s more, Kyle, whom he had trusted, he had turned into a traitor.

He felt like he was being crushed by guilt towards both Leonhard and Kyle.

He had thought the healing medicine promised to Kyle for his girlfriend didn’t even exist. The captain of the Mage Order had said he could make it, but he showed no signs of actually doing so.

My former self, out of my own inferiority complex, had only wanted to see Leonhard’s downfall.

Now, because of my cowardly self, unable to let go of my life and pride, I was threatening both of their lives and destroying their bond.

Pathetic. A sob escaped him. He couldn't consult anyone. And in this state, he had become the Supreme Commander.

There was a request from the Mage Order. They said the supply of magic cores for the Magic Furnaces was cut off, and they wanted permission from the Tree Sea Defense Force to subjugate monsters.

The Tree Sea Defense Force belonged to the king, while the Mage Order was managed by the Supreme Commander. Therefore, he had to make the request, even if only as a formality.

The current Tree Sea Defense Force was likely in no condition to subjugate monsters, and with Leonhard in critical condition, there would probably be no reply. Even if there was, wouldn't they be happy to have someone subjugate monsters for them?

Julius did as he was told and sent the request to Leonhard for permission for the Mage Order to explore the Tree Sea and subjugate monsters.

He never imagined that the response would be different from what he expected.



		
			Chapter 99

			The Madness of the Mage Order's Captain

			Rainer, captain of the Mage Order, looked down at the chained Ariel.

Her cheeks and arms were pale and emaciated. She was less like a person now and more like a doll. He wondered if a person could change this much in just a month.

I’m sure even the man you loved would scream in surprise if he saw this skeletal figure. Rainer’s face twisted.

She can’t produce blood.

It was fine at first. I was using her High Potions that were left at the base. The effect was truly amazing. It made her generate the drawn blood almost instantly. I was then wringing the mana from it.

But now it was different. Her blood had thinned, and there were times when there was no mana mixed in it at all. Even an ordinary person has some small amount of mana.

Her heart had stopped multiple times.

Each time, he would forcibly pour the High Potions he made into her. She would revive. But her recovery was nothing like before. Her appearance was only moving closer to death.

"...You’ve become quite docile."

She used to struggle, suffer, scratch the floor until her fingers bled, and weep tears of blood. But now, she didn’t even groan. It was a wonder she was even breathing.

Sometimes, even when her eyes were open, they were unfocused, as if she were simply sinking into a deep darkness.

Rainer snorted.

"How boring...."

Ariel, unfortunately, had a role that only Ariel could fill. The construction of Magic Furnaces and the subjugation of monsters.

Perhaps he should stop for a while. Deactivate the device that drew blood and converted it to mana, and wait for her body to generate blood again.

"It can’t be helped. ...You are still useful."

He wanted those High Potions that could regenerate even an arm. But only she could make them.

No matter how many times Rainer tried to replicate the formula, he could not create a potion powerful enough to restore blood. If he had that, he could wring mana from her for the rest of her life, just as planned.

It was infuriating. If only she had obediently kneeled and groveled before me from the start, it would not have come to this.

In her current state, he could take everything from her without any resistance. He could take her body, drain her mana, even take her life as he pleased.

But that wouldn’t do.

Rainer narrowed his eyes.

"Weep and cling to me. Beg for your life. And then say, ‘Please let me work for you.’ ...Otherwise, it’s no fun."

That image of her, offering up her life and body for Darius. He couldn’t forgive the fact that it wasn’t directed at him. That was why, the next time she awoke, he would remake her into his own.

But at the same time, reality loomed. She had to recover quickly.

He had told the King and Queen that he could extract mana from the Magic Furnaces forever. He couldn’t get away with saying Ariel died in about a month, or that he could no longer extract mana.

He would never be able to build another Magic Furnace. He would no longer be able to extract mana. He would be unable to protect the country from the great powers. His own head would roll.

In truth, mages were not all-powerful. Someone like Ariel, who possessed all attributes, was close to a miracle.

Normally, a mage would have only one attribute, like fire or water. At most, they might have two. And even then, it was common for them not to possess outstanding power. Some, like the Queen, had none at all.

In the end, the only difference between them and trained soldiers was that they could achieve things slightly more impressive than alchemical tools without needing any equipment. Of course, being a mage was impressive in itself.

Ariel was an exception. A living weapon born from cheat-level abilities and grueling effort.

"...Is it useless to gather all the Potions in the city?"

Glaring at the pile of bottles, Rainer clicked his tongue softly. All of them had weak effects. Her blood never fully returned, and her mana recovery was inconsistent.

"Then... for the time being, I have no choice but to have the mages gather magic cores."

He muttered this and slapped the sleeping Ariel’s cheek. The white cheek reddened where it was struck, and a small moan escaped her lips.

"...That’s right. Let me hear more of that voice."

Rainer smiled.



		
			Chapter 100

			Alchemy and Wavering Feelings

			After finishing his discussion, Leonhard headed to the place where Mireille was conducting her alchemy experiments.

What he saw there was a scene of Mireille conversing with a young soldier. ...That must be Folter.

The man who had the "secretly taken photos of Mireille." And now here he was, face bright red, talking to Mireille.

(Hey, hey, his ulterior motives are completely obvious...!)

I wanted to stop him. I desperately wanted to stop him. But since he was helping, it would be strange for me to interfere.

...Folter, if I recall, he’s closer in age to Mireille than I am.

I wonder if it’s easier for her to talk to someone from the same generation.

At the very least, she might not think of him as "scary" like she does me.

Yesterday, when she saw my bare torso and was genuinely frightened... that had subtly taken its toll.

Honestly, my chest still ached.

In the first place, the only man Mireille had been close to was Darius. It felt like I had taken advantage of her lack of experience... The guilt was heavy.

...But it’s not like I have any proper experience dating women either!? (Ah, it’s pathetic just saying it...!)

Shaking it off, I looked in on the experiment and saw that the mechanism for launching the Magic Suppression Cloth from the ring was already complete. It seemed to use a special type of shell that opened with heat. I didn’t know such a shell existed.

"This came out of that fish monster from yesterday, sir."

"Its stomach was packed with them, so we washed and dried them!"

The four members of the original Defense Force explained proudly.

"...Your recycling spirit is incredible."

A voice of admiration escaped my lips unintentionally.

I learned that the four original members of the Tree Sea Defense Force had been thoroughly drilled by their former captain, Ariel, to "never let a usable material go to waste." They said they had made it a habit to sort and store things regularly.

(No, no... including myself, this is a unit that no ordinary soldier could ever serve in.)

I was once again astounded by Ariel’s prowess. And the one who had nurtured a human heart in such an Ariel was Darius... As I thought, he’s no ordinary man either.

Another squad member was burning the Moonshadow Wolf fur, turning it to ash, and packing it into a small vial.

Yet another was cutting the fur that Mireille and I had processed last night to fit the shape of the armor.

Finally, it would be attached with an adhesive made from slime and Demonic Tree resin. The subsequent magical stabilization would, of course, be Mireille’s job.

Mireille still had the task of creating the Magic Suppression Cloth today. That would be the last of the alchemy in the tower for now.

And tomorrow. They would create the ring devices packed with the suppression cloth and apply the magic stabilization to the armor and shields. With that, the equipment would be complete.

They would practice a little, but they couldn’t afford to waste tools. There was a high probability that it would lead straight into the real battle.

The coup d’état was fast approaching.

According to Darius, the date would be decided by tonight.

I wonder what kind of face Julius will make... when I send the message tomorrow. He must be thinking there won’t be any more replies, so I’m looking forward to his reaction.

Just thinking about it felt a little satisfying.

But when I looked to the side, Darius’s face was dark. The fate and whereabouts of former captain Ariel remained unknown. He must be filled with anxiety and impatience. And what awaited him beyond that was a farewell.

The day he could rescue her was drawing near, which also meant the day of their parting was near.

With the chancellor and Darius gone, and the fate of the former captain still uncertain, would Mireille and I be able to properly support her?

From Mireille’s perspective, her master was like a mother. In that case, even if we were the same age, she would be like my mother-in-law...

(No, that’s embarrassing to even say.)

But if both Darius and the chancellor are gone, who will be there to truly support former captain Ariel? ...Darius, has he really thought about that?



		
			Chapter 101

			The Lost Light and the Future to Come

			Returning to the tower, we began preparations to create the Magic Suppression Cloth. ...But before that.

I’m properly clothed now... so it should be fine, right? I glanced over at Mireille and saw that she was conscious of the same thing.

The moment we stepped inside the tower, she tightly gripped the hem of my shirt and averted her gaze.

(What should I do...)

But when her master returns, unless we get married, we’ll never have another night like this, spending it alone together. Darius is turning a blind eye, but I’m still making a move on his disciple, his only daughter... If she comes back, I’ll probably get a serious scolding.

If Mireille wants it, I’m fully prepared to take responsibility immediately.

I want to touch her, just a little.

I reached for her hand that was clutching my shirt and squeezed it back. Flirting is nice, but I think it’s this kind of casual physical contact that’s most important.

I remembered Darius’s somber face. Being able to laugh by someone’s side, to have a normal conversation. I think it’s that kind of ordinary happiness that matters most.

"Mireille, what will you do when this coup d’état succeeds and your master comes back?" I wanted to ask this while I had the chance.

"...I want to rebuild the shop. But... I need a large sheet of glass. I don’t have the power to handle glass like that yet. I wonder if I could ask my master... to make it for me..."

Her voice turned tearful at the end.

"Actually, when the talk of our arranged marriage came up, I secretly went to see your shop."

I remembered that light. Even at night, a warm light spilled through the glass, creating a welcoming space. Mireille, attending to customers, was so courteous. Honestly, I thought an arranged marriage was unnecessary.

"I really liked that glass. If you decide to try your hand at making glass, once this is over, let’s go look for materials together."

"...To think you were watching, that’s embarrassing."

"No, you were doing a great job. I was really impressed. I never thought things would turn out like this, though."

In just a short time, our situations had changed dramatically. Even if the coup succeeds, I don’t know where I’ll be transferred. I don’t think Julius will be demoted... and will Darius return to his ducal territory?

But Ariel won’t be by his side.

"I was debating whether to tell you this... but it seems Darius is borrowing the power of various nobles to rescue your former master."

"...I knew it. It was written that Adrian-san left my master because he was going to live as a noble. But for him to reappear... I thought it must be because he was involving other nobles."

"Yeah. It’s nearly impossible to defeat the king without the power of the nobility. At the same time... now that he’s borrowed their power, it means it will be difficult for Darius, a duke, and your former master, a commoner, to be together."

"...!"

Large tears spilled from Mireille’s eyes.

"That’s so sad...! My master, she worked so, so hard."

She must have been remembering the image of her master that was written in the diary as she sobbed. A person who desperately tried to be normal, who received so much love from Darius and Adrian, and who struggled and worried about how to return it.

Even if she returns safely, the person who should be by her side will no longer be there.

I bit my lip and pulled her into a hug.

"But you’re here. You, who properly received that love and have grown through all this. So when your master comes back, let’s rebuild a wonderful shop together. I’ll help too."

There is a future, I’m sure of it. Even if the coup succeeds, and we get Ariel back, and even if there is little happiness beyond that.

We can’t go back. We can only move forward.

I held Mireille again, tightly.



		
			Chapter 102

			Beyond the Tree Sea

			Mireille began the final steps of creating the Magic Suppression Cloth. A few drops of slime into the ash of the Moonshadow Wolf fur, followed by a small amount of paralysis poison.

"From here on, it’s dangerous. Just touching the cloth will cause numbness... so please stay back, Leonhard-san."

With that, Mireille tied a cloth over her mouth and put on gloves. The tower didn’t have anything as fancy as protective goggles, so she wore a pair of glasses meant for handling materials instead. They looked strangely good on her.

And so, I was kicked out of the alchemy room.

Direct exposure to this cloth won’t kill you. But for a while, your body won’t move as you wish. Your mana will be suppressed, and your body will be immobile. For the enemy, it’s a cloth from hell. For an ally, it’s a final trump card.

...The problem is what happens if the coup d’état fails.

I’d only been thinking about what comes after success, but the truly frightening thing is the opposite. During the coup, Mireille is scheduled to take refuge in this tower.

...But what if we don’t come back?

Mireille herself has done nothing wrong. Her connection to us is not publicly known. Still, the fact that she was a "person on the run" makes returning to the Royal Capital too dangerous.

If possible, it would be better for her to leave this country.

She is a talented alchemist. If she sought asylum, there would surely be a country willing to take her in. The problem is whether she can get there. And where she would go.

The great nation beyond the Royal Capital is advanced in both magic and science. But it is a completely hostile country. It’s questionable whether they would welcome her.

Then what about the country on the other side of the Tree Sea? Due to using the Tree Sea as a shield, they have few wars, but in turn, their development is lacking. They are not wealthy.

...Honestly, I suspect that Mireille’s and Ariel’s origins lie on that side.

I’ve never heard of a village in this country being wiped out by monsters. But Ariel’s village was destroyed by monsters. Considering that, a country bordering the Tree Sea seems more natural.

And while there is a gap between rich and poor, I’ve never heard of child trafficking in this country.

Moreover, if they were able to buy Ariel and Mireille with this country’s gold coins, it means there is some level of interaction between the nations.

If you bypass the Tree Sea, there are countries connected by roads used by merchants and adventurers. It would be natural to assume they are from around there.

...But is it really a good idea to send her to a country poor enough to sell its own children? Pursuers would likely use the same roads, and I can’t expect it to be safe.

In that case, should she cross one or two more countries? No, that would be too difficult.

The more I think about it, the more my stomach hurts.

In the end, should she return to the Royal Capital...? But even if things cool down, all that foolish king would demand of Mireille is to perform alchemy for the country until she dies. Returning to the capital is out of the question.

Then, she could escape to the country beyond the Tree Sea, and make a living by occasionally venturing into the forest to sell materials. She would have to do it without anyone realizing she is an alchemist. That seems like the best option.

Her safety would have to be ensured by alchemical tools.

...All I can think of are scenarios I don’t want to imagine. I truly wish the future we walk together would be a happier one.

I suppressed my anxiety and brewed a cup of coffee, dropping in a single cube of sugar. I made it with the hope that it would at least soothe her fatigue.



		
			Chapter 103

			The Wish Entrusted to the Bracelet

			The next morning. I returned to the base with the completed Magic Suppression Cloth, and Darius prompted me with just his eyes to come to the captain’s office.

...I have to leave Mireille with the squad members again. Honestly, I’m nothing but worried.

After all, everyone knows I’m shy about making a move. It wouldn’t be strange if someone tried to seize the opportunity. And there are plenty of guys younger than me.

(...No, but they’re all shirtless idiots!!)

My mental screams were, of course, unheard by Mireille. She had already disappeared with the squad members she had become friendly with, looking happy. My worries were left behind.

The Magic Suppression Cloth was brought wrapped up tightly. Now for the preparation. Whether the cloth would pop out using the Crushing Sand and the heat-activated shells.

In the tower experiment, simply pressing down on the shell caused the inside to heat up and it burst open nicely. ...Well, I have no choice but to leave that to Mireille.

And so, I headed to the captain’s office.

Darius opened his mouth to speak.

"The operation is the day after tomorrow, at midnight."

...So it’s finally here. A chill ran down my spine with tension.

The plan was simple. We seize the Magic Furnace and cut off the mana supply to the Royal Capital. The capital will be plunged into darkness, communication routes will be severed. Magical weapons and reinforcements will be impossible.

In that chaos, we will restrain the king. In Duke Cedric’s domain, there is a magic barrier facility that Darius and his brother once used for treating Mana Overload Syndrome. He will be confined there. Cedric’s private soldiers will secure the perimeter. That was the flow of the plan.

"We’ll judge whether the Magic Furnace is down by the point the capital’s functions cease."

"Understood."

I nodded and sent the report to Julius.

"While there are injuries among the squad members, we have successfully secured the magic cores. In three days, the Defense Force will deliver them to the Magic Furnace. The situation in the Tree Sea is currently under investigation, so subjugation and exploration are not permitted."

This should tie up the Mage Order’s movements.

...Or so I thought. A reply came back immediately.

That was fast. Julius, you’re too diligent. That’s probably why you’re so good at ingratiating yourself with your superiors.

"How do you plan to transport the cores from the base to the Magic Furnace? The monster repellents were collected as they were deemed unnecessary by the Tree Sea Defense Force, but will you be alright?"

...Who do you think you are, you bastard. You’re the one who took them.

Another message followed.

"I will gather monster repellents and weapons at a magic tool shop in the Royal Capital. Can you come here to retrieve them?"

"...Huh?"

I couldn’t understand. Or maybe, was it obvious?

At first, he stole the bells with the intention of having me killed by monsters, but not only did I not die, I’m now planning to go to the Magic Furnace with the magic cores.

So now he’s probing, asking, "Hey, you still got those bells?"

Other than the bell Cerio gave to Julius, there were of course none left at the base.

Cerio himself was already dead.

...But it was a natural question. How do we plan to get to the Magic Furnace without any bells? It would be a problem if they made any unnecessary moves before the coup d’état.

I let out a deep sigh and consulted Darius.

"I see..." Darius furrowed his brow.

"If we answer that we have monster repellents left, they’ll press us on ‘Where did you get them?’ But they shouldn’t suspect we’re making them here. The problem is..."

"Cerio."

"That’s right. Kyle, what do we do if we’re asked for a reply from Cerio?"

Kyle answered with a panicked expression.

"...I can’t. There’s a personal code to be included at the end for identity verification. Only Julius knows it. I can’t impersonate him."

"What about the fact that communications from Cerio have ceased?"

"...He hasn’t said anything. He just asked about the magic cores. Basically, it was enough for either Cerio or me to report. The communication is one-way from my end."

Darius fell silent for a moment, then groaned.

"The safest bet is... to go and get them. Even if it’s a trap."

"If it’s just supplies, we have plenty of time until the night after tomorrow. But if this is the king’s order, there’s something else behind it," Leonhard said with a wry smile.

"It’s impossible for me to go. I’m supposed to be injured, after all."

Silence fell.

And then Kyle spoke.

"I know you may not trust me, but... I will go. You can kill me if I make any suspicious moves. In exchange, could you let me see her one more time?"

Darius closed his eyes and thought for a moment. Then he spoke in a low voice.

"Once you make contact with Julius, take her and come straight back."

What he held out was a Teleportation Bracelet that allowed for return to the base.

"Adrien returned this to me the other day. He said he wouldn’t be using it anymore."

Kyle accepted the bracelet, not understanding. So Adrien really is leaving the former captain. Leonhard’s chest tightened.

Unlike the rings, it seemed anyone could use the bracelet. When worn, it would return the user to this room. But if removed, would it send him back to the brothel?

"When this is all over, I’ll lend you the money to buy her freedom. Lift her up and bring her back. The moment you put on the bracelet, you can both teleport here together."

"...!"

Kyle, who had been listening from the side, widened his eyes.

Because he too was suffering from his love for Ariel, Leonhard understood why Darius would take such an action, and he looked down.



		
			Chapter 104

			Even Hating Each Other, They Wish for Survival

			With a feeling like he wanted to grind his teeth, Leonhard sent a message to Julius.

"The Defense Force has no spare monster repellents. We were planning to force our way to the Magic Furnace while also confirming the monster activity. We will gratefully accept the additional supplies. Tomorrow, we will send Kyle to the Royal Capital to retrieve them."

Saying, "You probably don’t have any monster repellents, do you?" while also telling us to come to the capital to get them, how does he expect us to get there?

It was completely incoherent.

Even Kyle thinks Julius’s words and actions are strange. His desire to see her, wasn’t it a desire to see her one last time? He was probably prepared to be killed if something went wrong.

So why did Darius give him the bracelet? Did he think Kyle might actually be able to return?

He must have given him the bracelet because he saw a reflection of his own relationship with Ariel, and the fact that Kyle and his childhood friend’s lives were running out...

But it was also a dangerous tool to fall into enemy hands.

The reply came immediately.

"Understood. I want you to come to my townhouse tomorrow. I will leave it with my butler. Do not come to the Supreme Commander’s office."

Huh? You’re not giving it to him yourself? I don’t get it. When I told Kyle, he also had a look of utter confusion.

"Am I going to get stabbed when I go to see the butler?"

"The butler of a noble’s townhouse must be terrifying." My place has an elderly couple as caretakers. This was no joke. A shiver ran down Leonhard’s spine.

Julius was shocked by Leonhard’s reply. No way! At the same time, though it was frustrating, he could do nothing but shed tears, knowing he was no match for him.

He had been worried. He knew that any concern from someone like him would only be a nuisance. But he wasn’t dead. Unlike me, Leonhard was surviving by some means.

But then, another worry arose. He had been sure that they would be saved because the Mage Order would subjugate the monsters in their place...

But to his surprise, they had refused the Mage Order’s request to explore the Tree Sea and subjugate monsters. He could understand that they wouldn’t want their jurisdiction encroached upon in normal times, but now? Did they have some other plan?

Julius instructed his butler to discreetly gather monster-repelling items and healing supplies within the day and give them to the lone soldier who would visit tomorrow.

This probably wouldn’t be of any use, but could it serve as some small atonement? Julius clenched his fist in misery.

What am I running from? What am I even protecting?

The captain of the Mage Order, Rainer, and the King were deeply connected. It might be better not to make it seem like Leonhard and his men were refusing to explore the Tree Sea and subjugate monsters.

In his capacity as Supreme Commander, Julius sent out a notice.

"Until the situation in the Tree Sea can be confirmed, all knight orders and the Mage Order are forbidden from entering the Tree Sea unnecessarily."

He didn't know if the Mage Order would listen, but this meant that, other than the Imperial Guard and the Tree Sea Defense Force, they could not move on the King’s orders alone. It would only buy some time, but...

Leonhard, my greatest rival. Please, be safe. I hope you can successfully escape from the King and the mage Rainer.

Julius looked up at the sky as if in prayer.



		
			Chapter 105

			The Preparations are Complete, but Hearts Waver

			All the equipment and tools were assembled at the base. It was quite a spectacular sight.

Armor and shields gleaming with Moonshadow Wolf fur (finished with powdered shelled monster), Night Vision Lenses, ring-type Magic Suppression Cloth with a paralysis effect, High Potions, Potions, Sleep Orbs, antidotes, monster-repelling bells. There were also several types of bombs included.

"I’m not very good with bombs. My master disliked making them," Mireille said with a shrug.

Bombs damage materials and lead to pointless killing. That was why they were rarely sold at the Moonshadow Teahouse. When they were made, it was by special order, and their primary use was for things like destroying fallen rocks blocking a path, rather than monster subjugation. Given their infrequent use, it was no wonder she wasn’t skilled with them.

"It’s complicated to have to go and get things from Julius when we’re this well-equipped," Kyle muttered.

"But the items we receive and his response to you will give us insight into his distance from the king and his true thoughts. It is a crucial role," Darius said with a pensive look, then continued in an encouraging tone.

"In any case, if you encounter any danger, run."

"Understood. I’ll make sure the butler doesn’t stab me," Kyle replied with a small nod.

Once the date of the coup d’état was announced, an air of tension immediately filled the room. For the remaining days, everyone was to either train or conserve their stamina.

Tomorrow. If Kyle returned safely, Mireille would appraise and care for the alchemical items. If the bracelet was stolen and misused, a magic circle would capture the perpetrator alive. If they resisted, they would be subjugated.

Even if no one returned, the coup would be carried out. Furthermore, a mechanism was in place where a chain on Kyle’s ankle would react if he betrayed them.

"Whether it’s there or not, I won’t betray you again," Kyle said with a wry smile.

Afterward, Darius and I discussed Mireille’s future. Darius also believed that asylum was the best option if the coup failed, but the sticking point was whether to send her to the Tree Sea side.

The Mage Order’s system of buying and raising children with mana was apparently still active. Even when questioned about the source, they would only give justifying answers like, "We are buying children from war orphans or those in poverty who wish for it," leaving the reality unclear.

It was the same when Ariel bought Mireille. Ariel, with a map given to her by Adrian, had been wandering around the other side of the Tree Sea, distributing soil that made crops grow easily. At first, both Darius and Adrian thought it was just a manifestation of her desire to help people in need.

But after she bought Mireille, they inquired further and found that the distances she traveled were extraordinary, and she herself couldn’t even remember where she had bought her.

"I was walking, and she was for sale," she had said calmly, which was truly troubling. After that, they had forbidden her from leaving the country on her own.

That was why it was questionable whether the other side of the Tree Sea was safe. But fleeing beyond the Royal Capital was too great a risk.

The conclusion was that escaping to the Tree Sea side was likely the more realistic option.

It was decided that they would have her create disguise tools, such as voice changers and hair dyes, and have her carry them in advance.

"...Will you take me to the tower one more time, too?" I nodded at Darius’s request.

And so, that night. After carrying Mireille there, I returned to the tower with Darius.

Darius gazed at the tower from the outside.

"Ariel isn’t here, but this place hasn’t changed," he said, a single tear tracing a path down his cheek.
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			Magic Cores of Light and Shadow

			"Darius-san... I wonder if he’s alright?" Mireille’s voice was laced with worry. It was the first time she had seen Darius-san cry like that.

After looking at the tower from the outside, he had gone through the inside and was now on the fourth floor. He said he wanted to read my master’s diary slowly.

Leonhard-san had told me, "Let’s leave him be."

It was already dark outside. Ringing our bells, we went out together. The sound of the spring flowed quietly.

Are we really going to say goodbye to Master for good...? When she returns, the thought of her being hurt even more than she already is made my chest tighten.

"Is there... nothing more I can do?" I murmured softly. It was painful, and I didn’t want to think about reality.

However, reality was mercilessly announced.

Leonhard told me about what would happen if the coup d’état failed.

"I don’t want to think about what happens if it doesn’t go well... I don’t even want to hear it." Mireille suppressed the trembling in her heart.

But if she were to be left alone... she would surely be lost. This tower was in the middle of the Tree Sea, and there was no telling how long it would remain safe. She had never even met a mage before. She didn't know how strong they were.

"Should I run...? If everyone is gone, maybe I should just do as the king says..." Even though she knew it was wrong, the thought of a future spent running and hiding alone made her chest tighten with anxiety.

Could she escape from an enemy that even her master, with all her power, could not defeat...? She even wondered if it would be easier to make a suicide potion for herself.

But Leonhard said with serious eyes.

"Please. No matter what happens to us, I want you to survive. Darius is prepared to throw everything away to save the one he loves. As for me, though we’ve only known each other for a short time, I want to fight for your happiness so that I can think I was glad to have met the one I love. So, you must escape, and you must live a happy life."

"What about me...? What can I do for you, Leonhard-san...? What can I give you in return...?"

Mireille’s voice trembled. Her master must have felt the same way. She remembered herself, receiving so much love and being unable to give anything back.

"Be happy. If I come back, be happy with me. Even if I don’t, you must."

Leonhard-san’s words made the tears flow uncontrollably. She clung to him, murmuring "Come back" over and over again.

"It’s okay," his gentle voice rained down on her.

Suddenly, a small, glowing fairy appeared before her eyes, fuyo fuyo.

"Oh, a Light Fairy!" Mireille exclaimed in surprise.

"Yeah, yeah, not so rare anymore. This is my consultant," Leonhard said with a wry smile. Apparently, they came to him every day.

"You all, protect Mireille and Ariel, too," he said to them, but the Light Fairies just glowed and floated about, fuyo fuyo.

"It’s like this, a one-sided consultation," Leonhard said. To him, they were apparently about as significant as glowing fireflies.

But for Mireille, it was incredibly exciting.

"Then, I have a consultation too! I want to use a light-attributed core to help someone... Is there a good way to extract the light attribute?"

Mireille took a Moonshadow Wolf magic core from her pocket. Kyle would be bringing his friend back tomorrow. She had been thinking all this time about how to make her feel even a little better.

The Light Fairy flew about, fuyo fuyo, and with a flash, illuminated the inside of Mireille’s hand. Peeking at her hand, she saw two cores, one golden and one silver.

"What... Whaaaat!!" Mireille cried out in astonishment. A light magic core and a dark magic core had appeared.

Leonhard’s eyes widened too.

