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  Side Story




  1


  



  The world was falling apart.


  That was what Veronica thought as she watched her father die. His lifeless body was being torn apart in the monster’s jaws.


  The Bahamut that had descended upon the city was more than twice the size of a large man. 


  It had a humanoid form but no head, as if it had been torn off. Its hunched back had bones protruding at each joint, giving the impression of a massive skeleton with only a thin layer of skin stretched over it.


  The red eye embedded near its heart turned toward her.


  She knew she was next in line to be stuffed into that toothed gullet.


  Her body froze completely. A shiver ran from the crown of her head to the tips of her toes.


  I need to run, she thought, desperately begging her frozen legs to start moving. 


  With each step the Bahamut took, viscous liquid dripped onto the floorboards with a squelching sound.


  It was coming. Getting closer and closer.


  But why am I still standing here like an idiot?


  “Veronica!”


  Just then, someone shouted her name, and a hand shot out and yanked her arm sideways. As they pulled her through the open doorway, dragging her into a run, Veronica recognized them by the familiar back of their head.


  “Benjamin…?”


  It was Benjamin, the blacksmith’s apprentice. He was known for following Veronica around like a stalker.


  But to come running at a moment like this? What about his family?


  “I came running as soon as the church bells rang,” Benjamin told her. “Let’s hide somewhere safe and then escape the city together.”


  With her mind completely blank, her body was dragged along like a rag doll stuffed with cotton. Reflexively moving her legs in the confusion, Veronica managed to utter a confused question.


  “Benjamin… What about your siblings…?”


  “The church will send knights soon. Just hold on a little longer. Bayern is a fairly large city, right? It’s impossible for it to be completely destroyed like this.”


  That didn’t answer her question about his family’s whereabouts at all.


  It probably meant Benjamin didn’t know either. Veronica guessed that he had abandoned even his own family to come straight here.


  When they were both nearly out of breath, Benjamin forcefully pulled her between some collapsed ruins. 


  “Let’s hide here for a moment,” he said, huffing.


  Veronica followed like someone missing a screw. Something acrid rose in her throat, but she felt no pain.


  Perhaps it wasn’t just one or two screws that had come loose, but dozens. She was broken. Her family was dead, and she was broken. Thinking this way cleared up her vision a little more.


  “Take this,” Benjamin said, handing her something.


  Veronica looked down at the cool touch of metal against her head. She saw a dagger sheath beautifully engraved with camellia branches. It was something she had always wanted, unable to take her eyes off it whenever she visited the blacksmith’s shop.


  “Why are you giving me…”


  “I know it’s late, but happy birthday.”


  “…Birthday?” Veronica echoed, as if she couldn’t possibly believe it.


  “Yes. I really like you, you know. I know you don’t like me back, but I saved you, so give me a chance. Now that your family is gone, it’s just the two of us. We’ll leave Bayern and get married.”


  His words went in one ear and out the other.


  What was he saying? Get married?


  Could he be serious?


  Even in her dazed state, his words only filled her with horror. There was nothing romantic about them.


  The city had been reduced to ashes. How could he even talk about love when he didn’t even know if his family was alive?


  She didn’t know how to explain this strange feeling. Being loved was supposed to be a good thing, yet somehow she felt a nauseating revulsion rising within her. It was disgusting.


  Veronica unconsciously took a step back.


  “First, I plan to go to Karta and get help from my uncle, who sells warhorses. Once we settle there…”


  “Ben.”


  Veronica, pale as a sheet, barely managed to cut off his rambling. Then she continued in a clearer voice, “Thank you, truly, for saving me. I’ll repay this debt over my lifetime if I have to. But not by following you. So please… leave me alone. Even if I die here, it’s no longer your responsibility. Go to your family. Your siblings must be worried.”


  She wasn’t sure how her tone came across. She didn’t have the presence of mind to tell.


  After speaking her mind honestly, she darted out from behind the wall where they had been hiding. As soon as she emerged onto the open street, a black and red hell unfolded before her.


  A building collapsed with a loud crash just a few steps ahead, startling her.


  Looking around frantically, she moved her feet as if in a trance. Everything seemed to be in chaos, but she had a destination in mind.


  Her broken mind, with all its screws fallen out, was telling her that she should head to the church at the edge of the city—to a place protected by God, a sacred place where Bahamuts would not dare approach.


  The city was an inferno as far as the eye could see. Screams and cries echoed through the collapsed ruins. The desperate cries of people searching for their separated families no longer drew anyone’s attention.


  She walked unsteadily like a drunk person for a long while, until someone grabbed her shoulder firmly from behind.


  It was Benjamin again.


  His eyes were wide open, and he gave her a twisted smile.


  “Veni, I-I understand how shocked you must have been. O-Of course I do. But I’d like you to change from now on. There are only so many rejections I can take. I get hurt too, all right? If you keep this up, I might just move on to a nice, obedient girl.”


  Veronica could almost see screws coming loose from Ben’s temples. One, two, dozens of screws falling out all at once.


  Perhaps she wasn’t the only one who was broken.


  Veronica’s lips began to tremble.


  “Step back, Benjamin. You’re scaring me.”


  “Scaring you? Me? How can you say that? I risked my life to save you, even while that huge monster was chewing up your father’s brain! I saved your life!”


  Her shoulder hurt as he shook her violently. She struggled to break free, but her small frame was no match for a man who worked with iron for a living.


  “Ah! It hurts, Benjamin, let go!” she cried out, her face pale.


  After wrestling for a while, she finally managed to push him away with all her might.


  “You little wench…!”


  Benjamin raised his hand high as if to strike her. She squeezed her eyes shut, anticipating the coming pain.


  And then she felt blood spraying onto her cheek.


  Blood?


  She slowly opened her eyes, closed them again, then finally opened them wide.


  The warm liquid that had splashed on her cheek streaked down to her chin like tears.


  Veronica opened her mouth and held her breath. Her eyes grew impossibly big at the sight before her.


  Her pupils dilated, and she took several stumbling steps backward. With no one gripping her shoulder anymore, it wasn’t difficult to do so.


  “Urgh!”


  Before he could finish speaking, Benjamin was suddenly snatched upward by the back of his head, his mouth pierced through. There wasn’t even a scream that followed; only the sound of flesh being pierced and crushed to bits served as Benjamin’s last words.


  Veronica let out a scream that felt like it would tear her apart. She had been scrambling backward, but then she lost her balance.


  “Ah!”


  As she fell, a sharp pain shot through the arm she used to break her fall.


  It hurt. It hurt so much. 


  It must be broken.


  She immediately turned around and began crawling desperately. She didn’t know which direction she was going—anywhere would do, because nowhere was safe now. The church? Would it be safe there? Could God’s house really keep the Bahamuts at bay?


  As she moved frantically, her knees and palms were scraped raw, and her nails broke. But she no longer felt the pain or the cold. She crawled along the ground like an insect, dragging herself through the snow.


  She stopped only when she saw red letters scrawled like graffiti on a wall. The message written in blood was in the language of the Divine Text. Veronica read it without thinking.


  



  


  Deus dereliquit hominem


  


  



  “God has abandoned humanity…”


  Her heart was beating painfully in her chest.


  Then her vision suddenly widened, and she noticed the scattered objects around her.


  Pieces of corpses that were now closer to chunks of meat. The bell tower. The cross. Crows landing.


  The building before her was the church she had been so desperately seeking. But those who had come begging for God’s mercy had been torn to pieces and turned into sacrificial offerings.


  Veronica burst into spasmodic laughter.


  The Pope’s arrogant words that humanity’s sun would never set had been proven wrong.


  Ever since a meteorite fell into the southern sea and Bahamuts crawled onto the land, humans had ceased to be at the top of the food chain as the rulers of the world.


  Bayern, though not the capital, was a well-known port city. But it was clearly finished now. The red sunset of civilization was falling.


  “Ah… urgh…”


  Just then, a groan came from what she had thought was a corpse, causing Veronica to quickly raise her head and approach on her knees. A blood-covered woman was staring at her with wide eyes.


  “Ma’am. Are you all right? Can you hear—”


  Veronica suddenly stopped, frozen with her mouth still open. It wasn't fear of the woman's eyes, drenched in pitch-black terror, that stopped her. No—it was the realization that those eyes were fixed on something behind her.


  The woman groaned with hopeless despair.


  At the same time, a shiver ran down Veronica’s spine. Her body trembled violently.


  There were things in this world that didn't need to be seen to understood—like the overwhelming fear, anxiety, and despair that now gripped her by instinct alone.


  Drowning in the dark terror consuming her from head to toe, she slowly turned her head.


  The creature was right behind her, lowering itself and bowing its head deeply to the ground.


  Veronica gritted her teeth when she saw the face before her. She tried to swallow her moans, but they leaked out of her against her will.


  How does it have a face?


  Her hazy vision trembled. This was the first time she had seen one so close.


  Bahamut.


  Demon. Devil. Monster.


  God’s judgment, said to have descended to punish human arrogance.


  Its red iris contracted, and the black pupil swelled round, just the size of her head. Its grotesque, hairless face was smiling, and where ears should have been, gills wriggled as if to show it had risen from the sea. It simply stared at her silently.


  Originally, Bahamuts had no head. But she had heard the absurd story that one specimen, after devouring countless human heads, had grown a human-like head of its own.


  At such a close distance, where each tiny muscle of the iris was visible, the stench of rotting corpses was overwhelming.


  No. I mustn’t provoke it.


  Veronica recalled the rat and the cat she had once seen in a back alley of the market. The cat had merely watched on, curious, until the rat moved. The hunt didn’t begin until then. So, if she just stayed still and offered no reaction at all…


  She held her breath. Her pulse raced. Her heart began to pound as if attached to her eardrums.


  She scratched the ground until her nails broke, trying to suppress any sound. Her mind was on the verge of being crushed.


  The creature’s red eye began to beat like a heart. The chain-like ring around its pupil pulsated, expanding and contracting. Veronica stared at it, entranced.


  All sound seemed to disappear.


  At some point, only the red eye and her heart remained in the world.


  Red. Crimson. The world was drenched in blood. Newborn babies cried in pain because they were born into a world that was already falling apart. From the very beginning, their senses were assaulted by the thick, lingering scent of blood and the redness that filled their vision.


  This world was falling apart. It was destined for destruction.


  Her heart slowed and eventually stopped. A series of flashbacks flitted before her eyes.


  Her small hand reaching out as a baby. Mother and Father smiling brightly. The first tiny snowman she made and the warm fireplace. Lively dinner and laughter. Mother reading fairy tales at her bedside. Mother hugging her. 


  Mother.


  And then Mother, no longer reading her fairy tales, lying in bed with a sad smile. Poor Father, exhausted, his head hanging low. Approaching the darkened bedside and holding Father’s hand tightly, Father smiling weakly.


  Neighbors gathered under the clear sky, all dressed in black. When young Veni asked her father where her mother was, Father held her hand tightly, just like she’d done for him before. She looked up at her kind father. But Father had no head.


  So humans faced Bahamut and they—


  Died.


  Died.


  Died.


  And then were reborn.


  Her vision turned bright red as if someone had splashed red paint in her eyes.


  The vision of her father caused her limbs to convulse, but Veronica did not scream.


  She just smiled faintly. Because she was a Bahamut now.


  Now I am a Bahamut.


  “Already corrupted, are you?”


  At that moment, the bright red memory shattered, and the cold face of a man invaded through the fragments.


  As noise rushed in, her heart began to beat again. With the acrid world of rising flames behind him, the man grabbed Veronica by the hair and stared intently at her. He had red hair and wore black armor. The crimson and black lights swirling in his fierce eyes felt cold and murderous.


  She struggled to escape, but he’d gripped her hair so tightly it felt like her scalp might tear. Looking at her flailing with disgust, he asked in a low voice, “Do you want to live?”


  Veronica only moaned weakly.


  “I’m asking if you want to live, even if you have to crawl through hellfire.”


  “Let… go.”


  “Answer me. If you say you want to die, I’ll kill you painlessly.”


  Did she want to die?


  Veronica silently moved her lips.


  I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die. I’ve only just been reborn.


  “Then ask for help,” the man murmured, as if he had read her thoughts. A burning abyss stared straight at her.


  “I want to live… Help me.”


  His handsome face transformed into something cruel in an instant. If there were different types of cruelty in the world, his was that of a boy who tore off a cicada’s wings for fun. With an amused expression, he released his painful grip.


  “Good. Congratulations on your rebirth.”


  The man thrust his sword into the ground before her. Her pale face appeared in fragments, reflected on the silver blade illuminated by the red light. Short black hair. Snow-white skin. Red eyes.


  Red eyes. Eyes the same color as a Bahamut’s.


  The world was falling apart—but humans were evolving.


  * * *


  Leon began walking with the unconscious woman cradled in his left arm, his longsword gripped in his right hand. In this vast, desolate city, he was the only one moving. His black boots trampled through the debris with heavy steps, amid the shimmering heat haze rising from the ground.


  The city was dead.


  There might be survivors, but everything that humans had built was now in ruins. Homes, families, friends—even the dogs they’d raised and the diaries they wrote in each night—all had burned to meaningless ash. His long legs slowly carried him past the broken church spires and the dismembered Bahamuts.


  He had come searching for something, but he’d been too late once again. It had already left. His only consolation was that he’d found this girl who seemed to have been corrupted by It.


  A soft moan came from the woman in his arms. Leon glanced down at the woman who, despite being unconscious, was still twitching. In truth, it would have been strange if she hadn’t collapsed, given the way she looked. From her small frame to her delicate neckline, everything about her appeared fragile. His gaze lingered on her exposed throat—pale and slender. He could snap it with one hand if he wanted to. If he’d left her here, she would have certainly died; not devoured by monsters, but with her heart carved out by a holy knight’s blade.


  A meteorite had fallen into the southern sea three years ago. Then, a year later, creatures began crawling out from the sea. People named these unknown beings “Bahamuts” after a monster from the Divine Text.


  Bahamuts were cruel. They consumed humans and, in extremely rare cases, created corrupted beings. Those who became corrupted formed mental connections with the Bahamut, but quickly went insane and died.


  Naturally, the church rejected these red-eyed corrupted ones. Had the Holy Knight Order discovered the girl, they would have ended her life before she could regain consciousness, even though she could be the key to ending this calamity. Leon suspected the woman had been corrupted by the “first” Bahamut—the one he had abandoned everything to pursue.


  “It’s been a while.”


  Leon, who had been striding effortlessly through the black debris, came to an abrupt halt as a rigid voice interrupted his thoughts. His hair—the same color as the flames that had consumed the city—became disheveled in the wind as he slowly turned toward the voice.


  A formation of knights in pristine white armor stood in a straight line. The sight of countless cross banners, helmets resembling boxes, long spears, and rectangular shields greeted him.


  It was the church’s Holy Knight Order. The corner of Leon’s mouth quirked up in a lopsided smile.


  “You’re here early,” he said, voice heavy with sarcasm.


  “We came here as soon as we could. We can’t act as freely as a lone wanderer like you,” Philip von Wittelsbach, vice commander of the Holy Knight Order, responded coldly.


  Apparently, Bayern was big enough of a city to warrant the vice commander’s presence. Still, the frightened Pope would never send his chief commander and leave the Holy City unguarded.


  Undisguised hatred flickered in Philip’s purple eyes. The silver-haired knight was renowned for his strong character and strict adherence to the law. There was no way he could forgive Leon for leaving the order.


  Bahamut Hunter. The Red Knight of the Apocalypse. Leon currently had many names, but they were all merely secular titles. Anyone in the church’s knight order would remember the Leon of the past—the one who had been called the Messenger of God. Philip had respected, admired, and believed in him.


  Now, the man in black armor before him hardly resembled the once-promising holy knight. Standing amidst the ashes, he looked eerie and cold, almost as if he’d been the one responsible for reducing the city to this state.


  Leon started walking toward him. When he came within a couple of paces, there was a collective sound of steel as the surrounding knights drew their swords. Leon looked at the dozen or so blades pointed at him with amusement.


  “Don’t be so on edge,” he drawled. “Thanks to me, things became easier for you.”


  “Thanks to you?” Philip immediately furrowed his brow. “Do you think I achieved this position just because you stepped down? Don’t delude yourself. Someone who couldn’t even bear their own cross is no match for me.”


  “No, I wasn’t talking about that. I meant this city.” Leon looked around leisurely before adding, “Weren’t you able to enter the city easily because I cleared it out?”


  Philip raised his eyebrows. True to Leon’s words, everything had been reduced to rubble—even here, on the very edge of the city. The corpses of dead Bahamuts lay scattered throughout the streets.


  It had all been Leon’s doing, using God’s power as he pleased. Knowing that only fueled Philip’s rising anger. He despised Leon’s talent and abilities.


  “Some things never change,” he spat. “That attitude of yours, for example—treating everything so lightly and callously.”


  Eventually, Philip’s gaze fell on the woman in Leon’s arms. In truth, he had been curious from the start. Who could she be, that Leon Berg himself would personally carry her? She was slender enough for Leon to carry with just one arm. Her linen clothes were visibly worn, and her short black hair was far from glamorous. Yet there was something peculiarly captivating about her that demanded attention.


  “By the way, who is that woman?” Philip asked.


  “As you can see, she’s just an ordinary woman.”


  When Philip grimaced at this playful answer, Leon’s smile faded for the first time.


  “What does it matter anyway? God doesn’t care whether His prodigal son fools around with a woman or falls deeper into the abyss.”


  For a moment, Philip’s thin lips parted. He was shocked, and he doubted his ears. Was Leon truly implying matters of carnal pleasure? Was a man who had devoted himself to God brazenly expressing desire for a woman now?


  All manner of emotions—most prominently, disgust and contempt—flashed across his face. A holy knight was fundamentally a priest of God. Though Leon claimed to no longer be one, the fact that a former priest would display such filthy lust made Philip nauseous.


  “Why would you go this far… No, never mind. I don’t know what I expected when I called out to you. I’ll let you go, so leave the city immediately. I don’t want to talk to you again. I only pray that the next time we meet won’t be in the Holy City’s court of judgment.”


  Leon stared at Philip’s rigidly set face for a moment, then smirked and turned away. He found it amusing that everyone looked at him as if he were a criminal who had committed an unforgivable sin, yet no one attempted to stop him and rescue the woman. Had it never crossed their minds that he was taking her by force? It wasn’t because they trusted Leon, but because they simply viewed the world through the lens of their own convenience.


  He started walking briskly toward where his horse was tethered, but then suddenly stopped, as if something had just occurred to him.


  “Ah, Philip. About my cross,” he said, turning back.


  Leon raised his longsword straight up with his right hand. As if on cue, a few drops of blood seeped from the edge of the blade. 


  “I bore it well before, and I still am now.”


  Due to the crossguard mounted vertically above the handle, the sword itself resembled an inverted cross. At first glance, it seemed like blatant blasphemy—presenting an inverted cross to a holy knight was an obvious act of heresy, after all. But Philip knew better. The inverted cross was also known as the Apostle’s Cross. Every priest knew the story of the martyred apostle who had begged to be crucified upside down, claiming he wasn’t worthy of the same punishment as the Lord.


  “What exactly are you planning?” Philip muttered, almost to himself. His narrowed eyes watched until the black silhouette disappeared.


  Black ash scattered behind the pristine white knight order.


  It was a cold winter.


  * * *


  It was hot. Her eyes burned, and her mouth was parched dry.


  Veronica thought in her feverish mind that she now understood how it felt to be burned alive. If this was the level of pain they’d gone through, then the heretics who had been burned at the stake in the Holy City had received a fitting punishment. Her throat seared painfully, and her heart blazed as if set on fire.


  An unknown terror constricted her throat, as if she were trapped in sleep paralysis. Veronica kept trying to move her fingers and screamed in order to escape the darkness.


  I’m going to die. Help me. Please. Someone, somehow…


  “All right. I understand, so open your eyes.”


  Her flailing limbs were suddenly pinned down, and a cold voice brushed past her ear. Someone was pressing down on her upper body, lowering their head close to hers. But who could it be? Everyone was dead—her father, the old lady next door, and even Benjamin.


  Veronica opened her eyes slowly, wondering who was talking to her. Her vision blurred, then gradually cleared, until her focus caught the reddish-black gaze looking down at her from close proximity.


  It was a man. Someone she’d never seen before. No, it was the man who had saved her.


  Surprisingly, an intense desire for him surged through her all at once. She had never felt anything like this before. It was as if she had met a lost part of her soul. And also—


  “…My throat. My throat is dry,” she croaked.


  Her heart ached unbearably. Tears flowed from the corners of her narrowed eyes. Feeling flames burning through her veins, Veronica continued to beg.


  “Please give me water. It feels like my throat is burning…”


  Yet despite seeing Veronica breaking out in a cold sweat, the man remained expressionless. His cool gaze observed her like a hunter watching a dying animal.


  “Water…”


  “Water? Do you really want to drink water?” the man asked in a tone suggesting she should think carefully. So Veronica did.


  Do I want to drink water? Yes. My mouth is parched, and my throat is burning. What else could this feeling be but thirst?


  Just then, a blood-red afterimage flashed before her eyes. The dismembered corpses she had seen in the street before collapsing appeared in her mind like a flash of lightning and then vanished. She saw an arm stiffly extended toward the sky, and a hand pointing to the ground with delicate fingers. It should have been disgusting, but it wasn’t. It wasn’t repulsive at all. Rather…


  “Do you want to eat them?”


  “Yes… so let me go. Let me go. Please. I’m begging you.”


  As Veronica continued to shake her head and struggle weakly, the man finally lifted himself off her and grabbed her chin instead. His grip was painful, but she didn’t care. She was just thirsty. Hungry, with the desire to  feast upon human brain matter.


  She tried her best to shake off the man, needing to quench her thirst immediately. It felt as though she were going insane—as if she would die if she didn’t consume blood right that very moment. 


  “Let go of me and leave me alone!” Veronica finally screamed. She had never known she could make such a loud sound. The scream that erupted from deep within her was sharp and intense.


  Veronica glared at the man with tears streaming down her face. Since he didn’t avert his eyes—whose color was similar to hers—their gazes locked. Once again, her heart began to pound violently. Just like before, when she fainted, her pulse began to race. It felt like a massive earthquake, as if her heart might burst out whole with one wrong cough. She could vividly feel the frenzied flow of air against her clammy skin.


  The man twisted his lips into a smile and murmured softly, “You’re something else. I never intended to go this far, but…”


  He brushed back her trembling hair and lowered his head. His skin was cold when it grazed against hers.


  “Please let me go,” she begged. “I won’t kill anyone. Just, I just need—”


  Veronica’s incoherent sobbing stopped abruptly. Her eyes widened. The strength drained from her small hands, and her grip on his clothes slackened. All her senses focused on their overlapping lips. He twisted her mouth open and pushed his cool tongue inside, greedily swallowing her next words.


  Even more surprising than the kiss was the strange sensation of her thirst being quenched. As time passed, her wide-open eyes gradually closed.


  Her clouded emotions cleared, like she was dipping her feet in a cold stream on a hot summer day. She imagined leaves burning white, then subsiding into green lights in her mind’s eye.


  Veronica immersed herself in the indescribably strange pleasure. She tried to extend her tongue to receive and drink the man’s saliva as if it were holy water. At her clumsy movement, the man briefly separated his lips and cursed.


  “More, please give me more,” she begged with tears in the corners of her eyes.


  The man stared down at her with a sunken gaze before abruptly asking, “How old are you?”


  How old am I? Why would he suddenly ask that?


  Born in winter, Veronica had come of age just yesterday. So now she was…


  “Twenty.”


  The man let out a quiet, hollow laugh. He seemed about to say something, but closed his mouth and tried to get up.


  Don’t go. Let me feel that coolness again.