"You, you could understand words all this time?!"

The Light Fairy had no face, but it flew around Leonhard proudly, fuyo fuyo.

"I... tomorrow, when Kyle-san brings her back, I’ll use this to try and make an all-purpose remedy," Mireille murmured softly.



		
			Chapter 107

			The Final Love, Spelled Out in a Diary

			Darius stared blankly at Ariel’s diary and the contents of the memory box.

In the beginning, it was just filled with nostalgic memories.

She would often write about the day’s events and show it to me, asking, "Is this okay?"

She had thought so hard about raising Mireille, about how to deal with the members of the Tree Sea Defense Force. She must have been slowly coming to understand that while she herself could work without sleep, she could not demand the same of others.

She was a woman with a strong sense of responsibility, no duplicity, like a child who had grown into an adult.

And yet, why had I never said,

"It’s okay for you to be pampered, it’s okay for you to rest."

I should have understood that the path Ariel had walked was different from that of others.

I had taught her that she must not force that upon others. But I

had failed to even simply tell her, "It’s okay for you to be like everyone else."

Her diary was always filled with the anxiety of "Is this okay?"

Towards the end, she had stopped showing me her diary at all. In fact, there were days when nothing was written. Then, there were days when what was being done to her by the King and the mage Rainer was written out over countless lines.

At the very, very end, it was no longer in the diary.

There was a mountain of scribbled notes, written on whatever she could find, whatever seemed to catch her eye.

Words were crammed onto the front and back of the pages, the handwriting that of someone struggling to maintain their sanity. She must have been unable to remain rational any longer.

At first glance, the content seemed the same as what I had heard. Her feeling of disgust towards Rainer was also the same.

But in reality, it was worse than I had imagined. The frequency, the maliciousness, it was all horrifically severe. The poison was not just a one-time thing.

"This time, I’ll make a much stronger antidote."

Could she incorporate an effect that didn’t look so painful? An antidote that didn’t make her vomit blood. A memo that at first glance looked like a normal antidote recipe. But on the back was a confession, hidden, that she had been forced to drink so much that she vomited blood even after taking the antidote, and that someone had seen her suffering.

Furthermore, for the sake of Darius’s happiness, she had to leave him. She was robbing Darius of his happiness. She had been jealous without understanding love. She had gotten in the way of him being united with a noblewoman.

Incoherent words, words I had no memory of, were also scrawled across the pages, ignoring their order.

"I love you... I love you..." It was a scream. Though the words "I love you" were never written, the text could only be read as such. With each character I read, my chest tightened, and I felt I would go mad with rage and regret.

Why didn’t you say anything? Why did you think it was okay? Why didn’t you run away?

I thought these things... yet every reason written there was for my sake.

Because she thought she shouldn’t be by my side. Because she was trying to make me think she was "okay."

Her pleading for us to break up, her trying to get Mireille another family, all of it was an attempt to protect us.

And the reason she didn’t run away. Wasn’t it because she was made to believe that if she resisted, harm would come to me and Mireille?

In fact, I had pursued her and become a fugitive. Mireille, too, had been subjected to an interrogation that was close to unnecessary torture. She must have wanted to avoid such an ending.

Just a little longer. I can save her in just a little longer.

But now, having learned how much I am loved, what I must tell her is... farewell? And what’s more, just like in those scribbled notes, "I’m breaking up with you because I’m to be wed to a noblewoman."

Darius found his past judgments to be pathetic, and he could do nothing about it.
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			A Farewell for Protection

			Leonhard brewed some coffee, debating whether to bring it to Darius. Perhaps it was better to leave him be.

Once he had calmed down, he also wanted to discuss the future of the former captain, Ariel.

Regarding their work, it was still unclear where either of them would be transferred, or which of them would remain with the Tree Sea Defense Force. But in their private lives, they needed to decide how to proceed.

If Darius truly was going to leave Ariel, it would be best for me to protect both Ariel and Mireille at my townhouse until they could rebuild the shop.

Even if Mireille were to tell me we had to part ways, it was painful just to think about, but I intended to help them secure a place to stay.

However, if Ariel was in a condition to be moved, my townhouse would be fine.

The problem was if she couldn't be moved. We could bring her to this tower with the rings from the Magic Furnace and wait for her to recover. But we couldn't bring a doctor here.

The best option was to use Darius's bracelet to send her to Chancellor Adrien's townhouse and have her receive treatment there for the time being. But would the chancellor cooperate?

Right now, Mireille was engrossed with the light-attributed magic core she had obtained. She had said she wanted to think about various things regarding an all-purpose remedy, but at the same time, she was looking for recipes for escape materials, hair dyes, and voice changers.

While Mireille was away from her seat, I wanted to get the unpleasant conversation with Darius over with. Just as I was thinking that, Darius quietly came downstairs. He looked extremely pale.

"The coffee’s just ready. I was just about to call you... you look terrible."

"Ah, sorry."

Darius sat down, and I placed a cup of coffee in front of him.

"This is the coffee I bought a lot of and brought with me right when I got here. It’s the taste of the Royal Capital."

Leonhard tried to lighten the mood, but his dejection was unusual.

"Did you find something?"

"Yeah, I was reading Ariel’s diary. But aside from the diary, I found scribbled notes all over the place where she was gradually losing her mind. I found out she was being brutally tormented by the king and Rainer. I didn’t notice a thing. And still, she was trying to protect me. Even though I couldn’t protect her..."

Darius wept silently. Leonhard listened while sipping his coffee.

"I suppose it’s difficult for a duke and a commoner to be together. I’m just a Knight Baron for one generation, so now that I’m not the captain of the First Knight Order, there’s no advantage to using that title. As I usually tell everyone, I’m a commoner, so I don’t think it will affect my relationship with Mireille or our future."

From Leonhard’s perspective, a title was just something needed for work. Besides, true nobles wouldn’t care about such a temporary title. They would just react like Julius.

"If the political situation becomes unstable, it will affect the lives of the people. The reason the king and queen will only be confined, even after doing such terrible things to Ariel, is to stabilize the political situation. If I were to marry a commoner here, the nobles who cooperated with us wouldn’t stay silent."

"Making Ariel your mistress... that would be too cruel to her. From her diary, she doesn’t seem like the devious type who would try to climb the social ladder among the nobility."

"It would also be dishonest to the woman I would be taking as my wife. She wouldn’t be able to refuse a political marriage, and even if I treated her with care, I can no longer love anyone but Ariel."

Darius covered his face with both hands. A quiet moment passed.

But Leonhard knew he had to say it.

"If you’ve decided to leave her, don’t leave any lingering affection for Ariel. Forget about Ariel. You’ll only make both your wife and Ariel unhappy. Chancellor Adrien was kinder for making a clean break with a proper reason."

Leonhard spoke harshly.

"After this, let me consult with you on what to do with Ariel. I intend to look after both Ariel and Mireille. However, if she can’t be moved or needs a doctor’s care, it will be difficult to bring her across the Tree Sea back to the Royal Capital. For now, could you have her moved to Chancellor Adrien’s place with the bracelet?"

Darius was holding back his emotions. What he was saying meant that Darius should no longer be involved with Ariel.

"I understand. I’ll talk to him," he murmured weakly.

If the coup d’état was successful, his farewell to Ariel would be the day after tomorrow. Their parting was already just around the corner.
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			Respective Feelings and Parting

			My discussion with Darius was over.

"If Ariel is unable to move, I’ll ask Adrian to take her in for a while."

"Right."

I brought Darius back to the base, then headed to the tower again myself.

When I went up to the second floor, Mireille was there.

"Sorry, I was taking Darius back."

"I knew. ...I could hear your voices."

Mireille looked down. She was hurting just as much. She believed she was being protected at the cost of Ariel’s sacrifice.

"It’s not your fault. You’re doing your part. The one at fault is Darius."

Irritation brewed deep in my chest. This country was practically being protected by Ariel alone.

Now that Ariel was gone, we couldn’t even properly defend the Tree Sea. It was only because of Mireille, whom Ariel had raised, that we were managing to hold on in this forest.

If we were to lose to a major power, the noble system would collapse in an instant. Darius, of all people, should know that better than anyone...

"...They should have just run away together."

The words escaped me. The invincible Ariel and the first-rate swordsman Darius. The two of them would have had it easy in any country. Why were they always thinking about others?

But I understood. I knew how much blood would be shed if they did such a thing. I, too, was formerly in the knight order. In a war, you could lose your life at any moment.

If the political situation became unstable, that in itself would become a reason to invade. The one who was most frustrated was surely Darius himself.

I hugged Mireille, able to do nothing but bite back my own frustration.

Meanwhile, at that very moment.

Faced with a sobbing Darius, Adrian sighed.

"I told you, nobles and commoners can’t be together."

However, if not only Adrian but Darius too had left her back then, the "human-like Ariel" of today would not exist. Mireille, too, would not have been raised properly.

But as Darius spoke through his tears, Adrian’s expression clouded.

For the King and Rainer to have pushed Ariel into such a corner with such malice. There was no way Ariel could be in a sound state of mind. This was a matter of whether her life was in grave danger, or if it was already gone.

(After the coup succeeds... if she needs treatment, the Royal Castle or my home would be the safest places, but...)

"...You understand now that you must part ways."

When he pressed the point, Darius’s shoulders shook, and he nodded while still sobbing like a child.

"Then I’ll take her under my protection. If she’s at the Royal Castle, you and Ariel might have chances to see each other. It would be a problem if your heart wavered."

Adrian recalled the days he had clashed with Darius.

(Darius... I’m not that good a person. You probably didn’t know. That I, too, Ariel...)

Though his face was sad, a faint smile played on his lips.
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			The Rescued Woman

			"Well, I’m off," Kyle said as he left the base. We had given him a monster-repelling bell and a spare Potion. If all went well, it would take about two hours to cross the Tree Sea and reach the Royal Capital. He probably wouldn't encounter any monsters.

Just in case, Darius would guard the base entrance, and I would guard the captain's office where the magic circle was. We also had the other soldiers cooperate while taking breaks in shifts.

For his ailing friend, we secured a space for her to lie down at the base and in the tower. Mireille also brought treatment tools and medicinal herbs from the tower so she could act immediately.

Two hours after his departure, Kyle arrived at Julius’s townhouse in the Royal Capital.

He left his horse at a nearby stable. He likely wouldn’t be coming back for it, but it was a fine horse for the shop. They wouldn’t complain.

(...The real problem starts now.)

He had joked about being stabbed by the butler, but what was truly frightening was being surrounded by soldiers or being attacked from behind.

But when he knocked on the door, a butler appeared as if he had been waiting.

"I was instructed to give this to you by Lord Julius."

He took the bag and checked its contents. It certainly seemed to be a magic tool, but he could see no signs of explosives or other traps. There was no suspicious presence.

"Any message?"

"None in particular."

Tilting his head in confusion, Kyle put the bag in his coat and went outside, warily scanning his surroundings. But there was no one following him, no ambush.

He headed straight for the brothel where his childhood friend was. No attack here either.

But the moment he stepped inside, the owner called out to him.

"It’s been a while. You stopped visiting, so I thought you’d abandoned her."

"..."

"If you care for her, take her with you. She doesn’t have long. I don’t need any money. The smell of death is getting strong."

Kyle’s fist trembled. He swallowed his anger and replied in a low voice.

"...Then I’ll take her."

The owner walked away, looking relieved. Was disposing of the body too much trouble for him?

He opened the door, and there she was, covered in a skin rash, nothing but skin and bones, groaning.

"Aria... I’m here."

When he spoke, she managed a faint smile.

Kyle lifted her into his arms. She was too light. It was as if he were holding a doll. I’ll get you out of this place right away... His heart ached at the thought of her impending death.

He slung his bag over his shoulder and put on the bracelet. The next moment, he was enveloped in a floating sensation as if space itself was warping.

When he came to, he was in the captain’s office of the Tree Sea Defense Force. Leonhard and Mireille were waiting.

From his departure, only half a day had passed. Everyone’s eyes went wide at his unexpectedly swift return.

First, a High Potion. Everyone had completely forgotten what a luxury item it was.

But with just that, color returned to the dying woman’s face, and her lips regained a hint of red.

The skin condition, Mireille and Kyle cleaned her body, washed away the dirt, and wrapped her in an All-Purpose Bandage. By tomorrow, it would be clean.

What was even more surprising was that she was able to eat rice gruel. For a person on the verge of death to recover this much, the power of a High Potion was truly something to behold.

"But you can’t rely on it too much. It’s for temporary recovery. The illness itself requires medicinal herbs and treatment."

As Mireille spoke, she took samples of her saliva and blood to determine the compatibility of herbs for an all-purpose remedy. Kyle was moved by the sight.

The King, Julius, Rainer. None of them had helped her. But here, regardless of profession or status, they were treating her with care.

(What kind of people... did I try to betray?)

His chest hurt. Even if she couldn’t be saved, the very act of respecting her and trying to save her was a salvation in itself.

Kyle made a firm vow. At the Magic Furnace, he would risk his life to ensure that Leonhard returned to Mireille’s side.
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			Twisted Mercy and the Approaching Sortie

			"I don’t get it." Leonhard held his head in his hands as he looked at the alchemical tools given to him by Julius.

The bag had a magic-inhibiting spell on it, but other than preventing scrying, there were no other tricks. The contents were Potions, a monster-repelling brooch, and a binding rope. At a glance, it was all just normal monster-hunting gear.

"What is he trying to do...?" It felt like he was being shown pity, and it infuriated him.

"Hmm... a guilty conscience, perhaps," Darius said from beside him, his hand on his chin.

"Guilt for which crime? He’s got too many to count."

"Well, it’s just simple self-satisfaction. Have Mireille appraise them, and we’ll use whatever we can," Darius said with a wry smile.

Of course, he didn’t say it out loud. Things like Julius’s past involvement with the Queen. If Leonhard knew, it would only deepen his wounds.

(He’s twisted, that one...) It was no wonder Leonhard was angry.

Darius suddenly recalled Ariel’s diary. Come to think of it, the Queen’s shadow was not present there. Perhaps the King had simply been deceived by Rainer and forced to build the Magic Furnace.

(So, the Queen wasn’t involved in that?)

His thoughts were not settled, but he was relieved that Kyle had returned safely. Incidentally, the chain on his ankle was just a normal chain. There was no way he would have had Ariel make it, and she had gradually come to refuse such dangerous requests.

The chain Mireille had used for the interrogation was originally for monsters. But she had insisted, "I don’t want to kill it completely," and installed a safety device, which made it unsellable and left it gathering dust in the tower. A safety device that, for a monster, made it all the more cruel.

She had reached a point where she couldn’t even kill monsters needlessly... A gentle living weapon. My treasured Ariel.

"Oh, Leonhard," Darius called out.

"I spoke with Adrian yesterday. If Ariel requires treatment, she will be placed under his protection. Once she’s well, I want you and Adrian to support her."

"...I understand."

"After I carry Ariel out, I will join my father at the Royal Castle. I have no intention of returning. I also promised to break up with Ariel. So I need you to continue the suppression of the Magic Furnace. Once we have the King and Julius’s movements under control, I will summon everyone back to the Royal Capital."

His face was set with resolve. The shadow of yesterday had faded, and he was looking straight ahead.

What worried Leonhard was the hearts of Mireille and her master, who would be left behind. But if Adrian was willing to lend a hand, it was reassuring.

And now, the night after tomorrow. The sortie was imminent. Leonhard could clearly feel the tension rising deep in his chest.
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			The Golden Panacea, Made with a Light Fairy in the Tree Sea

			Once they had calmed down, Leonhard had Mireille appraise the alchemy tools he received from Julius.

"Ah, that’s a monster-repelling brooch from Mangetsudo. But… it’s only for magical birds, so it’s useless here in the Tree Sea. It’s meant for travelers on the main roads."

Mireille stated it plainly.

"This one is a binding rope from Kohakudo. It’s made with monster thread and is a popular original item of theirs. But, it only binds people and horses. It won’t work on mages."

"…"

"The Potion will work normally, but the ones I make are more effective."

Mireille puffed out her chest with a slightly smug look.

"So in other words…" A vein popped on Leonhard’s forehead.

"They’re useless!! What was the point of risking my life to get them!"

Kyle gave a wry smile.

"For my part, I’m grateful she was healed. …But the reason for the gifts is certainly a mystery."

"It has to be simple harassment… If it weren’t for the coup d'état, I could have just ignored it!"

While Leonhard fumed, Mireille let out a small laugh.

"The items themselves are perfectly fine. It’s just that they didn’t suit our purposes this time. A normal person would probably buy them."

Kyle’s childhood friend, Aria, was now sleeping soundly. She had been startled at first, but she seemed to feel safe with Kyle by her side.

"Aria-san should also stay in the tower during the coup d'état. The water source there contains magic, so it’s good for the body."

With that, Mireille took out a small yellow pill.

"I tried out the recipe for the panacea. But when I appraised it, it just came up as ‘Unknown’."

"Unknown?" Leonhard frowned.

"Since it’s something that doesn’t exist, there’s probably no standard for appraisal. …I can’t recommend giving it to anyone until I can confirm it’s safe. But, I used a light-attributed core, so I can’t make it again."

"What if you ask the Light Fairy again?"

"Impossible. Light Fairies rarely appear in the first place, and for one to grant a wish is a miracle."

The three of them focused their gazes on the yellow pill. It looked like a normal medicine. It had no aura, nothing. But the ‘X mark’ on the recipe was concerning.

"My master has never even obtained Wings of Light. So how did she manage to create the recipe…"

Thinking about it yielded no answer.

"For now, I’ll try looking for a Light Fairy again, even if it’s a long shot."

With that, Leonhard left Kyle and Aria alone. The way Kyle looked at her was gentle. A childhood friend, or perhaps more. Either way, Kyle’s feelings were genuine.

"Hey, Light Fairy, come on out!"

There was no reply. It had appeared almost daily, but at a time like this, it was nowhere to be found.

"It’s not coming out. Fairies are fickle, and Light Fairies even more so," Mireille said with a shrug.

She brewed coffee while they sat around the campfire. They sat side by side, shoulders touching, kissing naturally. …If this weren't the Tree Sea, it would have been a completely ordinary outdoor date.

"If only we could find out if it’s safe."

Mireille stared at the yellow pill in the small vial.

"I’ll go get the panacea recipe again."

Saying so, Mireille returned to the tower.

"I’ll wash up before the bell’s effect wears off."

Leonhard washed himself at the water source and was warming himself by the fire when…

"…Hm?"

A Light Fairy appeared, floating gently.

"Hey, I was looking for you! I wanted to know if Kyle’s girl would be saved if she drank this. My girlfriend made it, amazing, right?"

He held out the vial.

I want to be able to call her my girlfriend openly, even outside. Saying it to a fairy felt empty.

The Light Fairy floated about for a moment, then circled the vial.

And then, it flashed brightly. The pill inside turned a golden color.

"Whoa!?"

He couldn’t see the Light Fairy’s face, but he felt like it was boasting, as if to say, "How’s that!"

Just as Leonhard stood there in shock, Mireille returned, holding the recipe. She couldn't help but stare at the vial containing the medicine.

"Huh… Whaaat!? This… it’s the panacea! It showed up on the appraisal!"

Mireille’s voice trembled.

The pill, shining with a golden light, was truly a miracle itself.
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			Entrusting a Prayer, Ringing the Bell for Battle

			We had to hurry. With that judgment, I explained the situation to Kyle and Aria that very day, and Mireille and I went to deliver the panacea.

The two were surprised by our late-night visit, but the moment Kyle saw the golden pill, he wept with joy, as if he understood something. Spurred on by his reaction, Aria asked for the panacea without hesitation. Supported by Kyle, she put it in her mouth and quietly fell asleep.

We didn't know when the effects would appear. It could be tomorrow. It could be when we returned.

"…If Aria-san is better when everyone gets back, I’ll boast to my master that I made a panacea." Mireille smiled as she said this, praying for the safety of both Aria and Ariel.

There was nothing more we could do about anything.

A sense of powerlessness threatened to crush my chest.

By the time we returned to the tower, the fact that there was truly nothing left to do became painful. My shoulders tensed, and my breathing grew difficult.

Leonhard wrapped his arms around me from behind. The moment I closed the tower door, he held me tightly.

"…You’ve worked hard. Thank you for everything up to this point. I will absolutely come back safely."

At his whisper, Mireille nodded, tears streaming down her face. Their lips touched, met, and confirmed their connection deeply, over and over. His warm lips trailed from her cheek to her temple, down her neck, and his sweet breath melted into her.

"…We should… get some sleep…"

Even as she said that and lay down, their lips met again, unwilling to let go of each other’s warmth. Fingertips combed through hair, caressed cheeks, and searched for each other’s backs. Even the body heat felt through their clothes was hot, and the closer they got, the further reason slipped away.

Long after night fell, the two continued to reaffirm each other’s existence.

"I’m off." He gave her one last kiss on the lips and left through the entrance. The next time he returned with Aria, they would no longer be able to touch like this.

When he got back to the base, Aria was there, her complexion clearly improved. The All-Purpose Bandage was stained with the impurities it had drawn from her skin condition. Mireille would continue the treatment once they reached the tower, he was told.

However, because she had been on the verge of death, even after taking the panacea, her condition only improved to the point of a better complexion. She wouldn't recover immediately.

As I lifted her into my arms to carry her to the tower, Kyle glared at me.

"It can’t be helped. There’s no other way."

I said it quickly, but I could feel his killing intent. I understood it was hard for him to part with her.

"Kyle, I promise I’ll get better," Aria said with a weak smile. Tears welled in Kyle’s eyes as he squeezed her hand.

"Okay, I’m taking her now." I put on the ring. Kyle’s hand let go, and just like that, she was at the tower.

In the end, I never found out if the two of them had confessed their love to each other last night.

"Aria-san, we will definitely come back, so please get well for Kyle’s sake." She was to continue her treatment on the second floor, it seemed. Aria smiled.

"Please, take care of Kyle."

"I will."

I returned to the tower as well.

We immediately began our preparations, and night deepened. We put on our Night Vision Lenses and rang a single Monster-Repelling Bell.

*Karan*

That sound was our signal to march. For the next day, no monsters would approach. Our Moonshadow Wolf armor glinted faintly in the moonlight as we left the base behind.
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			Infiltrating the Magic Furnace, The Mages Fall Asleep

			The Magic Furnace was a round, cylindrical building.

Hidden in the shade of the trees, Leonhard and Darius peered at the grounds. Several mages floated in the air, keeping watch around the facility.

"…They’re really flying," Leonhard breathed, unable to help himself.

For an ordinary person, flight was something out of a storybook. The sight alone made him feel as if he had wandered into another world. The sense that he could never match them clung to his back like a feeling of powerlessness.

Neighboring countries had created flying machines with scientific technology. This country would make them lose control with its magic and bring them down.

The people before them were doing that on an individual level.

Darius smoothly extended a hand.

"I’ll disrupt their magic."

The next moment, Leonhard’s eyes widened. An immense amount of magic surged from Darius’s palm, vibrating the air as it spread toward the Magic Furnace.

"—Hh!" A sound almost escaped his lips. His mouth went dry with fear.

(Darius… Just who is he…!?)

"My family line has always had excessively strong magic. Of course, my older brother is stronger than me… and Ariel is even stronger than him," he stated nonchalantly. A cold sweat ran down Leonhard’s back as he wondered just who Ariel was.

The mages hit by the magic began to fly erratically, as if drunk. They bumped into walls, wavered, and eventually lost control and fell.

Ignoring the staggering mages, Darius floated a small Sleep Orb.

"…Hmph."

With that single breath, the orb shot forward like a bullet. The moment it hit, the mages collapsed powerlessly to the ground, one after another.

It was all over in a matter of minutes.

"…Exterior secured. Let’s capture them."

Leonhard and the others moved immediately, gathering the sleeping mages by the wall and restraining them with binding ropes.

According to the blueprints, the Magic Furnace was on the third floor. The control devices were also concentrated in the same location.

The first floor housed communication and conference rooms, the second was for lodging. And the third was the core.

First, secure Rainer. Next, seize control of the Magic Furnace.

"The entrance… is mana-authenticated. This is a problem." Even when they brought one of the sleeping mages over, there was no reaction.

"The only way is to break it down by force…"

Darius knit his brow at the suggestion. He made a small cut on the fingertip of a fallen mage and sent the floating blood scattering toward the door.

*Kachan.*

The lock released.

"…It reacted to the magic in the blood."

At this point, there were no words for Darius’s incredible display of power. He pushed the door open without hesitation, and the soldiers flooded in.

"First, secure the first floor!"

The corridor was pitch black, but with Night Vision Lenses, it was no problem. The unit split into two groups, clearing one room at a time.

However, there were still mages inside. They put them to sleep with Sleep Orbs and captured them without injury.

But, many of those who rushed out before the Sleep Orbs could be used had faces that still retained a youthful innocence. Some even looked to be in their early teens.

"Children…?"

Even so, they attacked with their lives on the line. They must have been ordered to. They tried to unleash merciless flames and muddy torrents inside the building.

"Kuh…!"

But because they were unskilled, their power was crude. Leonhard shook off his hesitation and knocked them unconscious with karate chops.

(Where did they get all these children…)

Even within the same organization, the Knight Order had no children like this. It was clear just how abnormal the Mage Order was.

By the time the two separated units regrouped, the first floor was completely secured. Moreover, there wasn't a single injury on their side. The ones on the first floor were an assembly of immature mages who could use magic but had no combat experience, merely flinging spells around.

Amidst a swirl of tension and impatience, the staircase leading to the second and third floors awaited them in the darkness ahead.
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			A Fierce Battle on the Second Floor, Our Counterattack Begins

			There were unusual sounds, yet not a single mage came down from the second floor.

"So the mages downstairs were disposable…"

Darius muttered with disgust. He floated a Sleep Orb with one hand and, with a puff of breath, sent it toward the staircase landing.

The Sleep Orb flew as if it were alive, and in that instant, we ducked for cover.

A few moments later, several mages lay fallen near the entrance.

"I’ll take the lead!" Kyle shouted as he dashed up. The moment he reached the top, the ring with the Magic Suppression Cloth opened. And he didn’t miss the mage attacking from behind either.

Leonhard followed, deflecting the attack with the wind pressure from his sword.

Once on the second floor, Kyle and I stood back to back, swords at the ready. Leonhard unleashed his fire and wind attributes at maximum power, blowing away every mage in sight one after another.

Darius was in a league of his own. He switched between his sword and magic, advancing down the corridor while instantly eliminating any enemies that attacked us.

Was he able to suppress the Mage Order because he was the supreme commander? No, I never imagined he could use magic.

I had assumed he was just a swordsman, being the former captain of the First Knight Order. But Darius, who wielded both sword and magic with such mastery, was exceptionally strong. I had heard he commanded troops in conflict zones from a young age, and now it made perfect sense. Still, what kind of monsters were his stronger brother and Ariel?

With this much magic power, it also made sense why he could freely wield the powerful attribute swords Ariel created. It wasn't that he was holding back during the tournament, just that he couldn't use his attribute sword. I felt a little relieved.

Leonhard also fought desperately, swinging his sword. The necklace that cut magic attacks by fifty percent and his Moonshadow Wolf armor saved him from danger time and again. He drank Potions and held the front line, striking down enemies.

But there were too many mages. Some attacked while flying. Even if we threw the ring-shaped Magic Suppression Cloths, another mage would immediately counterattack.

Soldiers were covered in blood. We continued to fight to our limits.

"This is a coup d'état. We won’t harm you if you cooperate!" we shouted. Gradually, the enemy’s movements slowed, and some began to surrender willingly. It seemed their loyalty to the country wasn’t that strong.

By the time we had captured all the mages, we had used up nearly all our Sleep Orbs and Magic Suppression Cloths. All we had left were Potions and High Potions.

We left Kyle and a few soldiers to guard the first and second floors, while the rest of us, myself, Darius, and Leonhard, aimed for the third floor.

On the way, Darius spoke to a captured elderly mage.

"Is Ariel, the former captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force, in this building?"

"Ah, she’s upstairs… but…" The mage continued, looking uncomfortable.