  Growing desperate to indulge in that sweet sensation again, Veronica followed her instinct and wrapped her arms around him. Then, clumsily imitating the man, she pressed her lips against his. He grabbed her cheek as if to push her away, but when she pushed her tongue in, he let out a low moan and roughly sucked on it.


  Although the whole world was dark with night, and she was in some unknown place, her body overflowed with the energy of a new life.


  Bahamuts were cruel. They consumed humans and, in extremely rare cases, created corrupted beings. The Corrupted gained tremendous power, but their minds became contaminated, leading to death before long.


  Veronica remained the only survivor because Leon Berg was a knight blessed by God. His breath and saliva, imbued with holy power, had become her god in place of the absent Divinity.


  * * *


  A wet sound echoed in his ears. Leon pulled the small body close against him and twisted his head to devour even more of her. The woman’s shirt rolled up as his rough hands caressed her soft back. Tremors spread wherever they touched. Feeling her skin burning with heat, his eyes contorted like he was in pain.


  Why is she so sweet?


  The woman tasted delicious. It was crudely put, but no other description came to mind. He wanted to lick up every last drop of her. Her taste, scent, and touch were all so sweet that it made his heart ache. For Leon, who had never once been consumed by sexual desire, this was nothing short of absurd.


  He ravaged the woman who was gasping for breath, stirring her up and digging into her very core without mercy. He thrust his tongue deep inside and drank in her moans.


  “Ah, it hurts… it feels strange…”


  Her whimpered cries with each stroke across the roof of her mouth drove him mad. A chill ran down his spine.


  More. I won’t hurt you, so let me taste you just once more.


  Now it was he who was begging, not her. His rational mind had snapped the moment she awkwardly pushed her tongue inside his mouth. Still, this was a woman who had just barely reached adulthood.


  “…This is insane,” he murmured, barely managing to pull his lips away from her tender flesh. A helpless laugh escaped him. Below, he was already rock hard.


  In this world, there were poisons sweet enough to melt one’s tongue. He was old enough to know this, but she was not. That was why he had to stop.


  He propped himself up on his arms as he steadied his low, rough breathing. They were close enough that their breaths intertwined. Her dilated pupils stared directly at him from just inches away. He felt like he was losing his mind. By now, he was probably looking at her the same way—like a desperate beast ready to tear at her throat. Leon let out a sigh without meaning to.


  The cold winter air scattered his white breath between them. The following silence felt like it would never end. It felt similar to being intoxicated by a potent drug, in the sense that he was oscillating between limitless pleasure and bottomless despair. He never thought that the union between completely different beings—human and Bahamut—would create such an attraction. After all, he’d never touched one before.


  The woman was dangerous, in more ways than one.


  Leon quietly gazed at her lips, which were glistening with saliva, then smiled wryly.


  “…Why are you smiling?” Veronica asked with a slackened face.


  “No reason,” he answered, while wiping the saliva from her lips with his thumb. “Just thinking your life seems destined for hardship.”


  How did she end up with only two choices—death or sharing breath with a strange man? They say God gave trials to those He loved, but this was too much for someone who had just become an adult.


  “Are you still thirsty?” he asked.


  Veronica stared at him blankly before shaking her head slightly.


  Right. She’s fine now. I wonder if she’ll even remember this when she wakes up tomorrow.


  He gazed at her cheeks, flushed pink with heat. Her slender neck, exposed in the air, looked soft and fragile. The moment he realized he wanted to touch it, his mood sank. He was no better than a dog in heat. After this moment of self-awareness, Leon raised himself to leave her side.


  “Don’t go,” she said quickly, grabbing his clothes again.


  Leon froze.


  “Don’t leave me alone,” she repeated.


  His Adam’s apple slowly bobbed up and down at her desperate plea. There was something strangely infuriating about this woman.


  After a moment of stillness, his hand, calloused from wielding a sword, slowly rose to stroke the skin around her reddened eyes. 


  “I won’t leave,” he murmured in a low voice, looking at her like he was looking at some tragic past.


  There was only one sleeping bag for camping, just big enough for two if they pressed close together. He had absolutely no intention of lying next to the woman. He had never once doubted his self-restraint or patience, but tonight was different. So instead, he watched over Veronica until she closed her eyes and her breathing became even, then rose from his spot. He threw firewood into the campfire and tilted his head back as if suppressing something. A long breath escaped between his parted lips.


  It was dangerous for a thirsty person to taste even a drop of wine. The peril wasn’t in the single drop they’d tasted, but in the thirst that followed.


  It was a pitch-black night without even the moon in sight.


  * * *


  Veronica blinked her eyes open. The sky was bluish, so it must be dawn.


  She was lying in a warm leather sleeping bag in a vast field, where the shadows of a campfire flickered on the ground before her. She could also see a tree where a horse was tethered. As she slowly sat up, she noticed a large man sitting in front of the campfire with a copper kettle hanging above it.


  Where am I?


  Her mind was blank for a while. Then the biting wind creeping through her thin clothes brought memories floating to the surface: her father’s severed head, Benjamin’s plea for her to go with him, and buildings burning as they collapsed.


  Bayern was gone. The beautiful, brilliant city by the sea had burned to ashes. When she turned her head, she saw the remnants of the port city in the dim dawn light. It sat abandoned in the middle of the snowfield, far in the distance.


  This can’t be happening. But it’s real.


  No tears came. She just felt empty. Veronica’s lips trembled, but then she clenched her teeth until her jaw hurt. She lifted her arms and hugged herself tightly. She had survived, but that was all. Her entire life had been completely swept away.


  She remembered running through alleys, falling down, laughing, and crying. She remembered friends with whom she had shared trivial worries. Her father—her only family, despite their awkward relationship—and her wonderful plan to sing at the theater troupe next month. All her dreams, past and future, had vanished at once, like a candle blown out by someone’s breath. She wanted to say it didn’t feel real, but it was hard to deny her reality with the burnt wick right before her eyes.


  What am I supposed to do in this situation? No one’s ever taught me that. What should I do when I’ve lost everything at once, when it’s all been taken away?


  She steadied her breathing, slowly inhaling and exhaling repeatedly. Just then, a blanket dropped onto her shoulders, and a wooden cup sloshing with liquid was held out before her.


  “Drink.”


  When she quickly looked up, the man met her gaze calmly. His face was expressionless, but his red hair was disheveled against the dawn backdrop. He was the man who had pulled her out of that hell.


  She instinctively took the cup as the man casually sat down beside her. The sharp scent that hit her even before she brought it to her nose revealed the liquid to be alcohol.


  When she looked at him with wide eyes, he said, “It won’t kill you. It’ll just warm your stomach and keep you from freezing to death.”


  “…I’ve never had alcohol before.”


  “Good for you.”


  His nonchalant response made her feel foolish. The liquid’s surface rippled absurdly.


  Well, what’s the worst that could happen?


  With a come-what-may attitude, she took a sip. The bitter liquid coated her mouth, moistening her throat as it went down, and immediately made her insides burn.


  Why do people drink this stuff?


  She frowned and looked to the side, only to meet the eyes of the man staring at her. It struck her again how frighteningly handsome he was. From his languid gaze to his straight nose, to the line extending to his masculine Adam’s apple, he was perfect—as if carved meticulously by God. If there was a single flaw, it would be the scar across his right eye, but even that intensified his fierce aura and suited him very well.


  It was strange, but his appearance seemed familiar somehow.


  Just as her thoughts reached that point, the corner of the man’s mouth tilted up. He stared at her intently and began, “Do you remember what happened yesterday?”


  “Yesterday… when I asked for help?”


  “No. When you were whining about being thirsty and crying.”


  Veronica’s eyes, which had been looking up at him in confusion, gradually widened as she remembered. She froze in shock. Some of the images that flashed through her mind were too intense. It was strange that she hadn’t recalled them immediately upon waking.


  



  “More, please give me more.”


  



  “Ah, it hurts… It feels strange…”


  



  “Don’t go. Don’t leave me alone.”


  



  Her face burned fiercely. The surreal memories in the darkness flooded her, filled with low voices and erotic breaths. The warm sensation that had enveloped her body vividly assaulted her skin, leaving her flustered and confused.


  She had kissed him last night. This man. And not content with just that, she had clung to him.


  The ecstatic pleasure came back to her with startling clarity. She remembered his large hands and his tongue that had probed her hotly.


  Veronica couldn’t understand. Why, at that moment—even if just for an instant—had she wanted to join her body with his? She must have been out of her mind. Why had she yearned to be buried in warm snow in the middle of nowhere? Why, in somewhat poetic terms, had she wanted to be the corpse he killed and buried?


  In the end, the only assessment she could make of her resurfaced memories was this:


  “This can’t be real.”


  “It was, though,” the man answered as if teasing her, staring at Veronica’s face for a moment before murmuring, “You blush very easily.”


  He tried to bring his curved finger to her heated cheek, as if he was curious. She held her breath and shrank her shoulders, which made him stop mid-air.


  “What exactly… did you do to me yesterday?” she asked.


  “I did my best to keep the Corrupted I’d just rescued from dying from her head exploding.”


  His deep, sharp gaze now moved down to fix on her lips, and Veronica felt it vividly as if he was scratching her face with his gaze alone. His pitch-black pupils were both vivid and cloudy, making her feel extremely strange.


  “You were corrupted by a Bahamut yesterday. Right before I rescued you,” the man said. His tone was as dry, as if he were reporting on the weather.


  At the word “corruption,” her already confused thoughts came to an abrupt halt. Veronica reflexively turned to look at the surface of the alcohol in her cup. Her eyes were bright red, like a winter rabbit on white snow.


  Like a Bahamut’s.


  “You’re already corrupted,” the man said. “The only reason you’re still alive is because I poured my holy power into you.”


  The cold winter wind ruffled her hair. Veronica felt like she was being crushed under the memories and information pouring in without giving her a chance to breathe.


  He poured his holy power into me? Why? More importantly, who is he?


  She opened her mouth to bombard him with questions. But the words remained unspoken, and her mouth closed again as she realized something. The man’s red hair, his distinct scar, the black curve of his armor, the mention of holy power—all of it pointed to only one person she knew of.


  “…The Bahamut Hunter.”


  Instead of denying it, the man’s lips twisted into a cold smile.


  Why hadn’t she recognized him immediately? It could only have been him from the start. He was the only person who would willingly walk into a burning city.


  “…The Red Knight of the Apocalypse. Leon Berg. That’s you, isn’t it?”


  When speaking of his fame, some said, “Even the Bahamuts know of the Red Knight.”


  Leon Berg was a commoner who had joined the Holy Knight Order despite his humble origins, and a prodigious knight who received the title “Messenger of God” at a remarkably young age. Yet he’d abandoned his promising future, deserting the battlefield at the southern Tyran Front. Why was he here in Bayern, and why had he saved her?


  “You figured it out so quickly,” he said. “Takes the fun out of it.”


  Some claimed he was bloodthirsty, while others said he had fallen from grace and betrayed God. Either way, he was dangerous. 


  “What do you want from me?” Veronica asked stiffly.


   “Well…”


  Ignoring her obvious wariness, he leaned forward, placing his hand behind her back. His pitch-black pupils stared into her eyes with breathtaking intensity.


  His black tunic, disheveled red hair, and sharp scar all complemented his features. 


  Veronica clenched her sweaty palms. She felt as if her eyes had become transparent windows, so that the man looking into them could read her every thought. The thrilling sensations from last night were dissected before his eyes, as though she were an insect being methodically taken apart.


  “Breathe,” the man whispered softly, lowering his gaze.


  He was now close enough to touch her nose with his. Only then did Veronica realize she’d been holding her breath. She blushed and inhaled quickly. If the high-pitched sound that escaped her sounded strangely sensual, it was surely because of yesterday’s events.


  Leon made an enigmatic expression before straightening nonchalantly and picking up the wine cup she had set down. The liquid swirled as it passed between his wet lips. He drank the wine brazenly, as if it had been his cup all along.


  Just as she was thinking that his lips had touched the same spot as hers—


  “Do you know how Bahamuts reproduce?” Leon suddenly asked.


  When Veronica shook her head blankly, he set down the cup and told her, “By splitting.”


  Splitting?


  “If they devour a hundred humans, that means there will be a hundred more Bahamuts. If they consume one thousand humans, they multiply by a thousand as well.”


  This was the first she’d heard of it. Shocked by this crude, protozoan-like reproduction method, Veronica frowned, momentarily forgetting her own situation.


  “Doesn’t that… make it hopeless for us, then? If they multiply so rapidly?”


  “There’s still hope. No matter how much they multiply, killing one kills all its offspring in a chain reaction. Its children, and its children’s children—as if they’re all connected.”


  His long fingers caressed the rim of the cup, circling it once before moving to the handle.


  “And once I learned that fact,” he continued, “I naturally arrived at a hypothesis.”


  Veronica held her breath. When Leon slowly raised his eyes, he was no longer smiling. For no apparent reason, chills ran down her spine.


  “What if all these monsters now infecting the entire southern continent originally came from just one single creature?”


  The shocking proposition caused a scene to unfold before her eyes of the single Bahamut born from the meteorite that had fallen into the sea three years ago. It multiplied by consuming human brains. More numbers meant more strength, so it bred, and bred, and bred again.


  “If we kill that original Bahamut, the calamity across the entire continent ends.”


  His quiet, calm voice seeped into her ears. Veronica trembled as if electrified. She imagined cutting the topmost thread of a string of connected beads.


  It was at that moment that Leon tilted the wooden cup over an insect on the floor that seemed recently dead—or more precisely, over the black mass of ants swarming around the corpse.


  Veronica could only stare blankly as the strong liquor splashed down over the creatures.


  The black ants were swept away by the yellow flood. They struggled in vain, but it was impossible to fight against the current.


  “Why are you telling me this?” she asked.


  “I think you understand why,” Leon replied in a casual tone. “A woman in front of the church moaned and told me that you locked eyes with a Bahamut with a face.”


  Veronica recalled the woman she had encountered just before her corruption, and the monster that had been bent forward when she looked back. Its red eyes had shown her the world’s end.


  Her breathing quickened. Now she understood what he wanted.


  “It’s just a hypothesis, but I think you’ve been corrupted by the original monster,” he continued. “You’re the only connection to it.”


  He expected her to help him track it. If his hypothesis were correct, killing just that one would eliminate all Bahamuts across the continent. But…


  “…What if I refuse to cooperate?”


  A sense of déjà vu strangled her as the same situation seemed to repeat itself. Veronica thought of Benjamin, a friend who had offered a helping hand. He’d demanded she pay him back for saving her as well, just like Leon was doing right now. 


  “You don’t have a choice. Either your head explodes, or you come with me. Those are your only two choices.”


  Sure enough, his answer was an uncompromising demand without a hint of hesitation. Veronica grew suspicious. Was this really Leon Berg?


  His cruel expression and manner made him seem more like a rough mercenary than a dignified knight. Here was a man who suited darkness even blacker than night.


  What would happen to her if she followed this man? Was there any guarantee of humane treatment?


  As these thoughts crossed her mind, she felt nauseated and gritted her teeth. Otherwise, her churning stomach would surely spew bile. Benjamin had clearly left a deeper trauma than she’d realized.


  Some misfortunes had no bottom, and sometimes the misfortune right before your eyes was more terrifying than a calamity befalling all humanity.


  The man’s cold gaze kept overlapping with Benjamin’s gleaming eyes. Leon and Benjamin seemed different yet similar. She had certainly asked for help, but she had never agreed to pay such a price. She never dreamed she would have to trade her entire life for being saved from death.


  A defiant color gradually rose in Veronica’s pale face.


  If he needed information, they could use letters, messengers, or other methods of communication. There was no need to travel together. So…


  “I refuse,” Veronica replied clearly. “I’m grateful that you saved my life, but I don’t want to travel with you.”


  Her heart was pounding violently. Her scarlet eyes flashed like a lit wick, and the air visibly rippled. As a strange killing intent settled in, Veronica instinctively grabbed the dagger lying beside her sleeping bag. It was the one Benjamin had given her, which she had stuffed into her pocket.


  Unfortunately, she didn’t even have time to draw the blade. Before she could, the man’s languid gaze changed.


  In an instant, he grabbed her hair and roughly yanked her pale neck backward.


  The quick, brutal restraint choked off her breath, and a pained groan escaped her. The clatter of the falling dagger echoed in her ears, and when she came to her senses, the cold metal against her nape made her skin tremble. Looking up, she met Leon’s gaze—the look of a butcher examining livestock.


  “Didn’t I tell you?” The man smirked, his voice dropping to a completely different bass tone. “I told you to only ask for my help if you wanted to survive—even if you had to crawl through hellfire.”


  Her body froze stiff as a corpse. Their difference was not only in their strength but the level of violence each of them was used to. No matter how unusually Veronica had grown up, no matter what strange power she had acquired, she was helplessly overwhelmed by his murderous intent.


  Her small body instinctively cowered in fear. She had lived normally for twenty years. There was no way she could face a former knight who used to have legal permission to take lives.


  Tears like pearls formed at the corners of her eyes. Veronica gritted her teeth and said in a hoarse voice, “You’re no knight. You’re supposed to protect the weak, not kidnap and threaten people like this.”


  She packed her words with suppressed indignation and anger.


  Leon frowned slightly at the tears in her eyes, but that was all. Soon, the blade pressed closer against her skin, as if to imprint terror into her.


  She felt warm liquid trickling down her throat. It felt like blood. He opened his mouth slowly.


  “You still don’t seem to grasp the situation. As of yesterday, you’re not a weak civilian anymore. You’re a Bahamut that devours humans.”


  Leon yanked her head closer by the hair. His sharp face looked down at her obliquely, close enough to kiss.


  “And I’m sorry, but I should tell you one more thing. If torturing you would reveal Its whereabouts, I’m capable of doing that too. I could cut off your limbs, or drag you around tied up. As long as you don’t die, it’s all the same to me.”


  His low voice violently pierced her eardrums.


  He meant it. This wasn’t a mere threat.


  “What I want is simple. First, from this moment on, tell me immediately if you experience any symptoms—visions, voices, anything unusual. Second, obey me unconditionally. If you try to escape or resist, you die. How’s that? Too difficult to understand?”


  If she refused now, she would die immediately. It was that simple.


  Her eyes wavered with rising fury. She wanted to spit at him, but her mouth was too dry. So Veronica cursed instead.


  “Go to hell.”


  “Sure, let’s go together.”


  Leon interpreted her words as he pleased, raising the corner of his mouth. Despite his breathtakingly handsome smile, Veronica couldn’t smile back. It probably would have been the same even if he had removed the sword and released her hair. She would have collapsed, unable to move. She knew there was no point in running away now.


  Her wings had been clipped the moment he saved her.


  A cicada with broken wings was nothing more than a crawling insect on the ground.


  It was on the longest night of winter in the Divine Year 1521—a night when even angels slept—that Veronica Schwarzwald was subjugated by Leon Berg.
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  “Put it on.”


  Veronica stared at the black robe that was unceremoniously dropped before her.


  When she just glared at it with her lips tightly sealed, Leon, who was loading the sleeping bag onto the horse, tilted his head slightly.


  “Want me to dress you?”


  She didn’t answer. She picked up the garment with her pale hands only because she thought he might actually do it. For now, she decided to just endure it.


  I need to stay alive to have any chance of escaping.


  The hooded black robe, presumably belonging to the man, was enormous, dragging along the ground past her feet. Only after putting it on did she realize how freezing cold she’d been. Her hands and feet felt like ice.


  As she stood there awkwardly, Leon casually asked, “Ever ridden a horse before?”


  “…No.”


  “Any experience holding a sword?”


  “None of that either.”


  “Thinking of running away?”


  Her responses came to an abrupt halt. She shot him an incredulous look, and Leon returned her gaze with amusement. Within his arrogantly shaped eyes, pupils as deep as an abyss seemed to draw her in.


  When the man approached with a swift stride and reached out his hand, she shut her eyes tightly by reflex. She thought he might hit her. Her nape still stung.


  But the sensation that followed was unexpectedly gentle. Feeling the weight of heavy fabric on her head, she cautiously opened her eyes to find his expressionless face looking back at her. He had pulled the hood down deeply over her head to shield her face from the cold wind. That was all.


  Her daze didn’t last long. Soon after, she let out a high-pitched scream as he casually lifted her by the waist. Leon completely ignored her cry and placed her on the black warhorse. At the suddenly elevated perspective, she hastily grabbed the horse’s mane, and he swiftly mounted behind her, pulling her slender body against him. The touch of his rigid armor automatically made her body stiffen.


  The city of Bayern, huddled in the snowy field, resembled a young beast that had died before it could grow. Originally famous for its sunrises, the city in the far east had turned into a melancholy remnant of that once vibrant land.


  The horse turned in a small circle with a clacking of hooves, then began galloping in the opposite direction. There was no turning back now. Veronica knew it instinctively the moment she turned her back on her hometown.


  * * *


  She had spent her entire life in Bayern, which meant that just half a day’s ride had brought her to unfamiliar landscapes.


  Outside the city, snow-covered farms and low houses were scattered across the plains, and beyond them was a forest of tall fir trees dressed in white. Leon pulled the reins at the last farm that stood just before the forest began.


  “We’ll rest here for a bit,” he said as he helped her down first.


  Veronica’s legs trembled, nearly causing her to fall. After glancing at the eerie forest, she quickly walked toward the reddish-brown house.


  “Is anyone home?”


  She knocked vigorously, hoping to find someone who might help her. Her hands, raw from tightly gripping the horse’s mane, throbbed with pain.


  “It’s probably better if no one is home,” Leon commented.


  “…What do you mean?”


  Leon, who was drawing water from a well for the horse, looked toward the back of the house instead of answering. Veronica walked a few steps forward with suspicion and curiosity, then gasped.


  A fallen human—or rather, a hunk of flesh that was once human—lay there headless. Only then did she notice the large footprints in the snow, which sent chills down her spine.


  A Bahamut had passed through here.


  “At least those humans had it better than the animals that died without even a chance to escape,” Leon said.


  He passed by her frozen form and approached the stable behind the house. Seeing a horse torn apart with its entrails spilling out, Veronica covered her mouth and swallowed back the bile. The wall near its hind legs was nearly destroyed, suggesting the animal had struggled in terror. She was shocked by Leon’s indifference as he fed hay to his own horse there.


  Would his horse even have an appetite, with one of its own kind lying dead nearby?


  She’d heard that horses were among the more intelligent animals, and that their memory was supposedly exceptional. A horse that followed a man like Leon probably had a memory filled with Bahamuts.


  Looking down, she saw that she too was standing on large footprints beneath her black robe. She remained frozen, as if her ankles were being held, until the sound of the house door opening made her snap her head up. Veronica immediately followed Leon inside.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?”


  Leon rummaged through the kitchen and pantry, finding three chunks of cheese, twenty-two potatoes, and a bottle of wine. She watched as if he were some barbarian as he casually uncorked the wine and drank straight from the bottle.


  “That’s someone else’s food.”


  “Never said it was mine,” Leon answered nonchalantly, sitting sprawled at the kitchen table. He licked the wine from his lips while quietly observing her, then asked, “Aren’t you thirsty? Go get some water.”


  “I don’t need it.”


  This was the second time she’d refused to eat or drink something he’d offered, since she had also refused the jerky he gave her that morning. He tilted his head curiously, then grabbed her wrist, causing her sleeve to slide down and reveal her thin arm.


  “You’re extremely skinny.”


  “My weight’s average.”


  “Were you a dancer or something?”


  It was probably just a casual remark. She knew that—a common prejudice toward southern dancers, which was irrelevant here in the east anyway. Yet she still flinched like an idiot, as if pricked by a sharp needle.


  She yanked her hand away and snapped, “Why does it matter whether I skip a few meals or not? As long as I’m alive, that’s all that matters, right?”


  She turned abruptly and left the house.