"The Mage Order captain was draining her magic for power… She was on the verge of death, so we poured all the High Potions from the city into her… but I don’t know if she’s still alive…"

At his words, spoken as if discussing an animal experiment, the color instantly drained from Darius’s face.

"Darius, I’ll handle Rainer and rescue Ariel. You’re the only one who can stop the Magic Furnace. Stay calm!"

Leonhard’s voice was cold and sharp. If Darius let his emotions take over now, everything would be over.

"I know…" Darius clenched his fists tightly and took a deep breath.

Ariel, I will save you. Please be safe.

Facing the battle that awaited them down the corridor, Darius’s eyes glinted sharply.
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			The Humiliating Magic Furnace

			In the passage leading to the Magic Furnace on the third floor. Rainer, the captain of the Mage Order, who had been gazing entranced at the sleeping Ariel, frowned at the disturbance coming from below.

He would not allow anything to come between Ariel and himself. He had even kept the comings and goings of mages to a minimum.

Moreover, Ariel’s current condition was far from good. For that to be revealed would be like showing his own lack of ability, a humiliation.

"It’s your fault for not waking up sooner."

Lately, it had become his habit to confirm her groans by slapping her face. He gave her a light smack and stood up.

He had to find out what was happening.

In that moment, *DOKAN!* A violent explosion. The door was blown off its hinges.

Standing beyond the smoke were young soldiers and… Darius.

"See, because of you, unwanted guests have arrived."

Darius’s gaze fixed on Ariel, and he instinctively started to run to her. A young knight stopped him with a shout.

"Are you my opponent?" Rainer narrowed his eyes. Who was this kid again?

"Ah, I thought I recognized you. You’re that kid from the First Knight Order."

Rainer couldn't care less about people's movements. He didn't know that Leonhard had become the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force, nor did he care who had replaced Ariel.

"You’re Rainer, captain of the Mage Order," Leonhard confirmed.

"I am."

This was not amusing.

He had thought he could crush Darius in front of Ariel. This man was in the way.

"This is a coup d'état. We are taking control of the Magic Furnace!" Leonhard readied his sword.

"You fool. Do you really think you can beat me with a sword?"

Rainer conjured a tornado in front of him and slammed it down.

Be gone!

But Leonhard swung his sword once, neutralizing the tornado.

Rainer frowned. An attribute sword? Even so, a sword that could block his power…

He glanced at Ariel, and anger welled up inside him. Only you could make a sword like that.

"You interfere with me to the very end…!"

Blinded by rage, he was overcome with the urge to attack Ariel. Leonhard did not miss that moment of opportunity.

His sword, layered with maximum wind and fire, closed in with great force. At close range, a sword had the advantage over magic.

He hurriedly deployed a defense. He swatted away the pillar of fire, but the sword attacks kept coming, one after another.

He parried one and sent Leonhard flying.

"Idiot!"

He immediately slammed an attack into Leonhard’s stomach. It’s over, he thought.

But it only scorched his abdomen, it wasn't a fatal wound. The Moonshadow Wolf fur had blocked it with a *ju* sound.

"You’re still standing…!" Leonhard gripped his sword again.

The battle continued. But then, the light from the Magic Furnace flickered and dimmed.

"…The magic is… failing!?"

The mana supply to the royal capital had stopped. This was bad. At this rate, the King would…

"I have to end this quickly!"

Rainer unleashed a blast of magic at Leonhard’s neck. His shield shattered, and Leonhard groaned.

Yes! The next one will be fatal. He raised his staff, but just then.

"Not… yet!"

Leonhard slammed a gust of wind at him and simultaneously poured a High Potion into his mouth. What is that! His eyes widened at the restorative power.

"That’s… a High Potion!? Why is it here…"

(Ariel is here, she shouldn't be able to make them.)

"Give that to me!!"

The moment Rainer tried to lunge forward…

*DON*. A torrent of rage exploded.

"Rainer!!"

Darius charged, sending Rainer’s body flying. An unseen rain of magic poured down, riddling his body like a beehive.

What happened? He couldn’t understand. He could only see Darius’s anger shimmering like a magical heat haze.

When he came to, he found that sword piercing through him.

Am I defeated? By Darius. By a noble. And by Ariel…

He could never win against her, even in the end. With that thought, Rainer died.



		
			Chapter 117

			Suppressing the Royal Capital Before Dawn

			Cedric and Adrian knew that Darius had succeeded in taking control of the Magic Furnace when the lights of the royal capital went out.

The area outside the Royal Castle was shrouded in darkness. Some might notice the city’s lights had gone out, but the majority of those asleep would be unaware.

Still, they needed to conclude matters quickly before neighboring and major countries took notice. A prolonged magic outage alone could arouse suspicion of an abnormality.

Communication methods were cut off, and magic weapons were unusable. As a result, the security measures enveloping the Royal Castle, like magic defenses and detection, were also down.

They had provided the guards at the castle entrance with drinks laced with sleeping potions beforehand. The men, fighting off drowsiness, were no longer a threat.

Those who were asleep were simply rolled aside quietly without being restrained or making a sound. Only those who tried to resist were bound. Once it was all over, they could simply cast a memory-wiping spell on them.

That security could be breached so easily was a problem, but there was almost no noise, and the remaining guards active in other areas had no opportunity to learn what was happening. Cedric, despite staging a coup d'état himself, was surprised at how far his brother Karlwein’s influence had fallen.

Adrian, Cedric, and a few members of the Imperial Guard, wearing the Night Vision Lenses provided by Darius, advanced through the Royal Castle’s interior. They moved through the dark corridors, suppressing their breath and making as little noise as possible.

The corridor leading to the King's Chambers was pitch black due to the magic outage, but few ever approached the King. The castle's inhabitants avoided him as a dangerous person. Only the King and Queen were unaware of this perception.

"The King’s Chambers are here."

Because the corridor lights were out, the guards protecting the King's Chambers had secured a light source with a lightning-attributed battery. A few members of the Imperial Guard threw Sleep Orbs at the guards and covered their mouths. They fell quietly asleep, and the usual silence returned.

When Adrian opened the door to the King’s bedchamber, the smoke of cigars and incense hung in the air. The magic tools they had been told about, which protected against mental interference magic, activated, and a shock like a rubber band snapping against their skin ran through their bodies as the magic defense engaged.

Cedric spoke to the King, who was drooling sloppily.

"Brother, I have now seized control of this Royal Castle and all the magic in the royal capital. You understand what this means, don't you?"

The King replied with a faint smile.

"What do you want me to do? What can you do?"

"I will not take your life. You will simply come with me."

The Queen tried to scream, but she was frozen by Cedric’s intimidating presence. The Imperial Guard fitted the Queen with magic-suppressing chains and gagged her with a cloth.

"What do you think you’re doing? Where do you intend to take me?"

The King asked in a slurred voice.

"Brother, you have used your position to unjustly torment many people and drive them to their deaths. The former queen, the servants, my son, our precious soldiers, and even the captain of the Tree Sea Defense Force… I have reached my limit. I will not permit this any longer. You will step down from your position and live out the rest of your days in peace."

Adrian approached quietly and stuck a Sleep Orb to the King. As the King’s strength gave out, they restrained him along with the Queen, applied magic suppression, and shoved them into a carriage for criminals. The lock was fastened from the outside, and no one would suspect the King and Queen were inside. The carriage set off towards Duke Cedric’s territory.

The entire event took only about thirty minutes.

Outside the Royal Castle, a deep darkness still enveloped everything.

The next morning, it would be announced that the King had abdicated due to poor health. The procedures for appointing Cedric as the new king were scheduled to proceed.

But rebuilding the Royal Trust from this depleted state would not be easy. Cedric sighed.



		
			Chapter 118

			Save Her, Seize the Furnace

			Darius rushed to the side of the reclining Ariel.

"…Ariel."

She had changed so much that he hesitated even to speak her name. Her body was emaciated. Nothing but skin and bones. Her cheeks and arms were covered in countless marks of abuse.

No one would believe this was Ariel.

(If only I had come sooner…!)

Tears welled up and streamed down his cheeks. Darius took a High Potion into his mouth and, just as she had done for him shortly after they first met, he slowly administered it mouth-to-mouth.

But her throat did not move to swallow. The potion spilled out, trickling down her chin.

"Please drink… Please, Ariel."

Darius placed a hand on her bruised, swollen cheek and poured healing magic into her. He healed her needle-marked arms and torn fingernails as if caressing them.

"I’m sorry… I’m so sorry for being late…"

His voice trembled, and his tears wouldn't stop. He called her name over and over while pouring his magic into her.

"Ariel… Ariel!"

It was then.

A single drop of the potion that should have spilled, trickled down her throat, just a tiny bit. A weak, faint movement.

"…!"

Her unfocused eyes seemed to moisten slightly.

"Ugh…" A small groan, barely audible.

That alone was enough.

"…She’s alive."

Darius hugged Ariel tightly.

How long has it been since she last ate? This level of thinness wasn't normal.

The force of his hug felt like it might break her bones. But her heart was still beating properly. She could be saved. He stroked her lovingly, again and again.

"Ariel, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was late, I’m sorry I didn’t notice." He shed tears, unleashing his healing magic with enough force to pour out all the magic in his body.

"Ariel, Ariel." Though no voice answered, he called her name again and again.

But her vacant, wide-open eyes reflected nothing.

He applied advanced healing magic to the High Potion. But there was no response.

"I’m taking her to Adrian’s. Leonhard… I’m leaving the rest to you. I’ll send further instructions via Morse code from the communication room here. To restart the Magic Furnace, you just need to flip all the color-coded levers back."

Darius smiled at Leonhard.

"Thank you. I’m going to take her to safety."

He gently lifted Ariel as if handling something fragile.

Darius looked at Ariel once more with love, kissed her forehead and lips, and removed the bracelet he had always worn.

It was like a sacred ritual.

Ariel and Darius’s forms distorted slightly, then vanished from the spot.

Leonhard could only watch the pure love of Darius and Ariel until the very end.

I know the reality that will befall Ariel and Darius after this.

When I saw Ariel’s condition, I felt I didn't even know if she would be saved. If that’s the case, can't they at least be together until the end?

Even though it was someone else’s love story, it was painful, a burning in the back of my throat, an urge to scream.

"To the soldiers. Gather all the mages in one place on the first floor." Leonhard began the complete suppression of the Magic Furnace.

The third floor was anticlimactically empty. According to the mages, it was a zone they couldn't enter without Rainer's orders.

There were many mages’ rooms on the second floor, but what was surprising was the discovery of abandoned corpses gathered in one room, preserved by ice magic.

They said these were mages who died during training or internal conflicts, but no one seemed to know the details.

Everyone had been taught since they arrived that this room existed and that it was natural for the dead to be thrown in here.

The soldiers were all horrified to hear this. They had perceived the Mage Order as an elite group, but here, the treatment of mages was closer to that of disposable human alchemy tools.

In fact, there were almost no elderly mages. It seemed that older mages were not allowed to remain unless they excelled in some area within the order.

Furthermore, the mages’ sleeping quarters consisted of rows of beds crammed onto walls in multiple tiers, a space utterly devoid of privacy.

Normally, the Knight Order and Mage Order were supposed to use the same barracks. That’s where camaraderie and friendship were meant to be nurtured. But he had never seen a mage in the barracks before.

The Magic Furnace was not the Mage Order's headquarters. But because their sphere of activity was limited, the Magic Furnace had become their de facto barracks and base of operations.

No wonder they had refused Darius’s attempts to assess the situation during his time as supreme commander.

A message came through the communication room, "Coup d'état successful. Restart Magic Furnace."

Leonhard flipped the colored levers of the Magic Furnace back, reported its restart, and informed the royal capital about the discovery of a large number of bodies.



		
			Chapter 119

			At the End of the Battle, The Words Finally Spoken

			"Mireille!" The moment I opened the tower door, I couldn't help but shout.

After suppressing the Magic Furnace, we found an unexpected number of bodies, and I couldn't leave until I had handed things over to the Knight Order and reinforcements arrived. I had only been able to quickly report Ariel’s condition and the success of the coup d'état before having to return, so this was our first reunion in what felt like a truly long time.

The members of the Mage Order, including Supreme Commander Julius, were all to be questioned in the royal capital regarding their inhumane treatment of Ariel, underage labor, and the matter of the frozen corpses. There was a sense that getting a grasp on the situation would be difficult, given that these facts had been neglected since Darius’s era… but investigating the plundering of the Tree Sea Defense Force’s supplies and the heavy casualties suffered by the Imperial Guard was bound to take a considerable amount of time.

We, the Tree Sea Defense Force, were allowed to return to our respective barracks and homes for a time instead of going back to the base. We passed through the Tree Sea, and I dropped everyone off at the barracks we had entered on the day of our appointment, where we disbanded.

Some cried as they embraced their families, while others were in a daze. But not a single one had deserted. …That alone was a profound relief for me, as the one who had led the unit.

Then, Kyle and I used our rings to teleport to the tower.

It would be several days until the Knight Order's reinforcements arrived. I was sure Mireille had been on edge.

The moment she saw me…

"Leonhard-san!" Mireille threw herself at me.

"Aria!" Kyle threw his arms around Aria.

Aria was still thin, but her skin had healed beautifully, and she had recovered enough to walk. Kyle must have been incredibly happy.

All that was left was for her to regain her strength under the care of doctors and apothecaries, and once it was determined she was no longer at risk of passing her illness to others, her treatment would be complete.

"So, the panacea… really existed," the two said in amazement. I made sure to stress the point.

"It was something like a miracle. Keep it a secret from everyone."

Even though I said that, anyone who saw the recovered Aria was bound to be surprised. The problem was, we couldn't respond even if various people started asking for the panacea.

"I’ll just say she was cured by the power of my love!" Kyle declared boldly. …Seriously, you probably haven't even confessed to Aria, have you? Aria's face is bright red.

Apparently, he would be nursing her at his house for a while. They would figure out the future after that.

"Wait a moment," Mireille said just before they left. She brought out a pair of pliers and snipped Kyle’s bracelet.

"If the magic is cut off, you can't teleport anymore. So you don’t have to return to the shop… but this bracelet is unusable now."

Mireille said this sadly. The bracelets Ariel had sent to Adrian and Darius for transport to the base. Darius probably wouldn't be coming back either, so he must have done the same. Just like that, one of the bonds Ariel had entrusted to the two of them had vanished.

After taking the two to the barracks and finishing cleaning up the tower, we decided to go through our own barracks and then stay at the townhouse.

I was worried about Ariel’s condition. I was sure Mireille was too. I wanted to support her from as close as possible. And, if possible, I wanted to create some time for Mireille and Ariel to be together as a family.

"Mireille." I took a deep breath.

"Thanks to you, no one died. We were able to save all the unit captains. Thank you so much."

I forced out the trembling words.

"…So, I want you to be with me, with marriage in mind."

The moment I said it, I thought my heart would explode. It might be cowardly to say it at this timing. Like I was cutting off her escape route. But I just had to tell her.

My hands were shaking. Seeing them tremble, Mireille gently touched them.

"…I’m not much, but I look forward to being with you."

Her voice was small. But the moment those words reached my ears, my vision blurred.

We noticed each other’s hands were shaking, and when our eyes met, we couldn't help but laugh. And the next moment, I was holding her tightly.

"I finally… said it."

I didn't want to let go of this warmth.

In front of the tower. With nothing to worry about anymore, we just held each other tight.



		
			Chapter 120

			The Mana That Connects Life

			Let's go back in time a little.

Darius teleported to Adrian's townhouse, cradling an Ariel who seemed on the verge of death.

The location was the Royal Castle. It seemed Adrian had already made preparations, as his wife, butler, and even the Court Physician were on standby.

"Please. She’s had a large amount of blood drawn, and she’s been subjected to violence. She’s breathing, but she’s unconscious," Darius cried out.

The Court Physician immediately applied a Mana Measuring Device, his expression grim.

"…Her mana circulation is in tatters. Her mana levels are also low. She's unstable. She won’t be able to maintain her breathing or consciousness like this."

"Isn't there anything you can do!?"

"First, we need to circulate mana through her body. …Can you find a donor?"

In this country, just as countries with advanced science like the major powers had blood supplies, supplying mana from blood was a common method of treatment.

The butler and the Court Physician’s gazes turned to Darius.

"Can’t I do it? I have more than enough mana. I’ll give her as much as I can until I collapse!"

While a message was sent to Adrian, a blood and mana compatibility test began. In the meantime, more and more tubes were connected to Ariel’s body. An oxygen tube, a nutrient tube, a catheter…

Each time another needle pierced her slender arm, his heart felt like it was being gouged out.

"…Ariel. It’s okay now," he said, squeezing her hand and desperately calling out to her. He felt pathetic, able to do nothing but stay by her side.

Eventually, Adrian’s butler brought in a Mana Supply Device. It was an expensive machine that most noble houses kept for children who needed mana supplies or had problems with an excess of it. Adrian also had children, so it was likely for them.

Compatibility was not an issue. Darius’s mana flowed into Ariel through her blood.

My mana is inside her. That thought alone seemed to fill his heart with a strange sense of satisfaction.

But the supply was limited to just thirty minutes.

"…This is all…" The amount that could be drawn was regulated. This meant that Ariel had been having more than that amount drained from her continuously for nearly a month.

"I don’t care if it’s impossible! Give her more of my mana!" Darius pleaded desperately, but the Court Physician stopped him with a shake of his head. It took time for blood to generate mana. No matter how large one's mana capacity was, it couldn't be done all at once.

Eventually, Adrian returned. He was speechless at Ariel’s transformed appearance.

"This is… what has happened. …Hey, can’t you do something?" Seeing the despair in Adrian and Darius’s faces, Adrian's wife rubbed his back.

Her condition was so terrible that everyone held their breath.

There was no trace of the Ariel they once knew. Still, that didn't change the fact that she was a beloved existence.

Darius pleaded with Adrian.

"…Just the mana supply. Please ask my father. Just until she regains consciousness. I swear I will have no contact with her."

In the end, permission was granted for Darius and his older brother to supply her mana alternately. There was one condition. Ariel must never be allowed to know who she received the mana from. It would create a scandal if it became known that the blood of the king's sons was given to a commoner girl. But the king couldn't let her die either.

"I don't mind." There was no hesitation.

And so, Darius, along with his brother, began to pour his mana into Ariel to keep her life connected to this world.



		
			Chapter 121

			Blood or Love, The Bonds of the New Royal Family Tremble

			Although we had agreed to date with marriage in mind, the happy moment was brief, as we continued to have serious discussions about the future. The plan was to fly to the barracks, then stay at Leonhard's townhouse in the royal capital.

If she were well, my master would have been with us, but...

My chest tightened in pain when Leonhard-san told me about my master's condition. But there was still something I could do.

"I want to bring High Potions with as much mana as possible… to my master."

I have to keep making them before we get to the townhouse. Leonhard-san seemed to sense my anxiety....

"Once we get to the house, we can use the ring to come back here. For now, let's just wait somewhere as close to Ariel as possible," he said gently.

"Master… why do so many painful things happen to you…" I muttered softly.

Why does she have to suffer like this, just for being a little more capable than others? What should my master have done?

She worked so hard for this country, yet people with status, money, and so much love take everything from her.

And now, Adrian-san and Darius-san are leaving too.

"You won't leave Ariel, will you, Mireille? I'll support you, and the caretakers at the townhouse are kind people, so they'll listen if you need to talk."

Leonhard-san is so kind to me. It makes me anxious, wondering if it's really okay for me to rely on him like this.

"Leonhard-san… are you really sure you want me? You’re even trying to take care of my master."

Thinking about it calmly, there must be someone more suitable for Leonhard than me.

"You just said yes to my confession, and now you’re saying that?" Leonhard-san laughed as he hugged me and pressed his lips to mine.

"You became my girlfriend, so I can touch you and spend time with you without guilt. Do you think there’s any greater happiness than that?"

My chest grew warm.

"I think what you just said, Mireille, is the same thing that tormented Ariel. That there was someone better for Darius… But I don't think there's any happiness for Darius greater than being with Ariel."

That's… that's right.

"Well then, I guess that means you’re happy, Leonhard-san. Because you are deeply loved by me."

When I laughed triumphantly, Leonhard replied with a smug look.

"It’s mutual, isn't it? You should be happy too, since you’re loved by me."

His words filled my heart. But at that time, I never imagined that the issue of our differing social statuses would become a problem for us.

After his father’s coup d'état, Cedric's eldest son, Albert, arranged for strict security around the former king’s confinement, then brought Crown Prince Elliot to the royal capital.

The boy was only ten years old. He had been raised to believe Albert was his real father, unaware that he was the crown prince.

"Father… are you not my father anymore?" Elliot asked, tears streaming down his face. Albert replied calmly.

"No. To me, you are my beloved son. But I want you to remember that you had a mother who tried to protect you with her life."

"…Was my real father the king?"

"That's right. But he fell ill… and could no longer recognize you as his son."

One day, he would have to tell him the truth. Until then, it was Albert’s duty to support his father, Cedric, and solidify the foundations of this country before handing it over to Elliot.

The Royal Castle was still in a state of turmoil. Amidst it all, Elliot ran to Cedric.

"Grandfather!"

"You’ve gotten so big, Elliot."

Cedric chuckled, ruffling his hair with a large hand. At ten years old, it was difficult to hold him on his lap. Albert couldn't help but smile at the sight of his growth.

But during this peaceful moment, Albert had to ask.

"…Are you still obsessed with that living weapon?"

He was talking about Darius. If he hadn't met that woman, he would have had a warm family by now, just like them. That’s what Albert couldn’t help but think.

Cedric answered with a bitter expression.

"Don't say such things. The truth is, I wish those two could be together. But… they said they would part ways."

Cedric was no monster. Before the coup, he had investigated and found out. She had helped nobles and commoners without discrimination and had courageously opposed the construction of the Magic Furnace. To the point where the king and the Mage Order captain had wanted her dead. She was like a hero of justice.

But her social standing was too low. If asked whether she was suitable as a bride for a duke’s family, with the nobles now in closer proximity after the coup, those around them would never approve.

Ariel herself had no ambition to rise in status, she was simply a woman with a pure heart.

"Albert. Right now, her life is in danger. Darius is supporting her by pouring his mana into her… but it’s not enough. She is an indispensable asset to the country. Even if she and Darius part ways. Please cooperate to save her life."

"…!" Albert’s expression twisted in utter disgust. To give his noble blood to a commoner… and the very person who had stolen his brother’s happiness.

But now, his father Cedric was the king. He could not disobey.

"…I understand." Reluctantly, Albert nodded.



		
			Chapter 122

			The First Love to Protect

			Adrian watched the Video Recordings found in the Queen's chambers and couldn't help but cover his face. What he found were records of her infidelity with nobles and a host of other deviant acts.

"…Normally, one wouldn't leave behind such evidence."

But the Queen was different. Perhaps out of sadism or a desire for control. She had meticulously saved videos, even those intended for blackmail.

If these were to get out, everyone involved would be ruined. Of course, if the crimes committed by the King and Queen came to light, the royal family would face the same fate. After consulting with Cedric, Adrian and the others summoned the involved parties one by one and "processed" them. In exchange for keeping their secrets, they secured oaths from them to "serve the new king." This would eventually become a solid foundation supporting the kingdom.

However. The records of commoners being framed and sent to their deaths could not be erased. They could neither cover up the crimes nor expose them… The only thing they could do was secretly provide support so that the bereaved families would not be left destitute.

As he carried that guilt, an even more heart-wrenching video entered Adrian's sight.

A scene of Ariel being abused by the King, the Queen, and Rainer. She was forced to drink poison, and even after vomiting blood, she was forced to drink more, yet she held her head high with defiance.

"I have cut my ties with Darius and my disciple. It has nothing to do with me anymore," she shouted, trying to protect the one she loved until the very end.

His chest tightened.

Furthermore, she was shown a video of Darius laughing with a woman at a social function, and the King's curse-like voice echoed.

"If Darius had never met you, he could have been happy."

"…Don’t be ridiculous."

Even knowing it was a video, he felt an anger so intense he wanted to jump in and save her right away. The greatest torture wasn’t physical, it was the words that gouged her heart and the image of a noble Darius that Ariel didn't know.

Adrian, too, had distanced himself from Ariel because he was a noble, and had hurt her. But…

That kiss to give her the High Potion. For him, that was the beginning of a first love that had come too late. His inability to be honest, dragging out their involvement until his marriage, was all because of those feelings.

He only came to know what "love" was after interacting with her.

That was why he and his current wife were not just a political match, but a couple who truly cared for each other. It was because Ariel had taught him to value kindness and compassion over bloodlines.

This time, it’s my turn to protect her.

When he went to the townhouse, his wife Eleonora was by Ariel’s side.

"How is she?"

"We’re starting to see a good deal of response. The doctor also said she’s no longer in critical condition."

"I see… Eleonora. I am truly sorry. This must not be a pleasant thing for you."

Adrian said apologetically. It was because he wanted to cherish Eleonora that he had told her everything about Ariel when they were to be married. He felt it would not be sincere to support another woman while building a proper relationship with her after marriage.

But Eleonora gave a small laugh.

"Did you think I would be jealous? …Yes, I was, just a little at first. Because she’s your first love, isn't she, Adrian-sama?"

"…!"

"But unfortunately for you, the only one who can stand by Ariel-sama’s side is clearly Darius-sama. In fact, I feel so sorry for how you've been up until now."

"Th-that’s not true! I love you the most!"

At Adrian’s red-faced protest, Eleonora blushed and smiled happily. Then, her expression suddenly turned serious.

"Adrian-sama… is there truly no way for Darius-sama and Ariel-sama to be together? His devotion to her is more than just a rumor."

Adrian told his wife about the abuse Ariel had suffered from the King and her current situation as they discussed the future. Eleonora, seeing Ariel's scarred form, couldn't help but frown in dismay.

"…Somehow, I want them to find happiness."

The two naturally took each other's hands and nodded firmly.



		
			Chapter 123

			The Doting Husband and the Doting King Who Taught Him Love

			Eleonora's husband, Adrian, was famous for being devoted to his wife.

I am the daughter of a marquis. I know all too well what a noble marriage entails. Love isn't necessary. It exists to connect houses and produce heirs. I understood that.

At the time, Adrian was the captain of the Imperial Guard. He looked high-strung and always wore a sullen expression at social gatherings. There were no sweet words, just the bare minimum of conversation. Honestly, I thought he was rather plain for a suitor in a political marriage.

And yet.

"Eleonora, is there anything you'd like to eat today?"

"If there’s somewhere you’d like to go…"

He tried so desperately, so clumsily, to grant my wishes. And not to trendy places, but he would go to great lengths to take me to places a person of my standing normally couldn't go. His gifts, his words complimenting my efforts and character rather than empty flattery, all of it was completely sincere.

…How could such things come from that sullen face? I couldn't help but laugh.

However, he made one confession before proposing.

"…There is a woman I am looking after. But I intend to cut ties with her."

A mistress? I was disappointed.

But his frantic denials didn't seem to suggest that at all. When I asked, he said he had never even touched the woman, and that it was another man, the second son of a duke, who was whispering words of love to her.

He was repaying a debt for being saved from a bombing? She lived by hunting for herself in the wilderness? The money he gave her as thanks was used to buy a child?

…It was incomprehensible.

It felt more like I was listening to a report of a bizarre incident than a love story. But one thing was clear, he didn't want to have any secrets from me and was telling me everything.

"This is a political marriage… but I want to love only you. I want to make you happy. If you have no one you love, I hope you will share some of your love with me."

When he proposed so clumsily, well. There was no way I could refuse, was there?

And so time passed, and I saw the dying Ariel.

I trembled. That there were men who would abuse a woman, beat her to a pulp, and enjoy it. And that one of them was the king. It made me feel sick.

But then I saw the Duke's second son, Darius, looking at her with such sorrow, and I was astonished. His voice trembled as he cried for help, begging for his mana to be given to her. He continued to desperately encourage the unconscious woman, gazing at her unresponsive form with such love.

I, who had only known him as a man who gracefully escorted women in high society, thought, "Who is this person?"

Seeing the love he poured into Ariel, I understood. Ah… my husband learned about love from watching this man.

My husband's first love couldn't have held a candle to this level of devotion. I felt more pity for my husband’s crushing defeat than jealousy.

"…No one is looking. Why don't you hold her hand for a little while?" I said to Darius, who was gazing at Ariel with a look of longing.

"Just having someone hold your hand when you're in pain can be a salvation. She is blindfolded… and she's still unconscious."

"But, the contact…"

I took his hesitant hand. I guided it to gently touch Ariel's forehead.

The next moment, Darius shed tears, stroking her hair over and over, and continuing to hold her hand.

That a world like a sweet painting could exist.

It was precisely because I was raised as a noble that I was so weak to this kind of romance.



		
			Chapter 124

			The Composed Him and the Flustered Me

			Upon arriving at the townhouse, Leonhard introduced Mireille to the caretaker couple. The house, usually quiet and cool, became surprisingly bright with just her presence.

The affable Mireille quickly hit it off with the caretakers, getting excited over rumors in the royal capital and talk of alchemy. Seeing her like that warmed his heart.

And then,

When he announced, "She will be living here from today,"

"Oh, my!" Their eyes lit up, and they began preparing the room next to his. It seemed they understood without him having to say a word.

He really wanted to tell them, "We plan to marry someday," but…

He still couldn't find the courage to say those words.

Mireille, on the other hand, wanted to rush to Ariel’s side immediately.

But…

"Before that, let’s get you properly dressed to enter a noble’s residence."

He took her to a shop that was clearly for nobles.

(Th-there are no price tags!? My shop has clear pricing!)

As Mireille shrunk back nervously, the shopkeeper’s eyes sparkled.

"A woman who frequents the residence of an influential noble." That condition alone was enough to get them fired up, and they began assembling a complete set of outfits for her, from everyday wear to shoes and undergarments.

At the next shop, her skin was polished, her hair was styled, and a full set of cosmetics was purchased. While Mireille was in a fluster, Leonhard waited, spreading open a newspaper.

"I’ve been out of touch with the current situation for a while. There’s plenty for me to read," he said with a cool expression. Just sitting there, he was eye-catching.

He was beautiful, the way he sat with his legs crossed, reading the paper. Even passersby turned to look. Some even tried to talk to him, but he politely but firmly turned them away with a smile.

(He’s so alluring even with his clothes on!?)

Then, he suddenly smiled at her through the mirror.

(…! Are you really sure you want to be my boyfriend!? I don't know what to do anymore!)

Her heart pounded so hard she thought it would break, and she just couldn’t keep her composure.

When they returned to the townhouse, the caretaker couple’s eyes went wide.

"My… you’ve become so beautiful."

(…I-I’ve really become ‘beautiful,’ haven't I!?)

Seeing Mireille standing dumbfounded in front of the mirror, Leonhard smiled gently.

"Well, the clothes you had were chosen by Kyle. I wanted to be the one to choose for you."

He said this, deliberately pouting his lips.

(…But the cost…!)

"It seems my hobby is to enjoy dressing her up, so let me pay." His grin made her heart skip another beat.

"There’s still so much more I want to buy… But for now, getting you clothes appropriate for Adrian’s house is what’s important."

Those words brought her back to reality, and Mireille gave a small nod, "Yes."

"…I want to see her soon."

"Yes. Let’s go as soon as we hear from them."

And a few days later. A message arrived from Adrian.

"Ariel has passed the critical stage and can now have visitors."



		
			Chapter 125

			Master... How Did It Come to This

			"Master… Master… how did it come to this?" Mireille collapsed in tears, clutching Ariel’s hand.

Ariel, lying in the bed, was so emaciated that anyone who saw her would be taken aback. Even knowing it was Ariel, her appearance was hard to believe. And this was after she had passed the crisis.

Leonhard gently placed a hand on Mireille’s shoulder.

"I had no idea the situation was this terrible."

Mireille had brought several High Potions, but apparently, it was better for Ariel to generate her own magic from this point on to reduce the recoil. The fact that there was nothing she could do was unbearably painful for her.

"Once she can eat, she’ll put on a little more weight. Her responsiveness has improved quite a bit. I would be happy if you could come by often and talk to her, Mireille." Adrian spoke gently to the weeping Mireille. Then he gave Leonhard a pointed look.

"…You know, if you’d like, I could prepare a room for her here."

The gaze he directed at Leonhard…

Is this a warning?

"She’s not married yet, you know. When Ariel wakes up, I could even introduce her to a better man."

His words were like little jabs, intentionally provocative.

"Dear, you’ll make them dislike you."

When Eleonora glared at him, Adrian wilted. "Oh?" All traces of his usual demeanor as the chancellor were gone. He was nothing more than a henpecked husband.

Leonhard was surprised.

Eventually, Adrian signaled with his eyes, and Leonhard was led to another room. Is he going to keep making sarcastic remarks? He’s like a daughter’s father.

He was nervous, but once they were alone, the atmosphere changed.

"For your work this time, you will likely be made an earl. You played a central role, after all."

"…All I want is to be with Mireille. So I would like to decline the promotion. My title of Knight Baron was only granted so I could become a unit captain… If I’m not returning to the Knight Order, I’d like to renounce it."

When he was a Knight Order captain, he was treated as an equal to a viscount, but as a commoner-born Knight Baron for a single generation, he thought that marriage to Mireille would be permissible. If he became an earl now, it would only be an obstacle to their marriage. He didn’t want a repeat of what happened to Darius.

"I understand how you feel. But you are one of the Knight Order’s aces, alongside Julius. For you to refuse a title would be a loss for the country."

Adrian took a breath and continued.

"My wife and I discussed it, and we are thinking of adopting Ariel as our daughter."

"…!"

Leonhard’s eyes widened in surprise.

"We are a marquis family. Ariel would be a marquis’s daughter, and Mireille would be his granddaughter. If you are an earl, there would be no problem with your marriage."

"Does that mean…"

"If Ariel wakes up and agrees, the path for her to be with Darius would also open. Of course, if Darius chooses another woman, that’s fine too. But many nobles were saved by her. Even if she is past the marriageable age, there will certainly be those who desire her."

Adrian smiled faintly, as if reminiscing.

"Darius is not so foolish as to miss such a chance."

Leonhard was troubled by this unexpected development.

"I want to discuss it with Mireille. If she becomes the granddaughter of a marquis and the wife of an earl, she won't be able to avoid noble society. Even if she could continue her alchemy in secret, she wouldn't be able to move about as freely as she does now. Besides… even if the obstacle of social status is removed, can Ariel really be with Darius? From reading her diary, she seemed to lack confidence not just in noble life, but in a normal life as well."

In the first place, the reason Ariel was bound by the king and the mage Rainer, and fell into the queen’s trap, was because she believed her existence was a hindrance to Darius and Mireille.

"I believe that can be managed."

Adrian put a hand to his chin, thinking.

Darius’s devotion was unshakable. Ariel was a girl who could act more precisely than anyone if given instructions. He had instilled the knowledge in her himself. If he gave her a to-do list, she would handle it without difficulty. As for ballroom etiquette, if she were taught, she would likely master it within a week once her physical abilities recovered. If he made her think of it as part of combat training, he would have her.

As for the battlefield of women, the number of people who would pick a fight with the wife of a duke’s second son and the daughter of the chancellor and marquis would be limited. And if it did happen, Eleonora would protect her.

The problem was that video.

She had reacted strongly to the scene showing Darius at a social gathering. How much of a trauma had that become?

Adrian’s eyes were deep in thought.



		
			Chapter 126

			Drowning Memories and a Warm Hand

			Ariel had been feeling a suffering like she was constantly drowning in deep water. She reached out her hand, but there was nothing to grasp.

It hurts. It’s painful. Help me. Stop.

She didn't know why she was in this place. There was only the agony that constricted her entire body.

She could hear a voice in the distance. Someone was calling. She could hear someone crying, too. But who was it… even if she couldn’t remember, she felt like it was okay now. I did my best. I’ve done enough.

A warm something coursed through the depths of her body. She clearly recognized that she had been cold until now. It’s warm… I want to feel this more.

But before she knew it, she was in the deep water again. She could breathe. But it was cold.

She didn't know who she was or how she had ended up like this. She measured the world only by pleasure or displeasure.

A hand touched her forehead, and a crying voice echoed nearby.

Whose voice is this? Who??

Ah! It’s Darius. Darius… who was Darius again?

Am I alive? Or dead? A conversation, so hazy she couldn't tell if it was real or an illusion, reached her ears.

Even when she felt warmth in her hand, she couldn't move her body as she wanted. She couldn't speak, couldn't understand.

All she knew was… that Darius was here. Her mind was foggy. She was forgetting something important. Darius… who was that again?

Next, the voices of Adrian and Mireille. From around that time, the figures of Darius, Adrian, and Mireille began to float in her mind.

Someone is crying.

"I’m sorry, Mireille."

"It’s okay, I’m okay now."

Even though she thought this in her heart, she couldn't voice it, and her body wouldn't move. I’m okay… but. What does… okay mean again?

She sank into the water again. She was so close to understanding… she wanted to remember, but it was fading away.

Again, a new power flowed through me.

It was cold, though she couldn't see it. Her eyes fluttered open. Before her, there was still nothing to see.

A cold air. A presence like hostility. She couldn't escape now. Only her eyes moved. Even her eyelids were heavy…

"So the living weapon was saved, I hear."

After cooperating with Ariel’s mana supply, Albert glared at the blindfolded woman with disgust.

"Albert-sama, she is not a living weapon, she is Ariel-sama," Eleonora said quietly, but firmly.

"The name doesn’t matter. I just want her to disappear from my brother’s sight as soon as possible," Albert spat out with genuine contempt.

"Albert-sama, we hold this person so dear that we wish to welcome her as our adopted daughter. To belittle her is disrespectful to us as well."

Albert frowned.

"…What is Adrian thinking? If not for this commoner, Darius could have been happy much sooner. He could have had a peaceful family. And he finally broke up with her."

"She is a benefactor who saved my husband’s and Darius-sama’s lives. Therefore, I believe such a view is incorrect."

Albert was at a loss for words and fell silent. After this coup, the relationship between their two houses had become indispensably strong. And Adrian, as chancellor, was an essential figure on the path to his son becoming king.

But he couldn’t hide his surprise at his wife’s firm attitude.

At that moment, a groan echoed.

"…St…op. Please… stop…"

The two of them started. Albert, who couldn’t afford to be seen, quickly left the room.

When Eleonora removed Ariel’s blindfold, she found Ariel with a single tear tracing a path from her eyelid, her face contorted in pain.



		
			Chapter 127

			The Curse Repeats

			"That fool!" Adrian’s voice trembled with rage at Eleonora’s report.

"And Ariel?"

"She was in a state of confusion… so the doctor put her to sleep."

"I see. …Eleonora, I thank you for your courage. I know how painful it must be to speak the truth to the heir of a ducal house."

He said this as he held her. Adrian was a man who regularly expressed his gratitude and feelings in words. That was what Eleonora loved about him.

But she shook her head and spoke sadly.

"Under normal circumstances, perhaps… but to utter such words in front of a woman who sacrificed herself to protect everyone, I was shocked by his nerve."

"…Albert, huh. I had heard he possessed power greater than Darius’s," Adrian said. He was part of the noble faction, and had not had much contact with the ducal house of the royalist faction. In particular, he had only heard that Albert, who usually resided in the ducal territory, was more skilled than Darius and was looking after the former king’s child who was in poor health.

A man drunk on nothing but power and lineage.

That made him no different from the former king, Karlwein. No, in fact, he was more troublesome. Karlwein had no power, so he had no choice but to be swayed by those around him.

Now, the current king Cedric’s heir, Albert, possessed power and brandished a twisted ideology. And the Crown Prince, the future king, adored him as a father.

In the future, if Cedric were to abdicate, could that Crown Prince become a decent king? At worst, he would become nothing more than Albert’s puppet.

Adrian thought. (Can brothers be so different… no, that's not it. I was the same. Through his involvement with Ariel and raising Mireille, Darius nurtured a heart that could love and care for people.)

"To think he would wound her with the same words as that former king. It’s like a curse."

The thought of Ariel, who had become distraught and violent after hearing Albert’s voice, made his chest tighten with pain.

Adrian had kept the records of the abuse Ariel had suffered at the hands of Karlwein, the Queen, and Rainer. He couldn’t bring himself to dispose of them. Yet he couldn’t show them to anyone to share the pain either. Showing them to Darius would only be kicking him while he was down. It was simply too cruel.

If this continues, the same thing will happen again.

He had truly thought that adopting Ariel would solve everything. He and his wife would support her, and help her when she was in trouble. Darius and Ariel would be united, Mireille would be given a title, and she could marry the promising Leonhard.

But what about the future of the country?

Wouldn't this end up being just a temporary happiness? The future king would again try to exploit Ariel as a weapon. Even if Darius objected, Albert would not allow it. And following Ariel, Mireille was the country's foremost alchemist. She would be targeted as well.

Adrian made his decision. When he told Eleonora, she took his hand without hesitation.

"I believe in you. I will follow you anywhere."

It was as if she were praising his decision.

Adrian summoned Leonhard.

He would share with him the records that Mireille must never see.

And to tell him that tonight, the king’s heir, Albert, had repeated the same actions as the former king and hurt Ariel again.

To tell him the path he had chosen.



		
			Chapter 128

			A Night for Two, and the Approaching Shadow

			Leonhard had just been talking with Mireille about Adrian's proposal.

As always, Mireille was straightforward. She just wanted to make alchemy tools for people in need, that was all she desired.

But, she said that if her master and Darius-san could be together, she wanted to go along with Adrian-san's proposal. She would even study noble society so as not to cause them any trouble.

She was dazzlingly, straightforwardly honest.

Now, she was asleep in his bed. Even though the caretaker had kindly prepared the room next door, the wall between them was now an obstacle for the two of them.

Like an extension of their days spent in the tower, their proximity felt natural, not awkward at all. The sheets were slightly rumpled, and her soft breathing reached his ears.

That time in the tower had certainly changed the distance between them. His heart grew warm with the realization that their hearts and bodies had grown closer.

A sense of urgency tightened his chest. He could no longer control himself. She was so close… yet he could still feel the unrequited love of Darius and Ariel on his skin.

When he gently touched her, her hand nestled against his. Only the afterglow remained quietly. The warmth of her skin, the heat that passed between them, their ragged breathing, a feeling as if they were still intertwined. Her defenseless, somewhat childlike sleeping face made him smile.

It was then that a summons from Adrian arrived.

"Come tomorrow, without telling Mireille."

Without telling her? Had something happened? And it was a conversation she wasn't meant to hear.

So it's not a given that she'll be by my side yet. Leonhard suppressed the turmoil in his chest with a sigh.

Leonhard headed to Adrian's townhouse.

He had anticipated the worst. But the reality that awaited him far surpassed it.

The previous night, Ariel had awakened. He was breathless at the news of the terrible thing her brother Albert had done to her immediately following that good news.

He still had no direct contact with Albert. But from what Darius had said during the coup, he had guessed that Albert was a man of even greater power than himself.

If Ariel and Darius were to be together, would a man like that become Mireille’s uncle-in-law? Could I protect her… He swallowed hard.

Adrian said.

"In Mireille’s place, I want you to see the abuse Ariel suffered from the former king, the queen, and Rainer."

The video played. He was taken aback by its brutality. The contents matched Ariel's diary. It wasn't just one video; the process leading up to the final day unfolded before his eyes.

"The queen must have had sadistic tendencies. There are many videos like this," Adrian’s voice was somewhat pained.

"The words the former king is saying…" Sweat trickled down his forehead.

"That’s right. They are almost the same as the words Albert said. The words that tormented Ariel the most."

Adrian also nodded.

"Looking at Ariel’s condition, her confusion regarding Darius as a noble is severe. She only knew the Darius who was active in the unit and spoke kind words to her, so the words that she would be a hindrance if she existed were all the more impactful."

"This is in poor taste… All it shows is him talking to women and dancing closely with them."

From Leonhard’s perspective, Darius’s behavior was that of a perfect nobleman. But precisely because he knew Darius, he could tell at a glance that his heart wasn't in it.

His true heart was with Ariel, yet if Ariel, who knew nothing of that world, were shown this while being pushed to her physical and mental limits…

He felt sick. He had been exposed to the malice of nobles many times. He knew it. But this was more than that.

I have to tell Mireille that I am devoted only to her.

Adrian said.

"I want to discuss our future plans with you once more."

"I also discussed it with Mireille yesterday."

They both confirmed that they would act for the happiness of Ariel and Mireille. The anger of the two men was directed at the royal family.



		
			Chapter 129

			What She, Who Knew No Love, Left Behind

			From Albert's perspective, the events of that day were probably of no consequence.

The next day, Darius arrived to supply his mana. However, he seemed to have been told nothing.

This time, to ensure that no member of the royal family would have any contact with Ariel, Adrian himself was present during the mana supply.

Sensing the atmosphere, Darius seemed to have his doubts. But he did not speak in front of Ariel. However, the way he looked at her, as if she were something precious, did not change.

But even that, to Adrian, was infuriating.

Ariel was blindfolded during the mana supply.

Even if she didn't notice Darius's presence, she always fell into a peaceful sleep by the time the supply was over. Seeing this, Adrian had complex feelings, as if there were an invisible bond between them.

He immediately cut off the supply from Albert. Adrian truly wanted to cut off Darius’s supply as well. But he endured, telling himself it was until Ariel’s condition improved.

Eventually, her condition stabilized, and the doctor announced that mana supply was no longer necessary.

When Ariel awoke, her memory was somewhat confused, but she gradually regained her strength, responding to Mireille’s and Eleonora’s calls.

However, she was not originally good at expressing her emotions, and the damage she had received was significant.

Her expression had reverted to the merciless, living weapon era that Adrian knew, with almost no conversation, as if her heart was gone.

She did not ask about Darius, nor did she even seem to question his absence.

Mireille, too, could not hide her shock at this.

Adrian, as planned with Leonhard, went to report to Cedric, Albert, and Darius.

"I hear she has recovered safely," Cedric said.

"Yes. Thank you for your help in that matter," Adrian replied calmly.

"I have come today to report my resignation as chancellor."

At those words, a momentary tension ran through the three of them.

"Wh-why, Adrian! Without you, how do you expect us to run the country from now on?" Cedric’s voice rose with anger.

"That is something you should discuss with those who will be supporting the King in the future," Adrian replied coolly.

"What do you intend to do?" Albert, too, was getting anxious. He needed to build support over the long term for his son to become king.

"I intend to return to my marquisate and devote myself to managing my domain. Fortunately, the former captain of the 1st Knight Order, Leonhard, and the vice-captain, Kyle, have agreed to cooperate. They each have good partners, so it seems they will be starting new lives in the domain."

Hearing this, the King and Albert panicked.

If Adrian left, who would unite the nobles? Leonhard was not only competent but also a key figure in this coup. Moreover, his partner was the country's number one alchemist who had sealed the mages' attacks. The loss of him, who knew so much about the internal situation, would be immeasurable.

Kyle, too, was a skilled and important asset.

However, only Darius remained calm.

He knew that Adrian was not an irresponsible person who would be swayed by temporary emotions. This was a carefully considered decision. And Leonhard would put Mireille first. The fact that the two of them were leaving the royal capital meant that Ariel was as well. Including that, it must have been judged that it was better not to be in the royal capital.

"Adrian, something must have happened to make you think this way?" Darius asked quietly.

"Yes. First, I would like you all to watch this video."

Adrian began to play one of the many videos he had. It was a record of the abuse Ariel had received from the former king Karlwein, the queen, and the Mage Order captain, Rainer.

At the sheer brutality, everyone was at a loss for words. Darius lost his earlier composure, crying out, and shouting "Ariel!" in anguish as he watched the video intently.

For the King and Albert, it was a video of a crime committed by the former king, the queen, and the Mage Order captain in conspiracy.

But for Darius, it was different.

There, on the screen, was the process of her descent into incoherence, the one that was scrawled to the very end in the wooden box in that tower.

Why she thought he would marry a noblewoman. Why Ariel thought she was a hindrance to him. The answers were in that video.

Ariel, forced to drink poison, unable to resist the mental interference. And yet, her expression in the tower when she told him "I’m fine" overlapped with the video, weighing heavily on Darius’s chest.

"My ties with Darius are cut, it has nothing to do with me."

In the video, Ariel was trying to protect him until the very end. She had shouted that she would not build the Magic Furnace, trying to protect the country.

Please stop. Don’t protect me.

Even if he wished it, the her in the video did not flinch even when struck by the queen.

Didn’t you say you didn’t know how to love?

Darius shed tears. Why had she loved him so much?

For him, this video was also a record of the one he loved protecting him until the end, and breaking in the process.



		
			Chapter 130

			What Was Left at the End of Love and Hypocrisy

			Cedric, the King, desperately tried to maintain his composure amidst Darius’s cries.

"Adrian, this was done by my brothers. We are different. …We were supposed to have been cooperating to prevent a repeat of this tragedy."

But Adrian shook his head.

"I believed so. However, the other day, Albert-sama did something similar to Ariel. Ariel became distraught… and almost broke. Do you remember, Albert-sama?"

Albert’s face froze.

"No, that wasn’t my intention—"

"The first words she heard after finally waking up were not an apology or thanks. They were, ‘Disappear from my brother’s sight. If not for this commoner, Darius could have been happy.’"

Adrian’s voice trembled with anger and sorrow.

"How is that any different from King Karlwein’s words? The future king is also being raised with the same ideology under Albert-sama. I cooperated in the coup d'état to save Ariel and to ensure there would be no more victims. …But in the end, it’s just a repeat of the same thing."

"That’s… impossible," Cedric gasped.

Darius’s fist struck Albert.

"Don’t you decide for me! My happiness was… just living and laughing with Ariel, that was all!"

It was a desperate cry. But his voice echoed emptily.

But Adrian’s eyes were cold and dismissive, and he delivered another blow to Darius.

"Then why didn’t you protect her? Leonhard told me he would give up his status to live with Mireille. What about you? When I told you that a commoner and a duke could not be together, why didn't you let go of her hand? You just gave her gentle words in the name of doting love, but in the end, you just ran away from the unpleasant things. …That’s not love. It’s hypocrisy."

"…Ah…" The strength drained from Darius’s legs, and he fell to his knees.

Adrian stated cruelly.

"Rest assured. Ariel now only possesses her memories as a living weapon. Not a single memory of you remains. So I will say it in her place. She would have been happy if she had never met you."

They were words that gouged out the heart.

"And she would have been far more saved if she hadn't loved you. There were many who were saved by her and harbored feelings for her. It would have been better if she could have just lived as a woman with someone else…"

The moment he heard those words, tears overflowed from Darius’s eyes.

"…I loved her… I really did." But he was no longer within her. He could no longer hold her, nor apologize.

But Albert, who had been listening, showed no sign of remorse and spat out his irritation.

"…She’s a woman bought by the country. Don’t equate her with the duties of a noble. We have the happiness of the people—"

"Albert! Silence!" Cedric’s angry roar echoed. Seeing his son, he was horrified by his resemblance to his brother, King Karlwein.

Adrian let out a quiet breath.

"…Then try it. Try shouldering the hell that Ariel has shouldered yourself. I… will live for my own people."

Albert left in a huff.

All that remained was Darius, collapsed on his knees, sobbing.

I am no longer inside her. The Ariel I knew is nowhere to be found. Her smile, her voice, all the memories she left behind have vanished.

Only that pain continued to pierce deeply into Darius’s chest.



		
			Chapter 131

			The Master with No Memories Returns to the Tower

			"Master, how do you make this?" Mireille asked, taking out the all-purpose dagger Ariel had once given her.

Ariel tilted her head and took it in her hand.

"Did I make this?"

"Yes!"

"...Let me see."

Mireille felt a small sense of relief at her master’s dispassionate reply. The Ariel before her now had not lost all of her memories. She still retained the knowledge and memories from before she met Darius and the others. They could have a normal conversation about alchemy, though her expression remained blank.

"...My daughter? My apprentice?" Sometime after waking, Ariel stared intently at Mireille, tilting her head in confusion.

Next, her gaze fell upon Leonhard.

"Father?"

"N, no, that’s not it!" Leonhard stammered, his face turning bright red as he denied it.

Then she looked at Adrian.

"Father?"

"N, no! You... I... I bought her with money!"

"?" The man was spouting nonsense. Adrian looked bewildered at being seen in such a way.

After that, it was decided that Ariel and Mireille would accompany Adrian to his territory.

Though called a territory, it was actually adjacent to the Royal Capital. It was near the lodgings Leonhard had stayed in when he once went to the Tree Sea Defense Force’s base. In other words, it was less than an hour away from the capital by horse.

However, it was a vital region, containing a detour around the Tree Sea necessary for travel to other countries. If the kingdom’s power were to wane in the future, it was highly likely that monsters would begin to leak out from the Tree Sea. This territory was a bulwark, protecting the nation’s safety.

"An alchemy shop would be a great help. Adventurers and merchants pass through, so it would surely become popular." At Adrian’s suggestion, a combination home and shop was to be built for Mireille and Ariel.

Leonhard and Kyle each rented houses and were hired as Adrian’s private soldiers. With two such skilled men, the territory’s security stabilized in an instant.

"Adrian, Eleonora-fujin." It seemed Ariel had learned their names.

"What has become of the place I used to live?"

"...The tower in the Tree Sea?"

"I need alchemy materials. Also, I have too much mana built up, so I have to kill."

"Kill... what?"

"Monsters. I need to take their magic cores."

It seemed Ariel had been unconsciously venting her mana by hunting monsters all this time. What’s more, the magic cores had also served as fuel for the Magic Furnace.

"But someone else has that duty now. You don’t have to do it."

"Is that so..."

Ariel cast her eyes down, looking a little lonely.

"But I want to go back to where I lived."

"The tower is on national land. The Tree Sea Defense Force’s base is also under someone else’s control now."

"I see..."

Seeing the dejected Ariel, Eleonora quietly made a suggestion to Adrian.

"...Why don’t you let her go to the tower?"

Only a select few could enter the Tree Sea or the tower. And no one was a match for Ariel. It was hard to imagine anyone laying claim to that tower.

In the end...

"Alright, but you must report your safety every day. And if you’re told to leave, you will obey."

"Understood."

And so, Ariel began to live in the tower as she had before.

One day, Ariel stared intently at a ring on Leonhard’s finger as he visited the tower.

"Hk...!" Leonhard’s heart skipped a beat. This was the ring Ariel had once made for Darius. Had she remembered?

Mireille, who had come with him, held her breath as she watched Ariel’s face.

"I’ll make one of these for you, Mireille, and one for me. We’ll all have matching rings!" Ariel said with a cheerful smile. The two of them let out a simultaneous sigh of relief.

...It seemed she had not remembered Darius after all.

Leonhard suddenly thought of a man far away. Darius.

He had not even spoken to him since the Magic Furnace incident. He had not been able to see him when he left the order, either.

"...I wonder what he’s doing now."

He recalled Adrian’s fury. Meeting him would surely not be easy. But should he simply accept that they now lived in different worlds? Or should he try to see him, just once...

A whirlwind of unanswered questions swirled in Leonhard’s chest.



		
			Chapter 132

			Next to So Much Happiness, I Worry

			The moment Aria’s illness was cured, Kyle went and married her, and now they’re completely head over heels for each other. Watching them from the side, I, Leonhard, let out a sigh.

"Why don’t you get married soon too, Leonhard-san?" Kyle said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, all his former flippancy gone.

He made no attempt to hide how crazy he was about Aria. Aria, for her part, had been concerned about her time in the Royal Capital brothel, but she seemed relieved that, surprisingly, she knew no one here, just an hour’s ride away by horse. Perhaps it was because of all the travelers and merchants. Now she had filled out to a healthy weight, and her expression was calm.

"Marriage... I wonder if I should just push for it."

Though I said the words aloud, my anxiety did not fade.

I wanted to get married soon too, but the problem was that Mireille was worried about leaving Ariel all alone.

Ariel was a one-way street unless you initiated contact yourself. If we got married now, I was afraid our interactions would decrease even further, and we would truly lose all connection to her.

"You can’t even hold a proper conversation with her, can you? Even when someone is right in front of her, it’s hard to tell if she’s even aware of them..." Kyle said, furrowing his brow.