  Her throat burned as if she’d swallowed hot water. The reality she’d forgotten while her thighs chafed and ached on the horse came rushing back. Everything irritated her; the horse raising its head from the feed trough with its ears perked, and herself, sitting at the doorway with her head buried in her hands.


  A moment later, Leon walked out with the food and supplies. This time, he didn’t offer her anything.


  * * *


  They set off again, passing through the forest path. After traveling through the woods buzzing with insects and birds, they cleared away some snow to light a campfire once the sun set.


  I’m so tired. I feel like I’ll die from exhaustion.


  Honestly, she was on the verge of collapse. Not only did her entire body ache as if she’d been beaten, but her stomach was so empty that it felt like it had begun eating itself.


  As she sat listlessly before the fire, Leon whittled some branches into thin, sharp skewers and began roasting the potatoes and cheese he’d acquired earlier. The savory aroma tickled her nose. The scent of the potatoes turning golden in the winter night and the fragrance of sizzling, melting cheese assaulted her senses.


  Though her mouth watered, her pride kept her eyes fixed only on the fire. But then Leon examined one of the skewers and abruptly held it out to her.


  “It’s done. Eat.”


  The potato looked so magnificent that Veronica could only blink in disbelief. Leon didn’t wait long.


  “If you don’t want it, fine.”


  “Wait a moment.”


  She desperately grabbed his hand as he started to withdraw it. Holding his rough, elongated hand made their size difference even more pronounced. Unable to meet his eyes, she stared at his hand as if it were salvation, then dropped her head low.


  “…Can’t you offer it one more time?”


  A mortifying silence followed. She felt the heat rising to the tips of their joined hands. But she was hungry and wanted to eat. As she kept her eyes tightly shut, she heard a chuckle from above.


  When she raised her face, now red as an apple from embarrassment, she saw him looking at her like she was a child. Leon, staring at her intently, slowly opened his mouth.


  “Since I prepared this food with such care, I would be honored if you would take just one bite.”


  His clearly mocking tone made her face flush even redder. After handing her the skewer, Leon also placed a canteen of clear water beside her.


  After awkwardly chewing her lips for a while, Veronica was soon distracted by the steaming potato before her. She blew gently on the fluffy potato and bit into its surface, covered with thinly melted cheese.


  The simple food was, with only slight exaggeration, the most delicious thing she had ever tasted. She kept saying, “just one more, just one more,” until she realized she had already consumed five.


  After the meal, Leon gave up his sleeping bag to her and sat leaning against a tree trunk. Even though he was a holy knight, spending the night alone with a man kept Veronica on edge. She resolved to stay alert to any movement, but when she opened her tired eyes again at the sound of birds, the sky was already bright blue with daylight.


  * * *


  Days passed by in this manner. The sturdy horse ran tirelessly despite carrying two people. Even though she was just sitting, the journey was exhausting. Her hands turned bright red and raw from gripping the mane, and her thighs trembled from constant tension. Veronica simply endured everything with an empty mind.


  “I’m not eating.”


  This was the only thing Veronica uttered during that time. It wasn’t out of petty defiance or lingering resentment; she simply had no appetite, finding it difficult to force down even a piece of jerky. She usually skipped breakfast and lunch, eating only dinner.


  Then, one afternoon, they finally arrived at Asseldorf.


  Asseldorf was an ordinary city suffering from an influx of refugees. There was nothing particularly remarkable about it, except for the city walls being extended upward. The only problem was, well, the smell.


  Specifically, the scent of blood that made her stomach churn from the moment they approached the city gate. She was filled with the eerie sensation of hundreds of faces watching from all around her. It reached its peak when they entered a weapon shop deep in the city.


  “I’d appreciate it if you’d choose quickly.”


  A low voice broke through her mind, which had been preoccupied with suppressing her nausea. Snapping back to reality, Veronica looked up at Leon’s face against the backdrop of the crowded weapon shop.


  He was close. The moment she realized this, she quickly lowered her gaze and scanned the few remaining longswords. Her cursory glance stopped at a scabbard engraved with camellia branches.


  The metal plate attached to it indicated it was a mass-produced item by the master craftsman Camellia.


  She grabbed the sword as if drawn by an invisible force. Feeling its weight in her hand, she asked skeptically, “Are you really buying this for me?”


  “You’ll pay me back later,” Leon answered indifferently. With that, he tossed a gold coin to the busy, exhausted shop owner and slipped out of the crowded store.


  Veronica followed him with narrowed eyes, her nerves on edge as she tried to make sense of what was happening. Buying her a weapon? Was he planning to treat her as a companion rather than a subordinate, then? Was he not even considering the possibility that she might attack him and run away?


  She had imagined the worst-case scenario. Against someone so overwhelmingly powerful, who knew what might happen to her?


  But the man’s attitude hadn’t been that bad. He’d been kind enough to offer his arm when she struggled mounting and dismounting the horse, and was generous enough to give up his sleeping bag for days on end.


  While Leon loaded his purchases onto the horse, Veronica ran her hand over the sword that had somehow become hers. She had always wanted a weapon to protect herself. Never in her dreams had she imagined obtaining one this way.


  Choosing a blade made by the same craftsman as Benjamin’s dagger was partly an act of defiance. The two men might have been the ones to give her the weapons, but she would be the one wielding them. The thought revived her spirits, like a storm-beaten flower finally seeing the sun.


  Their long journey ended at an inn next to the weapons shop. As they approached the shabby entrance, an errand boy with a tired face shuffled out, dragging his feet.


  “I’m sorry, but we have no rooms left,” he told them. “We’ve been flooded with refugees for days.”


  “One night is all we need. Even the servants’ quarters will do.”


  Despite the rejection, Leon calmly handed over a leather pouch. The errand boy opened it, and his eyes widened.


  “I-If you don’t mind an old room on the top floor, we can clean it right away. The bed was made for two people anyway. If our inn is full, everywhere else is bound to be worse.”


  Leon silently handed over the reins in response to the boy’s sudden obedient attitude. The errand boy, worried Leon might change his mind, hurriedly unloaded their belongings and beckoned to another servant, whispering something. He must have been given an enormous sum.


  Watching the excited young men, Veronica became certain the citizens of this city hadn’t truly grasped their situation. If they truly understood the current danger, they would’ve abandoned the city immediately instead of trying to earn enough money to reinforce the walls.


  Most likely, accurate news from Bayern hadn’t reached them yet. They’d probably only received vague reports of Bahamut attacks from the sea. Refugees from nearby villages would have spread the word.


  Still, that wasn’t enough to make people abandon their lifelong homes. External threats remained hazy until they were right at your doorstep—like people who continued living in places with harmful substances in the soil, insisting everything was fine, until they got sick and died. Evacuation sounded simple from a distance, but it wasn’t an easy decision to make when it was happening to you.


  They followed the errand boy into the inn, crossing the bustling dining hall to reach the stairs beside a fireplace. The last available room was on the creaky fourth floor—a small, shabby chamber at the very end of the corridor.


  “Please rest while I bring up bath water and fresh sheets.”


  The panting servant set down their luggage and withdrew.


  The room was sparse, containing only one bathroom, one fireplace, and one large bed.


  “I’d like to clarify something,” Veronica started hesitantly. “We’re not sharing the bed, right?”


  Leon turned to look at her as he unpacked. The white nape of her neck was still vividly marked by his holy power, holding her in check. The wound would take quite some time to heal, like the scar over his right eye.


  He stared at it for a moment before asking with mock surprise, “Oh, were you planning to sleep in the bed too? Just so you know, I’m dying of exhaustion after not sleeping for days.”


  As Leon massaged his neck and moved closer, Veronica clutched at her clothes. Despite trying to appear nonchalant, the tips of her ears turned red.


  This is troublesome, Leon thought, frowning. Every time she showed such obvious awareness of him, it awakened his sadistic side. It made him want to tease her more, to touch her—like the desire to pick a red plum flower in winter, only to scatter its petals like drops of blood on white snow.


  “By the way, is it okay for a priest to kiss women like that?” she finally asked, raising her head defiantly.


  Leon tilted his head. As he’d noticed before, she always spoke her mind despite her shyness.


  “Would you confess to God after kissing your ten-year-old nephew?” he countered.


  “Are you saying I’m a child?”


  “You’re not an adult.”


  “Twenty is legally an adult under Continental Law.” Veronica immediately flared up. “Besides, you had a… reaction when we kissed, too.”


  I wonder if she knows that only children get upset at being called children.


  Leon smiled at her inability to explicitly describe his physical reaction. Apparently, her memory of that moment was more detailed than he’d thought.


  “Well, that’s because you’re quite my type.”


  Leon reached out to examine the wound on her neck more closely. She flinched when he cupped her face to turn it. He lowered his head to check the cut. It wasn’t too deep.


  With her face still turned, Veronica murmured softly, “I didn’t know holy knights had specific preferences in women.”


  “Didn’t you know? Half the bastards in Kart have priest fathers.”


  “That’s disgusting.”


  “I agree.”


  It was filthy and vulgar. Leon laughed self-deprecatingly, knowing that if those filthy, vulgar offspring inherited their fathers’ holy power, they would become priests too. In a sense, it formed a revolting cycle of tainted blood.


  Her long eyelashes trembled each time his cold, gauntleted hand brushed over her scabbed wound. He noticed again how small her face was. His hand encompassed her from her chin to her ear.


  His eyes traced her flushed face from forehead to lips before he lowered his arm. It’d be problematic to have a “reaction,” as she said, when they hadn’t even kissed.


  “Don’t forget to apply medicine to your wound before sleeping,” he reminded her.


  “Will you give me some?”


  “If you eat a proper meal without starving yourself.”


  A strange light flickered in Veronica’s eyes. Her suspicion and wariness also meant she was acutely conscious of him. Just then, a knock from the outside broke the tense atmosphere.


  “I’ve brought your bath water,” a servant called.


  Breaking their locked gazes, Leon strode to the door first. As he grasped the handle, a small voice sounded from behind him.


  “Then please lend me some clothes to change into.”


  Perhaps winning her favor would make her easier to handle, Leon thought. Women in love tended to be blind, after all.


  * * *


  When Veronica emerged from the bathroom with a click of the door, Leon was already gone.


  Instead, the table was set with fragrant lamb stew and round bread baked with dried fruits. After a moment of hesitation, she practically stuffed the food into her mouth, then lay down at the edge of the bed.


  I don’t care if he doesn’t like it. First come, first served. There’s nowhere else to sleep anyway.


  She briefly considered escaping. But as her initial heat of rebellion cooled, she decided to wait and see. Realistically speaking, she was penniless and had no identification—if she left now, she’d have nowhere to sleep tonight.


  “I’m so full…”


  She curled up with a hand on her stomach. Her stomach hadn’t felt good, but she’d eaten too much anyway. Why had she done that?


  For the moment, she was truly alone. She needed to stay sharp to survive. Outside the window, she could hear the raucous noise of homeless refugees. But her situation wasn’t much different from theirs.


  It was ironic that in solitude, she found herself surrounded by thoughts of other people.


  Were her friends Inette and Rosie alive or dead? What had happened to the city? Where would the surviving citizens flee?


  But none of it mattered to her anymore.


  She propped the longsword she didn’t know how to use beside the bed and traced the engraved camellia branches.


  The sunset cast its light across the sword as her blood-red eyes reflected off the scabbard. She stared at her reflection, then blinked slowly. Still, her eyes remained the same.


  She covered herself with the blanket and buried her face in the pillow. As she desperately held back her tears, her teeth chattered from the cold. Why was she so cold when she’d just bathed in warm water? She hid herself under a thick blanket.


  She wished someone would hold her. Maybe she’d tremble less if she didn’t feel so alone.


  The air rippled as the sun set. Her vision blurred, and she tried to recall the meaning of camellias before closing her eyes. Though she wasn’t certain, they probably symbolized strong will. After all, camellias bloomed during the cold, harsh winter.


  Her consciousness sank into dark waters, growing hazy.


  Then suddenly, she was standing on a cliff edge. A round moon hung above the distant precipice. Below her stretched a dazzling human city as far as the eye could see.


  Sharp spires. Square houses. Light spilling from windows, twinkling like stars in the night sky.


  But her attention didn’t linger long on the splendid city. She looked down at the white armor at her feet. A man was crawling away despite his legs being torn off.


  The blood seeping into her eyes had an intoxicating scent. The humans in white armor always did. Their special brains, when consumed, produced even stronger Bahamut offspring.


  The man crawled like a child who was desperately tearing at his dead mother’s chest. But his path ended at the edge of the cliff. Finally, as his head extended into the empty space, he turned back in despair.


  “Don’t come. Stay away,” he pleaded pathetically, his face tear-stained.


  Filled with a surge of ecstasy, she grabbed his shoulders. She opened her mouth wide toward his head. And then, taking the first bite—


  “Urgh…!”


  Veronica’s eyes flew open. In the darkness, she clutched her chest and sat up, dry-heaving. Her thundering heartbeat was deafening between her loud gasps.


  Her chest felt like it might burst. Her heart throbbed painfully and pounded against her eardrums. She couldn’t distinguish between the nightmare she’d just seen and reality.


  Someone had died—no, she had killed someone. What happened? Who was that man? What did she just witness?


  She tried to think, but as she awoke more fully, her mind grew hazier, replaced by instinct. It was the same thirst she’d felt that night—a thirst that couldn’t be quenched even if she drank water for a hundred days and nights.


  She reached for the bed and jumped in shock when she touched a firm forearm. Her wide-open eyes fixed on Leon Berg sleeping beside her.


  Her blood-red eyes began to pulse.


  The dying embers in the fireplace cast a faint light across the room. Leon was lying there, taking up half the bed, though Veronica couldn’t recall when he’d returned.


  Momentarily entranced, she crawled across the bed as if possessed. She needed him.


  Help me quench this thirst… please.


  Even as she climbed atop his large, solid frame, the man didn’t wake. Not even when she lowered her face above his sleeping one. But the moment she parted his closed lips, his weary eyelids lifted as if by magic.


  No, I won’t give you a chance to resist.


  Veronica ignored his still-unfocused eyes and explored his soft tongue. She sucked on it as if devouring him.


  She knew this was wanton behavior. Not even a prostitute would dare touch a man who had held a knife to her throat.


  But the breath flowing between those cold lips was so sweet that Veronica couldn’t stop herself from diving deeper. Each gasp and low breath sent shivers through her body.


  Her insides burned so hot she felt she might burst into flames if she didn’t press her flesh against his. The cruel pleasure of their touch threatened to make her brain explode.


  His mouth produced a sweet holy water whenever she caressed his tongue. She frantically sucked on it, but the moment she accidentally let go, Leon exhaled roughly and pulled his lips away.


  “You really won’t let me sleep in peace, will you?”


  His muttering voice was as murky as muddy water. The half-awake man seemed to be both smiling and sneering. Yet when she reached out to caress his handsome lips, he fell silent.


  His downcast gaze stared intently at her delicate hand—no, not at her hand. Veronica suddenly realized that his pitch-black eyes were fixed on what was revealed inside her tunic as she leaned forward. His gaze, now devoid of any humor, pierced her like a blade.


  “You’re bolder than I thought, too,” he added.


  He wasn’t behaving like a devout knight at all—not only did he refuse to look away, but he brazenly traced her exposed silhouette in the dim light.


  The rumors were true, Veronica thought. Once a promising holy knight, Leon Berg was now nothing more than a heretic who embraced his own fall from grace.


  Her entire body felt like it had turned to molten lava. The heat of his burning gaze melted her. When she couldn’t bear his stare any longer and tried to pull back, he grabbed her nape and yanked her small body flush against his. His mocking voice was eerily calm.


  “Where do you think you’re going? You’re the one who disturbed my peaceful sleep, after all.”


  With their noses touching, Veronica stared directly into his flickering eyes. Having every part of their bodies pressed together created an intensely direct and explicit sensation. Their bodies interlocked like gears, as intimately connected as if they were made to fit together from birth.


  “See? You’re reacting to me,” she whispered in a high-pitched voice.


  Leon understood her meaning and raised his eyebrows as if amused. His Adam’s apple moved slowly up and down, and someone’s ragged breathing—she wasn’t sure whose—emerged from deep within, scattering across her cheeks. The air between them was so tense that it felt like it might explode if ignited.


  How much time passed like that? How long had they been staring at each other until a teardrop fell onto his face with a soft plop?


  “…My heart was hurting,” she whispered. “I had… a dream.”


  The tears falling down her cheeks without so much as a blink were probably caused by the heat in her body. It was just like that first day, but the difference was that her consciousness was a bit clearer this time. Veronica knew what she had seen and understood what she needed to say.


  “I was a Bahamut—a Bahamut standing on a cliff. I was looking at the city below my feet, which was more splendid than Bayern. Then I felt the hunger.”


  Every expression vanished from Leon’s face in an instant.


  Through her tears, Veronica continued, “I saw a holy knight. He was running away in fear, but I was laughing because he smelled so sweet and delicious. I grabbed his shoulder. He was struggling, and I opened my mouth. And then I-I…”


  “It wasn’t you.” Leon cut off her increasingly agitated words abruptly. When she flinched, as if he’d said something unspeakable, he wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks and slowly repeated, “You didn’t do anything.”


  Her tears poured down uncontrollably. Though she bit her lip trying to hold them back out of wounded pride, it was no use. Tears were like blood in that way—they flowed freely even when you wanted them to stop. They tormented you unnecessarily, even when nothing particularly hurt.


  When she was young, her father had been extremely irritated by the sound of her crying. He’d said that while a few tears might be natural, continuous sniffling was just a deliberate ploy for attention.


  So young Veronica had to hold it in. She could cry when alone, but when with others, she had to swallow her tears even if it meant looking up at the sky. Looking down like this was… not allowed.


  “Why are you trying so hard to hold back? Just let it go.”


  Leon spoke so casually that Veronica’s eyes widened.


  How strange that this unfamiliar, frightening man would say the words she had longed to hear—that he would be the one to accept her burning body and understand her impulse to be close to him.


  I’m so happy, it makes me sad.


  “Then please do something about it.” She knew how it would sound, but she couldn’t help it. “I feel like I’m burning to death.”


  She went limp, surrendering herself. The man pressed against her must have felt it.


  Leon said nothing. He stared at her with an unreadable expression, then finished wiping away her tears before laying her down beside him. Without saying anything more, he lowered his head and kissed her deeply. He kept going until she begged him to let her go, thrashing in ecstasy and pleasure.


  The feeling somewhat resembled the agony of being burned alive. The room wavered with heat, and the ceiling looked close one second and far away the next.


  The only cold thing was Leon Berg, as if an invisible chill radiated from him. Veronica was genuinely relieved to have someone beside her.


  



  “I won’t leave.” 


  



  Suddenly, she recalled the quiet words she’d heard that night. He wouldn’t leave, and she couldn’t go. Leon was right. They needed to stay together for now.


  It felt as if they were the only two left in a world that had been destroyed.


  * * *


  Leon slipped out of bed at dawn. He was more tired than he’d expected. It made sense, considering he hadn’t slept properly in recent days.


  After washing himself with cold water, he placed the clothes and medicine he’d acquired yesterday on one side of the bed, where they would be clearly visible. Judging by her steady breathing, the woman didn’t seem to be experiencing another vision.


  Her visions were almost certainly related to the place It was heading. A city more splendid than Bayern, and the presence of a holy knight… Nothing in the vicinity matched that description except the Holy City of Karta. Of course, they would need to wait for a more detailed vision, but still.


  The worst assumption came to mind.


  “Benjamin… stop it.”


  Just then, the woman stirred slightly, curling up on her side and sleep-talking. Her loose tunic slipped down one shoulder, revealing her sharp collarbone and the swell of her breast.


  Leon stood still for a moment before pulling the blanket up to her neck. Judging by the name, she must be dreaming of her fiancé or a man she once loved.


  What had become of that man? Had he survived the burning city and the monster’s teeth?


  If he were alive, he would be desperately searching for his lover. If he were dead, that would be a tragedy in its own right. Leon knew it was a meaningless thing to wonder about.


  “Either way, you must remain bound to my side,” he murmured.


  Her face, peacefully asleep and oblivious to the world, remained serene as if denying her reality. The blue light of dawn settled quietly on her clear features. He hadn’t even asked for her name yet, for the same reason he never named a warhorse that would eventually die.


  Her hair by her mouth quivered with each breath. Her full lips were red and swollen from the night’s stimulation.


  What an innocently provocative woman. She’s like a thorn embedded in my hand. It doesn’t hurt as long as you don’t touch it.


  * * *


  “Breakfast is the same for everyone: oatmeal and bread,” said a middle-aged man with bushy whiskers, setting down a glass in front of Leon when he sat at the bar on the first floor. He appeared to be the innkeeper.


  “Do you have any alcohol?”


  “A bit of ale.”


  As he watched his glass being filled by the cheerful innkeeper, Leon calculated how much of his food supplies he needed to replenish.


  “Also, I’d like to stay until noon if possible,” he told the innkeeper.


  “Which room are you in?”


  “Top floor, the last room.”


  The man’s eyes narrowed.


  “That’s the double room where the servants stay. I’ve already heard the story. Those boys were quite satisfied, so there’s no need to pay extra to stay until noon. They drank all night.”


  Leon had paid one hundred gold coins, which would have been enough money to rent the entire inn, if not for the current situation—and he was willing to pay even more without hesitation. He didn’t even look like an exhausted refugee.


  The innkeeper handed him a plate of bread and asked casually, “So, do you think the city’s in serious trouble?”


  “Well, if I were you, I’d leave the city instead of  staying behind to try to make money.”


  “Young people are actually doing that. But it’s easy for them since they have nothing to lose. How could someone like me suddenly leave home? Even if I abandon my sheep, chickens, and land, there’s no guarantee that where I’m heading will be safe. And even if I somehow manage to cross over to another region, I’ll still need money to properly settle down.”


  From what he said, it seemed the innkeeper was considering leaving if things became more dire.


  Leon recalled the lamb stew he’d eaten yesterday. The idea of selling one’s property to fund an evacuation sounded good in theory, but there might not be enough time left for that.


  These people are like frogs sitting in slowly boiling water.


  “I just hope the newly fortified city walls will hold even half as well as Tyran’s did,” the man said.


  Leon, who had been casually tapping the table with his fingers, suddenly stopped. He slowly raised his head and repeated as if to confirm, “Tyran?”


  “I’m talking about the regions guarded by the Southern Holy Knights. Thanks to them, the land routes have been safe for two years. The Bayern incident is different since it’s a port city—there’s the sea to consider.”


  The innkeeper spoke earnestly as he pushed forward a plate filled with oatmeal. Leon remained silent, lost in thought. Had Bayern truly been attacked from the sea?


  Leon had actually taken a ship himself to get ahead of It, yet he had still arrived too late. He hadn’t encountered any Bahamuts on the sea route either. How could he make sense of this situation?


  Steam rose from the plate of oatmeal. He had been staring at it for a while and was just about to lift his spoon when—


  “I’ll have the same, please.”


  An empty chair scraped against the ground as the woman sat down beside him. She must have washed up right after waking, as her short hair was still wet behind her ears. She kept her gaze lowered, trying to hide her red eyes that looked so out of place with her black hair, but the innkeeper didn’t seem to notice anything unusual. The very idea of a Corrupted walking around normally seemed inconceivable to most people.


  “Does that include the alcohol too?” the innkeeper asked, glancing at Leon’s cup.


  Veronica shook her head with an incredulous expression. While the innkeeper went to the kitchen to fetch more bread, she awkwardly blurted out, “Are you actually an addict? I thought the church forbade drinking.”


  “They say don’t get drunk, not don’t drink.”


  “Heretic.”


  Her muttered comment made Leon chuckle softly.


  Despite their feigned casualness, the air was tense between them. Veronica lowered her eyes slightly, recalling the vivid memories of the previous night.


  Yesterday, she had begged him for salvation.


  That was why she had scrubbed her lips so vigorously when she woke up this morning, hoping that somehow the intimate moment from the night before would wash away too. But the result was exactly the opposite.


  The redness became more vivid the more she rubbed, like she was polishing stained glass. He had helped her, and now there was no denying her reality: she was like a mayfly that could only survive for a day, needing to depend on his holy power to prolong her life day after day. In that sense, he was like her god.


  “You applied the medicine.”


  A low voice suddenly sounded near her ear, making her eyes snap open. Veronica stared straight ahead, unable to turn and look at him. She could feel his gaze on the nape of her neck.


  She felt embarrassed, for some reason. She was just showing him her wound, nothing more. The neck wasn’t even a particularly intimate part of the body. Yet strangely, his gaze made her feel naked. She wondered if she had always been this easily flustered around men.


  No, that wasn’t true. Veronica had actually had quite a few male friends, but Leon was somehow different from her peers. If she had to describe it, he seemed more… mature.


  “There’s still some left on your hand.”


  Leon shifted his gaze and lightly touched her fingertip resting on the table.


  Veronica froze, staring down at her fingertip covered in white powder. Next to it lay a man’s hand with prominent veins.


  She might have continued staring if a middle-aged woman with a headscarf hadn’t interrupted them by placing down a plate of oatmeal and bread.


  “Ah, to be young and in love,” she said with a sigh.


  The dishes clinked as they were set down. The woman saw Veronica’s face and smiled warmly. Seeing the woman’s knowing look, Veronica frantically waved her hands in denial.


  “It’s not like that!”


  “Hmm, if not that, then are you relatives who ran away together in the middle of the night because your parents disapproved?”


  “Something like that,” Leon said with a grin, casually taking a napkin from the tray.


  Veronica glared at him in disbelief. Something like that? The only part that was correct about her assumption was that it actually had been the middle of the night when he kidnapped her.


  But after making that joke without changing his expression, he was now wiping the medicine from her fingertip. That thoughtless tenderness made her fingertip tingle.


  There it was again—that strange feeling. The same thing she’d felt when he told her to apply medicine yesterday, and when she’d found clothes on the bed this morning.


  Make up your mind. Stop confusing me.


  “Oh my. Well, don’t go too far away, for your parents’ sake. My daughter is about your age, and she got married and lives in Karta now. I miss her terribly.”


  The woman who had played along with the joke nodded toward a portrait on the shelf, where a black-haired woman with a fair complexion was smiling among vividly blooming red flowers. She looked a little like Veronica.


  Now Veronica understood why the woman had looked at her so warmly from the beginning. She must have been reminded of her child.


  At the mere mention of parents, Veronica felt a hot lump rising in her throat. Why was that? The woman hadn’t said anything special. It was nothing. Nothing at all. She needed to hold it in.


  And she did hold it in, for the most part, but she couldn’t hide her reddening eyes. The woman’s warm smile suddenly gave way to concern.


  “Oh dear. Are you all right?”


  “Ah, yes. I’m fine. It’s just… I haven’t seen my parents for a long time either.”


  Veronica fumbled for an excuse. By “parents,” she meant her mother. Her father had been different from other parents. He’d treated her with indifference rather than affection, especially after her mother passed away when she was ten.


  He’d found her child-like yearning for affection burdensome and struggled to look at the face that reminded him of his dead wife. The more her father stayed away, the more young Veronica thirsted for attention and affection.


  Perhaps that was why she became so immersed in dancing. Because during those moments, people only looked at her. They loved her. As a result, Veronica was particularly vulnerable to kindness. She would stake her life on even the smallest gesture of affection. A childhood friend once called it attachment disorder.


  Though she forced an awkward smile, the woman seemed even more concerned by her demeanor.


  “What do you mean by ‘fine’? There’s no such thing as tears without reason. You’re trying to hold them back, aren’t you? That’s how you develop emotional scars. Just because it doesn’t show now doesn’t mean you’re not wounded. Later, you’ll find yourself crying unexpectedly even during completely unrelated conversations.”


  Her concerned gaze was kind and maternal. Veronica suddenly felt envious of the woman in the portrait whom she had never met.


  Even after being reassured several times, the woman was still worried and turned to Leon. “At times like this, a husband should be there for his wife.”


  Leon’s voice was calm when he lied and said he would. Satisfied, the woman handed them several yellow fruits that were in season. Veronica fiddled with the cute, round fruit before abruptly offering one to the man beside her.


  It wasn’t that she had let her guard down—she couldn’t, and shouldn’t. She would remain cautious and suspicious, but… at least yesterday, he had helped her.


  “Here, let’s share these.”


  Leon had already emptied his bowl and was leaning back casually, gazing out the window. When he slowly turned his gaze toward her, her body tensed automatically. She worried he might mock her for yesterday’s incident, but surprisingly, he accepted the fruit without comment.


  The brief warmth of his touch made her hold her breath.


  Outside the small prison-like window, snow was falling softly, piling up on the ground.


  * * *


  Leon purchased dried meat, smoked meat, and various grains from the inn where they were staying. He didn’t spare any expense because he knew that material things would soon lose their value, whether it was gold, silver, or a brilliant white diamond.


  In just a few weeks, these Northerners would refuse to trade food for gold bars.


  Feeling the increasingly cold wind, Leon put a cigarette he had gotten from the innkeeper between his lips. The innkeeper had introduced and sold it as if it were some new invention, but for Leon, who had spent time in the south, it was hardly a novelty.


  As he blew out smoke and tilted his head back, he could see the city walls being built higher above the low buildings.


  What a pointless endeavor.


  While he briefly admired the embodiment of their futile hope, the inn door creaked open slightly. Veronica, wearing only a single layer of clothing, hunched her shoulders against the cold and awkwardly approached him.


  “Um, I heard inside that refugees are gathering in the central square.”


  Though she was gauging his reaction, she still spoke her mind.


  Leon fixed his gaze on her wet hair and trembling shoulders and asked, “And?”


  “I was thinking of going there. I might find someone I know, and I could hear about what happened afterward.”


  Undisguised hope and expectation swelled in the woman’s eyes.


  Leon smiled crookedly. Had he been so nice to her that she felt comfortable asking for favors? He had merely been annoyed by the woman’s obvious hostility and thorny attitude. It was pathetic how easily her guard had crumbled.


  He discarded the still-burning cigarette, melting a round patch in the accumulated snow. Leon turned his body toward her as he stepped on it.


  “You must be looking for someone.”


  As his shadow fell over her, the woman’s breathing visibly quickened. Her breath fogged in front of her, and her shoulders hunched further. Yet her gaze remained unwavering.


  He regarded her bold stare with interest. The woman clearly knew that he needed her—and that he probably wouldn’t kill her as long as she followed his conditions.


  But even she seemed surprised by what happened next. Her eyes widened as his black knight’s cloak lined with wolf fur was suddenly draped over her trembling shoulders.


  Her eyes wavered uncertainly. As he wrapped the cloak around her, her unsteady gaze drifted over Leon’s impassive face before being caught by his persistent stare. Their shared breaths scattered and dissolved between them as they looked at each other. Leon tilted his head slightly.


  “The problem is, how can I trust you enough to let you go? Who knows if you’ll run away once you meet someone you know?”


  He recalled the name she had muttered in her sleep. Benjamin, was it? Perhaps she wasn’t lowering her guard but merely pretending.


  At the mention of escape, Veronica frowned as if suddenly coming to her senses. She looked down at the cloak covering her entire body.


  “I won’t run away,” she said, her voice calm.


  “Sorry, but I find that hard to believe.”


  “You seem to lack faith in humans.”


  “That’s why I believe in God.”


  After briefly frowning at his wordplay, Veronica blurted out rather impulsively, “If you can’t trust me, then just come with me.”


  She startled herself with her own words. They were practically strangers. Why would he want to accompany her to meet her acquaintances?


  The thick cloak must have dampened her judgment as well. Going to a crowded square full of refugees would be troublesome for him. Veronica couldn’t even imagine Leon standing beside her, being introduced to her friends.


  She hurriedly tried to add, “No, I didn’t mean—”


  Suddenly, a woman’s blood-curdling scream cut through the street, interrupting her. Veronica froze in shock. It might’ve seemed more natural if the scream had continued for a long time, but it was abruptly cut off—as though the woman had died.


  Leon pulled Veronica behind him just as a headless woman was thrown from the alley entrance.


  The passersby screamed in utter panic, frantically trying to escape like fish scattering when a stone disturbs their calm waters. The peace of the afternoon was shattered in an instant.


  Veronica’s head spun as she stared open-mouthed at the corpse. Red blood flowed across the snow. The woman’s throat was violently torn open. There was no mistaking what it was—only days ago, she’d seen enough corpses like that to make her sick.


  That’s… those wounds were made by…


  “Get inside,” Leon commanded, drawing his sword. A sharp metallic sound accompanied the gleaming silver blade.


  Veronica froze in place, as though she had been blinded by the sword’s light. For a while, she simply stood there behind Leon, listening to the approaching footsteps. The rhythmic steps sounded like heartbeats. They were heavier than human footsteps, with something slightly dragging at the end.


  “B-Bahamut!”


  “Take the children inside! Lock the doors!”


  “Run!”


  People screamed shrilly, and panic spread like wildfire. Veronica could hear children crying and doors being hastily slammed shut and locked.


  Her eyes widened when she saw the figure emerging from the narrow alley. It was unmistakably a Bahamut, but how was that possible with city walls in place? And even if those high, thick walls had been breached, how could Bahamuts have infiltrated this deep into the city without making a bigger ruckus?


  The Bahamut was busily chewing something—probably the head of the woman it had just torn apart. The red eye in its chest area rolled around, searching for its next prey. Then, as if by fate, its eyeball rolled in her direction.


  Eyes of the same color and nature as Veronica’s caught her own. The strange monster stood motionless in the middle of the street, looking at her as though it were seeing something impossible.


  Veronica exhaled the breath she’d been holding.


  As soon as she did that, the Bahamut suddenly kicked off the ground and started charging toward them. Veronica stared directly at the approaching monster, unable to look away or blink.


  It’s coming. Closer. Coming to me—


  There was a sharp slashing sound, and a sword’s light flashed in the sunlight. The thumping footsteps stopped. At first, Veronica thought the Bahamut had hesitated in its tracks, but then she saw its body flying past her, split in half. Blood sprayed in all directions like a fountain.


  Veronica watched without missing a detail as the two halves of the body collapsed to the ground with a thud. Blood flowed between the cobblestones. As Veronica watched it seep into the ground, a realization flashed across her hazy red eyes, breaking through the fear.


  She remembered the queasiness she’d felt when they first entered the city, the smell of blood, and the feeling of countless faces watching from beneath her feet.


  Bahamuts, she realized. Bahamuts were watching me from underground.


  “They’re underground,” she muttered, clutching Leon’s clothes with trembling hands to get his attention.


  Leon turned around and wiped some blood from his cheek. His face was eerily calm.


  “They came through the sewers!” she shouted, her voice squeaky like a bird’s.


  Leon’s face furrowed briefly. Just then, drums warning of intruders and church bells rang out loudly. Screams echoed faintly through the buildings and streets like a discordant song, terrifying her even further.


  Wh-What should I do now?


  “How many?” Leon asked.


  “I don’t know. It feels like there are enough of them to fill the entire space beneath the city. No, actually… Maybe even more than that.”


  Leon stared at the dead Bahamut as though he were trying to remember something, then shook the blood from his sword. His mood suddenly darkened, confusing Veronica. The emotion she sensed from him was anger—not shock or fear, but a blackening, consuming rage.


  “Go upstairs and get our things,” he finally ordered in a low voice. His tone was devoid of emotion, incongruous in a city where Bahamuts were emerging from every alley and screams filled the air.


  “What did you say?”


  “This isn’t an open plain, and I can’t fight each one that’s sneaking through the sewers. We’re facing an unknown number of creatures, and it’s impossible to ambush them when they’re inside the walls. If we get trapped here, we’ll die a meaningless death.”


  “You mean we’re leaving? What about the people here?”


  Leon didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. Veronica already knew what he would say: most of them would be eaten by Bahamuts and die. The city, like Bayern, would be reduced to ashes.


  “That’s absurd,” she said. “How could you do that? You can kill them all, can’t you? The Bahamuts, I mean. That’s why you kidnapped me in the first place.”


  “Yes. That’s why we’re leaving.”


  “What do you mean? Abandoning living people doesn’t make any—”


  “Do you think it was any different in the city you escaped from?”


  Leon neither got worked up nor raised his voice. Nevertheless, Veronica was struck speechless. The man’s face was expressionless, and something about his eerie countenance made him seem inhuman somehow.


  “Yes, I could kill all these Bahamuts,” he answered. “But if I do that, I can’t guarantee your survival. I can’t save every human. I can only choose who to save.”


  And he had chosen Veronica. He had bet more on her than on the entire population of this city. Feeling the pressure, Veronica took several stumbling steps backward.


  Leon glanced down at her and said, “I told you to obey me unconditionally. I thought you understood, but if you need a reminder, tell me now.”


  After a few stunned seconds, Veronica’s face gradually relaxed in defeat as she bit her lip and clenched her fists. As she turned to leave, she looked back dazedly as if she’d just remembered something.


  “How am I supposed to carry that heavy armor by myself?”


  “I don’t need the armor. Just bring your sword and as much food as you can carry.”


  But what about you? she wanted to ask. Can you really fight them without your armor?


  There was no time to waste on any questions, though. Veronica pushed open the door of the inn and ran inside. The woman who had served them food earlier was standing right in front of the door, seemingly about to lock it, but fell back in surprise. Shouting an apology, Veronica ran up the stairs.


  Why did our room have to be on the fourth floor?


  Cursing her lack of exercise, she entered their room panting, grabbed her sword, and slung the leather pouch packed with food over her shoulder. But as she hurried back, Veronica slipped on the stairs between the third and second floors.


  “Ah!”


  With a clang, her sword slid to the landing, and her bundle of belongings tumbled down. The pain in her ankle was excruciating—she thought she might have sprained it. For a moment, she genuinely wanted to cry. The sound of her gasping was deafening.


  I have to do this somehow, she told herself firmly. That man is standing guard outside the inn with nothing but his sword, and I can’t even manage this? I want to survive. I need to survive.


  Her dislike of Leon wasn’t part of the equation right now. If he was abandoning this place, that meant there really was no hope for Asseldorf.


  Gritting her teeth, she staggered to her feet and continued down, holding the railing. She picked up her sword and bag, ignoring the pain in her ankle as she limped forward.


  The guests of the inn were anxiously pacing in the hallway, but she paid them no mind, and neither did they. That changed, however, when she reached the entrance on the first floor. Just as she was about to remove the bar across the door, one of the guests from the dining room roughly grabbed her arm.


  “Miss, are you trying to go outside now? Are you insane?”


  “My companion is waiting for me outside.”


  “You think you’re the only one with people out there? My companions went out early this morning and haven’t returned yet. You can’t put everyone in danger for that. There are Bahamuts outside.”


  “I’ll leave quickly, so it won’t be dangerous. Just lock the door right after me. My companion is literally right in front of this door.”


  The man, whose blood vessels were protruding with fear, narrowed his eyes at the mention of someone being right outside. Everyone inside could see Leon standing guard like a hunting dog through the windows.


  A man who could cut down charging Bahamuts with a single strike—it was obvious who he was. Even without any armor on his tall frame, his famous red hair swayed above his arrogant-looking face, making it easy to guess his identity. Everyone knew the Messenger of God, Leon Berg. The knight who could allegedly fight a thousand Bahamuts was here.


  “So you’re that man’s companion?” the man asked. “Now I understand why he’s standing guard here.”


  “Ed! Don’t let that woman out,” shouted a woman who appeared to be his companion. “Look at her luggage. They’re planning to leave us behind.”


  Several pairs of eyes turned to Veronica’s bag at once. The man holding her tightened his grip on her arm.


  “What? How could a God’s knight abandon the weak and run away?” he hissed. “Do you know how much I donate to the temple every week?”


  Sensing the ominous atmosphere, Veronica’s face hardened as she looked around. The situation didn’t look good. Sure enough, even the innkeeper’s wife—the same one who had spoken with her that morning—approached Veronica with a pale face.


  “Just stay until the broken wall is repaired, all right? Once the city wall is fixed, we’ll be fine for a while. I’m not saying this for our sake, but because I’m worried about you. You won’t be safe out there.”


  Seeing the woman’s concerned face, Veronica couldn’t help but feel her resolve weaken. Something about the innkeeper’s wife stirred something in her, things she thought she’d forgotten—such as her own mother’s love and concern.


  Before she knew it, Veronica was shaking her head.


  “No,” she said, parting her dry lips. “The wall isn’t broken. Instead of arguing, let’s all leave together. I think the Bahamuts came up through the sewers. This city has no hope left. It’s time to abandon it and leave.”


  Veronica’s words completely changed the mood of the room. For a moment, everyone just stood there with dumbfounded expressions. As murmurs began to rise, even the strong grip on her arm loosened.


  “The sewers? Is she serious?”


  “No way. How could something that large come through the sewers?”


  “Well, they’d need to break through the surface when they’re coming up, right? Didn’t I say I heard something breaking earlier?”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  What silenced the crowd was the innkeeper’s deep voice, who finally spoke up after a long silence.


  “Asseldorf’s sewers run deep underground toward the south,” he said, striding up to his wife to stand next to her. “They connect to the lower Assel River. Those Bahamuts must have come from Bayern in the east, so how could they have entered through the sewers?”


  Caught off guard by this new piece of information, Veronica hesitated before closing her mouth again. She had also assumed the creatures came from Bayern, but that meant that they couldn’t have come through the sewers.


  She had nothing to say to their questioning stares. She didn’t really know what was happening either. Even her claim about them coming up through the sewers was little more than a gut feeling.


  “We can’t leave empty-handed based on uncertain information,” continued the innkeeper. “Going outside in this situation would be madness. The walls aren’t completely built yet, so they probably broke through there.”


  Veronica read their answer to her offer in the innkeeper’s resolute face, partially hidden by his beard, and in the shoulders of his wife leaning against him. Others reacted similarly. No one wanted to abandon the safety of the building when they had no idea what awaited outside. Still, she’d done what she could. Veronica nodded.


  “I understand. Then let’s each do as we think best. Thank you for your kindness.”


  In truth, her talk about the sewers and leaving had been both a real suggestion and a ploy. She needed an opening to escape—for the man to loosen his grip on her arm and for everyone’s attention to shift elsewhere.


  Veronica seized the opportunity, quickly undoing the bolt on the door. The moment the bolt lifted, she kicked the wooden door wide open. Everything after that happened in an instant.


  She heard incomprehensible shouts from behind and felt her sword and luggage heavy in her hands. Leon, covered in blood, turned as if he’d been waiting, firmly holding the door to prevent it from closing as Veronica limped out of the inn at full speed.


  A magnificent black war horse stood waiting right in front, somehow already retrieved from the stable. Leon loaded the luggage Veronica had brought and leaped onto the horse with ease. His outstretched arm pulled her up to sit in front. Everything happened so quickly that, even though she was moving of her own accord, she felt as though she was being dragged along.


  Before the horse pawed the ground to take off, Veronica turned her head around and glimpsed through the closing door. The frightened people hadn’t dared to follow her outside. The face of the innkeeper’s wife disappeared into the darkness as the door closed—a face drained of color after seeing the bloodbath outside, completely consumed by terror.


  There was no concern or worry left in that expression.


  Her grip tightened on the horse’s mane as it launched forward.


  Warm liquid splashed across her face, bringing with it the pungent reality of their situation. Only when Veronica focused straight ahead did she realize Leon had been swinging his sword. With reins in one hand and his longsword in the other, he was cutting down the Bahamuts that charged at them from the front and sides. His blade radiated a dazzling light.


  He’s truly the Messenger of God, Veronica thought. God’s judgment incarnate.


  While she trembled at the thought, the horse kicked off the ground forcefully and galloped through the main street in an instant. Perhaps because they were so visible due to their speed, Bahamuts charged at them from all directions. It felt like they’d fallen into a flesh-eating ant colony.


  The most horrifying scene greeted them in the wide plaza, where a messy pile of headless corpses lay around the central fountain. As she wondered why so many people had gathered in one place, the conversation she’d heard that morning flashed through her mind. The refugees arriving steadily from Bayern, gathering in the plaza…


  When she tried to look back, Leon warned her, “I won’t pick you up if you fall.”


  She inhaled sharply and quickly straightened her posture. The rapidly passing scenery made her dizzy.


  Stop it. Stop thinking. Forget about the people from Bayern. Think only about yourself now. I’m going to survive. I’ll be fine. If we can just get out of the city…


  “They’ve built a damn tomb, not a wall,” Leon sneered, as they approached the increasingly visible, towering city wall.


  The wall built for protection had become prison bars, making escape difficult. Veronica shuddered. Why couldn’t a frog escape when water started to boil? Why didn’t it realize how hot it was until its insides were completely cooked?


  But what was more terrifying than this tragic situation was the Bahamuts’ intelligence. This meant that they could think; they knew the walls were blocking them, so they burrowed into the nearby river to crawl through the sewers.


  How smart are the Bahamuts? As intelligent as clever animals, like dogs or ravens? Or as smart as humans? Perhaps even smarter?


  The city gate grew larger as they approached, and Veronica saw that it was already wide open. The city guards must have realized the breach wasn’t in the walls and opened the gate to let the residents escape.


  Veronica tried to focus only on that white arch—their escape route. She stared straight ahead like a racehorse, trying not to see the guards and citizens dying right beside them. But before long, her gaze filled with horror as she noticed something.


  “The gate… It’s closing.”


  Slowly but surely, the drawbridge was rising.


  “Why? Are they insane? Do they want everyone to die? Have they completely lost their minds, or…”


  Her rambling was cut short as she realized something.


  Leon finished her thought: “Or it’s not humans doing it.”


  Veronica gritted her teeth. The bridge over the moat was rising higher and higher. Soon, they wouldn’t be able to cross at all. And then what? Even Leon Berg would struggle to survive if trapped in such a dead end. Actually, he might be able to survive, but he wouldn’t be able to protect Veronica as well.


  The moment this thought crossed her mind, Veronica was seized by overwhelming fear.


  He might abandon me. With one less rider, the horse would move faster.


  It was an absurd thought if she were thinking rationally, but cornered as she was, Veronica couldn’t process anything properly. Perhaps it would have been better if she’d never had first-hand experience of what Bahamuts were capable of. At least then her entire body wouldn’t be trembling like this.


  She wanted to live—she desperately wanted to survive. She hated the thought of her life ending. She was afraid of her mind stopping, of the black void, and of not knowing what awaited beyond.


  She suddenly realized how little faith she had in God. If she’d been a true believer, she would have no reason to fear the end. The truth was, she feared death because she didn’t believe in any god or the afterlife. In the face of death, only loneliness and fear kept her company.


  Just then, Leon said, “Hold tight. I’m going to ride at full speed now.”


  With that, he leaned forward and spurred the horse on. His warm body, enveloping her from the back, felt intensely hot.


  They arrived at the gate that had already begun to rise into the air. The horse thrashed its head and struggled up the slippery incline. And then…


  Veronica squeezed her eyes shut. She felt her body floating, followed by a heavy thud as they landed hard.


  When she opened her eyes again, her vision cleared to reveal a snow-covered plain stretching before them. They kept running. The black warhorse bucked wildly like a mule that had been tied up for decades and was suddenly set free.


  They had survived.


  The moment she realized this, she looked back. The city wall—excessively large, compared to the city itself—was growing distant. The moat that must have cost an absurd amount of money to build was getting smaller, too. Finally, with a thud, the gate closed completely.