"...Darius must have been the one who coaxed her out of her shell and helped her act more like a person. The her in the old diaries wasn't like that."

That said, she apparently recalled things if Adrian gave her a light explanation. Perhaps she would become a little more human if the lid on her memories came off. I heard Eleonora-fujin had recently started teaching her manners, etiquette, and even dancing.

(...Adrian. After making such a scene, is he really trying to leave a path for her to get back together with Darius? Or is he aiming for a different match...)

An unpleasant thought crossed my mind.

"Hey, Kyle. Any news from the Royal Capital?"

"First off, there’s a mana shortage. I hear machines are stopping all the time. The lights will suddenly go out at night."

"Is that because Ariel stopped carrying magic cores to the Magic Furnace?"

"That’s part of it, but the dismantling of the Mage Order seems to be a big factor too."

Only mages could operate the Magic Furnace. But it wasn't just any mage. It required a certain level of mana and control.

"So now Duke Albert is controlling it, I hear."

"Hmph... serves him right."

I’d have to tell Ariel to stay away from the Magic Furnace. Even if she had forgotten, it was not a good place for her. It would be a disaster if she ran into Albert.

"Also, they apparently integrated the mages into the knight orders... but they’re completely useless and causing nothing but trouble."

"The Captain must be having a rough time. ...Maybe I was right to quit."

I shrugged. I couldn’t live extravagantly as one of Adrian’s private soldiers, but it was more than enough to live with Mireille.

"I hear Julius is having a pretty hard time too."

"You seem to know a lot. Who’s your source?"

"My source is Julius."

"What?"

Kyle answered with a straight face.

"He contacted me to recommend a doctor, saying that with Rainer dead, there was no one left who could make Aria’s panacea. But I turned him down, telling him, ‘She was cured by the power of love.’"

"...You haven’t been leaking information about me, have you?"

"He asked about you. Seemed like he wanted to bring you back to the order. But I told him, ‘He’s living happily with his girl, so it’s impossible.’"

"...You better be telling the truth."

I shot him a glare. Kyle frantically shook his head.

"There’s nothing to be gained by selling you out now."

(...So you would sell me if there was something to gain.)

I sighed again.

"Just as Adrian predicted, the Royal Capital is already full of trouble. But that makes me worry about when a major power might invade."

When I said that, Kyle laughed breezily.

"Our territory will be fine. We’ve got Ariel-san and Mireille-san’s alchemy tools. And with Adrian-san as our strategist, aren’t we invincible?"

...He was right, we would probably be safe. But we couldn't just stand by if the entire country was taken over.

Perhaps I really should try to meet with Darius. I asked Kyle to find out what unit Darius was in now.



		
			Chapter 133

			When Someone Says They're Okay, They're Not

			Ariel stood before the Tree Sea Defense Force’s base.

She had gathered a lot of magic cores. There were many monster carcasses too, but she didn’t have the energy to butcher them all. She couldn’t move all night like she used to. This was a problem.

Do they even need magic cores? They said someone else was doing this job now.

Maybe I should just wander in, hand them over quickly, and make a dash for it. Yes, let’s do that.

The base looked almost the same as she remembered. It was bigger than before, with room-like holes here and there. It used to be just her, but are there more people now? Where should I leave the magic cores and go?

She walked briskly and found a wide space with a table in the middle. A lot of armor was laid out on it.

"Moonshadow Wolf fur... they’re processing it somehow." She found herself captivated by the armor, which had been treated with an unfamiliar alchemical process. How did they do it? I want a closer look.

She couldn’t help but touch the armor, examining how it had been processed.

"Who’s there... eh? Ariel?" A man was there when she turned around. He had called her Ariel. Was he an acquaintance?

He looked to be past thirty. Around Adrian’s age? Then he must be about forty. He was standing there dumbfounded. Well, I did just walk in uninvited.

Time to drop them and dash.

"Magic cores. I got a lot, so you can have them."

"Eh!" Time to run.

"Wait." She was stopped.

"..."

"...Um, thank you." Good. He thanked me. I did a good thing. Time to run.

"Wait." He stopped her again.

"Where are you living now?" Oh no. Adrian had told her she had to leave if someone said so.

"Do I have to leave?" she asked timidly.

"Are you perhaps in the tower?" It seemed he really was an acquaintance. Even though I don’t recognize him... She reluctantly nodded.

"No, you don’t have to leave. It’s just, it’s a long way from here, and it’s night. Let me walk you back."

"Not necessary."

"I see..." The man in front of her was clearly dejected.

"Do you want to walk me back?"

"Y, yes."

"If you walk me back, then I will have to walk you back, so wouldn’t it be the same?"

"Why would you walk me back?"

"Because it’s a long way, and it’s night." The man in front of her was clearly troubled.

"Because you’re a woman."

"Is it bad for a woman to walk a long distance at night?" I didn’t know that. Is it a rule for nobles? I’ll ask Eleonora-fujin next time. But now the man was pondering.

"No, it’s not bad, but... isn’t it okay to just want to walk you back?"

"I won’t stop you if you want to."

This was a problem. I wasn’t scolded, but I had a feeling Adrian would be mad at me. I wonder why.

"Ah, yes, that’s right." The man took out a piece of candy.

"This? Do you recognize it?"

"It’s candy." What was he talking about? However, the candy that Adrian and Eleonora-fujin gave her came with rules of etiquette. It was served on a plate, and you had to pick it up with your fingers.

"Do you like it?"

"I like it, but I can’t eat it without a plate."

"?"

"Candy isn’t normally served as a noble’s table sweet. But since I like it, I’m allowed to eat it only if it’s served to me on a plate." The man thought, looking puzzled.

"Close your eyes and open your mouth." I should close my eyes. Ah, open my mouth. Mmm!!

"It’s candy!"

"This isn’t the kind of candy nobles eat, so this is fine." There are noble candies and non-noble candies? Are they different? I’ll have Eleonora-fujin teach me the difference. The man was staring at me as I licked the candy. But he looked sad.

"Are you in pain?"

"Why do you ask?"

"You look sad."

"No, I’m okay." He muttered to himself, as if in a monologue, that Ariel was as kind as ever.

"When someone says they’re okay, they’re not okay."

"Eh?" The man’s face froze. Did I say something strange?

"It’s strange to be okay when you’re in pain." The man’s eyes filled with tears. I made him cry.

"You are in pain, aren’t you?" I asked. The man nodded.



		
			Chapter 134

			The Right to Embrace

			Darius gasped at the sight before him. He thought he was seeing a phantom.

"...Ariel?"

He wasn’t supposed to see her, yet he had wanted to. The conflicting desires clashed deep within his chest.

Standing there was, indeed, Ariel. Expressionless, speaking dispassionately. Their conversation didn’t connect. It was just like when they had first met.

Pain won out over joy. The girl from that time was no longer here.

She was supposed to be twenty eight, yet her heart remained that of a young girl. And... she did not remember him.

Adrian’s words cut through his heart. "Ariel would have been happy if she had never met you."

To think that she had been told such things her entire life, and that they had tormented her, felt like his chest was being torn apart. And yet, they had met again.

What’s more, she now held a bag stuffed full of the magic cores he desperately needed, casually saying "Here" as she tried to leave them behind.

This might be the last time.

Unconsciously, he found himself trying to hold on to her somehow. Amidst their disjointed conversation, I pulled a candy from my pocket. Maybe I could recreate that moment. If she licked it, maybe she would remember, even just a little.

But she knew what candy was. For some reason, she spoke of noble etiquette, her tone flat. There was no longer any way to retrace the past.

On the contrary, she peered into my face and said with concern.

"When someone says they’re okay, they’re not okay. It’s strange to be okay when you’re in pain."

Those words overlapped with the Ariel of the past, who had insisted she was okay even when she was cornered.

I should have been the one to tell her that she was not okay. And now, the Ariel of the present was speaking that very answer.

Tears welled up and wouldn’t stop.

"Why are you sad? Where does it hurt?" Though her face was blank, her voice was gentle. She hadn’t changed, even without her memories.

"...I was an acquaintance of yours, long ago. But I hurt you so much that you lost those memories. That’s why I don’t have the right to receive such kind words from you. That’s what makes me sad."

"An acquaintance?" Ariel fell silent as if in thought, staring at me. Then, she whispered.

"...I don’t know. But I forgive you."

"No, don’t forgive me. Please don’t forgive me." I desperately shook my head.

"This isn’t something that should be forgiven so easily."

"...Still, I forgive you." Her voice was unwavering.

I was at a loss for words.

"What’s your name?" As she asked, her gaze shifted elsewhere. She was captivated by the Moonshadow Wolf armor that Mireille had made.

I did not tell her my name. It would be better if she didn’t remember me.

"Mireille made that. I’m sure she’d be happy if you asked her how."

For the first time, she smiled.

"You know Mireille too? And Adrian? Leonhard? Eleonora-fujin?"

"...I know them. But I am hated by them all."

Ariel’s smile vanished, and she stared straight at me again. Then, with a soft sniffle, she drew closer.

Suddenly, she threw her arms around me.

My heart leaped.

"...What are you..." My body froze, unable to push her away.

"This scent... I like it."

"Eh...?"

"It’s a comforting scent. Everyone hates you because they don’t know this scent."

She hugged me tighter, burying her face in my chest. A memory surfaced of the end, when she was cornered, of how she had desperately wanted to be held again and again.

"Ariel, are you perhaps in some kind of pain too?"

"I don’t know. It’s just..."

In that moment, Ariel’s eyes softened and relaxed.

"...I feel safe, my strength is leaving me."

As she murmured those words, the strength drained from her body.

"Ariel...!" I hurriedly caught her, and in my arms, her lips moved faintly.

"...Da...rius."

I went rigid. She said... my name.

"If I rest... I’ll get better. Mana... empty."

And then, she quietly let go of her consciousness.



		
			Chapter 135

			A Kiss of Farewell, A Resisting Heart

			Darius frantically pressed his ear to Ariel’s mouth. Faint breath. A pulse. But her body was cold.

"...Mana exhaustion?"

In the dark base, he couldn’t even see the color of her face. She might recover with sleep, but he should seek a doctor’s diagnosis.

His expression hardened as he went to the communications room to report to Adrian. Ariel has collapsed, he said. The reply came at once. I’m on my way to get her.

(...I won’t be able to see her anymore.)

A tightness gripped his chest, and he lowered his gaze.

He quickly lifted Ariel in his arms and carried her to the bed in the captain’s room she once used. The moment he tried to pull away, her hand gripped his clothes tightly.

"..."

It was a welcome thing, to be needed unconsciously. But now he couldn’t leave, which was a problem. Left with no choice, he did not lay her on the bed, but sat down and held her in his arms.

Her sleeping face was as peaceful as a child’s. One might believe she was still only in her early twenties. He made sure no one was around and gently pressed his lips to hers.

A kiss of farewell, trembling with guilt. He stroked her hair, touched her forehead, her cheek, simply confirming her warmth.

"...Goodbye, Ariel."

◇◇◇

The rescuers were quick. It took less than an hour. If one put up a monster ward and hurried, the base was close to Adrian’s territory.

Adrian and Leonhard arrived. The former’s face was twisted with anger, while the latter’s was colored with confusion.

Ariel still would not let go of Darius’s clothes. It took both of them to pry her fingers away so Leonhard could finally lift her into his arms.

"...When I returned, she was here, holding the magic cores," Darius explained succinctly.

"Hmph. Cedric came crying to me," Adrian said, throwing him a look of hatred.

"He said that even with two sons who have mana, they can’t match a single Ariel. The government is on the verge of collapse. ...That people are saying the former king was better."

"Darius, what do you plan to do now?" Leonhard asked.

"I won’t run. I can’t do as much as Ariel, but I’ll see this through to the end. ...Unlike you, I’m a man who couldn’t even protect a single woman. If the royal family sinks, I’ll sink with it."

He declared it resolutely, his gaze fixed on her sleeping face.

"I don’t know if it’s really mana exhaustion or something else... In any case, please have her seen to quickly."

Adrian turned on his heel with a look that said he wanted no part in this, and began to walk away with Leonhard. It was at that moment.

"No! I don’t want to!"

The sudden scream startled the three men. Ariel had woken up and was struggling desperately in Leonhard’s arms.

"Ariel...!" Darius called, and she ran straight to him, throwing her arms around him.

"Here... I’ll stay. It’s safe here. I’ll stay here..." With a trembling voice and hands that clung desperately, her warmth felt like it would tear his heart apart.

The three men stood there, dumbfounded. Ariel’s strength gave out again, and she fell asleep in Darius’s arms.

◇◇◇

In the end, Darius had to be the one to carry her to Adrian’s house. When they tried to separate them for treatment, she would search for Darius with a tearful face. Once they let her hold Darius’s hand and told her he was nearby, she finally calmed down.

The diagnosis was apparently mana exhaustion from using a massive amount of magic all at once.

As Darius supplied her with his own mana, the color returned to her face in an instant.

"I knew it, Master really does love you, Darius-san," Mireille murmured, and Eleonora nodded silently.

Like a chick searching for its parent, she sought him by instinct.

But what filled Darius’s chest was guilt. If he had never met her, she could have lived a much happier life, he thought. He had put her in a situation where she felt anxious without him by her side.

"...Adrian, I’ll ask you to have me removed from the ducal family register. But I cannot abandon my work in the Tree Sea. On top of that, if I can become just a man. If she would love me once more... I will propose."

As he spoke, gripping her sleeping hand, Adrian snorted.

"You idiot. You’ve finally made up your mind? In that case, I have a plan as well. ...Don’t you ever make Ariel cry again."

For just a fleeting moment, the corners of his mouth relaxed.



		
			Chapter 136

			I Want to Protect You and This Small World

			"Aah! I absolutely demand a happy ending for them!"

"If my husband gets in the way, I’ll never speak to him again," Eleonora declared, her eyes glistening with tears.

Women are weak to this kind of pure love.

"Did you see it? That gentle gaze of his."

"I did. If he did that in high society, he’d steal the conversation from everyone." Mireille and Eleonora’s love talk was unstoppable.

Cowering off to the side were Adrian and Leonhard.

(...We tell them we love them too, right? Right?)

Their silent cries were elegantly ignored.

＊＊＊

"Darius. Where did you disappear to? I thought you’d gone back to the duchy," Leonhard asked. He hadn’t been able to find Darius no matter how much he searched.

"I had made the Tree Sea Defense Force a secret unit again," Darius replied dispassionately, gently stroking the sleeping Ariel’s hand.

"The monsters are increasing, and the Magic Furnace is short on mana. Only the Moonshadow Teahouse can make the alchemy tools for the Tree Sea. The ones for the Royal Capital’s roads are useless there. There’s a limit to how well I can protect the unit members with my defense magic... so in the end, I’ve had to go gather most of the magic cores by myself."

"...By yourself?" Leonhard’s eyes widened in disbelief. He himself had once been brought to tears by a single Helkaarn. And magic cores could only be taken one at a time.

"How is my brother?" Adrian cut in, his voice sullen.

"The same as always." Darius shook his head.

"Father and I have both spoken to him, but my brother’s ‘high noble’ mindset hasn’t changed. He’s in charge of the Magic Furnace now. Since there’s no Mage Order, he’s training selected mages while managing it... There’s the issue of not having enough magic cores, but more than that, there’s no one who can maintain the furnace."

Eventually, Darius brought up the topic of the Crown Prince.

"The Crown Prince is ten years old. Father has decided to educate him directly. Just as you said, Adrian, it would be wrong for him to be influenced by my brother and start brandishing his bloodline. But... he’s still just ten. He thinks he’s been torn away from his father, and he cries all the time. We’ve explained about his real father and the reasons, but he’s not old enough to understand."

"...That’s pitiful," Leonhard couldn’t help but mutter. It was better than being showered with twisted affection. But to place such a burden on such a small heart... a sense of unease spread through his chest.

"Even a child is doing his best. I can’t just throw away my work in the Tree Sea. But my status has nothing to do with this job, so I just need to be removed from the ducal register. If Ariel wants me, I want to be by her side. I thought she would never need me again."

Darius let out a breath and smiled faintly.

"When she wakes up, I’ll talk to her. I’m not even sure if she remembers my name yet. If she’ll have me, I want to live with her in the tower and help her control her mana. On top of that, if she’ll be with me, I want to marry her. I may not be able to guarantee a peaceful life, but this time, I will make her happy."

Mireille and Eleonora, who were listening nearby, were ecstatic.

"We want to see you two happy too!!"

Leonhard thought to himself. Before that, please marry me and be happy!

But, he felt a small glimmer of hope. If Darius and Ariel could find happiness together... maybe he and Mireille could finally propose and start their own married life.



		
			Chapter 137

			The Battlefield Known as High Society

			Ariel awoke. There was no doting reunion to be seen.

"I’m going back to the tower," she said, then turned to Darius with a tilt of her head and asked, "By the way, what’s your name?" She acted as though she wouldn’t have even spoken to him if he hadn’t been in her line of sight.

"Master! You were the one throwing a tantrum, saying you didn’t want to leave Darius-san!" Mireille explained desperately. This was simply too pitiful for Darius.

Ariel stared at Darius with a serious expression.

"Didn’t want to leave?"

She paused to think for a moment, then gave a little sniff.

"...That’s right. It’s comforting." The next moment, she suddenly hugged Darius in front of everyone.

"From today on, we’ll sleep like this."

Darius froze. A collective gasp went through the room.

"My, my. Ariel-san, let’s observe noble manners in front of everyone," Eleonora-fujin said with a gentle smile.

"In exchange, you can have him hold you as much as you like where no one is looking."

"Understood." Ariel reluctantly let go of Darius.

At that, Darius muttered under his breath.

"Come to think of it... Ariel was talking about noble table manners." He was shocked that she really didn’t remember him, and just then...

*GONK!* Adrian’s fist came down on Darius’s head.

"Are you an idiot? No matter which noble you associate with, you can’t avoid high society if you’re involved with one. It may be normal for you, but for Ariel, it’s an unknown world. That’s why she was so shocked."

The painful memory of the video from that day, of Ariel suffering after seeing his life in high society, flashed through Darius’s mind, and his face twisted in anguish.

"Don’t forget. If she had known the customs of high society, she wouldn’t have been flustered by the lead in a close dance or a society face. If she enters high society knowing nothing, a future of being made a fool is all that awaits. You can’t protect her just by whispering words of love. Your ability to maneuver is too weak."

Adrian’s words were scathing but hit their mark. They showcased the difference between them, the ambition and meticulous planning of a man who had become chancellor at a young age.

"I don’t have high mana, nor is my status as high as yours. But I developed my own strengths and left what I couldn’t do to those who could. ...Truth be told, I wanted to go help directly during the coup d’état. But there’s a right person for the right job. When you’re in trouble, you should rely on those who are skilled. No one can do everything." Adrian averted his gaze with a huff.

Eleonora-fujin smiled. "Oh my." Her husband was kind but clumsy. Smoothing things over was always the wife’s role.

"Darius-san, I know you must be busy, but please be Ariel-san’s practice partner for tea service in your spare time. It’s training for the woman’s battlefield, after all."

"It’s a win if you send them home feeling good," Ariel added with a nod.

"She’s surprisingly skilled at managing things. She’s a good listener. She’s just bad at making facial expressions."

"...I’ll hide it with a fan."

"You can’t serve guests like that. You have to make a proper smile. And please, be her dance partner as well."

Darius was stunned. If it was called a woman’s battlefield, did this count as part of combat training?

Until now, he had only tried to shelter Ariel. He had wanted to keep her far away from high society. But...

(If only I had been able to consult with someone sooner, I might have avoided taking such a long detour.)

Adrian spoke with a serious expression.

"Once the preparations for high society are complete, we’ll move on to the next phase of the plan. Until then, win Ariel’s heart. As far as I’m concerned, I’m fine with another man making her happy."

Then he shifted his gaze to Leonhard.

"If you two wait for Darius and Ariel, you’ll never get married."

"Hk!" Mireille and Leonhard looked at each other, their faces turning bright red at the same time.

Adrian, he was truly a man skilled at reading the subtleties of the human heart.



		
			Chapter 138

			As Much Happiness as I Made You Wait

			Leonhard and Mireille walked home from Adrian’s house in silence.

Damn you, Adrian. Leonhard thought bitterly, but the man’s word was so on point that he was left speechless.

It was as if he had seen right through all my worries.

Ariel and Darius’s love was built upon a foundation of more than ten years. It was true that if they waited for those two to get married, they might miss their own chance.

I want to get married. Leonhard thought, stealing a glance at Mireille walking beside him.

◆

Mireille, too, was thinking.

Six months ago. Leonhard-san was the man who had come to her, throwing everything away alongside Adrian-sama, who had resigned as chancellor over Master’s case.

What’s more, he was even waiting to get married, prioritizing her feelings of not wanting to leave her master all alone.

When they left the Royal Capital, he had paid a large severance to the building managers who had looked after her, reduced his own belongings, and moved with her into a small house. Because he was quitting the knights, he had even shown his intent to renounce his noble title. And this was a man the royal family still hadn’t given up on.

...Our meeting was something akin to being swept up in events, but I can’t keep a man who treasures me this much waiting forever.

"Ah, um..." Mireille stopped walking.

Leonhard turned around.

"What’s wrong? Did something catch your eye?"

Her cheeks were bright red, but it should have been invisible on the dark road. She took a deep breath.

"W, will you marry me?"

She’d said it. A reverse proposal. It was terribly forward, but.

"Eh...?"

"I, I’m not a noble, and I’m looking after my master who’s like a mother to me, and the only thing I’m good at is alchemy... but... I’ll properly... make you happy..."

She was cut off mid-sentence as he pulled her into a strong embrace.

"Why... did you have to be the one to say it?"

"B, because I was making you wait..."

He had proposed to her many times. That’s why she had wanted to be the one to say it this time, but maybe it wasn’t something a woman was supposed to do after all.

"I’m happy. I’m so happy. But... a proposal is a girl’s dream, isn’t it? Let me... let me do it over properly."

Saying that, Leonhard knelt on the dirt path. The moonlight illuminated him, making his hair glitter like silver.

"Mireille... I’ll say it as many times as it takes. I’m glad I met you. When I’m with you, I am happy. I want us to be happy together, always. ...Please be my wife."

He gazed at her directly, and tears overflowed from her eyes.

She remembered him teaching her how to make a bonfire. Their sudden life together in the Tree Sea. How he had fought monsters until he was covered in blood. How they had run all over to save her master.

And... him. This clumsy, gentle man who, out of his overwhelming care for me, always pulls his hand back at the last moment.

"Fufu..." A smile naturally bloomed on her face.

"I accept. I love you, Leonhard-san."

"I love you too... Mireille."

They held each other tightly, and then their lips met. Their joined shadows melted into one on the dark road.



		
			Chapter 139

			Two in the Tower, Secrets and Tears

			Ariel was troubled.

"The bed, it’s too small..."

There was a small bed on the second floor. She wanted to sleep with Darius, but he looked so cramped.

"This is a problem..."

Alright, I’ll make a bed on the fourth floor!

The fourth floor was a storage room. She didn’t remember a place like this being here before, but oh well. The problem was the recognition-inhibiting magic. The fourth floor was pitch black. If she broke through a window, a window would appear in the empty sky where there was no building.

"This is a problem..."

It seemed the magic had been cast to hide something. There were several wooden boxes. Was... this what someone wanted to hide?

I don’t have anything I want to hide, though...

I have nothing to hide. But I do need a big bed. I’ll just make one in a flash with a Demonic Tree. The bedding will be phoenix feathers, and the cloth to cover it... what should I use?

She was getting excited.

The wooden boxes were in the way. Ariel gently opened a lid.

---

Meanwhile, Darius was back at the base, giving instructions to the unit members. Thanks to Ariel’s cooperation, even the regular members could now hunt monsters safely.

As always, though Ariel would cling to me, she showed no interest in me and remained expressionless. It couldn’t be helped, but... it was a little lonely. Still, just being able to be by her side was happiness enough.

The matter of having my name removed from the ducal register had been stopped by Adrian. (To be honest, I have no idea what Adrian is thinking.)

I should get back soon and help Ariel with her tea service practice.

Terrifyingly, Ariel became a flawless noble lady only during practice. She was expressionless, but her movements were frighteningly beautiful.

We would simulate various scenarios. When she encountered a conversation she didn’t understand, she would tilt her head and turn to the person next to her, asking, "What are your thoughts on the matter?"... It was cute. Beyond that, the way she brewed tea, her etiquette, every movement of her fingertips was like something out of a textbook.

The problem was her expressionless face.

"I’m going to hunt influential nobles. But, since I am unmarried, I must also avoid being hunted," she would say flatly. What kind of battlefield did she think this was? And please, don’t get hunted, since I’m here.

The smile I saw at the base before was a super rare occurrence. And the time she was so frantic she wouldn’t leave my side... that was even rarer than rare. Normally, there wasn’t a shred of emotion on her face.

But whenever she saw me, she would often hug me and fall asleep. In those moments, a hint of innocence would peek through her blank expression.

"Well then, I’ll be heading home early today."

He had the unit members take the magic cores to the Magic Furnace. The ring Ariel had made for him would return him to the tower in an instant. Yes, Ariel had made another ring for going to the tower.

That alone brought a smile to his face.

---

When he returned, Ariel was having a bonfire in the garden. Did she get some monster meat? No, she was burning papers, one after another. They seemed to be the magic-related documents from the second floor. The Magic Core Stove had been completely filled with magic-related papers. He had wanted her to clean it up to avoid a fire... well, being bad at cleaning was also very Ariel-like. Had she finally gotten around to it?

"I’m home. What are you burning?"

"Cleaning up the second floor. I want to make the bed bigger."

And... she had brought a giant Demonic Tree, pulled up by the roots... How did she carry that? Did she use a burst of mana again...

"How are you feeling? You don’t feel sick?"

"I don’t."

But... something was off.

"Ariel?"

She didn’t hug him. She was expressionless, but clearly dejected.

"Ariel? What’s wrong?"

"I, I’m okay... I’m okay."

She wasn’t expressionless. Her face was stiff, like she was about to cry. It hit Darius like a bolt of lightning. He reacted to those words. "I’m okay."

He hugged Ariel with all his might.

"You’re not okay. I know that when you say you’re okay, it means you’re not."

Ariel looked at Darius and burst out crying. This time, he absolutely wouldn’t miss it.

"I’m with you." Darius held her tight as he spoke.

---

On the fourth floor. In front of her old diary, in front of the wooden box filled with memories of Mireille, Ariel was sobbing.

He had almost never seen her cry, not in the past, not now.

"You’re not okay. You’re in pain right now, Ariel. It’s painful for me, too, when secrets are kept from me. Please tell me everything that happened."

Darius repeated himself over and over. He had no intention of letting Ariel go until she talked.

Then, Ariel told him she had found her old diaries and mementos. Darius was stunned. That diary was still here.

Ariel cried out in a confused voice.

"Darius... I can’t remember. I can’t remember..."

She was in turmoil, unable to remember the past after reading the diary.

"If you don’t want to remember, you don’t have to. There’s no need to force it." Darius rubbed her back, calming her down.

"If you truly want to remember, then I’ll tell you everything, right from when we first met."

"I want to remember... I loved Darius, and Darius loved me too. My memories with Mireille... I can’t remember them..."

Ariel clutched her head.

Darius gently stroked her hair.

"It’s okay. Let’s retrace the past together, one more time."

He wiped away her tears, and Ariel looked up at Darius, her expression softening with a hint of relief.

Darius smiled and gently took her hand.

"Let’s remember everything, together. I’ll always, always be by your side."



		
			Chapter 140

			Proof of Lost Love

			Darius and Ariel stood outside, looking up at the tower.

Darius released the recognition-inhibiting magic, and a five-story tower materialized before them.

"...In the past, there was an incident that caused you to lose your memory. At that time, I think you hid documents on the fourth floor and cast the spell so it couldn’t be seen from the outside."

"The diary too?"

"Those documents are gone now, and you don’t need to hide the diary. It’s a precious memory for you, me, and Mireille."

Ariel squeezed Darius’s hand and didn’t let go. It was a way of seeking comfort she had never shown before. Perhaps she had been holding it all in for so long.