  “All those people left there… all of them…” Veronica had to pause to suppress the urge to vomit. “They’ll die, won’t they?”


  She recalled the innkeeper and his wife, and the peaceful conversation they’d had that morning. The woman had looked at her with sympathy when Veronica mentioned Bayern, and the man had been considerate enough to tell her where the refugees were gathering. They had shown kindness and warmth simply because she was a young woman around their daughter’s age. And yet, she’d…


  “It’s my fault. I actually knew something was wrong. I felt something strange from the first day we arrived. I thought I didn’t have to mention the strange smell since you only told me to report illusions or hallucinations. This happened because of me.”


  She continued to mutter self-reproach that barely carried over the sound of the wind.


  It wasn’t that she had grown attached to the people she’d just met. In a way, Veronica was too shrewd—too self-serving, to maintain that level of selfless morality. Even though she’d initially reproached Leon for not saving those people, she’d quickly given up and looked out for herself in the end.


  Even in her seemingly helpful suggestions, she had hidden calculations and her own agenda. She was an ordinary human whose conscience and compassion came out only when her own survival wasn’t at stake.


  Veronica felt sympathy for the people who would die locked behind those doors. She pitied their inevitable deaths. But if asked whether she would go back to save them, she would say no. Even if the terror-stricken eyes she’d seen in the last moment would haunt her nightmares for the rest of her life, there was nothing she could do for them.


  Would they think of their daughter in their final moments? Or would they just think about how frightened they were before everything simply ended?


  Just then, Leon’s deep voice cut through her endless self-reproach.


  “Not much would have changed even if you had said something then. Even now, you’re just following my orders.”


  In that moment, she understood why Leon had imposed the condition of obeying his orders unconditionally. He was trying to absolve her from everything that would happen from now on,  offering to shoulder all the guilt alone. If she thought every decision was Leon’s, she wouldn’t have to take any responsibility for it.


  She stared ahead, dumbfounded. Noticing her trembling, Leon gathered the reins in one hand and pulled her close, embracing her. She should have disliked it, but for some reason, she didn’t. A strange sense of security washed over her as she found herself drawn to the only warmth in the cold.




  3


  



  They galloped northward for hours without rest, Leon enduring the cold wind without armor or a cloak. They finally stopped in the evening when they discovered an abandoned barn. The stable beside it was somewhat damaged, but fortunately, some fodder remained.


  While Leon inspected the barn, Veronica met the black horse’s dark eyes and carefully reached out to stroke its forehead. It had seemed so frightening on the first day, but now it felt friendlier—perhaps because it had saved her life.


  “You saved my life today. Thank you,” she whispered softly.


  The horse merely blinked its eyes gently. She’d heard horses were timid animals, but this one seemed more gentle than fearful. Being so large, that small amount of hay earlier probably wasn’t enough to fill its stomach.


  Wanting to give it something more, she looked around, then plucked some grass and offered it to the horse. She expected the horse to ignore her, but it suddenly opened its large mouth, startling her.


  The horse’s saliva nearly reached her hand beyond the bushy grass. She quickly pulled away as the horse chewed and then spat out all the grass remnants. Veronica stepped back with a bewildered expression before breaking into soft laughter.


  A smile still lingered on her lips when she looked up, feeling someone’s gaze on her. Leon was leaning motionlessly against the barn doorway, watching her like he was witnessing something unexpected. When their eyes met, Veronica gave him a lopsided smile like someone missing a screw in their head.


  “At first it looked so big and fierce, but now it seems rather cute,” she said. “What’s its name?”


  “It doesn’t have one.”


  “Then can I give it one?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t name animals that are just going to die.”


  Veronica stopped stroking the horse’s forehead for a moment. The horse, oblivious, just blinked its dark eyes at her. It had eyes that sparkled like stars in the night sky. Veronica stood still for a moment, then rested her head against the horse’s.


  “Don’t listen to those mean words, Night Star. You’ll live a long, loved life.”


  The horse’s ears twitched as if responding.


  See? Animals can understand human language, too.


  It was funny how the words of comfort she spoke were actually what she herself wanted to hear. This time, unlike before, Veronica’s smile was self-deprecating.


  To Veronica, a smile was mostly just an easy mask to wear. When you smiled, people didn’t notice your true feelings and smiled back as if they loved you. So she made an effort to smile more. Sometimes men like Benjamin would mistake her fake smiles for love, but that was better than revealing the layer of melancholy underneath.


  She wasn’t sure if Leon had been fooled by her smile. He simply stood there as if rooted to the spot, watching her until she whispered goodnight to the horse.


  * * *


  The wooden barn was extremely small, with not enough space to make a fire. Leon rummaged through their provisions and offered Veronica some hard bread and goat’s milk—items with relatively short shelf lives.


  Taking the bread and water flask, she settled inside and ate diligently, puffing out her small cheeks like a chipmunk. But then she noticed Leon observing her, and couldn’t help the blush that spread across her face.


  Leon recalled the bright smile he had seen earlier. Her face, lighting up like fog clearing, had paradoxically contained a strange emptiness within. It was only the second time in his life he’d seen such a smile. That was why it had captured his attention, nothing more.


  “Aren’t you cold?” Veronica asked hesitantly after finishing her meal, pointing at the fur cloak over her shoulders. She hadn’t had a chance to return it, since they had left the city hurriedly right after he’d draped it over her. “I can give it back if you want, since we need to sleep now.”


  Leon stared at her thin layer of clothing beneath the cloak before answering gruffly, “There’s no need to return it. If we don’t want to freeze to death in this weather, we’ll have to share it and sleep close together anyway.”


  Snow was now falling heavily outside. Judging by how quickly it was accumulating, it would likely pile up to ankle-deep by morning. A snowy winter night might be cozy and pleasant in front of a warm fireplace, but it was a serious problem in a decaying barn with holes everywhere.


  Veronica stiffened at his matter-of-fact declaration about sleeping together. Though she opened and closed her lips several times, however, she couldn’t bring herself to refuse. She knew Leon had ridden all day against the biting wind.


  He rose and started gathering the scattered straw from around the barn into one corner. Their bed was going to be a rough pile of straw, and their blanket a wolf-fur cloak meant for one person.


  Veronica got up as well and began stuffing torn sacks into the holes in the walls to help him out. Less wind came through, but the cold air remained and made her body stiff and tense. She couldn’t block the hole in the ceiling near the doorway, through which snow continued to fall, so she let it be. She had just finished her makeshift repairs and sat down on the straw pile when—


  “Wh-What are you doing?”


  Leon was kneeling on one knee before her outstretched legs and removing her shoe while holding her calf. She tried to pull away, embarrassed to be showing her bare feet to another person, but he wouldn’t let go of her leg.


  “Doesn’t seem broken,” he murmured.


  “Let go. It doesn’t hurt that much— ow!”


  The bluish bruise throbbed suddenly at his touch. Her slender leg, half of which fit in his single hand, struggled to break his grip.


  Ignoring her cry, Leon examined her ankle expressionlessly and asked, “When did you hurt it?”


  “I twisted it earlier when I was carrying our belongings down the stairs.”


  As she answered with a groan, his grip on her leg loosened. Leon immediately stood up, took the cloth pouch that had held the bread, and went outside. She wondered what he was doing, but she didn’t have to wonder for long. He soon returned with the pouch, now rounded and full, and placed it on her swollen ankle.


  “Oh.”


  “It’s not an injury that needs a splint,” he explained. “Still, try not to move it too much.”


  The cloth was cold—he must have filled it with snow. Veronica stared blankly at the man who sat hunched before her. Even kneeling, Leon was taller than she was, sitting on the straw pile. It seemed strange to see such a large man carefully treating her small ankle.


  As coolness spread over her swollen ankle, Veronica found herself murmuring, “Thank you.”


  When Leon glanced up, their eyes met in the blue moonlight.


  “No one’s ever done this for me before,” she said. “I’m clumsy and fall down often, but I usually just endure it or take care of it myself.”


  Leon made a curious expression at her matter-of-fact explanation. A snowy radiance flashed in his eyes, cold as carved ice. An unfathomably deep abyss seemed to pulse in them like a heart, though she only saw it for an extremely brief moment before it disappeared.


  They say if you gaze too long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.


  For a while, only the soft sound of falling snow could be heard in the silent barn. Leon wordlessly lowered his gaze and removed the cloth pouch. As Veronica hesitantly took off the cloak, Leon lay down beside her. He did it so naturally that there was no time to feel awkward.


  When he pulled her into his embrace, his strong, muscular legs intertwined with her delicate, slender ones. Since the cloak wasn’t long enough for Leon’s height, only Veronica enjoyed complete warmth. She froze, not knowing what to do in this kind of situation. Her heart pounded wildly, and swallowing became embarrassingly difficult.


  Perhaps because it was so cold outside, the places where their bodies touched felt even warmer than usual. Veronica was startled by her impulse to burrow closer.


  How strange, she thought. I’m completely sober today, not out of my mind like I was yesterday.


  “Oh, I just thought of something,” she mumbled against his chest, pretending it had just occurred to her. “What if I wake up in the middle of the night again?”


  It wasn’t clear how long her brain—which he had restored—would continue to function normally. She had been fine until yesterday, after all. But one instance wasn’t enough to establish a pattern.


  “You won’t.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “Because we’ll do it before sleeping.”


  Her breath caught. Veronica instinctively jerked her head up. In the shimmering silver-blue moonlight, she saw the corner of Leon’s well-defined lips twist as he lay on his side.


  “I’d rather not repeat yesterday’s experience,” he added.


  Memories of yesterday, which might as well have been sexual assault on her part, flooded back, making Veronica’s face flush bright red. Thankfully, it was too dark for Leon to see her clearly.


  “I didn’t mean to do that yesterday,” she mumbled.


  “I’m sure you didn’t. If it had been intentional, wouldn’t that be a crime?”


  “If we’re talking about crimes, you were the one who kidnapped me first. Anyway, if it happens again, I’ll wake you up, greet you properly, and do it respectfully.”


  Her serious promise must have amused him, as the man burst into laughter. Her heart pounded at the sound of his low chuckle.


  This wasn’t them becoming friends. His few acts of kindness had merely softened her enough to engage in a friendly conversation or two. She blamed everything on him being too close right now, and the fact that his face was almost maddeningly handsome—especially when she hadn’t had time to mentally brace herself for it.


  Her head felt dizzy, as though it were filled with hot water. When Leon cupped her face, Veronica reflexively squeezed her eyes shut and waited.


  How long did she wait? One, two, three… she counted to ten in her mind, yet his cool lips didn’t touch hers. There were no words either. When she blinked her eyes open in confusion at the continued silence, Leon suddenly captured her lips as if he had been desperately waiting for the sight of her crimson eyes. It felt like he was taking revenge for yesterday.


  “…Mmph.”


  By the third time, kissing felt natural. His tongue entered her without hesitation, smoothly transferring breath and saliva before receding like the tide.


  That was probably as far as Leon had intended to go, but Veronica had a different idea. More precisely, she’d been transformed the moment she tasted his sweet breath.


  Their lips separated with just a paper-thin distance between them, then met again after only a breath. Her consciousness flew away as all her rational thoughts were reduced to ashes. Leon tensed slightly, apparently not expecting such a response from Veronica when she was in her right mind.


  Her trembling fingers wouldn’t stop shaking, so she clutched her own clothes tightly, twisting the fabric as she groaned. Her mind was a complete mess. A dull ache formed in her lower abdomen, causing hot breaths to escape her lips. Even though she’d never kissed anyone before, she knew this wasn’t a normal reaction. It was something beyond her control, a miserable desire that made her want to die.


  She knew what it was, though. Veronica recalled the dogs she’d seen mating in the streets. How she felt was similar to an animal in heat. She knew it instinctively, without anyone explaining it. A Bahamut’s hunger existed for the multiplication of their species, so when that hunger was forcibly suppressed, the urge manifested in a different way.


  She was feeling the urge to devour humans, but not just anyone would do; she craved the ones with superior abilities, like the one before her right now. His holy power tasted so sweet.


  I want to make it mine. So that he feels the same urges I do.


  A seductive moan escaped her throat, surprising even herself. Her eyes grew unfocused, and she let go of her clothes to wrap her hands around the man’s neck like a snake.


  Leon, who had been responding as if entranced, finally found a chance to break the heated momentum when Veronica pulled her lips away to catch her breath. Having learned how ineffective pushing her away was, he firmly embraced her shoulders instead, pressing her down.


  His touch was hot as he pulled her head against his chest and drew her close. Veronica whimpered in protest.


  “I need… just a little more,” she whined.


  “I know. But just stay still for a moment.”


  Veronica struggled against her restraint. The man’s musky scent flowed into her lungs and enveloped her inside and out. Heavy, gasping breaths and irregular heartbeats—none of them belonging to her alone—filled the air. He was panting just as hard, his heartbeats thundering just as loudly. Strangely, upon realizing this, her maddening impulse gradually subsided.


  I’m not alone.


  She felt no shame or embarrassment. It felt as if the part of her brain that should have produced those feelings had malfunctioned.


  Ah, there it is again—the desire to bury myself in this man and die like that.


  Neither spoke for a long time. Only their labored breathing thundered in their ears. Veronica had been absently listening to the creaking wooden boards for a while when a cool sensation against her flushed cheek brought her back to reality.


  Leon was slowly caressing her cheek, like a boy who had found a piece of gold on the street for the first time in his life. In the darkness, his piercing eyes glinted with heavy desire.


  “Did you always look like this?” he whispered.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Even before the corruption, were you always…” Leon started to say something but stopped, bringing his thumb to her red eyes as if entranced. “Maybe it’s the eyes.”


  Looking up at him, Veronica reflexively closed her eyes as his hand approached. Leon slowly caressed her eyelids, tracing their contours as if touching something sacred. He seemed to enjoy the subtle trembling and the sensation of her rolling eyeballs. When he brushed against her eyelashes, rapid breaths escaped from her red lips.


  “Or maybe I just like your face,” Leon added in a husky voice.


  Even with her red eyes hidden, she still looked inexplicably seductive to him. She wasn’t a dazzling beauty, but she knew how to make expressions and movements that could utterly captivate a man.


  Any man with something between his legs would probably want to sleep with her in her flushed, disheveled state, wagging her hips and burning with desire. At least that was how Leon rationalized his desire. He told himself that it was a natural urge he was feeling.


  Now, he just needed to suppress it with unnatural will.


  Forcibly removing his hands that wanted to grab her roughly, he pulled the back of her head into his embrace as her eyelids trembled. His large hand burrowed into her soft hair. As her small warmth nestled obediently in his arms, an indescribably peaceful feeling spread throughout his whole body.


  Leon slowly exhaled a long breath. Ignoring the stiffness in his lower body, he closed his eyes.


  The wind howled outside, as though threatening to topple the barn.


  * * *


  Veronica thought about what Leon had said yesterday.


  



  “I don’t name animals that are just going to die.”


  



  Come to think of it, has he even asked me for my name yet?


  “If you’re awake, get up already.”


  A deep voice, still heavy with sleep, pierced the darkness of the room. Veronica drowsily opened her sticky eyes and raised her head. Though she had only been lightly asleep, she felt as though she’d slept for a very long time.


  The sun must have risen. The whole world was deep blue, and the air carried the scent of dawn mixed with the man’s smell. But that wasn’t unpleasant at all—it was actually nice.


  Being held so deeply by someone was a first for her since early childhood. And all night long, too. Even her parents hadn’t done that for her. A warm body enveloping her entire frame had felt like being immersed in hot water. She’d felt as tranquil as a pool of rainwater reflecting sunlight.


  “The vision?” Leon asked quietly. Perhaps it was her imagination, but he didn’t look as sharp as he usually did. Was it because of his disheveled hair? For the first time, he looked human.


  “I didn’t have any.” Veronica, who had been staring up at him as if entranced, answered in a small, guilty voice.


  It was true—there had been no visions and no impulses.


  But instead of showing disappointment, Leon merely removed the arm around her waist and slowly sat up. She missed his warmth as the space beside her emptied. The wolf fur cloak once again became Veronica’s alone.


  Leon rubbed his face as if to drive away the sleepiness, then roughly pushed back the tangled hair on his forehead. The contours of his shoulders and back that rose with his movements looked erotic somehow. The thin fabric of his black tunic failed to conceal the densely woven muscles beneath.


  She felt as though she were seeing a man for the first time. They made up half the world’s population, so why was she suddenly feeling this way? Perhaps it was because she had been held all night; after all, only a large man would have been able to embrace her so fully now that she was no longer a little child.


  But just as she reached out with a strange urge to touch him, Leon turned his head slightly and asked, “What is it?”


  Veronica opened her eyes wide, then hurriedly lowered her hand in alarm. A wave of reality crashed over her, making her face burn hot.


  Am I crazy? What was I trying to do?


  Regretting her moment of madness, she hastily searched for something practical to say.


  “I’m hungry.”


  But then her face grew even hotter when she realized what she’d said. After insisting she was an adult, citing Continental Law, here she was whining like a child about being hungry.


  “I’m not asking you to cook for me, of course. If you decide what to eat, I’ll help,” she added quickly, trying to save face.


  Leon, who had been staring at her, let out a chuckle. It wasn’t her imagination—the man was more relaxed than usual right after waking up.


  “Don’t bother me and just sit there,” he said. “If your injury gets worse, I’ll leave you behind.”


  Leon picked up some dry straw, perhaps to start a fire, and stood up. As she absently watched his back, she suddenly touched the nape of her neck.


  The wound was healing.


  * * *


  The well-cooked smoked fish crackled, giving off a savory aroma. The cod, baked with butter, had an exceptional flavor too, perhaps because it was in season. She bit into the tender flesh, filling her mouth with the juices that flowed out abundantly.


  Veronica ate the fish with such gusto that it could be called gobbling. When she picked up the last piece, she realized Leon was watching her and hesitantly made an excuse.


  “I never really enjoyed fish dishes when I was living in a warm house, but it tastes so good out here in the cold.”


  “Or could it be because of the cook’s skills?” Leon teased.


  As much as she wanted to, Veronica couldn’t refute that and just glared at him. It was an insult to the cook back at home, but that cook had been herself.


  On the other hand, she also found it unexpected that he could cook. It was the first time she’d seen a man cook something even as simple as this. Being with him meant constantly experiencing firsts: first war horse, first journey, and first kiss.


  As she swallowed the last piece, Leon revealed their destination. “We’re going to Karta.”


  Perhaps she’d known that already, deep down. Since leaving Asseldorf, he had been driving his horse northward without hesitation.


  Veronica sat quietly, drawing a map of their journey in her mind. Bayern, where they had originally started, was in the far east of the continent, and Asseldorf, which they had recently left, was slightly to the west of there. The Holy City of Karta was directly north. It was about a five-day journey in a straight line, but the problem was the barren wilderness in between, where not a single blade of grass grew. Assuming they went around the wilderness, it would take about two weeks.


  “Won’t we run out of food?” she asked, tilting her head. “Even if we stop at a big city, we don’t even have any money anymore.”


  “We won’t run out of supplies, since we’ll be crossing straight through the wilderness,” Leon answered so matter-of-factly that she almost missed what was wrong with his statement.


  Veronica, who had choked on water, covered her mouth and raised a bewildered eyebrow.


  “Are you insane?” she asked.


  Is this man really that much of a heretic?


  “I shouldn’t have to say this to a priest like you, but the wilderness is a sacred land where the Great Temple stands. I heard entering it carelessly results in divine punishment.”


  “Let God punish me if He wants. Whether it’s sacred or defiled land, I don’t have time to worry about that right now.”


  As she gaped in disbelief, Leon threw snow onto the crackling fire. Then he turned to her with a meaningful look in his eyes.


  “Where do you think the Bahamuts that attacked your hometown came from?” he asked.


  Veronica frowned. Was this a trick question?


  “They must have come from the sea, of course,” she answered. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. The holy knights are protecting us from the southern front, after all.”


  “What if Tyran has already fallen?”


  A silence fell as if cold water had been poured over them. Monsters had first risen from the southern sea, so the war with them had always been a matter of the distant southern lands. The rest of the continent was safe because of the natural fortress of Tyran in the south, guarded by holy knights.


  Looking at her face gradually draining of color, Leon asked again, “What if everything south of here has already been consumed by Bahamuts?”


  Tyran has fallen? No, calm down. It’s just a hypothesis. What he said was just speculative.


  Veronica desperately tried to soothe her pounding heart, but the innkeeper’s voice repeated itself in a corner of her mind as if it had been waiting for this moment.


  



  “Asseldorf’s sewers run deep underground toward the south, connecting to the lower part of the Assel River. Those Bahamuts must have come from Bayern in the east, so how could they have entered through the sewers?”


  



  What if they really had come from the south, not the east? Not by sea, but by land? But…


  “That’s impossible,” she insisted. “If what you said is true, we would have lost half the continent without the people in Bayern or Asseldorf realizing anything. Even if we consider that winter has cut off travel between cities, there are still birds that deliver messages.”


  “I’m sure there were. In fact, the nobles and wealthy probably knew in advance and escaped.”


  “What?”


  As the color drained from Veronica’s face, Leon’s lips drew up in a cold curve.


  “Think about it. Was there really no one who left the city before Bahamut’s invasion?”


  Just as she was about to argue that no such thing had happened, fragments of memories flashed through her mind. She remembered a procession of luxurious carriages rarely seen in the city outskirts. Wagons were leaving Bayern for days, followed by the laughter of children chasing after them.


  Had the city been abandoned? Had those wagons carried wealthy nobles fleeing to save only themselves, just as Leon and Veronica had done yesterday?


  While she was lost in shock, Leon stamped out the remaining embers with his foot. Then, as if putting the final nail in the coffin, he said, “The creature I killed yesterday was leaking holy power. There’s no other logical explanation for it other than that it must have consumed a human with holy power.”


  Goosebumps rose on her delicate skin. Veronica knew that priests with holy power were stationed only in Tyran and the Holy City.


  Had Tyran really fallen? Were the Bahamuts that had been contained in the south for two years now advancing northward at a terrifying speed?


  It had been only three months since the last autumn harvest had been sent to the north from the southern granaries. This meant the monsters had traversed half the continent in less than three months. And it happened during winter too, when movement and communication between northern cities were cut off, and only long-distance sea routes were operational.


  Bayern had developed into a port city because of the Derhorn Mountains that stretched horizontally to the south. The rugged and steep mountain range extended from Bayern to Asseldorf, which meant Bayern would naturally be the last to face attacks from the south.


  Normally, she would have continued to insist it was impossible, but now she knew better.


  People being consumed by Bahamuts was bad enough, but the bigger problem was that Bahamuts multiplied with each human they devoured. That explained their unbelievable speed. Some of the monstrous creatures might even have swallowed holy knights from Tyran.


  A chill ran down her spine as everything became clear. She now knew the reason Leon had rushed their escape yesterday, and the meaning behind his eerily subdued expression.


  From the beginning, there had been no time to waste there.


  It felt as though a Bahamut that had been far away was suddenly right in front of her in the blink of an eye, having crept closer without her noticing. Her ankle throbbed painfully at the thought.


  As she stared at the ground in shock, a pair of long legs entered her field of vision. Following the thick line upward, she saw Leon backlit by the sun, extending his hand. Veronica shook her head while remaining seated.


  “I can get up by myself.”


  Despite her confident words, she moved too hastily and ended up putting weight on her injured foot. As she wobbled, a strong arm shot out to grab her by the waist. A nonchalant voice came from above her head.


  “If you’d prefer I lift you up in my arms, you could just say so.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” Veronica looked up indignantly but closed her mouth when she saw his unfazed expression. After glaring at him with resentful eyes, she said, “You know it’s really confusing, right?”


  “What is?”


  “You acted so terrifying on the first day, but then you’ve been nice to me ever since. Giving me medicine, cooling my ankle, even handing over your cloak when I was freezing to death.”


  The words she had been suppressing for days poured out once the dam broke. The shocking news she had just heard added to her distress. Veronica spoke accusingly, like a child who had fallen for a mean prank.


  “You even held me to keep me warm. I know it was more for my benefit than yours.”


  “Why would you think that? I enjoyed having a little furnace to hold on to during a cold night.”


  “Oh, please. Stop brushing it off so lightly,” Veronica snapped with a frown.


  Leon lifted the corner of his mouth, apparently finding her immediate reaction amusing. Even his handsome face irritated her. She was afraid of giving her heart to someone who could be kind only in an unthinking or unreliable way.


  “What do you want from me?” Veronica asked as she backed away.


  But prey in retreat always attracted a predator’s interest. Before she could create more distance, Leon pulled her wrist, bringing her close again. Suddenly pressed against him, Veronica froze, her raised hand neither open nor closed fully.


  “For you not to run away,” he answered.


  Her heart dropped.


  “As I said, the current situation is grim, and I have no intention of letting you go. Whether we cross the wilderness or head to hell, I’m not letting you out of my sight until I can catch and kill It.”


  Leon spoke slowly, sliding his fingers between her half-open palm. The sensual touch made Veronica’s face flush. She felt a hot knot inside her, then an itch, and finally a rising heat.


  “I need you to turn the tide of this war,” he continued.


  Her heart surged violently, like a precariously balanced glass filled to the brim with water.


  “Do you still want to leave?” he asked in a low voice, simultaneously tightening his grip on her white fingers.


  The sensation of being wanted was electrifying enough to make her limbs tingle. She had no intention of running away anymore. If nothing else, the people she had left behind weighed on her mind too much. But still, she thought he was being unfair.


  How long did the silence last, as if time had stopped?


  After a while, Leon looked down at the wrist he was holding and said, “Your pulse feels like it’s about to burst.”


  Her face suddenly burned hot as she pushed him away forcefully. The fact that he let her go willingly, just like on the first day when he’d asked her if she was a dancer, made her even more upset.


  “You should just keep being cruel to me,” Veronica spat out through gritted teeth. “This is unfair.”


  It really was unfair, especially because he had already dedicated himself to God—and he wouldn’t even ask for her name.


  The foolish hope that tightened around her neck like a shackle suffocated her. That shackle had a heavy iron ball attached to it, preventing her from freeing herself of it. If he had held a knife to her throat like on the first day, she would have been able to bristle up like a hedgehog and resist. She could have said no, and even gone to another knight on her own. But instead of threatening her again, he’d wrapped a warm cloak around her and asked for her opinions on things.


  In a well-known fable from her childhood, it was the sun’s warm rays—not the north wind’s harsh assaults—that managed to strip a traveler of their clothes. Saying that he needed her was unfair—no one in the world would leave him after hearing something like that. After all, a person’s worth was often determined by others.


  “Just help me get on the horse. My ankle hurts.”


  She backed away from him, then turned around and started walking. Not far away, she could see Night Star waiting, eyes twinkling.


  Limping along, Veronica looked over her shoulder after a moment and said curtly, “What are you doing? We need to cross the wilderness quickly to save Karta.”


  Why was it that at a moment like this, the story of the cripple she had heard as a child came to mind? It was a story in the Divine Text. An apostle, in God’s name, performed a miracle and helped a cripple walk for the first time in his life.


  But Apostle, did you ever think about what happened to that cripple you helped? she thought bitterly. After that miracle, he wouldn’t have been able to worship any other god, right? Then doesn’t that mean that he’d gained his mobility but lost his freedom?


  * * *


  Leon said he needs me, and I have nowhere to go back to anyway. If he treats me like a companion rather than a prisoner, maybe it’s not such a bad arrangement after all.


  Veronica thought this while looking at the cloudless blue sky. When she lowered her gaze and looked straight ahead, she saw the snow-covered wilderness stretching out in front of her. Truly, there was nothing in this land—nothing but an endless sea of snow. The whole world was filled with the sound of plodding hooves, their white breaths fogging up the air in front of them, and the warmth from Leon’s body behind her.


  Their days seemed to repeat themselves over and over again. Two people and one horse traversed the vast plain—they rode the horse, ate, then rode again. At night, they found a place to camp and lay next to each other in the cold, where there wasn’t anything to break the wind.


  Leon hadn’t kissed her since that first day. Fortunately, there had been no episodes or hallucinations yet. But instead, Veronica had nightmares every night about Asseldorf, the city she had left behind.


  In her dreams, she was always running away. As she passed by, people on the streets would all stop what they were doing and turn their heads toward her. Their pale faces and lusterless eyes haunted her. Their gazes, which she had so desperately sought once, were unbearably frightening in her dreams.


  Trying to hide was useless. For instance, if she went into a tavern and hid under a table, the person sitting in the chair would bend down and bring their wide-open eyes close to her. She woke up screaming more than once. Immediately afterward, she would instinctively burrow into Leon, who was always next to her.


  Seeking comfort in the arms of a strange man just because she was scared—that was the kind of behavior she couldn’t have imagined before. But perhaps relationships also had thresholds, because being held seemed like nothing after being kissed so thoroughly.


  Veronica simply wanted someone to shield her. Anyone who could protect her from her guilt would do.


  In the wilderness where they were the only two people, she both relied on him and craved his warmth. And that made her feel utterly powerless.


  Sometimes, she really felt as if they were the only two people left in the world.


  The man was inscrutable, but that meant that his outer shell was solid, at least. It was so solid, in fact, that not a single crack would appear on his shell even if she leaned on him with all her might. Veronica envied that terribly. She wanted to be like him. She often fell asleep pondering ways to become stronger, and when she woke up, another day would repeat itself.


  For breakfast and lunch, they had light meals consisting mainly of nonperishables, and for dinner, they cooked using straw from barns or wood as kindling. Apples, carrots, and grains were fed to the horse. Despite all that they fed it, though, the horse was gradually losing weight.


  It was around the time when she had finally grown accustomed to the endless wilderness landscape that they encountered other people for the first time.


  * * *


  “Did you see that?”


  Veronica scurried over and tugged at Leon’s sleeve.


  “Look, there are people over there. Several large carriages, too. Do you think they’re nobles?”


  They’d spotted the procession while they were resting for lunch. At first, she couldn’t believe her eyes.


  So we weren’t the only ones crazy enough to enter the wilderness!


  Veronica was excited to see other people after three whole days in the vast snowy plains with only Leon for company. Leon, however, remained impassive.


  “I suppose we’ll find out when we get there,” he said. “We’re heading in the same direction anyway, so we’ll catch up to them if we pick up our pace.”


  He helped her onto the horse, mindful of her sore ankle, before mounting behind her. The rest of their journey proceeded exactly as he’d predicted.


  The two of them naturally moved faster than a group with carriages. Even after nightfall, they continued riding without rest, gradually closing in on the silhouettes of people gathered around a fire.


  How many were there? Seven? Ten?


  Veronica’s heart raced with tension and anticipation. These were actual, living people. Perhaps they were refugees who had escaped from Asseldorf before them.


  “Hey, stop right there. Don’t come any closer.”


  At the booming command, Leon roughly pulled on the reins. The other party had apparently been watching their approach on the large warhorse, too. While Night Star pawed the ground impatiently, Veronica clutched the horse’s mane and quickly scanned the campsite.


  There were six large cargo carriages, two carts, and about ten sturdy-looking men. The sides of the carriages bore the emblem of a sunset over the sea—the national flag of Ruega, the western sovereign power.


  Excluding numerous minor states, the world consisted of five great nations: Whiteland in the far north, Ruega in the west, Chesania and Tanbia in the south, and Kaisenmier stretching from the heart of the continent to the northeast.


  In the middle of the sea east of Kaisenmier lay the Rom Archipelago, and across the great ocean was the First Land, but those five belonged to the mainland. Among them, only Ruega worshipped the sun as their deity. Noticing the heretical symbols scattered around the camp, Veronica instinctively glanced at Leon to gauge his reaction.


  “Where are you coming from? Identify yourselves first,” demanded one of the men.


  After calming the horse, Leon dismounted first and replied with complete composure. “We’re security officers who escaped from Asseldorf. My wife and I are heading to Karta.”


  Veronica flinched at the unexpected lie but didn’t contradict him. If Leon wanted to conceal his identity, being a married couple was the most appropriate cover. Besides, being called his wife didn’t feel unpleasant either.


  “Asseldorf? Where’s that?” someone asked.


  “A city in Kaisenmier,” answered another. “It’s somewhere around here.”


  The men sitting around the large bonfire exchanged glances as they looked at Leon and Veronica. After muttering amongst themselves, a burly man who appeared to be their leader stood up and approached them.


  “Welcome. We’re refugees from Ruega, and we’re also heading to Karta.”


  “I thought so. Since we’re going the same way, how about traveling together? You seem to have a lot of cargo but few people to protect it. As you well know, you’ll need someone who knows how to use a sword once we leave the wilderness.”


  Leon’s request was made in his characteristic smooth manner. Though his tone was brazenly presumptuous—as though he was doing them a favor—it somehow didn’t come across as offensive, which was doubtlessly one of his talents. The other man seemed to feel the same way, revealing yellowed teeth as he smiled.


  “We’re not so weak that we need to worry about bandits.”


  “Even though your subordinates aren’t even carrying weapons in times like these?” Leon tilted his head slightly, surveying the group before adding, “If I were a raider, I’d kill you first, then pick off the confused men in order of who’s unarmed. Of course, I’m just speaking hypothetically, so don’t misunderstand.”


  The man’s expression rapidly hardened at what could be interpreted as a threat.


  Even without his armor, Leon’s tall stature and broad shoulders clearly marked him as a warrior. Three or four men in the back, failing to take the joke as intended, picked up the weapons they had set aside.


  As the temperature seemed to drop several degrees, Veronica seriously wondered whether human emotions could actually chill the air. But she forgot all about that in the next moment when, with a sharp clang, sparks flew between metal surfaces.


  The leader had drawn the axe from his back and swung it down, while Leon simultaneously unsheathed the longsword hanging from his horse to block it.


  No, Leon had actually moved faster, despite using his left hand.


  “I thought you’d draw the one at your waist,” the man commented. “I guess that’s too precious to show us.”


  “It’s something of an heirloom,” Leon replied in a low voice.


  With a strong push, he forced his burly opponent to step back, the blades scraping against each other with a piercing sound.


  Instead of covering her mouth like most ladies might, Veronica couldn’t tear her eyes away from the confrontation. Leon had used her sword to block the other man’s axe, whose blade was larger than a human skull.


  It was the mass-produced longsword she’d bought at the weapon shop. Though she’d gladly accepted it at the time, she’d forgotten about it until now. It had been like a useless gift, just carried along on the horse. And now, it was gleaming more fiercely than any other blade as it cut through the night, and Veronica thought she could almost hear its whispered command not to forget its existence.


  It was a powerful weapon. And with it, she could become stronger too.


  “Stand down. I was just testing him,” shouted the axe-wielding man, as the men in the back began to rise one by one. After glaring at Leon for a long moment, he withdrew his axe. “I certainly can’t guarantee I’d win, anyway.”


  “It’s not just that you can’t guarantee it—you would lose,” Leon said matter-of-factly. “Even if all eleven of you attacked at once.”


  “No. With all eleven of us attacking at once, you would lose. Did you forget about the lady behind you?”


  The man grinned, nodding toward Veronica. Despite the threat to take her hostage, Leon didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow.


  “If you want to live a long life, you’d better not touch her. Despite appearances, she’s even more frightening than I am. That inhuman quality is why I fell for her in the first place.”


  “That’s the funniest joke I’ve heard all year.”


  As the man hung his axe back on his shoulder, Leon slowly sheathed his sword, too. He extended his large, rough hand toward Leon for a handshake.


  “I’m Bollund.”


  “Noah Berg.”


  He’d given a false name, but hadn’t bothered to change his unfortunate surname. In Kaisenmier, where 70 percent of the land was mountainous, children of unclear family lineage were given the surname “Berg,” which meant “mountain.”


  Bollund narrowed his eyes.


  “Bastard son? Orphan?”


  “Neither.”


  “Hmm, you’ll make an interesting companion anyway. We’ll make room for you, so come sit by the fire. Your hand is cold.”


  Once Leon accepted the handshake, Bollund acted like nothing had happened, jovially ordering a young boy to take the reins of Leon’s horse. Veronica, who had been tense with apprehension, finally exhaled a long sigh.


  “You can get down now,” Leon said, extending his arms to help her off the horse.


  Veronica wrapped her arms around his neck as usual, but unlike other times, she couldn’t break free from his embrace even after dismounting. He carried her in his arms and strode purposefully toward the fire.


  “I can walk by myself,” she protested.


  “You’ll stumble and hurt yourself again.”


  “Are you worried those people will think less of me if I do that, Noah?”


  When she deliberately emphasized the name, Leon laughed deep in his throat. He twisted his head to whisper in her ear.


  “No, I’m just worried about you.”


  His deep, dark voice was tender. Even knowing it was an act, she froze, not knowing how to react. Their eyes met when she lifted her head from where it had been buried against his neck. Leon kept his forehead pressed intimately against hers, his gaze lowered. By the time he finally set her down by the fire, Veronica was steaming like a well-cooked potato. Had she not needed to greet the strangers, her dazed state would have lasted even longer.


  “My, she’s much more beautiful than when we saw her in the dark. Come closer to the fire, ma’am. It’s cold.”


  “Warming just the outside isn’t enough. You need to warm up from within, too. Gunter, bring more alcohol.”


  The men from Ruega treated her with casual friendliness. Veronica, accustomed to the gruff men of her homeland, was somewhat taken aback. This was her first time meeting people from the land on the opposite side of Bayern, and all she knew about them was the common saying, “Ruegans plunder.” She couldn’t understand why they had such a notorious reputation.


  “Have you had dinner yet?” a young man sitting beside her asked gently. 


  Veronica shook her head. “No, not yet. If it’s not too much trouble, could I have some of that stew?”


  “What? You haven’t eaten at this late hour? Of course, you can have the stew. Please help yourself. We have enough provisions to make the round trip to Karta twice. All those carriages are filled with food, and the empty carts are being dismantled for firewood.”


  The young man next to her made a concerned face with his eyebrows drooped. He was a handsome man with soft blond hair flowing to his shoulders and sweet-looking blue eyes. His attractive appearance and smooth words—a common language characteristic of the Ruegans—were enough to dispel her tension.


  “Really? If you’ve come all the way from Ruega, how do you still have so much food?”


  “Actually, we’re spice merchants. We were traveling with loads of spices when we heard about the Bahamuts’ northward advance, so we joined the refugee procession. We’ve been stopping at each city, trading our expensive spices for food supplies.”


  “So Ruega is at war too?” Veronica asked, feeling tense again.


  At her question, a man sitting across from her smiled bitterly, stroking his sideburns.


  “How typical of information-controlling Kaisenmier,” he said with a hint of weariness, as if he were talking to a naïve child. “Among the five great nations, only Whiteland in the far north hasn’t entered the war yet.”


  More than the talk of a distant war, Veronica focused on the first part of his answer. She looked at Leon, but he maintained an expressionless silence. She had no choice but to ask again.


  “Information-controlling? What do you mean by that?”


  “‘God will take care of us, so humans need not fear in the face of hardship.’ That’s what your church claims, from what I’ve heard. Well, judging by your reaction, it seems you really didn’t know.”


  “It’s always the same story. Humans got arrogant, but if we repent, then everything will be fine. While they should be recruiting able-bodied men, they’re hiding and praying instead. No wonder Tyran ended up like that.”


  The men snickered as they mocked the church. Leon remained expressionless, simply ladling stew into a bowl and placing it in front of Veronica.


  “What do you mean, ‘Tyran ended up like that?’” Veronica asked. “Was it conquered?”


  “Sadly, yes. Their strongest defensive line was breached, and the Bahamuts’ northward advance has begun in earnest. Still, from what I know, several cities are holding out under siege.”


  So the South hadn’t completely fallen. Without reinforcements, though, it was only a matter of time.


  “One day, our era will be in the history books. If humanity survives, this invasion will likely be recorded as the greatest war in history. Isn’t it fascinating that, less than a century after we were at each other’s throats for conquests, we’re now all united against a common enemy?”


  In Ruega, it seemed that even the commoners were well-informed about political affairs.


  Remembering how ignorant she had been before meeting Leon, Veronica suddenly shuddered. The young man beside her, thinking she was cold, poured her some alcohol to warm her insides. That was when Leon, who had been silent until now, intervened.


  “My wife doesn’t drink.”


  “Oh my, are you devout believers? I assumed you weren’t religious since you entered the wilderness.”


  “Religious devotion and alcohol are separate matters. I simply don’t enjoy drinking,” Veronica added, supporting Leon’s statement. But the young man wasn’t giving up.


  “In Ruega, we have a custom of always offering drinks to guests. Please accept just one glass as appreciation for our hospitality. It’s not even that strong.”


  After such insistence, it felt awkward to refuse. Just as Veronica was about to agree to one drink, Leon interrupted, “I’m familiar with that custom. Since one can drink for family members too, I’ll have my wife’s portion.”


  Leon’s smile was smooth but had a razor-sharp edge to it. After a moment of silence under that cutting gaze, the young man raised both hands in surrender and laughed.


  “Ah, my mistake. I always mess up when I visit Kaisenmier. You practice monogamy, don’t you? With such a beautiful wife, your jealousy is completely understandable.”


  Instead of arguing, Leon casually downed the drink meant for her. Veronica was the only one left bewildered.


  Jealousy? This man? The same man who held a knife to my throat when we first met?


  Instead of voicing her confusion, she asked, “Does Ruega practice polygamy?”


  “No. More precisely, the institution of marriage was abolished a hundred years ago. Ruega respects humans’ biological instincts. Spending one’s entire life loving only one other person might be socially stable, but it actually suppresses our natural instincts. Though I understand that in Kaisenmier, where religion holds strong influence, marriage vows are sacred.”


  Leon, who had already finished two drinks, chuckled softly at that. Perhaps as someone who had sworn lifelong celibacy, he found such talk particularly amusing.


  Just then, the men sitting on the other side of the fire began loudly discussing conscription, war, and local battles, drawing everyone’s attention.


  Even as Leon listened to the updates about the situation in the west, he occasionally glanced at Veronica eating her stew. She seemed intoxicated by the warm, abundant atmosphere.


  “I don’t remember the last time I had a proper meal,” she commented. “This is delicious.”


  “We’re honored that you’re enjoying it, ma’am.”


  The people of Ruega were kind—kind enough to give them a cargo wagon for the night even though they’d just met.


  And so the strangely cordial evening went on.


  * * *


  As I suspected, they drugged me.


  Leon assessed the situation dispassionately through his pounding headache.


  The woman had fallen asleep, breathing softly beside him. Having a warm meal after so long had apparently brought her exhaustion to the surface. He placed his hand near her nose to check, feeling her steady breathing. It wasn’t the stew that was drugged then, but the alcohol.


  Even he was feeling heavy fatigue right now, which meant that she would have lost consciousness if she had drunk it. It wasn’t hard to guess what they wanted.


  “What should I do? Take their food and leave? Or try to extract more information?” he asked as if he was consulting the sleeping woman, twirling her black hair around his finger.


  Her hair, light and smooth like rabbit fur, slipped through his fingers like water. She nestled closer, apparently enjoying the feeling of someone stroking her head. Just as he was focusing on the soft scent of her skin, a suspicious rustling sound came from outside the wagon.


  At an hour when everyone should be asleep, someone was outside their wagon even though it was positioned at the very edge of the campsite. Leon immediately grabbed his sword and sat up.


  Though the footsteps were muffled, the presence revealed itself in other ways—such as the sound of clothing brushing against itself and a disturbance in the air. Leon listened for a little bit more, then pulled back the wagon’s canvas and stepped outside. He immediately stopped in place as a cold axe blade pressed against his neck.


  “Impressive that you’re up and moving after drinking that,” someone said from the darkness. It was the man he’d had the power struggle with earlier.


  Leon lowered his gaze and replied jokingly, “I did drink it, which is why I got up to relieve myself. Don’t tell me Ruega has a custom where guests need permission to use the bathroom?”


  “Depends on the person. Someone confident they could take on eleven attackers and win needs permission from all eleven.”


  As if responding to his words, torches began lighting up all around. Leon slowly surveyed the flames and the people surrounding him. Weapons gleamed red in the hands of those encircling the wagon.


  “Why so quiet? Where’s that boldness you had earlier when you dared speak of death and plunder in front of Ruegans?”


  The taunting man momentarily faltered when Leon, who had been looking around expressionlessly, fixed his gaze directly on him. The intensity in his eyes was quite intimidating, especially since it remained undiminished even after consuming an amount of the drug that should have knocked out any normal person.


  “What do you want?” Leon asked.


  “What?”


  “You gave us a warm meal and water to wash with, so I’m considering just handing it over to you, depending on what it is.”


  The man, momentarily stunned, burst into laughter.


  “Hey, did you hear that? He says he’ll just hand it over to us!”


  Mocking laughter spread like wildfire. Despite the loud ridicule and stomping feet, Leon didn’t so much as twitch an eyebrow. His only concern was that the woman might wake up. It was a shame—she seemed to be having a nightmare-free sleep for once.


  “Hand over the woman and that sword you didn’t show us earlier. Then beg for your life while licking our boots. Who knows? If we like it, we might let you live.”


  At this predictable demand, Leon sighed quietly.


  “Unfortunately, the woman is not an option. However, I can show you my sword.”


  The man with the axe couldn’t understand Leon’s words. Or more precisely, he couldn’t process them.


  A human with their waist severed could not think properly, after all. The man stared blankly at his own disconnected torso, then collapsed backward with a splash of blood spraying in all directions—right into the midst of his laughing comrades. His eyes remained wide open in disbelief.


  As his bloody body fell with a wet thud, the crowd went silent as if doused with cold water. Leon swung his blade to shake off the blood, then looked around at those who still hadn’t grasped the situation. His warning, disguised as advice, was as clear as the torchlight.


  “I told you, I’ll deal with the rest in order of who’s unarmed.”


  That was what Leon had said when he first met them. The Ruegans, who had been frozen in place, suddenly came to their senses and gripped their weapons with hostile expressions.


  This was exactly what Leon wanted. As a knight, killing armed opponents was an entirely different matter from killing unarmed humans.


  However, perhaps due to the drug dulling his mind, Leon had forgotten something crucial: his precious companion was still inside the wagon, and wagons were made to move.


  * * *


  Loud clanging noises woke Veronica from sleep. The sound of clashing swords was louder than she expected. Veronica’s eyes snapped open at the chilling noise, only to be startled for a different reason the next moment. The cargo wagon was jolting and beginning to slide forward.


  “Stay still. Make a sound and you’re dead.”


  Before she could assess the situation, someone climbed on top of her and roughly covered her mouth. If not for his smooth voice, Veronica wouldn’t have recognized him as the friendly young man from earlier. The discrepancy in his manner made her head spin.


  “Noah Berg? Don’t make me laugh. How many men with red hair also wield the legendary sword Apocalypse? Tell me, is the man you were with Leon Berg?”


  Veronica couldn’t answer, not with her mouth covered, but the man seemed to read what he wanted from her eyes anyway. He laughed maniacally before suddenly stopping to mutter curses.


  “Shit, that’s just our luck.”


  She didn’t know exactly what was happening, but their identities had apparently been exposed. And she was being kidnapped somewhere. The man’s attitude wasn’t even pretending to be kind anymore—it was threatening and cruel. Veronica reached down and began feeling for her thigh. The birthday gift Benjamin had given her was tied to her pants as a precaution.


  “The so-called Messenger of God dragging a woman into the wilderness—it’s absurd. But then again, he’s always been a murderer. Do you even know who you’re sucking off every night? Huh? Before those damned Bahamuts came, that bastard was killing us all in the name of Holy War.”