"...I don’t have to hide it?" Her expression relaxed with relief.

"I was excited about making a bed," she said, looking a little dejected.

"Let’s make it together."

"Really?" Her face brightened in an instant.

Just moments ago she had been tormented by her lack of memory, but now her eyes were sparkling as she talked about the bed. A room where the morning sun would stream through an open window, a fluffy duvet made of phoenix feathers. For the cloth, she was apparently torn between using silk from an Enchanting Butterfly or a Seductive Butterfly.

...That sounds like a rather suspicious bed.

"I mean... sounds like one could sleep well in it." Was it better not to object?

"You won’t be able to sleep! If we sleep together... huh?"

Ariel fell silent.

"It has a charm effect..." She was visibly crestfallen.

"I wonder if... I wanted to charm you."

"Why does that make you sad?"

"Because you shouldn’t change a person’s heart..."

Seeing her shoulders droop so pitifully was endearing. What, so something I said is still in a corner of her memory?

"But you can do whatever you want to me. It won’t have any effect."

"Really?"

"I was charmed by you long ago. Don’t worry."

"Was I... charmed by you too?"

"You may not have seemed confident, but I was always loved by you."

"...I see."

There was, however, something I had to confess.

The Ariel of the past rarely showed emotion unless I whispered words of love to her. Even when I told her I loved her, she would say she didn’t understand love. Or she would reply with "I love you" like a parrot, but her heart was hard to read. Like a fool, I thought our feelings weren’t mutual.

In the past, the young knights were targeted by the queen. I would drink the aphrodisiacs meant for them and flee, or use my defense magic to block the charm spells the queen cast. I helped them out of many a questionable perfumed situation. When ordered by the queen, the young knights couldn’t refuse. Leonhard, too, had come close to danger many times.

I protected them. Generally, these things could be repelled with defense magic. Or purified immediately. I had self-control. But it was a fact that I would feel a sense of arousal after protecting them. I would always return to my room and fly to Ariel’s side with the ring.

I could purify the drug, yet without saying so... I clung to her sympathy. And kind Ariel, to help me in my suffering, offered her purity.

After that, under the pretext of the queen’s actions, the act was repeated until she lost her memory. I continued to whisper "I love you," but she must have thought she was just reluctantly accepting me until the drug wore off.

So now, I decided, was the time to tell her.

"Ariel... actually."

But she tilted her head.

"In that case, I must have wished for it too."

"Why do you think so?"

"I’m good at purification magic. I often get food poisoning from monster meat!"

She said it with a smug look, and all Darius could do was stand there, dumbfounded.



		
			Chapter 141

			A First Dress for You

			I had thought I had satisfied my desires in a way that deceived Ariel. It was at a level where if Adrian found out, I couldn’t have complained if he punched me.

But, the fact that she was also skilled at purification magic meant that she could have purified my aphrodisiac, but chose not to.

"Darius and I were good friends," Ariel said, looking satisfied.

"That’s why I wanted to make the charming bedding." The Ariel who had forgotten her past was honest and straightforward about her desires. The way she hugged me, held my hand, and even spoke of our physical acts. It felt as if the past Ariel was confessing to me over and over, a feeling so happy yet so painful and heart-wrenching it washed over me.

"Now that that’s settled, I’m off to climb Sacred Peak Mountain," Ariel announced, telling me she was going to climb the mountain with Leonhard.

"To Sacred Peak Mountain?"

"Yep. Phoenixes are in the crater. Enchanting Butterflies and Seductive Butterflies are at the foot of Sacred Peak Mountain."

"Why Leonhard?" In the flow of our conversation up to this point, shouldn’t it be me? Going with her.

"Leonhard asked me. He wants me to help him find a jewel to give to Mireille as a present."

"For their wedding?"

"That’s right. He’s giving her a present." I see. Darius felt a lump in his throat. He had felt a sense of guilt for dragging them into all this, but he was glad the two of them were finally together.

But... that too made him realize something. Such an idea had not occurred to him in the slightest. In high society, he would normally have his butler arrange to send various things so as not to be rude to the other party, yet he had never sent anything to the Ariel of the past. The things he chose were all necessities like candy, food, or toys for Mireille.

"I want to go too!"

"I’ll be sure to bring back magic cores."

"No, I want to give Ariel a jewel too...." As he said it, he thought, wouldn’t Ariel just get one herself if she wanted it? What was I trying to say? he regretted.

And yet.

"Really!!" She gave him an incredibly happy look.

Did she like jewels? Come to think of it, she had seemed happy about the gold coins she got from Adrian, saying they were shiny. No, it was more that I was the strange one for never having given Ariel a single jewel. Even if she was mostly in the Tree Sea, there were plenty of gifts for a woman, like dresses, jewels, books, or cosmetics.

When I untangled the past like this, it was no wonder I had made Ariel lose her confidence.

"I want to give you your first jewel. Would it be alright if I searched for it with you?"

"That’s fine. I’m going to put it on a dress and tiara later." Putting jewels on a dress? For high society?

"That’s right. Jewels are needed on the battlefield. But if Darius is there, I’ll be safe." Ariel became so cheerful she looked like she might start whistling.

"Is the dress decided? Would it be alright if I gave you that as a gift too?"

"Adrian is giving me the dress."

"I see. I’ll talk to Adrian, then."

I want to be the one to give her a proper dress. I loved her so much, I was crazy about her, what on earth have I been doing all this time?

From there, I immediately took action. When I spoke to Adrian, he already had a design sketch for a haute couture dress ready.

But, what was this?

"Adrian, this dress is... not for high society, is it?"

"Of course I’ll have one made for society. But this is the main event."

It was a one-of-a-kind piece by a top-tier tailor, but it was too plain to be worn in high society. It was more the type one would wear to a formal ceremony. Of course, she was twenty-eight, so she wouldn’t be wearing the same kind of clothes as a young girl.

Moreover, leather boots? And a mantle? A rather long one. This was...

"This is..."

"Make sure you propose to Ariel before she makes her debut." Adrian smiled with an air of confidence.

"Never mind proposing, she just found her old diary and cried because she couldn’t remember anything." Adrian sighed as if to say, what are you doing?

But then his expression suddenly turned serious.

"I haven’t told Eleonora the full details of the day I first met her. Please smooth things over with Ariel for me."

He said it with a serious face. He was talking about how he tried to approach her, got blown away, suffered a near-fatal injury, and received a mouth-to-mouth potion. That was certainly hard to bring up, and it would be a problem if it created a rift between Ariel and Eleonora-fujin.

I promised to cover for him, and in return, I arranged for the dress to be my expense and had Adrian give me the details of how he planned to use it.

I see. It was indeed a plan that Father Cedric would have no choice but to accept.

I decided to go along with Adrian’s plan.



		
			Chapter 142

			The Unsolvable Contradiction, The Words That Reached

			Ariel was, once again, making alchemy tools. Darius would be happy to have them at the base, and they would be useful when she climbed Sacred Peak Mountain with Leonhard. Potions, High Potions, All-Purpose Bandages, Sleep Orbs, a tornado kit, an air head for breathing underwater...

Right, the Monster-Repelling Bells too.

Bells were apparently good for repelling monsters. When she tried it after hearing so from Mireille, their effect indeed lasted about a day longer than a chime. So she was making a large number of bells and lining them up.

If I built a bell tower and applied a monster-repelling process, the effect might last for about a month. But then we wouldn't be able to hunt monsters, and wouldn't that disrupt the ecosystem? Maybe it would be good to build them along the roads in Adrian's territory.

She hummed a tune that wasn't quite a tune. She didn't know any songs, after all. So she couldn't sing.

Truth be told, even though she had an apprentice in Mireille, she didn't consider herself particularly skilled at alchemy. Back in the Mage Order, she had only made things because she had to, making them until she lost consciousness. Just because she could make better things than others didn't mean it was her specialty. She had only perfected High Potions because magic couldn't heal missing limbs.

She probably wasn't skilled at it because she could accomplish most things with magic. Her skills would get rusty right away if she didn't consciously practice.

---

Suddenly, she remembered the diary.

And what she had said to Darius about "purification magic."

She hadn't cast purification on Darius when he had taken the aphrodisiac. But she should have been able to dispel something like an aphrodisiac with purification magic. So it was surely her own desire. When she told him this, Darius had seemed profoundly relieved, and from that day on, he had begun to seek her out again.

...I have no memory of the past, and it's so frustrating I want to turn my head inside out, but when Darius wants me, I feel fulfilled and safe. So I can't believe that my past self was any different.

However.

For some reason, the me in the diary couldn't even remove the poison given to her by Rainer with purification magic, and had continued to take antidotes. What's more, she couldn't even prevent the queen's mental interference.

And yet, there shouldn't have been any mage stronger than me.

---

She actually tried making an antidote.

There were many types of poison. Snake venom, plant poison, bee venom, fish monster venom... countless types. And so, there were countless antidotes.

But the one she had used at the time of Rainer was likely an "all-purpose type." It worked by sealing all attributes, fire, water, wind, and earth, in a capsule and making them clash inside the body to neutralize the poison. As a result, it was effective against any poison.

However, the side effects were atrocious. Your head would pound, you'd feel nauseous, it was as if a small-scale war was erupting inside your body.

Why didn't purification magic work?

...This was the greatest contradiction.

---

What did the queen and Rainer have in common? The Mage Order? She had only bad memories of the Mage Order.

The only things she could remember were blood, corpses, and attacks. There were no allies. She had no memory of sleeping. Even the person who had taught her about the Magic Furnace had disappeared at some point.

When she closed her eyes, the same scene always floated to the surface. Someone's dead body, splattered blood, and mages attacking her. She must have reflexively fought back against those who attacked her.

...The Mage Order's headquarters was the Magic Furnace. Would it be bad if I went to the Magic Furnace?

She was forbidden from going near the Magic Furnace. By Adrian, by Leonhard. And by Darius.

If only she could get permission...

---

"No."

The moment she showed her face at the base, Darius’s voice flew at her. Among the surprised unit members, some rushed over, calling out, "Captain!" But honestly, she had no memory of them.

"I’m sorry. I have no memory," was all she could say in apology.

It was a flat-out no.

"I guess it’s no good..." She let her shoulders droop.

"I want to grant any wish you have. But the Magic Furnace alone is not allowed," Darius said, his face pale, his expression severe and grim.

"That is the place where you suffered terrible violence and lost your memory. And the person there now is my brother. A man who showered you with cruel words and still has not repented."

"Is that so..." It wasn’t written in the diary. In that case, she probably shouldn’t go.

"The way he is now, he doesn’t understand that he is at fault, and he holds a grudge against you."

"A grudge...?"

"...Let’s go back to the tower. If you’ve brought this many alchemy tools, everyone will be able to rest easy." With that, Darius handed the tools to the unit members, swept me up into his arms, and teleported with the ring.

---

Even after returning to the tower, though I was usually the one to hug him, today it was Darius who uncharacteristically wouldn’t let me go.

"I’m sorry... Did I scare you?"

...I noticed. Darius was trembling.

"I’m scared of you getting hurt, of your memories disappearing... of losing sight of you."

Had I been the one to inflict such fear upon Darius?

And so I hugged him back tightly.

"I’m sorry, I just wanted to investigate the Mage Order. I love you. Even if my memories don’t return, I love you, Darius."

Darius’s head shot up with a start, and a tear rolled down his cheek.

"This is the first time you’ve said ‘I love you’ to me." Darius hugged me once more.



		
			Chapter 143

			The Me in the Diary and the Real Me, Which Do You Like

			Darius is a crybaby. If anything happens to me, he cries right away. He’s such a handful. But I have a soft spot for him.

Is the "me" in this diary really me? Or is she someone else? I love Darius even without my memories. The me in the diary is right there with him, being told "I love you." So why do I find myself thinking, "I don’t know if I love him"?

It’s so frustrating. It feels like the lid on my bottled-up heart is about to fly off.

"Darius! Is the me in this diary me?"

"Of course it’s you. Who else could it be?"

"Then why is the me in the diary so indecisive and worried?" I directed all my frustration at Darius.

"It’s probably my fault for always trying to make you into a ‘normal girl.’ By making you feel different from others, I destroyed your self-confidence." Darius sighed.

What is this? Why is the me in the diary being protected by Darius? It feels like she’s being cherished. It’s frustrating.

"Then let me ask you. This woman in the diary and me. Which one do you like more?" My heart was in turmoil. It felt like Darius was in love with another woman. It was unforgivable.

"Huh? But you’re both Ariel, aren’t you?" Darius faltered. His reaction only made him look more suspicious.

"No! I know about candy, I can sleep properly at night, and I’m happy and have fun when I’m with you. I don’t remember being told Mireille is my disciple and daughter. In fact, Mireille is the one who tells me about the time I can’t remember. And Adrian is completely devoted to Lady Eleonora, he isn’t some lecherous man. So she’s a different person!"

He’s in love with someone else who just happens to have my face. That’s it, I was switched out somewhere along the line. What else could this be but an affair?

"No, Ariel is Ariel. Both are precious to me."

"You cheated! I love you even without my memories, but you loved the me who didn’t love you! You’re horrible!"

"What?!" Darius was flustered.

So I hit the mark.

I pressed him further.

"In my memory, there’s no magician stronger than me. So it’s infuriating that I was poisoned by the queen, subjected to mental interference, and forced to back down like that. Why didn’t my purification magic work? I want to know why I had to fight even after taking an antidote with such strong side effects."

"An antidote with strong side effects?"

I laid out all my reasons for wanting to go to the Magic Furnace. Even if I couldn’t find the answer, I had no choice but to go there.

Then, Darius told me what happened afterward, the part that wasn’t in the diary.

He told me how my blood was drawn and my mana was stolen at the Magic Furnace, how I was forcibly kept alive with High Potions.

How because of that, my body grew thin and my mana circulation was thrown into chaos.

How Darius’s father and Adrian staged a coup d'état to save me. How, in exchange for the support of the nobility, Darius had to abandon me, a commoner.

How his brother was ordered to supply me with mana and hurled the same words at me as the king had during his punishments, causing me to fall into a delirium and lose my memories.

And how Darius’s brother held a grudge against me, blaming me for the reason Adrian left the king's side to protect me and for the king taking away his son's upbringing.

"Why didn’t you tell me?"

"You had lost your memories and had forgotten me. The moment I chose to leave you in order to save you, I had already given up on everything."

I clenched my fists.

"The king and queen. I’m going to kill them!"

"Well, I wanted to, but it was impossible."

"Then your brother! I’ll kill him!"

"Wait, wait!"

There was no stopping me now. I couldn’t keep a lid on my emotions anymore. I had entered a combat stance.

"So, Darius! Me or the old me, which one do you love? You cheater! You’re horrible, Darius!"

Tears streamed down my face. I cried, screaming as my emotions exploded.



		
			Chapter 144

			The Day a Heart Dwelled Within the Living Weapon

			"Darius, how did it come to this?" Adrian asked.

When Darius explained the events so far, Adrian understood.

"Letting her go to the Magic Furnace is a bad idea. If Albert continues like this…" So this is what happens when you give a living weapon emotions. Adrian couldn’t hide his surprise.

"Darius cheated on me!" Ariel burst in, crying. When he heard the story, she was furious, insisting that the woman in the diary wasn’t her and demanding to know which of them he liked more. This time, no matter how he looked at it, Darius was not at fault.

Furthermore, Ariel had apparently sniffed out the existence of the video recording of her past punishment. No, she had forced it out of Darius.

Pressured to "hand it over," Adrian reluctantly retrieved the recording.

Ariel clung to Darius, staring intently at the video. Herself, poisoned and suffering endlessly. Herself, collapsing in tears as Darius spent time with another woman at a high society party. Ariel rewound and replayed the miserable scenes that no one would want to watch, over and over again.

"Hmm, why is this?" Adrian tilted his head. It was as if she were watching someone else’s punishment. She didn’t recognize that immense pain and suffering as her own.

Adrian and Darius exchanged a look. This was a "living weapon" that had gained emotions. A recreation of the same dangerous figure she had been when they first met.

"Who are you two afraid of? The me of today won’t lose to people like this. Where are they? I’ll kill them!"

"I took care of the magician Rainer. I’ve avenged you, so it’s all right now," Darius explained desperately.

"We’ve also confined the king and queen in a place where their magic is sealed, so they can never use mental interference again. There’s a major power aiming for this country. If the king dies, there will be a great many casualties," Adrian added, trying to persuade her. In her current state, Ariel was liable to kill the king and queen on impulse.

"So, you’ve already taken care of the three people in this video, then." The tension left Ariel’s shoulders.

"That’s right. I have so many regrets about hurting you. Yet I just assumed, ‘You’ll be fine.’ Even though you weren’t fine at all." All Darius could do was apologize as if confessing his sins.

"Why are you apologizing?" Ariel’s eyes burned with a fighting spirit.

"What?"

"You believed in me, Darius. You believed that I would never lose. I was the one who betrayed that trust. That’s why I won’t lose anymore. Never! I won’t allow you to leave me, Darius. I refuse to lose to the woman in this diary or this video!"

Then, Ariel looked straight at the two of them.

"I’m going to the Magic Furnace now. I’m going to challenge my brother to a duel. I will absolutely not lose. If you’re worried, you can follow me as you please."

From her fierce demeanor, both Adrian and Darius sensed a murderous intent.

"W, wait! A duel… you’re not going to kill him, are you?"

"I will kill him!"

"If you kill him, you won’t be able to be with Darius!" At Adrian’s shout, Ariel stopped dead in her tracks.

"Fine. I’ll half-kill him!"

No one could stop her now.



		
			Chapter 145

			The Living Weapon Stands at the Magic Furnace

			Ariel stood at the entrance of the Magic Furnace. The mana authentication system, the security cameras, the patrolling mages, all of it crumbled the moment they saw her.

The patrolling mages fled all at once. It was only natural. The "living weapon," formerly the strongest in the Mage Order. The very people who had been draining her blood on command until just a few days ago were now afraid of retribution.

Ariel didn’t give them a second glance, looking instead for an intercom on the main door. Of course, there wasn’t one. The next moment, the mana authentication system shattered into pieces.

An alarm blared.

"Is my brother here?" As Ariel strode into the Magic Furnace, Darius and Adrian followed, casting defensive magic on themselves.

Ariel kicked open the doors on the first floor one by one.

"Where is my brother!" She circled the round hallway and headed for the stairs. Just then, a cold gaze fell upon her from above.

"Albert." Both Adrian and Darius held their breath.

"Just like a commoner. No manners or anything."

"Hmph, looking down on a woman from above shows you don’t know the first thing about being a gentleman, you fake noble!"

A flame lit in Ariel’s eyes. When Darius stepped forward to stop her, she smiled sweetly and said.

"Darius. You’re in the way. Shut up and watch."

A battlefield smile. In that instant, the sheer pressure she emitted was enough to render both Darius and Adrian immobile.

"What business does a living weapon have here?"

"I’ve come to challenge my brother to a duel."

"I am not your brother."

"I don’t know your name. And I don’t want to be called a ‘living weapon’ either. Is there any magician here now who is stronger than my brother?"

"I have not seen one, but…"

"Then this is simple. Try attacking me until your mana runs out."

Ariel grinned. Albert frowned, but in the next instant, he unleashed an overwhelming magical power around him, so immense it was all he could do to remain standing. However, it had no effect on Ariel.

"Now, what is your… intention?"

"Just what I said. Even if you attack, I won’t lift a finger. I will just keep taking it. If I don’t fall, I win. If I fall, I lose."

"And if you win?"

"I’ll make my brother my magic disciple and retrain you. I won’t let you create another magician like Rainer."

"And if you lose?"

"I’ll do whatever you say. You can drain my blood and turn it into mana."

"Ariel, are you serious?" Adrian and Darius tried to stand between them, but Ariel countered by releasing her own pressure, and the sheer force of their conflicting auras brought them to their knees. Darius’s defensive magic was now useless.

"Darius… trust me one more time."

Silence enveloped the area. With her overwhelming presence, Ariel dominated the atmosphere of the Magic Furnace. Even Albert seemed on the verge of being swallowed by it for a moment.

"Third floor." Albert turned on his heel.

"Understood." And so, Ariel also walked without hesitation toward the third-floor Magic Furnace where her life had once been chipped away.

"Let me add one more thing for if I win."

"What is it?"

"I have a cute son. We’re not related by blood, but he’s the biological son of your hated enemy, the former king. We were living happily. If it weren’t for you! If I win, you will give me my son back. Darius, promise me!"

"That has nothing to do with you, Ariel! Why don’t you understand?"

"If this woman hadn’t met Darius, everyone would have been happy. You’re the one who doesn’t understand."

Ariel snorted.

"I’ll teach you that your son would have been much happier if you weren’t Darius’s brother and his guardian. I’m going to beat that twisted nature out of you. Unfortunately for you, Darius is so happy to have met me he could die."

This was not the same Ariel who would have been hurt by such words before.

"Since we’re at it, I’ll add something for my win, too. My alchemist disciple recently became independent, and I’ve been lonely. If that son of yours has a decent amount of mana, I’ll make him my alchemy disciple. If I win, both of you, father and son, will be my disciples!"

Albert’s expression twisted with hatred.

"Here I come."

Albert’s attack magic formed into a swarm of countless projectiles, a beehive of energy that he launched mercilessly toward Ariel.

At the sheer power of it, both Darius and Adrian could only scream.

"Ariel!"



		
			Chapter 146

			At the End of the Battle, Holding the One and Only

			An hour later, Ariel didn’t have a single scratch on her.

"Not yet… not yet." Albert, launching attacks that no longer had any effect, was a pathetic sight.

Ariel stared at Albert. She watched him as if he no longer held any interest for her.

"You lose. From now on, brother, you are my disciple. And your son, too."

Adrian hurried to Albert’s side.

"Darius, bring that son here to the Magic Furnace tomorrow. Brother, what’s your name?" he asked, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

"It’s Albert."

"Got it. Albert. The water level in the furnace is off, and from this color, the mana must be unstable. I’ll adjust it today, so come back tomorrow with your son. Darius, I’m pulling an all-nighter here, so go spend some quality time with your father, your brother, and his son."

"You think I can leave you alone?" Darius panicked.

"Hmph, how kind of you. Don’t you think I might be attacked in revenge, or that he might escape?"

"I won’t let Darius escape. I don’t care about anything else. Revenge? I’d look forward to it if he’s got the guts, but if I don’t look after this Magic Furnace, it’s going to blow." Ariel grinned.

"Ariel, I won’t leave you alone. Adrian, can you explain the situation to my father, and to the king?"

Adrian nodded. From the furnace’s communication room, Adrian requested an escort from Leonhard and Kyle.

It was an all too one-sided conclusion. Even Leonhard and Kyle, when they arrived, looked shocked, asking what had happened. It had only been half a year since the horrific tragedy that occurred here. Ariel, whose life had been hanging by a thread back then, was now somehow in complete control of the Magic Furnace.

Ariel went down to the first floor and cast a defensive spell on herself again.

"The mana concentration is dangerously high, so stay there."

She kicked down a door at the back of the room, revealing a line that extended from the Magic Furnace toward the royal capital. The line, which should have been covered in monster fur, had deteriorated with age and crumbled away, leaking high-density mana like a mist. The air was boiling, and just breathing it in felt like it would scorch her throat.

"No one has maintained this place in years." She was the only one who could design a Magic Furnace. But there should have been others who could maintain one. It must have been neglected since Rainer was captain.

It was near its limit.

When she returned outside, Darius rushed over to her, seeing her drenched in sweat.

"Ariel!" The moment his hands layered cooling magic over her, her whole body felt a wave of relief.

"The Magic Furnace was in shambles, just as I thought. I’ll start repairs right after I get some sleep…" As soon as she said that, she was pulled into a strong embrace. The tension that had been building up inside her chest instantly melted away.

"Darius… did I properly live up to your trust this time?" she asked drowsily, and his voice trembled in response.

"You exceeded it. Though once again, I couldn’t do anything."

I smiled and shook my head.

"Just stay by my side. Love me more than anyone else. I don’t need anything else. No matter what problems come up, don’t let go. I’ll be the one to solve them."

The end of her sentence faded into a dream.

Darius had thought of himself as an adult with a fair amount of experience, but frankly, her capacity for action astounded him.

He had never imagined she would pick a fight with Albert. She had gotten jealous like a child and thrown her emotions at him. It had been troublesome.

But that was who Ariel was.

The Ariel he had known until now was an adult Ariel, desperately keeping a lid on her emotions.

But both were, in truth, a straightforward, kind girl who would go to unreasonable lengths for others. Maybe she had challenged Albert for his sake, too.

She hadn’t changed at all. She was the one and only Ariel he would risk his life to protect.

I applied a makeshift defense to the crumbled wall and lifted Ariel into my arms. I tried to lay her down on a bench, but her hand gripped mine tightly and wouldn’t let go.

"I’ll stay by your side. Don’t worry." I brought her small hand to my lips and whispered, then gently touched my lips to hers.

Ariel’s eyes fluttered open, and she murmured in a hoarse voice.

"More."

It was a sweet, demanding voice, as if she were angry. My eyes widened, and then I couldn’t help but laugh.

"All right."

I kissed her again. This time, deeply, and for a long time, until our breaths melted into one another. I offered her a kiss so sweet it was suffocating, so fierce and intensely hot it was almost painful.

Eventually, Ariel, looking relieved, fell asleep in my arms once more. Holding her sleeping face close, I made a vow deep in my heart.

No matter what happens, I will never let her go again.



		
			Chapter 147

			The Price of the Duel

			Adrian was racking his brain over how to explain this to the king.

She challenged him to a duel and won, and as a result, she’s taking the king’s son, a duke, and the crown prince as her disciples. How was he supposed to report something like that?

He had weathered his share of bloody conflicts and political turmoil, but this time, his stomach ached.

Leonhard and Kyle, the guards riding in the same carriage, also shifted uncomfortably, averting their gazes. It was only natural.

The man famed to surpass even the former supreme commander Darius was dejected after being beaten to a pulp without landing a single blow.

"How did Ariel’s strength feel to you?" Adrian spoke up. Knowing the merciless Ariel of the past, he found it incredible that she had completely shut down Albert this time without laying a hand on him.

(‘If you kill him, you won’t be able to be with him.’ That one line must have worked. It was so close, it sends a chill down my spine.)

On the other hand, he was also shocked that Albert had genuinely tried to kill Ariel. If Ariel were to disappear, this country would collapse. Or perhaps it was already on the verge of collapse.

"Don’t ask. I was no match for her." Leonhard and Kyle drew a sharp breath. No one could ask for more details. It was too terrifying.

"I thought she was nothing special after being crushed by the king and queen, but she was even greater than the rumors," Albert murmured, his words mixed with a sigh.

"I am a fool. To think I must hand over even my son to that woman." Tears welled in his eyes, and he looked down.

"Ah, well, I think Ariel probably intends for you to spend time with your son," Adrian said, recalling the past. Her clumsy kindness. It was something that had been nurtured through raising Mireille, and through the time she spent with Darius.

(I don’t know if she’s still the same now, but there shouldn’t be a need to teach the son in the same place as his father.)

"With all that power she has, why do you think she couldn’t defend against or purify the attacks from the queen or Rainer?" Adrian asked Ariel’s question on her behalf.

Albert was silent for a moment, then shrugged.

"That’s what happens to someone with no self-confidence, but judging by her today, that’s not it either. In any case, that amount of mana… she can’t possibly be a commoner. What country did you pick her up from?" he remarked as if it were someone else’s problem, and crossed his arms.

A cold sweat ran down Leonhard’s back. (I was thinking the same thing. That destroyed village… it probably never existed in the first place.) The Mage Order was already disbanded, so there was no way to investigate. In fact, it might be better not to know.

Eventually, the carriage arrived at the Royal Castle. Depending on the king’s reaction, he would have to tell him everything sooner or later. The Tree Sea and the Magic Furnace were now Ariel’s personal domain.

Adrian had prepared himself.

Upon arriving at the Royal Castle, Crown Prince Elliot rushed out, and he and Albert embraced, breaking down in tears. It was the first time father and son had seen each other in a long while.

When Adrian gave a summarized report of the events, the king’s face turned deathly pale.

"You angered the living weapon?"

"No, we haven’t angered her. She is only angry with herself. However, she seems to want to train Albert and Elliot in magic and alchemy."

"Albert is one thing, but why Elliot as well…" The king’s hesitation was deep. But the political situation was on the brink of collapse. Control over the Magic Furnace was a string of failures, and public criticism was growing by the day.

"Which means we have no right to refuse," King Cedric said, his shoulders slumping.

Adrian seized the opening without missing a beat.

"Your Majesty. I will have Ariel promise the safety of those two. In exchange, I have a proposal from our side."

No, it was less a proposal and more a foregone conclusion.

"I propose that Ariel be made Margrave, with the entirety of the Tree Sea as her domain. And that we welcome Darius, the duke’s second son, as Ariel’s husband."

Adrian, seizing this opportunity, presented the plan he had been cultivating for some time.



		
			Chapter 148

			Forgotten Memories and Lingering Feelings

			Ariel, realizing the state of the Magic Furnace was clearly abnormal, was beginning to panic. To be honest, halfway through the duel, she had stopped caring about her brother.

The Magic Furnace was deteriorating faster than she had expected.

"What on earth happened while I had no memories?"

When I opened my past self’s diary, it was written that she had kept the furnace running at 100% capacity at all times, and that the king had wanted a new one.

Could it be they pushed it over 100% with extra magic cores and barely did any maintenance?

Moreover, the idea of drawing my blood to convert it into mana. Was that not just harassment, but did they truly believe it could substitute for a magic core?

The shallow knowledge of the Mage Order captain, Rainer, was astounding. How did someone like that become captain?

"Darius, why did Orphen step down as the captain of the Mage Order?" Orphen had been the captain of the Mage Order until just before I joined the Tree Sea Defense Force.

"He went missing. The only report was that he had been removed from the order. After that, the captain changed many times. I tried to investigate internally after becoming supreme commander, but the Magic Furnace is deep within the Tree Sea. It was impossible to take the knights in to conduct a detailed investigation on the mages."

Considering the last I knew of the Mage Order…

"Then Orphen was killed," I said, my voice naturally lowering.

"The Mage Order is a world where only the victorious remain."

"Is that so?"

"It is. I never attacked anyone myself, though. Because I was strong. I only ever fought back against those who came after me."

Even as I spoke calmly, my heart was in turmoil.

The Mage Order was likely so engrossed in their power struggles that they forgot what needed to be passed down, their morals, and their own roles, and simply killed each other.

No, they wouldn't have thought about such things. Because my old self didn't think about them either. I only eliminated what was in front of me. I didn't think of my knowledge of the Magic Furnace or alchemy as something to be passed on. I was just told it was my role and carried it out without a second thought.

But now, I think it’s strange.

"If Orphen had been targeting me, I would have fought back and become captain myself. But we never targeted each other. I didn't need to attack because I was confident in my own strength. On Orphen's recommendation, I became a one-person unit in the Tree Sea Defense Force. He probably felt threatened that I might defeat him. I don’t know what happened after that."

As I lay down, I vaguely wondered why I was telling Darius about my past. Why was this? Did I want him to know me?

"Only a few of the strongest were taught the design and maintenance of the Magic Furnace. And now, there's no one left but me. I think they all died. High-density mana is leaking from the line that connects the furnace to the royal capital. I have to stop it quickly. That's why the capital is even more short on mana."

Darius was surprised at how much Ariel was talking about her past. Well, after she challenged Albert to a duel, he thought nothing could surprise him anymore, but there was still an Ariel he didn’t know.

It seemed that even with his power, it was difficult for Darius to enter the Magic Furnace. He had told her many times that he wanted to go in with her, but she had stopped him with all her might, saying it was truly dangerous.

Every time Ariel went to check on the furnace line, she would return covered in sweat, her consciousness slightly hazy.

He would hurry to cool her down and hold her, and she would fall into a short sleep with a relaxed, melted expression on her face.

It was a repeating cycle.

"Ariel, that’s enough for today. I won’t let you go any further." From Darius’s voice, Ariel seemed to know she was reaching her limit as well.

"I wanted to fix it tonight, but it’s impossible. It’s too hot in there. A Helkaarn’s hide isn’t enough to protect me. I have to cool it down first. I'll get the hide of a large ice-attribute monster on my way to Sacred Peak Mountain. And also some tape that can withstand high-density mana…"

By the time she said that, it was already dawn outside.

"Darius, I… have no memories. But to have survived this long in that Mage Order is something of a miracle. I’m sure you protected me a lot. That’s why I’m a little jealous of the woman in the diary and the woman in the video. They both have memories with you."

Her voice was as small as if she were talking in her sleep. But they were the true feelings that had spilled from the bottom of her heart.

"Ariel…" Darius gently put his arm around my shoulder and whispered in a serious voice.

"Even if you don't have memories, we can just make new ones from scratch. I’ll spoil you rotten. You don’t have to carry everything by yourself right now. I’m not as strong as my brother, but I’m strong enough to protect you, Ariel."

When I looked up at him, his eyes were direct and hot, and my chest tightened.

"I want to make lots of memories with you from now on." Before I knew it, my voice sounded like a child's, pleading.

"Trust me." Darius smiled, but there was a strength in that smile. I gave a soft, weak smile back and nodded slightly. Letting myself be carried away by sleepiness, I let go of my consciousness a little.

"I’ll go to Sacred Peak Mountain. I’ll find a beautiful gem that suits you, too. When I get back, will you let me put it not just on your dress, but on your finger, too? Let’s get married."

Those words snapped my drowsy eyes wide open.

"Is it okay, even if I’ve lost all our memories…?" A single tear traced a path down my cheek.

The truth was, I was envious of the woman in the diary and the woman in the video. I wanted memories of being loved dearly by Darius, too.

"If you tell me what you need honestly, Ariel, I will absolutely protect you. Let's make lots of memories. You don't have to say ‘I'm okay’ anymore. All right?"

I nodded deeply. As if entrusting everything to him, I sank into the depths of my consciousness.



		
			Chapter 149

			The Spoiled Child in Me Awakens to an Adult Morning

			Ariel awoke with a start. She was being held in Darius's arms.

And she had been having a long dream.

She remembered being taken away by Rainer, the captain of the Mage Order, and the constant agony that made her wish for death until she lost consciousness...

Why am I with Darius at the Magic Furnace now? I thought we said our goodbyes. The last I remember, Rainer was taking me away...

I was dreaming until now. Could it be, no, it has to be real? The memories of my actions are clear in my mind and body. Was the me who was running wild not a dream?

My head spun in a panic.

What do I do? I challenged Albert-sama to a duel. And didn't I say something about taking the Crown Prince as my disciple?

Was that my desire??

"Da, Darius?"

"Ah, how are you feeling?" It had been a long time, a truly long time in my mind since we'd last met. I thought I would never see him again. He had pulled an all nighter, and I could see a bit of stubble on his chin.

Before I woke up, I was convinced Darius would be unhappy if he stayed with me, so I left him. Yet, a voice in my head denied it. That's not true. I am loved, and I love him.

My mind was different from when it had been afflicted by Rainer and the King.

It wasn't foggy. For the first time in a long while, I felt as if my own heart had leaped out in front of me.

I instinctively started patting Darius all over.

"Wh, whoa. What is it?" As I thought, the dream was real.

What time was it? The morning sun was already fully risen. What should I do? I can't just ask to take everything back now. Albert-sama and the Crown Prince will be arriving soon.

"Da, Darius. Um, it's been a while. P, please help me." Ariel, on the verge of tears, pleaded with Darius for help.

---

"So you remember everything that's happened."

"Yes. It was like a dream, but my mind and body remember it all clearly."

I hung my head gloomily.

"Um... my marriage proposal, for instance?"

"And going to Sacred Peak Mountain to get gemstones..."

"You remembered that part."

"Yes. But I also have a clear memory of doing some rather outrageous things."

Darius was surprised by how suddenly ladylike Ariel had become. In fact, her responses were less emotional and more calm and composed than before she had gone missing. The way she hung her head even exuded a certain charm. The noble education she had received from Eleonora since losing her memories was on full display.

There was no trace left of the spoiled child who had just been crying out her primal instincts.

I see, Ariel just wanted to be loved...

The realization struck Darius.

His last conversation with the spoiled child version of Ariel was when he had proposed to her.

The true feelings within Ariel had always been seeking love. He figured she must have wanted to be loved no matter what state she was in. Thinking about it that way, it all made sense.

"Ariel. You might think you acted in ways you can't believe, but that was you without the lid on your heart. The feeling that you had to take Albert and Elliot as your disciples must be inside you as well."

Darius gently supported her shoulder.

Ariel thought for a moment before answering.

"It wasn't so much that I wanted Albert-sama as a disciple, but rather I thought he was the most suitable person to properly learn about and maintain the Magic Furnace. I had to hide my knowledge of it from Rainer. If I had died, no one would have been able to build a Magic Furnace... It's in a very precarious state even now."

Darius asked with a troubled look.

"Would I not do?" Ariel nodded.

"Darius, I think you could also handle the maintenance and operation if the Magic Furnace were in a stable state. But right now, we don't have enough mana. We also need people to hunt the monsters in this Tree Sea and collect their magic cores."

Looking even more troubled, Ariel continued.

"As for the Crown Prince, I thought he should live under Albert-sama's care. Even if someone's sensibilities are different from others, like mine, Mireille grew up to be a very good girl with the help of those around her."

She told Darius this, her face blushing.

Looking at the gentle and serene Ariel, Darius found himself unable to look away.

He had never thought about it before, since Ariel never wore makeup and his love for her was so strong he hadn't paid attention to her features, but now he saw she had a very refined and elegant face.

Darius thought to himself that even though she was past the typical marriageable age, many nobles would likely still desire her.

I must get Adrian to move things along quickly.

Darius made a firm vow in his heart.

---

As the sun rose, Adrian, Leonhard, and Kyle brought over an awkward looking Albert and a frightened Elliot.

"Your Highness Elliot, it is an honor to meet you. My name is Ariel Sophia, and I will be in charge of your alchemy instruction starting today. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

Ariel naturally straightened her back and smiled sweetly. This gesture, a graceful yet dignified posture, was something taught to her directly by Adrian's wife, Eleonora. Everyone except for Elliot, who knew this new Ariel, could only stare in stunned silence.

"Lord Albert, I apologize for my rudeness yesterday. There is much I must tell you regarding the Magic Furnace. I wish to convey everything I know as accurately as possible. I look forward to working with you."

Albert was even more shocked. Where had the woman who challenged him to a duel yesterday and spewed countless unladylike insults gone? The woman before him now was ephemeral, yet full of grace.

This is... not good.

"Hey, Albert. If you try anything with Ariel this time, you'll have to deal with me." Darius smoothly stepped between them.

Albert sighed and looked away.

"I lost in such an embarrassing way. I won't be a coward about it here. Especially not if I can learn about the Magic Furnace."

Adrian's eyes pleaded with Darius, "What happened!" but it wasn't something that could be explained with just a look. There was far too much information to convey.

"Adrian... it's been a while." Ariel looked at Adrian, her eyes faintly shimmering with tears.



		
			Chapter 150

			A Confession Ten Years in the Making

			There was no point in hiding it. It would all come out eventually.

Ariel announced that her memories had returned. She explained her intentions for taking Albert and Elliot as her disciples and the crisis facing the Magic Furnace.

"...So, the pipeline beneath the Magic Furnace is at its limit," Albert said, knitting his brows.

"Before it got this hot, we could have protected it with Helkaarn fur. But with this much heat, a fire attribute would be counterproductive. We need a material that can be directly embedded into or pasted onto the damaged sections."

Ariel wrote down the damaged locations on the blueprint.

"...There are quite a few." So this was what she was investigating last night, on the verge of collapse.

Whether she had her memories or not, her strong sense of responsibility and her tendency to overwork herself hadn't changed. That's exactly why I have to be the one to stop her.

"A material that can withstand high density mana... I will think about it." With those words, Ariel tried to shoulder the burden alone once more.

"Ariel, let's ask Mireille for help. You plan on doing all the repairs by yourself, don't you? Rely on those around you." Darius began to consider ways to avoid placing the entire burden on Ariel alone.

"I think Mireille would be overjoyed to develop alchemy tools with her master," Leonhard said with a smile.

"If it's just a matter of cooling the lines temporarily to buy time, Darius and I can take turns. You just got your memories back, so get some rest," Albert added bluntly.

Ariel's face was clouded with worry. It was clear she was hesitating, but.

Stop making that face. You're making everyone's heart skip a beat. I shouldn't have any rivals, yet I feel anxious.

"Um, Teacher. Is there... anything I can do for Father?"

A ten year old Elliot, his face bright red, spoke up. ...An unexpected challenger!?

Ariel smiled gently and took his hand.

"Let me see your mana for a moment, please."

Elliot froze, dazed, as his hand was held.

"You have very straightforward, strong, and honest mana. You could learn several types of magic, but with training, you could also create alchemy tools. I know! If you make a Potion, you can be of help to your father. Let's make one together."

At her voice, Elliot was on the verge of being completely won over.

"Please just cool this thick central pipe. If you can keep that under control, the branch lines will also stabilize." Ariel presented a reasonable plan and finally announced she would rest for just a few hours.

"Your Highness Elliot, I will bring back the materials. Let's make it together. Leonhard-sama, could you please bring Mireille?"

Saying so, she relied on others for the first time. I lifted Ariel, who leaned her body against mine, and carried her back to the tower.

---

Once we reached the tower, I knew I had to return right away, but...

Ariel began to cry like a child again. What happened to the refined lady?

"Darius, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry for causing you so much trouble and worry."

Ah, right. This is the first time since that day. The day Ariel and I truly reunited.

"Don't apologize. There's nothing for you to be sorry for. I won't let you go this time. Let me pamper you."

At those words, Ariel's shoulders trembled slightly.

"...I was so jealous. Even though I was jealous, I convinced myself I didn't love you... that you'd be happier if I wasn't around..."

I pulled the weeping girl into my arms and slowly stroked her back. This was what calmed her most. I knew that.

"We both loved each other, but it took so long. Ten years." I gave a wry smile, and Ariel looked up at me with red eyes.

"...I don't want to leave you. I like you, Darius. I love you. So please, stay by my side forever."

Her adult face pleading so sweetly was testing my self control. Her not realizing it herself only made it more criminal.

"Sleep. I'll wake you in a few hours... but." I whispered into her ear.

"Next time, let's truly become one, without the help of an aphrodisiac."

Bikun, her body jumped, and her cheeks flushed bright red.

"Th, that's... I didn't understand what it felt like to be in love, so I was embarrassed to want you... I thought if I could blame it on the medicine, I could go through with it... The truth is, I was so happy."

A trembling voice. Eyes moist with shame. Ah, I'm at my limit.

"It was the same for me. I couldn't honestly say I wanted you... If I hadn't used the queen's scheme, we could have realized our feelings for each other much sooner."

I slowly pressed kisses to her forehead, her cheeks, her neck. With each touch, Ariel's breath grew warmer, twining sweetly around my chest.

"Darius..." Her whisper was hotter than her body.

I kissed her then, deeply and long. As if to confirm the heat we shared.

I want to push her down right now. But not yet.

"...I'll stop here for now. We have to take care of the Magic Furnace first."

When I reluctantly pulled my lips away, Ariel was looking up at me, her face a mixture of tears and blush.

A love we had finally reached after a ten year detour, each other's feelings. But this wasn't the end yet.

"Once the Magic Furnace is taken care of... let's get married for real this time." The two of them smiled and nodded.



		
			Chapter 151

			Operation Magic Furnace, Commence!

			"Master!"

"Mireille!"

The moment they saw each other, the two embraced as if diving into each other's arms, and tears overflowed. Even Ariel couldn't hide her emotions this time.

"...I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry. I didn't want to get you involved. I wanted you to find happiness, separate from me... I'm so sorry."

The fact that she had been so late in remembering, that she had caused so much worry, tightened its grip on her heart. She was a parent to her, yet she had been able to do nothing. All she could do was apologize over and over.

"N, no! That's not true at all!" Mireille shook her head, her face also a mess of tears.

"Leonhard-san... he supported me..."

At the mention of his name, Ariel started. That's right. In my delirium... I told Darius to entrust Mireille to someone good...

She turned her gaze to Leonhard, who was watching Mireille with gentle eyes. In her memories, he had talked about wanting to find a gemstone on Sacred Peak Mountain to give to Mireille, and about marriage. ...He must have been considerate even to me when I had lost my memories.

"Leonhard-sama... this time, because of me--"

"No, please stop," he cut her off immediately.

"I was glad I could meet her. If there's a problem with how we met, I think it's not Ariel's fault... but Darius's."

"Th, that's right, Master!"

"Please don't apologize anymore! And don't say you couldn't do anything!"

The two of them hurriedly comforted Ariel. Beside them, Darius looked away uncomfortably. When it came to Leonhard, he was painfully aware of his own heavy handedness.

---

Once everyone had calmed down, Ariel consulted with Leonhard, Darius, and Mireille about their future plans.

"To prevent it from being overwhelmed by high density mana, we first need to protect it thoroughly... To suppress the mana, we should seal the holes with dark attribute tape. To lower the temperature, the fur of a large ice attribute monster would be good. Of course, a full scale repair will be necessary after that."

"Dark attribute?"

"Yes. Dark attributes absorb mana, so it can catch what's leaking from the holes. We have to do this first, otherwise no matter how many magic cores we put in, the mana will just flow out. The trouble is, light and dark materials can't be obtained unless the conditions are just right."

Ariel groaned as she wrote down more notes on the blueprint about what to use and how. Her habit of recording everything hadn't gone away.

"We have Moonshadow Wolf cores. But they're a light and dark attribute, so we can't separate the light and dark magic cores. We also have some Moonshadow Wolf fur left. That also has mana absorption properties."

"Encountering a Moonshadow Wolf takes a lot of luck. They move on a full moon, but you can never predict where they'll appear. I'm jealous."

What? She's jealous of that? We thought we were on the verge of life and death... Mireille and Leonhard were dumbfounded.

"What's the moon today?"

"It's a new moon. We still have a long way to go until the full moon." For some reason, she let out a sigh of relief.

Mireille suggested that if they asked the Light Fairies, they could get light only magic cores. So, couldn't they find Dark Fairies to make dark only magic cores?

"Hmm, fairies are fickle, and since we need dark magic cores this time, we'd have to ask illusion type Dark Fairies. It's safer for us not to get close to them right now. You too, of course, Mireille."

The old Ariel would have jumped at the chance, but with the queen's mental interference incident, she couldn't afford to be reckless this time.

"But a new moon is when dark attribute monsters are most active. That's it! We'll hunt a Luna Serpent, the Great Serpent of the Moon. We'll use its scales to block the mana leaks and secure the thick central pipe with Moonshadow Wolf fur. For the rest, we'll use ice attribute materials from Sacred Peak Mountain... I'd really like to get some Ice Dragon scales if possible."

Darius couldn't help but be taken aback.

"A dragon...? How are we supposed to get its scales?"

Since it was Ariel's plan, he suspected it wouldn't be an easy opponent. Leonhard also gave a wry smile, sensing he was about to be dragged into trouble. "All I wanted was a gemstone from Sacred Peak Mountain..."

"It's easy. We just need to chop off its head and take the body."

The innocent way Ariel smiled made everyone's heart jump. When it came to subjugation or alchemy, her face reverted to that of the spoiled child she once was.

Seeing her like this, everyone was reminded once again that as a mage, as an alchemist, and as a woman, Ariel was truly in a league of her own.



		
			Chapter 152

			A Small Magic, A Big Feeling

			After the discussion, Ariel went to see Crown Prince Elliot. Adrian and Kyle were flusteredly looking after him.

"I apologize, I'm completely refreshed now. Your Highness Elliot, thank you for waiting. Let's make a Potion for your father right away."

Mireille also stepped in to help.

"This brings back memories, Master. After I first learned to make a Potion, I made it over and over until I got it right."

Mireille was already on the verge of a breakdown, her tear ducts ready to burst.

"That's right. And Adrian taste tested them so many times," Ariel said, laughing at the memory.

The Potions made by a small child were unstable and didn't always have good effects. They weren't harmful to the human body, but they could make you unable to stop laughing or crying, or taste far too sweet. Anything that Ariel deemed 'OK' was passed along to the others.

Moreover, they were made when she was still small, as if she were playing house. Even so, Adrian and Darius had desperately drunk them.

"I never thought she'd become such a fine alchemist, though," Adrian said with a smile.

They had gathered fresh magic herbs and mana water. It all depended on how Crown Prince Elliot's honest mana would react.

Elliot, who was helping prepare the magic herbs, seemed to be a serious child. He got frustrated when he couldn't do as he was told and shrugged off Ariel's help, wanting to do it himself. Ariel didn't interfere, simply enjoying the peaceful time with a gentle smile as she looked at Adrian.

She only helped a little with the final step of infusing mana. Elliot was captivated by the sight of the Potion reacting to the mana, sparkling before his eyes.

The finished Potion looked like plain water, unlike the ones made by Ariel or Mireille. Ariel swirled it lightly, appraised it, and grinned. Mireille and the others felt their hearts jump.

"I'm going to switch with Albert-sama. Elliot, have your father drink this."

With that, Ariel left, humming a tune that wasn't quite a song.

Mireille was dying to appraise that Potion. Everyone else was on edge, wondering what she intended to have him drink. But in front of the sparkling, happy Elliot, they couldn't bring themselves to question the contents.

---

"Albert-sama, thank you very much. Thanks to you, I was able to get a proper rest. His Highness Elliot says he would like you to have the first Potion he has ever made. I will take my leave here, so please, go to him."

At a moment when he was drenched in sweat, dizzy, and his spirit was about to break, Ariel approached him with a straight posture and spoke.

"So... I've resolved to become your disciple. You don't have to be so polite. It makes me feel like I lost to someone of lower rank. I'm sorry. I was separated from my son, and my heart couldn't take it unless I blamed you."

Albert gazed at Ariel. Between yesterday's duel and today's explanation of the Magic Furnace's problems, he was no match for her at all. He realized that without her, the living weapon, their country would have been destroyed by a major power long ago.

"That is, um... I apologize." Ariel hung her head in shame. Albert sighed and smiled. This must be what made Darius feel so protective of her.

"Well, it's fine. I'll take a short break." Albert waved his hand and hurried to Elliot's side.

"Father, I made a Potion." Elliot happily offered the Potion. It looked a little different from the Potions he was familiar with.

The gap between the tension of the onlookers and Elliot's innocence was painful.

"This makes me happy. Thank you." Albert steeled himself and drank it all in one gulp.

This is... hm? What is this? I don't really understand. But Elliot's sentiment makes me happy.

"Thank you. Father feels much better now." Albert patted Elliot's head.

The two of them then spent some time together happily in a room on the second floor before leaving.

"So, what was the effect in the end?" Adrian and Kyle quietly looked at the empty bottle. Mireille appraised the tiny bit of Potion left on the rim.

"Effect, Healing. Characteristic, Kindness."

What was infused in the Potion was more than just mana or medicinal properties.



		
			Chapter 153

			His Anger, My Tears

			The night of the new moon. The Tree Sea was hushed, filled with the latent power of dark mana as if holding its breath.

To hunt a dark attribute monster, one could either purify it with light or burn it to ash with fire. But my light attribute magic wasn't strong, only enough for self healing. Purification was completely out of the question. Only someone called a Saintess could wield such power, but I had never seen such a person in this country.

So that left fire attribute... or it should have, but my target this time was a Luna Serpent. I needed its scales, so roasting it whole was forbidden.

This is a real pain.

A giant Sleep Orb would be needed, and if I wasn't careful, I could end up putting myself to sleep. The quickest way was to finish it with a physical attack.

...But I am hopelessly bad at physical attacks. I didn't want anyone to see, but I had no choice but to prepare my whip.

"Alright, I'll just do this quickly on my own--" The moment I thought that, Darius, whom I had consulted, frowned.

"I'm going."

"...Could you at least say, 'I'm going too'?"

"You've been on your feet all day."

Darius was determined to make me rest. My blood and mana levels were still not back to normal.

"I'll leave the dismantling to you once I've defeated it! I'll get proper sleep! Please, I'm begging you!" After I bowed my head desperately, I ended up dragging not only Darius but also Leonhard-san and Kyle-san along.

---

The Tree Sea on a new moon was teeming with monsters. A swarm of small fry Shadow Bats gathered to suck our blood, so I brought down lightning on a tree and wiped them out with the flash.

"The small ones are easy, though." I extracted the small but precious dark attribute magic cores and burned the remains with fire.

"So lightning attribute is effective against dark, I see," Leonhard-san said, watching with interest.

"They're weak to light. But I'm disliked by the light attribute, so I can't use it to defeat them. For small fry monsters, I can fool them with the light from a lightning flash, but it's completely useless on large ones. That's why I'm using a physical attack this time."

"Oh! What weapon are you going to use?" Kyle-san's eyes sparkled.

"Um... a dagger or a whip. It's a snake this time, so I want to keep my distance. A whip."

I trailed off. I didn't want to show them my physical skills. Seeing my hesitation, Darius's eyes narrowed sharply.

"Ariel. Are you hiding something again?"

"No, it's just... um..."

Just as I was about to make an excuse, a murderous intent.

"It's coming!"

A long, black, massive body burst from the ground. Black scales glistened in the dark night, a huge mouth and a red tongue.

"It's the Luna Serpent!"

I threw a Sleep Orb into its mouth, but it had no effect. A poisonous mist erupted from its thrashing body, the poison glowing a fluorescent green. I couldn't use fire. I tried striking it with lightning, but that didn't work either.

"Darius! I'll be the decoy. If I get eaten, pull me out!"

"What!?"

"Aim for its eyes!"

I unleashed my full defensive magic and charged forward, prepared to be swallowed whole. I tried lashing it with my whip as a last resort, but it didn't even seem to feel the pain.

Physical attacks are useless after all!

The poisonous tongue loomed before me, and just as a spray of green droplets was about to shower my entire body, the Luna Serpent collapsed.

"I, I wasn't eaten! That was clo--"

Before I could finish, Darius threw me into a small river. The fluorescent poison spread across the water's surface, and Darius's eyes as he looked down at me were as cold as ice.

Ah, I really messed up.

---

I left the dismantling to Leonhard and Kyle and washed the poison off in the stream. I drank an antidote too. But Darius remained silent.

"S, so... I'm sorry."

As I stood there like a drowned rat, he asked quietly.

"Ariel. What kind of monster can you actually defeat physically?"

"...A slime."

"Huh!?" Leonhard and Kyle exclaimed in unison, utterly shocked.

"...I didn't know you were that weak. Do you understand what it means to go hunting when you've misjudged your own strength?"

Darius's voice was tinged with sadness.

"I know... that I might get someone else hurt. That's why, by myself..."

"Why don't you rely on me! Why do you act like you're going to die! Am I that unreliable?"

My chest tightened. It wasn't the monster I had hurt, but Darius's heart.

"I'm, I'm sorry. I've always been alone, so... I always thought I had to do something myself..."

"If its fangs had killed you instantly, even a Potion wouldn't work. And we don't know what that poison could have done. Please... just don't die."

He gripped both my hands tightly. His warmth spread through my wet body, and I couldn't hold back my tears any longer.

"I'm sorry... Darius. Please don't hate me. I'll be careful. I promise, so please don't hate me..."

At my trembling voice, Darius's eyes widened as if he'd been struck.

"...For now, we'll handle the dismantling." Leonhard's tactful voice, along with the ringing of a monster repelling bell, pulled us back to reality.

Darius thanked the two of them and lifted me into his arms. We were probably heading back to the tower. By then, my tears wouldn't stop, and neither would my trembling.



		
			Chapter 154

			Cold Water and Hot Cocoa

			Darius was filled with regret. He had lost his temper and shouted at her. As always, Ariel treated her own life too lightly. When he saw her get showered with poison, when he saw the Luna Serpent's fangs lunge toward her, his blood ran cold.

But if he had been thinking calmly, he would have known. Her slender arms couldn't wield a sword. He had never once seen her practice physical attacks. Large creatures had to be transported with teleportation or dismantled on the spot. He hadn't thought she could only defeat slimes, but considering how skilled she was in alchemy and magic, it made sense.