  Just then, a shout came from the front of the wagon, interrupting the man’s vile insults.


  “Oliver! He’s on our tail!”


  “Shut up! Just drive faster!”


  “Damn it, that’s the warhorse we were eyeing yesterday. How can we outrun it when we’re carrying baggage?”


  Leon was clearly in pursuit. He needed her, so he wouldn’t abandon her easily. As Veronica felt hope and began to struggle, the man called Oliver angrily grabbed her injured ankle.


  Veronica let out a pained groan through her clenched teeth.


  That sound seemed to trigger something in the man, and suddenly his eyes flashed with fire.


  “Come to think of it, I didn’t finish explaining yesterday. Ruega has no convention of marriage because women can be taken by anyone. Usually, we bring one woman into the house, and all the men in the family take turns with her. First is the father, then the older brothers—then it’s my turn.”


  Veronica didn’t scream.


  Leon would come to save her, but he would be too late. She didn’t want to be rescued by someone else again. Not like that, not again.


  As the man finished speaking and moved to tear at her tunic, her outstretched hand finally touched the cold hilt of the dagger. The moment she gripped and drew it, the wagon shook violently and stopped, causing the man to look up.


  The dagger pierced his head with a sickening squelch, just like when a Bahamut killed Benjamin. But this time, the blade entered through his mouth and emerged from the back of his skull. She locked eyes with the man, who stared wide-eyed and was frozen stiff like ice. She would never forget that moment. Blood poured down like sharp shards, cutting into her painfully.


  In that instant, Veronica heard something break. The sound came not from outside, but from within her.


  * * *


  Only the driver of the carriage managed to escape. When all his companions were killed or captured, he must have disconnected his horse from the carriage and ridden away.


  Leon pulled back the tarp of the wagon and said nothing when he saw the dead man and Veronica trembling before him. He simply picked up the fur cloak from the carriage floor and wrapped it around her, covering her loosened clothes.


  But when Leon turned to retrieve the dagger embedded in the man’s face, Veronica broke her silence and said, “Don’t pull it out. Leave it there. I don’t need that thing anymore.”


  Though her voice was hoarse, she sounded resolute. Her previously lusterless red eyes found focus again and gleamed. He silently withdrew his hand from the knife handle and sat down beside her, drawing up his long legs and resting his arms on his knees. Outside, the dark night draped over them like a thick curtain.


  “You knew from the beginning that those people weren’t merchants, didn’t you?” Veronica asked.


  “Yes.”


  “How?”


  “Spice merchant wagons don’t have haphazardly constructed floors like this. And merchants typically hire mercenaries as guards instead of carrying weapons themselves.”


  Their lack of fear toward strangers was because they themselves were bandits who preyed on refugees. Looking back, the suspicious signs were obvious. Veronica raised her knees and buried her face in them. Her voice sounded muffled and hollow.


  “Is it because the world has come to this that there are people like them?”


  “No. People don’t change.”


  “No matter what the world looks like?”


  “It’s the same everywhere. Bad people do bad things, and good people do good things.”


  “But you went from being a heretic inquisitor to a war hero thanks to the Bahamuts’ arrival,” Veronica blurted out, then immediately bit her lip, realizing her mistake.


  Hearing her attacker call Leon a “murderer” must have affected her more than she thought.


  Leon tilted his head back against the carriage wall and stared into empty space. After a long pause, he answered, “It’s just like what I said. Bad people do bad things no matter what world they live in.”


  Veronica cautiously raised her head. Leon felt her gaze but didn’t turn to look at her. The sun must have been rising in the distance, as his red hair swaying in the breeze appeared more vivid than before.


  “I’ve been wondering—why don’t you wear a helmet?” she asked.


  “Because Bahamuts target the head.”


  “I know that. So why deliberately expose the part they target?”


  “First, because I want to die quickly. Second, because the sensation of having my head compressed bothers me.” Veronica listened to his seemingly playful answers with disapproval, but her eyes widened when he continued, “Third, because that way they’ll come after me.”


  He kept his head exposed because the monsters targeted brains.


  “One of those three is the correct answer. Take a guess.”


  As soon as she understood what he meant, goosebumps rose on her skin.


  It was practically suicidal. Like luring a pack of wild dogs with raw meat to protect others who were fleeing.


  As she herself had only tried to flee with all her might from Bahamuts, it was an unimaginable terror. What must it feel like to stand covered in honey before a swarm of bees? Wasn’t he afraid? Didn’t he want to hide? Then again, unlike her, perhaps he was fine since he had the power to kill those creatures.


  Veronica’s gaze suddenly fell on the corpse in front of her, whose eyes were bulging and wide open. She would never forget the sensation for as long as she lived.


  “Can I ask one more thing?”


  “Would you listen if I said no?”


  “No,” she replied immediately. “I have a contrary nature, so I’d just ask more persistently and obsessively.”


  Leon glanced at her with amusement. As time passed, she was increasingly revealing her true personality to him. The old lady next door always used to say that Veronica was somewhat impertinent and flighty.


  “Go ahead, then.”


  “Why did you buy me a sword?”


  “Even a child would grab a kitchen knife when robbers break in. That’s normal.”


  “That’s not what I meant. What I want to know is whether I have potential.”


  “What kind of potential?”


  “Can I kill a Bahamut?”


  Leon’s gaze grew heavy. He didn’t look so bored anymore.


  Veronica continued calmly. “I know, of course, that an ordinary human can’t pierce a Bahamut’s skin. It’s common knowledge.”


  Unless one had a cannon, killing a Bahamut was like reaching for the stars in the sky. Only holy knights or first-class swordsmen could face a Bahamut with their holy power and sword energy, respectively. Veronica was neither. Yet Leon had given her a sword.


  Why?


  “If you gave me the sword because I can actually do it, then I want to learn properly. I want to become stronger.”


  Just then, the winter wind blew, tousling Leon’s red hair. It wildly messed up her short black hair, too, revealing her pale forehead and cheeks.


  The bold expression on her face made her look especially dazzling. She looked like she was made of ephemeral snow that would melt and disappear tomorrow.


  She also had faint tears pooled in her eyes. Despite being too weak to protect even her own eyes from the wind, the emotion in those depths was fierce and intense.


  Leon stared at Veronica intently, as though he was trying to pierce her with his eyes. She wasn’t entirely wrong. Bahamuts surrounded themselves with a mysterious and solid barrier, making it difficult for ordinary swordsmen to reach their skin, let alone cut through it. This was why humanity had been losing so helplessly.


  But she was a Corrupted. The ripple in the atmosphere she’d created when she first gripped her dagger was similar to the energy that a Bahamut wrapped around itself. That was why Leon thought she’d be able to penetrate its defense without cultivating a powerful sword energy first.


  He hadn’t expected her to step forward so boldly and ask him to teach her, though. Especially not with those slender arms that seemed too fragile to hold weapons.


  If I had to describe her, I’d say… she’s like the sun behind clouds.


  The sun, normally too bright to look at directly, could be glimpsed only on cloudy winter days—though it must exist in the same place, in the same shape, every day.


  Having thought this far, Leon suddenly burst into chilling laughter.


  No human had ever reacted like this after learning his identity.


  Even soldiers who had trained their entire lives helplessly begged him for salvation when they realized who he was. They reached out desperately, trying to touch the edge of his armor and wishing for a miracle.


  This woman was different. Judging by her fragile appearance, he had assumed she’d be more docile at first.


  But when the hard shells of her exterior finally cracked and she revealed herself, the figure that emerged from the egg wasn’t a fragile, pretty bird—rather, she was closer to a sea hawk that was strong enough to endure anything.


  She didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest, looking at him with clear, focused eyes despite the arduous journey.


  The most unusual thing about her was that, even after experiencing a life-altering event, she transformed her despair into a killer motivation instead of being defeated by it.


  It wasn’t that her mind was especially strong or sturdy. Rather, anyone who could immediately stand up again, even with a dead human before them, was someone with a deficiency somewhere—a flaw in some emotional organ.


  Just like Leon Berg himself.


  “It might be worth trying since you have nothing to lose,” he said.


  The woman had a way of getting under his skin. She reminded him of his younger self, trying to mend his broken soul all by himself.


  “Just don’t whine about it being too hard,” he continued. “I can’t stand people who give up halfway.”


  Perhaps what bothered him about her clean face, untouched like fresh snow, was that he could clearly envision it being stained with blood in the future.


  “I won’t,” Veronica answered confidently. “I’m tougher than I look.”


  The tears that had pooled from the wind sparkled like stars in her eyes.


  * * *


  They gathered plenty of food supplies. Despite the Ruegans’ boasting, the wagons were mostly empty. Since Veronica still didn’t know how to ride a horse, they released all the tethered animals into the wild. Of course, they didn’t forget to feed all the horses plenty of fodder first.


  Next, they thoroughly washed themselves with warm water, which they made by boiling some snow. Both were covered in blood, so they scrubbed themselves quite diligently. Though Veronica’s new clothes had clearly been plundered from some poor woman, she was just grateful that she didn’t have to wear the bandits’ clothes.


  Dressed in a woolen tunic and pants, Veronica wrapped Leon’s cloak around herself. There were plenty of other outer garments, but for some reason, she wanted to wear his.


  They departed immediately since they had already lost considerable time. Naturally, there was no opportunity to talk about sword training that day.


  And then the next day dawned.


  In the early morning, Veronica opened her eyes on her own without anyone waking her. Well, strictly speaking, something had woken her.


  It was her swelling hopes and expectations, the fantastic scene in her mind of magnificently wielding a sword and defeating Bahamuts.


  There were names that every boy on the continent heard at least once while growing up: Ice Sword Anders, Mace of the South Manut, Nirgui of the Rom Archipelago, and the Messenger of God, Leon Berg.


  Many boys dreamed of becoming swordsmen. It didn’t matter if the child was the son of a fisherman. Boys were encouraged to be ambitious, after all.


  But there were always characters excluded from these kinds of stories. The older sister knitting by the fireplace, or the little sister playing with rag dolls, for example. Girls who knew how to be ambitious themselves, but were raised to support men with ambition instead.


  The fact that Veronica knew about Leon beheading the heretic Nirgui proved her interest in swordsmanship. Why had she, a dancer, lingered so often around the blacksmith’s shop?


  Had she been born a boy, she would have learned to wield a sword a long time ago. So this was the first positive change she’d discovered since her life had been turned upside down.


  Now she could actually learn swordsmanship—and from Leon Berg, no less.


  This spark of hope drove away even her nightmares and made her heart pound until the break of dawn. Though the world was still dark, Veronica felt restless. Her companion’s masculine scent and his steady breathing filled the air around her.


  “Are you awake?” she whispered.


  After a brief pause, she heard a low voice from above her head. “Yes.”


  Veronica brightened.


  “When did you wake up?”


  “I’m still sleeping.”


  “Wow, you’re such an early bird. The sun hasn’t even risen yet.”


  “Can you actually hear what I’m saying?”


  Veronica giggled at his groggy voice. She could feel his body resonating with every word he spoke.


  “Do you always wake up at this time?” she asked. “The campfire’s out, and it’s so dark I can’t see anything.”


  “You woke me up.”


  “Oh.”


  Veronica was about to apologize when she paused, feeling herself being pulled in deeply. When had his solid, warm body stopped being frightening?


  Books described time as something that flowed, but that didn’t seem right. Time was clearly a substance that accumulated and pooled. Even without meaningful conversations, the significance of spending all day together ran deep. Veronica was no longer as afraid of Leon as she had been at first.


  Originally, she had felt the fear that all women probably felt toward men who were physically stronger than they were. How many women would feel safe and at peace traveling alone with a strange man?


  But Leon Berg was different.


  I don’t care if it’s a cliché or I’m being naïve.


  He was God’s knight, and although sexual excitement might affect him, it could never destroy his faith. Leon had never touched her more than necessary. Contrary to rumors, the fallen knight was so devout that he thanked God even for a single grain of cereal.


  She had long noticed that his light and glib manner of speaking was a mask he showed to the outside world. It was just like her smile. One never knew what lay beneath the mask.


  They were similar. As she realized their resemblance, curiosity sprouted within her.


  She wanted to know him more.


  * * *


  “It’s not as heavy as I thought. In storybooks, people are always staggering around with these things.”


  Veronica, who had been prowling like a hungry cat since sunrise, had finally given in to temptation and pulled out the longsword.


  She lifted the hefty weapon with feigned ease to attract Leon’s attention, but he barely glanced up from checking their remaining provisions to say, “Good. Keep carrying it then.”


  “What?”


  “From now on, don’t put it down. Keep it on you at all times, even when you eat or wash. The only time you can put it down is when you go to sleep.”


  Veronica stood there with a dumbfounded expression. She waited for him to say more, but he turned away wordlessly. She snapped back to her senses and hurried after him.


  “Is that it?”


  “What were you expecting?”


  “I don’t know, maybe for you to teach me how to swing it? Basic stances? Where to stab in an emergency?”


  Leon snickered as he listened to her requests. They seemed reasonable enough at first glance, but the truth was…


  “You can’t swing that thing yet.”


  “Why not?” she challenged. “I told you it’s not that heavy!”


  Leon turned around with an exasperated look, like she was a child playing war games with a wooden sword. Veronica, who had been so excited she’d barely slept the night before, couldn’t help but feel indignant. Defiantly, she drew the sword and tossed the heavy scabbard engraved with camellias onto the ground.


  The blade made a sharp, ringing sound as it gleamed white in the sunlight. Looking at the keenly honed edge of the new sword, she tensed her arms. She’d been able to hold the sword easily enough when she was grabbing the middle of its sheath, but it felt different now that she was gripping the hilt with both hands. The long blade felt heavier and more burdensome.


  Veronica took a deep breath and pointed the sword at the air, mimicking a stance she’d seen somewhere. It looked convincing enough—except for the trembling tip of the blade.


  “Just carry it around for now,” Leon diagnosed curtly, arms folded as he watched. Veronica frowned dejectedly. But after letting her shoulders droop for a moment, she changed her mind and raised her arms high again.


  Leon didn’t stop her, and Veronica felt a strange, powerful impulse rising from deep within her chest. Her red eyes flashed when she slashed the air with her sword, tearing the still, stagnant air apart.


  And that wasn’t just a metaphor either. With a sound like ripping fabric, the atmosphere split and rippled. A strong gust of wind fluttered their clothes and hair, swirling snow into the air.


  Comically, the person most startled by this disturbance was Veronica herself. She readjusted her grip on the sword she’d nearly dropped and stood there in a daze until the snow settled again. Only then did she whip her head around to face Leon.


  “Did you see that just now? Did you see it?”


  “I’m not old enough to worry about my eyesight, so no need to ask twice.”


  “That was… What was that?”


  “Didn’t you already know this would happen? Didn’t you feel it when you bravely pulled out that dagger on the first night?”


  “I was too frantic back then to pay attention to such things. But now—my goodness.”


  Excited by this mysterious power, Veronica swung the sword downward again. But this time, no matter how many times she tried, she only produced a whooshing sound and nothing else. She also grew strangely tired, quickly becoming short of breath.


  “Why isn’t it working now?” she complained.


  “Who knows? I’m not a Corrupted.”


  “You said you’d teach me yesterday. Can’t you give me a serious answer?”


  Leon was now drinking the last of the wine from their ration pouch. After draining the final drop, he tossed the bottle into the leather bag and said, “At your current stage, I have only one piece of advice. Want to hear the universally applicable solution to your problem?”


  “Yes.”


  “Build up more stamina.”


  His advice was so simple and straightforward that it was disappointing.


  Veronica’s lips parted as if to argue, but she gave up and finally sheathed the sword with her trembling arms. But when she tried to hang the scabbard on the saddle, Leon stopped her. Veronica looked up at him in disbelief.


  “You can’t seriously mean I should carry it around? After that swing, my arms feel like they’re about to fall off.”


  “How unfortunate. But for some reason—maybe I lack empathy—I just can’t seem to feel other people’s pain.”


  Her mouth fell open at his outrageous statement, but there was nothing she could do. Veronica merely glared at his smirking face and didn’t try to put the sword down. She didn’t want to lose. She wanted to prove herself. He already said he needed her, but she wanted to be needed even more. That meant she had to become more useful.


  She remembered when she first learned to dance. It was agonizingly difficult. But one out of ten times, it was so fun it felt like agony to stop. Perhaps wielding a sword would someday feel the same.


  “I used to be a dancer,” she said.


  “I thought so.”


  Veronica raised her eyes to study his unsurprised face.


  “Why? Because I’m so skinny?”


  “No. Because you have muscle for someone who doesn’t eat much.”


  Her eyes widened at his unexpected answer. She recalled his question from their first day, when he asked her if she was a dancer. So that was what he’d meant.


  “Muscle… Ah, I suppose that’s true. That’s why I have confidence in my coordination and body control. Hold on, why are you laughing?”


  “I was just thinking that for someone who has good body control, you sprained your ankle quite easily.”


  “Who said I had good body control? I just said I had confidence. I’m good, but I’m not that good.”


  At her shameless response, Leon mounted his horse and made a sound of mock admiration. Then he looked her over as if something had just occurred to him.


  “Your hair is short for a dancer.”


  Female dancers typically had long, flowing hair. The swaying locks were considered part of the beautiful lines created by their movements. But Veronica had always kept her hair short since childhood. The reason was simple: her father despised long hair. He thought the dancers’ long hair served only vulgar purposes.


  “My parents didn’t like it.”


  “So you cut it?”


  “Yes. I even trim it myself.”


  “That’s a shame.”


  When she looked up questioningly, Leon casually played with the ends of her hair and said, “You might not know this, but your hair is all crooked in the back.”


  “…Don’t lie.”


  “It’s true.”


  When she screwed up her face, his handsome lips curved into a pleasant smile. Veronica felt a phantom tingling sensation in her hair, which was impossible because you couldn’t feel anything in your hair. Of course, her hair wasn’t actually crooked. Two mirrors at the front and back were all she needed to trim her hair neatly.


  So his comment about it being a shame simply meant he preferred long hair. Veronica felt a strange sense of regret and was suddenly flustered. Being with Leon sometimes made her feel like a village girl who’d gotten mixed up with an ill-mannered mercenary, or a man who strolled into town at will and played mischievous tricks on naïve girls. A man whose cool smile that made you forget he’d made you cry before.


  The older women in her dance troupe had warned her that these were the most dangerous kind of men. They told her that men were just like gambling—you shouldn’t carelessly trust and bet on them.


  So let go, Veronica, before it’s too late. Before you trust him too much.


  “Never mind that. When will we reach Karta? The horse seems really tired from carrying two people.”


  Veronica hurriedly changed the subject, averting her gaze. Leon slowly removed his hand from her hair.


  “If we reach the Great Temple before sunset today, it won’t be long after that. If we hurry, we can have lunch in Karta by noon tomorrow.”


  It should have been welcome news that they’d soon leave the wilderness, but somehow it didn’t feel that way. Veronica thought that was strange.


  * * *


  In the afternoon, as sunlight faded to yellow, the Great Temple finally appeared on the horizon.


  The ruins, said to be over a thousand years old, created an imposing impression with white columns lined up across the front. Despite being cracked and broken, the structure became more intimidating the closer they got, as though it were confronting the forces of nature itself. Veronica dismounted and looked around herself in awe.


  “I thought there would be guards here,” she said. “Maybe priests or knights.”


  “The rule is that no one enters or leaves the wilderness except during the Season of God—the three summer months.”


  Those who entered without permission were doomed to wander the wilderness forever.


  There were dozens of stories of escaped criminals hiding in the wilderness, only to be discovered as bleached bones. Leon’s nonchalant attitude had made her forget about all that, but now fear began creeping back.


  Veronica clasped her sword-holding hands together as if in prayer and whispered softly, “He dragged me in here. I’m innocent.”


  “I won’t drag you all the way inside, so you can sleep outside if you want,” Leon replied to her prayer as he passed by, bounding up the high steps and disappearing between the wide-open bronze doors.


  Veronica glared at his tall retreating figure, then added to her prayer that his words were surely just an empty threat.


  Even though it had only been a day, her arms already ached from carrying the sword. Both out of the desire to rest and irrepressible curiosity, she climbed the steps after Leon. But the moment she crossed the threshold, her mind went blank, and whatever purpose had brought her inside no longer mattered.


  The scene that unfolded before her was overwhelming. Veronica couldn’t even breathe.


  Sublime beauty. No other words could describe it.


  Although the sacred paintings on the ceiling and walls were faded from corrosion, they remained magnificent and grand. Veronica, who had secretly imagined something like church stained glass, looked around in wonder at the interior that had no windows at all.


  The temple relied solely on light from a large, round hole in the ceiling. And within that beam of light stood an imposing statue of God, the one who would judge them at the end of their lives.


  The white statue, reaching about thirty meters in height, may have been stained by time, but its intimidating presence hadn’t diminished in the slightest. The impossibly tall sculpture was so detailed that one could almost feel the cold, hard material of its armor. She remembered hearing that it would be impossible to recreate something like this even with today’s architectural techniques and sculptural arts. The construction of the Great Temple was one of the world’s great mysteries.


  But the really shocking thing was something else entirely.


  “I’d only heard rumors…” Veronica murmured, stopping dead in her tracks.


  The statue had no neck. Its head was missing, as if severed. Even though she’d known about it, seeing it in person gave her the chills. This was the famous divine prophecy, then—the statue in the wilderness that had supposedly warned of the Bahamuts’ coming.


  “Did it really have a head, originally? Twenty years ago?” Veronica asked in a trembling voice.


  Leon stood beside her, his gaze fixed on the statue bathed in sunlight, exhaling white breaths into the cold air. His sharp profile stood out like a vivid painting as he tilted his head back to look up at the statue.


  “How old do you think I am?” he asked, eventually.


  “I don’t know. How old are you?”


  “Not old enough to have entered the wilderness twenty years ago, that’s for sure.”


  “But old enough to see me as a child, apparently.”


  Come to think of it, how old is he really? Twenty-five? Thirty?


  It was hard to tell just by looking at him. Veronica secretly wondered what Leon’s exact age was. How big was the age gap between them? Was he really old enough to consider her a child?


  “Does it bother you that I treat you like a child?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I want you to like me.”


  For the first time, Leon turned his gaze from the statue to look down at her obliquely. Their similarly colored eyes locked..


  “Why?” he asked after a while.


  “I don’t know. I just… want you to like me.”


  Veronica’s words were honest and illogical, like a child’s whim. After a brief silence, Leon answered in a casual tone, “That’s interesting. I feel the same way.”


  “About what?”


  “I want you to like me. To the point where you lose yourself.”


  Standing there with the temple’s sacred paintings as his backdrop, Leon resembled a demon disguised as an angel. Veronica found herself momentarily entranced, gazing up at his cool yet handsome smile. His lips smiled, but his eyes did not. Still, the red hues that composed him were painfully beautiful.


  His vibrant red hair was so intense that it looked like it was constantly demanding attention, making him look like he was surrounded by people even when he was standing alone. Veronica thought about how different it would’ve felt if his hair color had been dull black like hers.


  Looking at his features—which seemed like they had been crafted specifically to be desired by women—she couldn’t help but doubt her previous conviction about the strength of his religious beliefs. Could someone like this truly be free from temptation?


  “You’re actually a huge womanizer, aren’t you?”


  “What?”


  “Those illegitimate children in Karta—they’re actually yours, aren’t they?”


  It was meant as a joke. But Leon found it more amusing than she’d expected. Now, even his sharp eyes were shining with boyish delight.


  “Oh, you’re asking if I have illegitimate children?”


  When she nodded, Leon snickered as if thoroughly entertained.


  “I have no intention of taking any woman. Never have, never will.”


  “Even if you fall in love?”