In the Mage Order, her life had been constantly targeted. In the Tree Sea Defense Force, she had hunted alone as a one woman unit, and even when she had subordinates, the thought of being protected by someone else likely never crossed her mind. For her, showing a weakness in front of others was a concept that led directly to death.

Even when she was with me, Ariel basically only ever used alchemy tools. He never would have known her true combat abilities if not for these special circumstances, hunting a large dark attribute monster.

Such regrets washed over him one after another. Ariel's heart was weaker than her skills. He, more than anyone, knew her fear of losing his affection, her fear of not being loved, yet he had terrified her.

He washed her body again at the water's edge, then wrapped a blanket around the sadly trembling, downcast Ariel and held her tight. Her skin was pale from being in the water so long, her body chilled to the bone. Ariel liked hot cocoa, so he had her drink some.

"I love you. I would never hate you for something like that, so don't worry."

"I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry." Ariel continued to cry.

Was I too harsh after all? She's strong enough to be a living weapon, yet the adult Ariel has a heart that is exceptionally fragile. After seeing the spoiled child Ariel, he felt it even more keenly. That might have been why she couldn't defend against the queen's mental interference or purify Rainer's poison.

But Ariel had returned to him with her memories because she understood she could be loved no matter who she was, so I have to treat her with care.

She is my treasure.

"You're so cold. Was the water cold?" Ariel nodded.

"We'll have to build a new house. The water here is mana water, so it cleans the body very well, but I want a proper bath." Darius gently stroked her as if handling something fragile.

"Maybe a bath connected to the bedroom would be nice. It would be ready to use right away." A faint blush returned to Ariel's cheeks.

"And I want a kitchen. The stove that looks like it could burn down with your documents is hard to use after all. I want to cook you delicious homemade meals..." Ariel looked up at him with red, swollen eyes. Had she finally stopped crying?

"Adrian spoke to them, and it looks like we'll be able to marry, overcoming our differences in status. You will become the Margrave who rules this Tree Sea. I will marry into your house."

"...A... a Margrave!" Ariel looked stunned.

"That's right. You and I will make this Tree Sea a wonderful domain. That's why our home should be a little bigger than this tower. If we have children, we'll need a room for them. And a room for your alchemy..."

I gave a sly grin.

"I want a martial arts dojo. It's a problem if the Margrave can only defeat slimes. I'll teach you."

"I'm bad at physical attacks."

"I learned that today. Please, rely on me and let me protect you. I protected you today, didn't I? My magic may not be as strong as my brother's, but I was the supreme commander. My magic is probably second only to you and my brother, and in a physical fight, I can still hold my own against Leonhard. With an elementally enchanted sword, I'm several times stronger than Leonhard, you know."

Now that Ariel's eyes had returned to their senses, I gave her a sweet, breathtaking kiss. I brushed past her ear, touched her neck, and watched her cheeks flush with heat.

"I won't let you escape until you believe I love you."

I sealed her trembling sigh with my lips, then let them slide from her cheek to her neck, to her ear. Her face, flushed with heat, was no longer weak. It held a woman's allure. She looked at me with a languid expression that even the spoiled child Ariel couldn't make. Satisfied with that sight, I reluctantly pulled my lips away.

I gently moved my body away and spoke.

"I'll be back as soon as I finish dismantling the Luna Serpent. Let's continue this then."

Ariel gave a small, reluctant nod.



		
			Chapter 155

			The Magic Furnace and the Luna Serpent's Scales

			When they returned to the Tree Sea, Leonhard and Kyle had already made significant progress with the dismantling.

"I'm so sorry, both of you." Ariel apologized, looking dejected.

"If you think about it, even when I had Mireille train with the all purpose dagger, she couldn't even hit a slime. I don't think it's strange at all," Leonhard said, sounding somewhat convinced.

"It's kind of a relief that there's at least one thing you're not good at," Kyle added with a nod and a laugh.

They laughed, saying that if she were better than them at physical attacks too, they'd wonder what they were even practicing for.

The Luna Serpent was a great snake, so it was basically divided into its skin, scales, fangs, poison sac, eyes, meat, and bones. However, most dark attribute monsters are inedible, so this time the meat was incinerated.

"It was so huge, but it seems so small now that it's just skin."

"But these scales, they look like jewels. I bet they'd sell for a high price." Ariel was grateful to the two of them for being so considerate, making lighthearted jokes like that.

---

Back at the Magic Furnace, Ariel reported to her companions that they were safe. The night was already growing late.

She had already asked Elliot what he wanted to do in the future during their alchemy session.

"I want to be with my father." At his answer, Ariel smiled sweetly and turned her gaze to Adrian.

"To nurture His Highness Elliot's honest mana... being by Albert-sama's side is indeed the best. Would you be able to convey this to the new King?"

Ariel had never met King Cedric directly. But she was sure Adrian would handle it well.

"Fufu, I thought you'd say that," Adrian said with a simple laugh.

"Actually, I've already hinted at it to the king. He seemed to feel guilty about having separated Albert from him. In fact, he'll likely be overjoyed."

At those words, Albert's eyes widened. He turned his head away with a look of disbelief, but he couldn't hide his moist eyes. And so, starting that night, Elliot and Albert would be able to live together.

It was decided that the work from the next day onward would be left to Mireille.

"Ariel-sama, are you really... going to let His Highness Elliot remove the Luna Serpent scales?" Mireille's eyes were wide.

"The broken scales will be ground into powder and used, so it's not a problem. It's a rare material, and I want His Highness Elliot to have a chance to touch it too. Just be sure to prepare gloves for him so he doesn't cut his hands."

As Ariel said this, she picked up one of the scales.

"The large scales, you see, will automatically try to absorb mana on their own and seal the holes. It's so effective you barely even need alchemy. Furthermore, if you powder the fangs, you can use them as an adhesive."

Mireille nodded with a serious expression. The reason she had been able to handle so many materials since she was a child was also to train her appraisal ability. So she wouldn't be deceived, so she could see the truth with her own eyes. Ariel wanted Elliot to develop that ability as well.

With such thoughts in her heart, Ariel entrusted a new role to Mireille.

When she experimentally threw a few Luna Serpent scales toward the hole in the center, they stuck to it with a 'peta', as if drawn by an attractive force. As she tossed the scales she had, the central hole was steadily sealed up. All that was left was to apply the adhesive and wrap it with Moonshadow Wolf fur, and the central part would be fine.

Starting tomorrow, the temperature of the Magic Furnace would also drop a little, so she could have Darius help her paste Luna Serpent scales over every single hole.

If they went to Sacred Peak Mountain and obtained the scales of an Ice Dragon, the temperature would drop even further. They would also get a considerable amount of mana from today's Luna Serpent magic core, so the mana supply to the royal capital should be stable for a while.

After assigning everyone their tasks, Ariel and Darius returned to the tower. The moment the door closed, Darius pulled Ariel into an embrace.

"Time for the continuation of earlier... This time, I can truly make you mine. It's been a long time coming."

At his low whisper, Ariel's chest grew hot. When he sealed her lips with his, demanding her deeply, she no longer had any thought of resisting. Instead, she stroked his hair and responded in kind.

As if heralding the beginning of a long night, their two shadows merged into one.



		
			Chapter 156

			The Stone of Love Sleeping on the Sacred Peak

			"I wonder if it's really that easy... It's an Ice Dragon, after all," Leonhard muttered under his breath.

Darius and Leonhard were climbing Sacred Peak Mountain. This mountain held many mysteries and was said to be the very place that created the Tree Sea.

Both of them had rings that allowed them to return to the tower even if they failed. But if possible, they wanted to return with what they came for. Wrapped in cloaks made from Helkaarn fur prepared by Ariel and Mireille, the two men felt their spirits rise even higher.

The Ice Dragon scales were merely one of their objectives. Their true purpose, both of them wanted to find gemstones for Ariel and Mireille.

"Ariel might be better suited for subjugation. But when it comes to choosing gems, pairing with me is the absolute best. She's likely to choose something just because it's sparkly," Leonhard thought. He very much wanted to choose the gems for Mireille's engagement ring, and perhaps a necklace too, himself.

Darius felt the same. He needed gems not only for the engagement ring but also for the dress and tiara that would accompany Ariel's investiture as a Margrave. Ariel would be ascending from commoner to Margrave in one leap. Though she was known as a living weapon, she had rarely appeared on the public stage. She would be exposed to the lewd gazes of the nobility. Choosing a gem that wouldn't be embarrassing for her at that time, it couldn't be too flashy, was a difficult task.

He had decided on a dress color of elegant and formal green. A green reminiscent of her domain in the Tree Sea would also perfectly suit her gentle atmosphere.

(In the old days, black would have suited her best...)

Back then, she was cold, expressionless, and merciless. But now she was different. He knew her many faces.

He had known Mireille since she was a child, of course. He had met Ariel when she was a girl of seventeen or eighteen, but he had felt as though he were raising her, as she was somewhat childlike. And he had made her his own, a moment that carried a slight sense of immorality.

As they climbed the mountain, they saw various ores containing magical power. Apparently, they were materials for alchemy. The two of them went back and forth between the mountain and the tower using their rings, bringing back materials as they ascended.

Among them, there was a sparkling ore mixed in.

"Is this... a diamond?"

"Isn't it too big...?"

It was the size of a person's head. How much would this alone be worth? The ores of Sacred Peak Mountain seemed to possess an incredible value.

"Mireille would probably turn this into carbon with alchemy by tomorrow if we brought it back," Darius said with a wry smile. Ariel was capable of the same.

"It's our loss if we make them think it's just a material."

"What about something like a magic stone?"

"Something that holds or can absorb mana..."

They would both be pleased. But to someone who didn't know alchemy, it would look like just a rock. Even if the two of them happily wore it, the nobles would undoubtedly call it "just a rock."

The spoiled child version of Ariel would have gotten angry and shoved the stone in their mouths if they said that. But now, as an adult, she would just get hurt all by herself. She was fragile precisely because she played the part of an adult while hiding such a fierce nature within her. This was a challenge given to Darius for the future.

---

"Should we defeat the Ice Dragon first? For some reason, choosing the gems seems more difficult."

"Do you have a color preference? Red rubies won't be found in an ice attribute place like this."

Leonhard, though troubled, naturally relaxed his mouth into a smile.

"Mireille is a transparent, honest, and lovely girl, so rather than a flashy color, I feel that something transparent or with a faint hint of color would suit her better."

"In that case, you should match it to the color of your eyes. A light blue would be a stone that makes her think of you, wouldn't it?"

Leonhard couldn't help but blush.

"Darius... you really are a noble. Possessing my color... huh."

Darius thought about his own choice of gem color. (What color do I want to dye Ariel in...)

Ariel's hidden red flame was usually as fragile as ice, its color wavering each time her heart ached. A color not yet decided, one that could not be dyed any single color. A stone like that should suit her now.

If they followed Leonhard's hope, they would find it near this ice attribute mountain. With that in mind, the two decided to search for the Ice Dragon.

However, the Ice Dragon in question was nowhere to be found.

They searched for a place that looked like a lair but found no clues. When they stepped into a cave, they instead encountered a pack of Ice Wolves.

They stood back to back, relentlessly slashing and throwing Sleep Orbs to knock them out. They never expected to run into such a large pack...

They used wind attribute power to stun the Ice Wolves and finished them off with Sleep Orbs. While they were at it, they collected magic cores, meat, fangs, claws, and fur. It seemed usable for the Magic Furnace, but touching it carelessly felt like their hands would freeze.

When they brought it back to the tower with the ring, Ariel's eyes sparkled with excitement. She stabbed them with an all purpose dagger, fixing them in place so they wouldn't melt from the ice attribute.

(...Looks like we'll have to climb again tomorrow...) Darius sighed, but he pressed on, envisioning the dream of obtaining the gems and materials.

"It didn't show up today. Now that we've got the Ice Wolf cores and materials, we'll have to continue tomorrow."

It was getting dark, and they could hardly see the gems or the path. If they carelessly searched caves, they would likely encounter another pack. Even wrapped in defensive magic and Helkaarn fur, the chilling air was abnormal.

As he was discussing the next day's plan with Leonhard at the base of a cliff, the ground shook.

"It's here...! The Ice Dragon!"

There, on the cliff above, was the figure of a giant Ice Dragon, glaring down at them as it dislodged stones.



		
			Chapter 157

			Moonshadow Stone and Rainbow Stone

			From the cliff above, the Ice Dragon shot a piercing glare. The moment its eyes met theirs, their bodies froze, unable to move.

No, a cold wave was actually surging up from the ground, binding their bodies with ice.

"Tch, what a pain." Darius changed his sword to the fire attribute and swept it in a circle along the ground. With a 'jyuu' sound, the ice melted, and their bodies were free once more.

"Don't fight it. Just put it to sleep."

"Roger."

However, the Sleep Orbs wouldn't pierce its scales. The two naturally stood back to back, glaring at the Ice Dragon.

The Ice Dragon let out a voiceless roar. The next moment, countless chunks of ice flew at them like bullets.

"Kuh...!" Leonhard also changed his sword to the fire attribute, burning away the ice and desperately maneuvering within a space that seemed enveloped in light. It was fantastical, but life threatening.

"Where should we aim?"

"She said to take its head... Should we shove one down its throat?"

Darius used the wind attribute to create a whirlwind, pushing back all the flying ice chunks at once. In that opening, Leonhard readied a Sleep Orb.

"Let's do this!" Just as the Ice Dragon opened its great mouth, about to unleash its breath.

"Now!"

Leonhard's Sleep Orb pierced deep into its throat. The Ice Dragon's movements slowed instantly. At the same time, Darius's sword swept across its neck.

The massive body collapsed, and the ground shook with a deafening roar. The space that had been filled with light was plunged into pitch blackness.

"Tch...!" Darius threw up a defense for both of them, weathering the impact. When the shaking finally subsided, they could see a small light twinkling on the top of the cliff.

"...Something the Ice Dragon left behind?"

As they approached, they saw a Moonshadow Stone glowing on the cliff's edge. It shone with a faint blue light and was cool to the touch.

"It's a famous stone. You find them after they've bathed in the light of the moon and stars. It's even set in the royal crown. Its stone language is sincerity, purity. The name of the Moonshadow Teahouse also comes from this."

"I see... In that case, this will be perfect. She's sure to be happy if it's the origin of the Moonshadow Teahouse's name."

Watching Leonhard carefully excavate it, Darius also looked around. It was quite dark. It would be impossible to do any more work.

"We'll have to dismantle the Ice Dragon tomorrow..."

"But isn't that the Ice Dragon's lair? Since we're here, let's take a peek inside the cave before we head back." Leonhard knew that Darius was searching for a gem to give to Ariel.

If it was anywhere, that would be the last chance, right?

The two of them stepped into the Ice Dragon's den. Its lair was in the cave from which it had just emerged. A cool breeze flowed in, and the rock face was freezing to the touch.

"I guess there's nothing here after all..."

Just as he said that, Darius's fingertips touched a crack in the cave wall. He felt a faint flow of mana.

Not a monster. This is...

He shattered the gap with his dagger, and a rainbow colored light overflowed from within.

"...A Rainbow Stone?"

When he picked it up, it looked like a pale blue Moonshadow Stone at first glance. But from the chipped parts, a rainbow colored light shimmered, swaying mysteriously.

"I've never heard of a stone like this."

An unknown, unheard of stone. The nobility might laugh at it. But Darius knew instinctively.

This is what is truly fitting for her.

"...It suits Ariel. It's just like Ariel."

Muttering this, Darius clutched the Rainbow Stone to his chest.



		
			Chapter 158

			A Father, the Magic Furnace, and a Single Kiss

			Ariel had begun the final process. She ground the Luna Serpent's fangs and the failed scales that Elliot had peeled off in advance and mixed them together. Then, outside the Magic Furnace, she boiled down the bone marrow until it was a thick sludge and poured her own mana into it.

...It stank. It simply stank. As it bubbled away in the large pot, a hellish stench spread throughout the area. Yet, strangely, not a single monster approached. Apparently, the smell was so intense that it was acting as a monster repellent.

"That's an incredible stench..." Albert approached, his face contorted in a grimace.

"It'll be terrible if it soaks into your clothes, so you should stay back..." Ariel said in a panic, but he shook his head.

"As a father, I must see what becomes of the things my son helped with."

Ariel couldn't help but smile at the sight of him peering into the pot with a nauseated expression. He's a good father.

In truth, Elliot's mana was not immense like Albert's or Darius's, but rather resembled that of his biological father, Karlwein. But it was stable and straightforward. As long as he wasn't led astray, he would surely become a great king.

"Now I'll mix in the fangs and the scales that His Highness Elliot gathered. Once applied, it will create a perfect bond." When Ariel mixed them, the stench grew even worse. However, by the time it had boiled down, it had transformed into an odorless, viscous adhesive. Albert, perhaps because his nose had grown accustomed to it, was looking on with interest.

"Let's ask Mireille to prepare the fur. Also, please show this to His Highness Elliot when it's finished." She bottled it. The adhesive's preservative properties were limited, so it could only be used today.

When Elliot arrived, Ariel told him.

"The scales you helped with will become an important adhesive to repair the Magic Furnace in the royal capital." Albert also spoke gently.

"Once the temperature inside is safe, I'll be sure to show you where we used it."

Elliot nodded seriously, and Ariel nodded back with a smile.

Afterward, Albert and Ariel spread the adhesive around the scales that were plugging the holes in the line and wrapped them with Moonshadow Wolf fur to seal them. When they attached the Ice Dragon scales to the branch holes, the room's temperature dropped sharply, and breathing became easier.

"We also got some Ice Wolf fur, so if there are any leaks and the line heats up, you can wrap it with that fur to calm it down. But... by the time His Highness Elliot becomes king, a major overhaul will be necessary."

The future is just around the corner, Ariel thought.

"...Ariel, do you think Elliot can become king?" Albert murmured, staring at the Magic Furnace.

"It will be difficult for him alone. But with the support of many different people, I believe he will become a splendid king."

"And what about... you? You were treated terribly by Elliot's father, and I'm sure I made you feel unpleasant as well."

"My last memory is of suffering in the Magic Furnace. So I don't hold any unpleasant feelings toward you, Albert-sama... No, more than that, I'm left with the memory of doing something as out of place as challenging you to a duel." Ariel's face turned red, and she couldn't help but look down.

Albert slowly offered his hand.

"I was certainly surprised and angry at the time, but if it weren't for that duel, the country, myself, and Elliot would all have been ruined. When you become a Margrave, I want you to support this father and son."

Ariel removed her protective glove and took his hand. Just as she thought it was a handshake.

Chu.

"!?" Her hand was pulled, and he had kissed it.

"...!?" Ariel snatched her hand back, bright red.

Albert laughed as if he had gotten the better of her.

"It's a Noble Greeting. Everyone does this kind of thing, so don't you get Darius jealous over it." His face clearly showed he had seen through the pure heartedness of the adult Ariel.

As he was leaving, Albert whispered a single word in Ariel's ear.

"...But sometimes it has a deeper meaning. So today's one is a secret from Darius."

Ariel was momentarily stunned. But no, he's a married man.

"He was teasing me... he was teasing me, right...?"

I should secretly ask Lady Eleonora about this.



		
			Chapter 159

			The Investiture of the Female Margrave, a First Dance Vowed with Her Fiancé

			Ariel, wrapped in deep green velvet, walked silently down the long corridor of the Royal Castle for her investiture as a Margrave.

She had practiced walking in the dress many times, but she still felt a little clumsy. Even so, she could feel countless eyes from all over the corridor following her.

"Ugh... for everyone who supported me, I can't fail." In her heart, she truly wanted to run away and go home. She wanted to be in the quiet tower. But if she could clear this hurdle, she would gain the status to marry Darius and the future to walk freely in the Tree Sea.

I will do my best.

With that resolution in her heart, she straightened her back.

Darius had frozen when he first saw me like this. But he had quietly come close and whispered in my ear with a hoarse voice.

"You're beautiful. I'll be watching from the same room."

I was the one whose heart was pounding. It was my first time seeing the noble version of Darius. But if Darius was with me, I felt at ease.

Her hands were elegantly clasped in front of her, a faint smile on her lips. At the sight of her radiating natural grace, the nobles couldn't help but hold their breath.

"A living weapon... that woman?"

"Is it true she destroyed a town?"

"I hear she's teaching the Crown Prince magic and alchemy."

"If we get her on our side, the royal family will be secure."

"She's marrying King Cedric's second son, Darius, isn't she? I see..."

Her slender body had a softness to it that captivated the hearts of all who saw her. While they appraised her, they found themselves mesmerized by her appearance, her healthy skin enhanced by natural makeup.

Shadows fell from her eyelashes, her cheeks were tinged with a faint crimson, and her lips were a calm rose pink. It was precisely because it wasn't flashy that it possessed a quiet, shining elegance.

She let out a soft breath. It wasn't just the investiture, it was also her first time meeting Darius's father. She proceeded, filled with nervousness.

Upon entering the throne room, even King Cedric found himself taking a sharp breath.

In the recordings, she was a brave and forthright woman who had protected the country and tried to protect Darius from the former king, the queen, and the head of the mages. However, on the other hand, she was the woman who had challenged Albert to a duel and won an overwhelming victory. She was also the living weapon that held the nation's fate in her hands.

That gap made his heart waver.

Even Albert, who had once loathed her, was now grateful. Crown Prince Elliot's eyes when he looked at Ariel were also completely captivated. The nobles seeing her for the first time couldn't look away, their hearts pounding.

And yet, she wasn't using any sort of charm magic. King Cedric tried to remain calm, but fundamentally, he could see no malice from her.

Furthermore, the magical Rainbow Stones scattered on her shoulders, chest, and waist reflected the light with every step she took. It was a gift that Darius had risked his life to obtain. The warmth spreading in her chest enveloped Ariel in a soft yet dignified light.

"Ariel. From this day forth, you shall be the Margrave who rules the Tree Sea of this nation."

His Majesty's voice was calm, but he had by no means let down his guard.

The surrounding nobles stirred at the words "Tree Sea." The Imperial Guard let out a gasp of "Eh," and those who didn't know of the Tree Sea whispered with half curiosity, "What's that?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. Though my power is small, I shall devote myself to the peace of my domain."

The cape made from a monster's fur flowing from her shoulders as she received the title added a touch of majesty to her softness.

"She is no ordinary woman." No one could help but think so. As she bowed her head softly, the influential noblemen once again lost their hearts to her.

Crown Prince Elliot, Albert, Darius, and Adrian were able to maintain calm faces because they had seen Ariel in her makeup and dress beforehand, but anyone seeing her for the first time would be unable to even look away.

"I see, this is Adrian's work, as expected. It's no wonder everyone is so captivated by her." King Cedric finally let go of his caution.

There was no mental interference, no malice. If a woman who could draw this much attention was to be Darius's wife and would guide and support Albert and Elliot in the right direction, then being cautious would only serve to displease her.

"I am honored by your praise, Your Majesty."

Her voice was calm and gentle, yet it held a definite dignity.

Ariel, the female Margrave, while feared as a living weapon, shone with a light like that of a saintess and became the first Margrave to rule the Tree Sea of this nation.

---

After the investiture ceremony ended, that night the grand hall of the Royal Castle was transformed into a glittering venue for a celebratory banquet. Under the sparkling chandeliers, this time it was the gazes of noble ladies, hiding their mouths with fans, that stickily appraised Ariel.

(...It's still scary. But I just have to do as Lady Eleonora said. I can't lose.)

Remembering the etiquette she had been taught, I deflected their gazes with nothing more than a smile.

At that moment, King Cedric raised his glass.

"In celebration of today's investiture, I have one more piece of news. Margrave Ariel is to be engaged to my second son, Darius!"

The hall erupted in a clamor. Their relationship had been rumored, but the public announcement was still a great shock.

"The Margrave and the Duke's second son...!"

"With this, the royal family is secure." Such whispers could be heard from all around.

My chest grew hot, and my heart leaped. The noble Darius from those recordings that had tormented me was now extending his hand to me. But this was a little different from those recordings. For some reason, Darius looked nervous too. It was a subtle difference that only I would notice...

Darius smiled gently, his voice low.

"...Will you dance with me?" At his words, a smile bloomed on my face too.

"Yes... with pleasure."

He took my hand and led me to the center. The orchestra began to play a waltz, and with every step I took, supported by Darius's arm, my dress swayed like a petal in the Tree Sea's wind.

I, who had been a living weapon without a heart, was now dancing as a woman who loves and is loved, vowing for the future by his side.

As everyone watched, the world had become a place for just me and Darius.



		
			Chapter 160

			The Baton of Happiness

			"Mireille, congratulations on your wedding."

It was the day Mireille, whom she had watched over since she was a little girl, was finally marrying Leonhard.

"Master... No, to me, both you and Darius-san were like my real mother and father. Thank you for raising me all this time. I will absolutely be happy. You two must be happy too."

At those words, Ariel couldn't help but shed tears.

"Hey now, makeup runs with tears, you know," Darius said in a fluster.

Ariel, who had been a perfect noblewoman until just the other day, was still not used to makeup and rubbed her tear-streaked face, making a terrible mess of it. Mireille had been on the verge of crying with her, but seeing that face, she couldn't help but burst out laughing.

"Oh, Master."

Mireille's finger was scheduled to be adorned with a wedding ring set with a small Moonshadow Stone, to go with her Moonshadow Stone engagement ring, one that wouldn't get in the way of daily life. This was something Leonhard had made under Darius's guidance. The unfamiliar work had given Leonhard trouble with the sizing, but it was a special ring made just for Mireille.

The two were holding their wedding at a small church in Adrian's marquisate. Ariel, her makeup fixed, would walk down the aisle with her.

"Absolutely do not cry, and even if you do, don't rub it," Darius had told her, and Ariel nodded vigorously.

Leonhard, waiting at the altar, gazed at Mireille with gentle eyes.

At the sight of Mireille, perfected by her wedding dress and makeup, Leonhard was at a loss for words.

"Wow, she's too cute... what am I going to do, me?"

Though he looked as smart and princely as ever, the pure hearted man was bright red as he tried his best to convey his feelings.

"I'm happy if it makes you happy, Leonhard."

Mireille, also bright red, placed her hand on Leonhard's arm.

Ariel was relieved. She had caused them trouble, but if the two of them were happy, then it was all for the best. The little Mireille was now leaving her hand to find happiness with Leonhard.

(I'll be happy too, you'll see. Leonhard-san, please take care of her.)

Swearing this in her heart, she passed the baton to Leonhard.

The two exchanged rings, vowed their love before God, and shared a kiss.

At the end, amid a shower of rice, the thrown bouquet naturally landed in Ariel's hands. Seeing the two looking so happy, Ariel's tear ducts loosened once again.

"Since when did my princess become such a crybaby?" Darius laughed. He was happy that the expressionless Ariel who had bought Mireille with money had, through raising a child, made her past memories her own and learned to have emotions.

"It's our turn next. I'd like to get married as soon as tomorrow if I could."

Adrian was helping out, and since it was to be a marriage backed by the royal family, the preparations would be extensive, but their own ceremony was also drawing near.

"You're right, I'd like to get married tomorrow too," Ariel murmured, watching Mireille and Leonhard's happy state.

"Oh? So Ariel's a woman after all. Have you started to long for a ceremony like this?" Darius smiled, but Ariel shook her head, looking troubled.

"That's not it. I think I'm pregnant with your child. We have to hurry, or don't nobles suspect infidelity?"

Darius was stunned and instinctively placed a hand on Ariel's abdomen.

"Eh? Eh??"

He had too many reasons to believe it... No, he was too happy for his mind to catch up. Why are you telling me this now! You should have told me sooner!

First, they had to get married, even if it was just in name, tomorrow. He had to report to Adrian and his father... No, first he needed to get confirmation from a physician.

Ariel stared blankly at Darius's panicked state. That's right. From Ariel's perspective, before it was 'I bought her, so I'll raise her,' and now it's 'A child was made, so we'll raise it'! This is serious!!

And so, Darius and Ariel's happy marriage and new parenting story was about to begin.

The End



		