  “Even if I fall in love. Though I wouldn’t do something as stupid as falling in love in the first place,” Leon added.


  The lingering curve of his twisted lips was clearly scornful. With those final words, he turned his attention back to the statue. His sharply defined profile reflected his strong conviction about something that would never happen and his devotion to the absolute being.


  He seemed to be saying that nothing could shake his dedication to God.


  She’d known this already. It was a natural sentiment for a knight who had devoted himself to God, yet somehow, a deep dissatisfaction welled up from within her heart. Before she knew it, Veronica had stepped forward. She stood before him, head held high, tugging at his garment to steal his attention.


  Ignoring her tingling ankle, she blurted out, “How can you be so sure? How can you guarantee you won’t fall in love? Even eternal love begins in an instant.”


  As far as she knew, love was an irrational emotion—an unexpected accident you could never prepare for. It struck unexpectedly like lightning and swept people away like a storm, which was why her friends who had fallen in love hadn’t been able to break out of their toxic relationships that easily.


  Nevertheless, like a typical twenty-year-old young woman, Veronica loved romantic stories. She was fascinated by tragedies where someone fell in love with an enemy and threw away their entire life. So that was why she hated seeing his eyes now, which looked dark and dead in the shadows cast by God’s radiance.


  “They say some people fall in all-consuming love just by making eye contact like this,” she continued. “Some find a savior reaching out through the windows of their soul, lifting them up from the abyss of despair they’ve sunk into.”


  Standing with his back to the door, Leon’s shadow fell over Veronica and stretched far beyond her. He quietly looked down at her like he was watching a fish struggling in a net, waiting for her to tire herself out.


  Unable to bear his expression, Veronica murmured her final words.


  “So I don’t think you should speak so conclusively. Life is long, after all.”


  Though she pressed her lips tightly shut, she didn’t avert her fearless gaze. This seemed to be happening repeatedly. They had this tendency to stare into each other’s eyes this way.


  “Even love that burns everything to ashes can cool in an instant. That’s why some people let their true love slip away even after making eye contact like this,” he said, his voice low but clear. It was a direct contradiction to her words. Watching Veronica’s wavering eyes, he continued, “Because that’s better than losing what you already have. Everyone has their own way of life. I think you’re mature enough to understand that.”


  Oh, this is him treating me like an adult.


  By the time Veronica realized that, she had already released his collar and stepped back. He’d neither mocked nor scolded her, and merely stated his own thoughts instead. Yet she felt ridiculed and reprimanded anyway. Anything she might add now would make her seem immature.


  Leon’s words were logical. She knew that, so she couldn’t understand why she kept wanting to argue. Then again, was this the only thing she didn’t understand? She couldn’t even explain why she wanted him to like her in the first place.


  After an uncomfortable silence, Leon said he would bring dinner and told her to sit by a nearby pillar. Veronica didn’t answer, but for the first time that day, the sword she carried made a dragging sound against the floor.


  * * *


  Leaving the temple, Leon pulled provisions from the tired horse’s back. Then he gave a passing glance at the silent wilderness around him.


  The wilderness was distinctly different from anything he had ever seen before. It didn’t even look like a desert—it was just a barren land. Not a single blade of grass or seed could sprout here. Not even a trickle of water flowed through. Because of this, even birds avoided flying over the wilderness, and no living creature could make a home here.


  They said it had once been fertile land, until God gathered every last bit of life force from this land and bestowed it upon humans.


  All the elements that had once made this land fertile—the soil for seeds to sprout, holes for insects to breathe, cracks in the ground for rain to seep through—were stripped of their life force and given to humans instead. 


  The chosen people began calling this life force “holy power,” and it was passed down through bloodlines. It was from that moment that humans gained the authority and justification to rule over all creatures. The other beings of the earth bowed their heads to God’s representatives. The wilderness itself became a sacred relic proving God’s miracle.


  The Great Temple at the edge of the wilderness was built out of gratitude to God. Even now, during summer, young adults from countries across the continent packed their belongings and made pilgrimages here.


  This was the story known to the world. But Leon knew more beyond this—for instance, what happened when someone with holy power stayed in the wilderness for too long.


  “So it wants to return to where it originally came from,” he muttered coldly, looking down at his empty hands.


  He felt his holy power raging and thrashing within his body, struggling to escape its bounds. It had been like this for nearly a week. With no time to spare, he had pushed forward, ignoring the pain tearing through his body.


  But now he had reached his limit. Perhaps that was why he had taken the woman’s comments so seriously.


  His mind, worn to the breaking point, felt like a sharp blade. He was exhausted. The surge of holy power brought back memories of Tyran. Leon roughly wiped his face.


  * * *


  The two ate dinner in the temple as the sun set. They grilled plump sausages and fried eggs in the rendered fat.


  They also grilled some unknown green vegetables—Leon said nothing about them, while Veronica frowned at their bitterness. For better or worse, the raiders’ ingredients and cooking utensils had made their meals more abundant than before.


  There seemed to be no need to maintain a fire. The cold had subsided considerably as they moved deeper inside the temple. They sat apart for the first time in a while, leaning their heads against pillars.


  But before long, Veronica fidgeted closer to Leon and lifted one side of her cloak. He gave her a puzzled look. In the dark, her lips glistened like they were soaked in moonlight.


  “It might just be my imagination, but you don’t look well,” she said. “If you catch a cold, I’d feel guilty for taking your cloak.”


  His mind was sluggish, so it took Leon a while to understand what she meant. Was she saying she came over because he looked unwell?


  When he just stared at her, she hesitantly lowered the cloak and sat right next to him. Adorably, she didn’t forget to add an excuse he hadn’t asked for.


  “Actually, I’m cold too. It’s harder to bear the cold when you’ve gotten used to being warm.”


  Her chattering echoed near his ears. Leon stared blankly at her moving lips before looking past her into the darkness beside them.


  The temple, which should have been empty, was filled with bleeding people. In fact, he had seen them from the moment they entered the temple. White armor stained with blood adorned the headless corpses. These were the hallucinations of a body pushed to its limits.


  Hundreds of his comrades had perished fighting It in Tyran. In the tragedy known as the Battle of Tabella, Leon had been the only survivor. But in truth, he’d only survived by trampling over his comrades, losing control of himself, and devouring even their holy power as he raged.


  Despite everything, he hadn’t been able to stop It from crossing the front lines and heading north.


  He’d abandoned the battlefield right then. Refusing the order to come back, he recklessly pursued It across cities, every one of them stained crimson with blood. He hadn’t planned on returning to Tyran or Kart until he had torn the monster to shreds with his own hands. That had been his intention.


  “…Are you really okay? Don’t tell me you’re actually in pain?”


  The woman’s voice pulled his consciousness back to reality. As her small, warm hand touched his forehead, his awareness sharpened, and sounds that had faded away became audible again.


  Leon lowered his gaze. The woman was looking up at him with wide eyes. Her hair was black as night. As fate would have it, not only was this woman a dancer like his mother, but they had the same hair color as well. Perhaps that was why he had stopped in front of the church in Bayern when he could have just passed by.


  “Can you finally hear me? I’ve been talking to you this whole time. You’re burning up with a fever.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “You don’t look fine at all. How long have you been like this? Come to think of it, even during dinner, your complexion—”


  Not wanting to hear the rest of it, he slid down to rest his head on her shoulder, which predictably made her fall silent. As her hair tickled his face, he felt his rampaging holy power begin to subside.


  “I’ll be fine after I get some sleep,” Leon said, closing his eyes. He felt her shoulders stiffen beneath his head.


  This was why he kept wanting to tease her—her reactions were too good. She would become flustered. Tears would well up in her eyes. Her pulse would race, and her face would flush bright red as though it was about to burst.


  If he had met her as a peer during his apprentice knight days, he would have teased her relentlessly until she cried. Only then would he have awkwardly apologized and offered his hand, secretly thinking that he wanted to see her smile instead.


  Ah, yes. It’s better that she doesn’t know.


  “You’re like a cat,” she said, interrupting his thoughts.


  “A cat?”


  “You do whatever you please and have a terrible personality. But when you actually approach someone, it’s impossible to push you away.”


  “In all my life, that’s the first time anyone has compared me to a cat.”


  “It’s a compliment.” After hesitating, she added, “I like cats.”


  A moment of silence passed. Leon kept his eyes closed.


  “When I was little, there was a stray cat that used to come to our doorstep,” she continued. “It had a spotted coat with a cute black dot on its nose. I only fed it occasionally because I didn’t feel ready to take responsibility for it. But one day, before I knew it, it had moved into our home. That was when I realized I never could have stopped that willful creature in the first place.”


  “Did you give the cat a name?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then it’s your fault. From the moment it was named, it believed it was a house cat.”


  This time, it was her turn to fall silent. Noticing her small body shivering occasionally from the cold, he wrapped his arm around her. She seemed to have grown accustomed to him already, as she nestled against him without resistance.


  This naïve woman, who accepted kindness at face value, had no idea what was waiting for her.


  When one Bahamut died, all its offspring died as well. And the Corrupted were, in a sense, a Bahamut’s progeny. Therefore, the moment the first Bahamut died, her life would also end.


  Her life would flicker out like a camellia flower falling with its entire blossom intact—dying in full bloom, without any premonition beforehand.


  She smelled like melting snow. Leon indulged in the cruel fantasy of tearing apart a red flower fallen on white snow, petal by petal.


  * * *


  As dawn approached, Veronica experienced her second vision. It resembled a dream in some ways, but it wasn’t one. There was no Asseldorf, and no faces of resentful people.


  She simply climbed up a snow-covered mountain. When she reached a height where she could look down at the clouds, she spotted a black crevice on a ridge. She entered that gap and traversed through maze-like caves. It was so dark and disorienting that the only thing she clearly remembered from that tedious journey was the finger-like mushrooms embedded in the walls.


  After traveling for some time, suddenly the ground beneath her feet dropped away like a cliff, and her vision filled with a deep, hollowed-out cavern. In the pit, she could see white beings wriggling like maggots. In the dim light, they looked like stars twinkling in the night sky as one became two, and two became four.


  Veronica bent her head low to examine the nearest form. Between a Bahamut’s spread legs, two legs started emerging, followed by a torso and neck sliding out with a squelching sound. It was slightly more revolting than the birth of a foal.


  She realized she was watching the reproduction of the headless Bahamut.


  Waking with a scream, Veronica clutched her pounding heart and thrashed about. Thinking she’d had another nightmare, Leon naturally pulled her into his arms. But that wasn’t enough this time. His scent was too intoxicating to resist.


  Forgetting her shame, she burrowed against him and started kissing him desperately. She sat on his outstretched legs, clinging to him with her arms wrapped around his neck. She wasn’t in her right mind.


  I’ll do anything to escape this terrible pain and confusion.


  At some point, she became lost in the moment. She loved his rough breathing, and the sacrilegious thrill of desiring God’s son in a holy temple sent currents through her veins. Had her soul truly been corrupted by the devil?


  Leon seemed equally out of his mind. His firm skin was even hotter than the previous night. The taut muscles of his straight neck and broad back stung her fingertips whenever she touched him, like there was fire burning underneath his skin.


  Even though he was the one who was unwell and needed care, he kept stroking her back soothingly. His firm, heavy pressure crushed and distorted her soft skin. Her mind felt like it was melting. But she needed to speak before she forgot. She had to tell him everything she had just seen.


  Her body trembled uncontrollably. With her face buried in his neck, she incoherently mumbled what she could remember about her vision in between gasps. She recounted the bizarre mushrooms shaped like five fingers, and the newly born Bahamuts piled in the hollowed-out cavern. After telling him everything, her strength completely drained, and she fainted.


  * * *


  When she regained consciousness, she realized she was still in his strong embrace, breathing peacefully.


  Seeing that she had awakened, Leon said in a husky voice, “So the city you first saw was indeed Karta. The mushrooms resembling five fingers—those are high-altitude mushrooms that only grow in Blasen.”


  Blasen was the name of the mountain range that enveloped the Holy City of Karta. So the first Bahamut was in Karta. As the conclusion became clear, relief and anxiety washed over her simultaneously. The holy city was still safe, but the monsters were hiding right under their noses.


  “…Have they settled there for good?” she wondered. “Why? Why haven’t they attacked Karta already?”


  But even as she asked, Veronica thought her own question was foolish. Why hadn’t they attacked Karta already? Because it was Karta, a city protected by the holy power accumulated by priests over thousands of years.


  Nothing could destroy Karta.


  That wasn’t an empty boast but the truth. An oracle that had never failed throughout history had prophesied long ago: “The peace and tranquility of the Holy City shall be eternal. Not a single drop of innocent blood shall flow on that land.”


  Even if the rest of the world perished, the Holy City would not fall. This was an unchanging truth and God’s promise. That was why the emperor had squeezed his palace into the already crowded city. Though smaller than the Papal Office, there would be no need to worry about enemy invasions. That place alone would endure forever, unfaded like the final paradise.


  She wished they would get there soon. The more frightened she became, the more anxious she felt. Veronica raised her head to look at the divine statue. The morning sunlight pouring through the open ceiling revealed the majestic figure of the headless statue.


  The missing head was chilling, but apart from that, the statue’s appearance was familiar to her. Of the two swords gripped in both its hands, the right one was long and the left one was short.


  If it still had a face, only the left eye would have been open—the side holding the dagger. This symbolized that the compassionate God did not favor the strong but took the side of the unfortunate to maintain balance. It was the image of God she had seen in churches since she was very young.


  But then, between humans and Bahamuts, which species would merit God’s mercy more?


  “Do you think God really exists?”


  An awkward silence followed her sudden question. Just as she thought he might be too dumbfounded to respond, Leon said in a low voice, “If I say yes, would you believe me?”


  “I’d take it under consideration.”


  “He exists.”


  Though she had expected this answer, it surprised her—not because of the content but because of his resolute tone.


  There wasn’t a trace of doubt in Leon’s voice. There was only complete conviction.


  Veronica lifted her head to look at his face. The morning sunlight illuminated his features, giving him a brilliant aura despite his fatigue. He looked like a prodigal son who had returned to his father’s house after wandering through a harsh world for a long time. Whatever else he might be, Leon Berg was truly a son of God.


  “What does it feel like to have holy power flowing through your body?” she asked.


  “What does it feel like to have blood flowing through yours?”


  “Oh. So there’s no particular sensation, like with blood? Then, how did you first know you had holy power? Did other priests tell you?”


  Since this was a world completely unknown to her, she had so many questions she wanted to ask him. What would it feel like to be one of the chosen people? A life with salvation guaranteed from birth must surely be special. He must have monopolized people’s attention and affection growing up.


  Perhaps her curiosity about such a life stemmed from a desire for vicarious satisfaction. However, his response was completely unexpected.


  “My blinded eye was completely healed.”


  “…What did you say?” she asked dumbly.


  Leon explained again, as if trying to help a slow child understand. “My right eye. It was completely blind, but it healed overnight.”


  Veronica stared at his long scar with wide eyes.


  She had wondered about it before. Since his vision was fine, the blade must have only grazed his eyelid, but the scar seemed too deep for that. He didn’t seem like someone who would close his eyes in fear when threatened with a knife, so it was strange.


  She hadn’t expected him to actually be blind in that eye. And to discover that he knew he possessed holy power because his blind eye had healed…


  Even more surprising than those facts was that this man, who rarely spoke about himself, had opened up. But then again, he had seemed oddly unstable since yesterday. Perhaps, in his current state, he might answer all her bubbling questions.


  Veronica carefully asked another question, trying not to break the flow of conversation.


  “How did you get injured?”


  Religious wars, battles with demonic monsters, unimaginably harsh paladin training—various possibilities flashed through her mind, but the story Leon casually revealed didn’t match any of them.


  “When I was young, the woman who gave birth to me slashed my eye with a kitchen knife, hoping to make my face look more like God’s.”


  A deafening silence struck her ears. She heard the words, but they didn’t quite reach her brain. This was the first time she’d felt this way since Benjamin told her he’d left his family behind for her.


  Veronica froze as if covered in thin ice that would never crack. She stared up at him in disbelief, then finally gathered her wits and squeezed out the words from her throat.


  “What… are you saying?”


  “You don’t understand? Need me to say it again?”


  “No. How am I supposed to understand something like this? What kind of person would do that to their own son? If she wanted a face resembling God’s so badly, she could have done it to her own eye.”


  Leon observed Veronica’s growing anger with a steady gaze before responding calmly, “She was already blinded by love, so there was no need. She just wanted to catch my biological father’s attention. Since he was a renowned holy knight, she thought he might care for a child who’d grown closer to God.”


  Veronica held her breath. A conversation from the past ambushed her out of nowhere. It felt like she was being stabbed in the heart.


  



  “I didn’t know holy knights had specific preferences in women.”


  “Didn’t you know? Half the bastards in Karta have priest fathers.”


  “That’s disgusting.”


  “I agree.”


  



  “The bastards of Karta… you were actually talking about yourself, weren’t you?”


  For some reason, the man burst out laughing. The longer she stared at his face, the more it overlapped with the divine image she’d seen countless times throughout her life.


  In paintings and statues, God always had His right eye closed toward the long sword. And Leon’s scar was in the exact same position—long and clean, like a deliberate, self-inflicted wound.


  Veronica moistened her dry lips, but her voice still came out hoarse.


  “So what happened? Did things go as she wanted?”


  “It didn’t go exactly as she intended from start to finish, but the final outcome wasn’t bad. My father did show interest, after all. But of course, he was only interested in my holy power when he took me away.”


  Leon spoke matter-of-factly, as if discussing the disappointing ending of a storybook he’d read yesterday.


  “…I don’t understand.”


  “Nobody does.”


  “No, I mean you, not her.”


  Leon fell silent. Since he didn’t ask why, Veronica bit her lip hesitantly before continuing almost accusingly, “It’s strange that you won’t even tell me your age but easily share a story like that—as if it were nothing.”


  It couldn’t be nothing. This wasn’t a lighthearted story to be treated so casually.


  “You’re saying a mother who should have given you love gave you a scar instead. So… you may not feel sad about it now, but you still shouldn’t cut off your emotions, no matter what they are. Emotions exist for a reason. Cutting them off might feel easier now, but later, one of two things will happen. Either you become so numb to sadness that you stop being human, or the sadness you thought you’d eliminated comes rushing back and sweeps you away.”


  “Or everything could become meaningless,” Leon added.


  Veronica frowned. “Meaningless?”


  “Yes. With time, everything becomes meaningless anyway. The funny thing is, I endured pain beyond my years back then because I wanted my mother’s love, but now I can’t even remember her face.”


  Leon turned his expressionless gaze toward the divine statue.


  “From age seven, I was dragged to the Papal Office to serve the holy knights as a page. At thirteen, I became an apprentice and was worked to the bone. By nineteen, I truly believed I was a child of God, kneeling before the Pope. It wasn’t that I cut anything off—everything was already severed. By that moment, kneeling before the altar and swearing loyalty, I felt like I had no family or lineage anymore.”


  Leon’s voice carried no emotion as he spoke. He was so matter-of-fact that it didn’t even sound like he was telling an actual person’s story. It was like watching someone who had cut off their entire arm when their hand began to rot to prevent the infection from reaching their heart.


  “Why are you about to cry?” Leon suddenly asked with a strange expression. He was looking at her like someone facing an incomprehensible puzzle.


  Veronica shook her head. “I’m not crying. The tears just pool up out of habit.”


  Leon looked with disbelief at the moisture gathered at the corners of her eyes. But as she said, the gathered tears never actually flowed down her cheeks. After a while, it disappeared as if absorbed back inside.


  “I think I cried more easily when I was very young,” Veronica said. “Often and loudly, too. I was a naughty child who would lie on the floor, thrashing and kicking to get what I wanted. Sometimes my mother would scold me or get angry, but I never broke the habit. Probably because I wasn’t actually afraid of her.”


  But Veronica became a child who didn’t cry after her mother fell ill. Her father would explode in anger whenever Veronica cried audibly, gripping her shoulders harshly and accusing her of faking her tears to get attention.


  “Why did you start holding back?” Leon asked.


  “Well, in summer, only the cicadas that cry get caught by children.”


  That was why only the male cicadas chattered freely while the females kept their mouths shut and hid themselves.


  “Sometimes I think that the tears I’ve swallowed are accumulating somewhere inside me. Piling up and up until one day they reach eye level, and then I’ll have no choice but to cry for the rest of my life.”


  Just as one day, you might find yourself buried under all the sadness you’ve cut off, and then you’ll have to hold your breath for the rest of your life.


  “That’s plausible.”


  “Really?”


  “No,” he said, as if he were playing a strange verbal game with her.


  But then he stopped talking and suddenly reached out to her, cupping her face and caressing the path where tears should have flowed—from the corner of her eye down to her cheek and chin. When she lowered her eyelids, the sounds around her intensified in the darkness.


  In the space where even the smallest noise had vanished, their breaths intertwined.


  She opened her eyes again. How could she describe Leon’s face in that moment? No, she wouldn’t describe it. She couldn’t. This was, after all, the “real” Leon Berg’s face.


  Veronica imprinted his face on her retina as though she were seeing him for the first time. Before her eyes, his face beneath the broken mask was revealed—the sight akin to an unfathomable abyss.


  “Shall I cry for you instead?” she murmured.


  She felt a sudden threat, like she was falling into a bottomless well. But before she could escape, he reached out and roughly stole her breath. His lips fell on hers, devouring the casual sympathy she had offered like a ravenous beast. After ravaging her and stirring her up like that, he playfully bit and released her lips, both rough and tender at the same time.


  Everything felt so heated for a moment that Veronica forgot this was an obligatory act done out of necessity. This was merely an exchange of breath and saliva—like God molding humans, and nothing more.


  “Don’t let it spill,” Leon whispered as saliva trickled from the corner of her loosely parted lips, wiping her chin with his thumb. It was completely different from when he had wiped away her tears. He was a different person now. With his smile gone, the man’s face looked terribly dry and cold.


  His calloused finger traced the path of saliva back up and pushed it back into her open mouth. When she obediently parted her lips, his hesitant hand began to move as if the owner had momentarily lost his reason. His fingers rubbed her tongue, traced her teeth, and even caressed the soft issue within.


  Veronica accepted the man before her, splayed open like a pomegranate. His wild eyes flashed vividly. They set fire to something deep in her belly, letting it burn until she could barely breathe, then pulled it out of her throat as a sound.


  The moment her sharp cry scattered into the air, light returned to Leon’s pitch-black pupils.


  His eyes, which had been overflowing with blinding light, slowly flickered and sank back into the abyss. And finally, his hand withdrew.


  The air between them was filled with harsh, irregular breathing.


  The reason Veronica didn’t cling to him as before wasn’t because she wasn’t aroused. What kept her back was the vivid flash of contempt on the man’s face. 


  “Pepigi foedus cum oculis meis ut ne cogitarem quidem de virgine.”


  Leon whispered a verse from the Divine Text against her lips. His voice was terribly low, and he spoke so eloquently that an untrained, ordinary citizen wouldn’t be able to understand it. But as fate would have it, Veronica knew the Holy Word.


  She had been dragged to church by her father when she first became interested in dancing, and had spent every day reading, writing, and memorizing the Divine Text. Veronica gasped for breath as if pulled from water.


   The words meant: “I made a covenant with my eyes; how then could I gaze at a virgin?”


  An indescribable anxiety crawled up from her toes. Looking back, perhaps it was a premonition of what was to come.


  Morning broke, pouring white light onto them as if announcing the end of a tender night.
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  They got up, dusted themselves off, and left the temple. Leon acted as if nothing had happened. His composed mask was back in place, as if he’d never shown her his true face. But unlike before, he wouldn’t even meet her eyes now.


  “We’ve left the wilderness. As I said yesterday, we’ll reach the Holy City around noon.”


  As if to prove his words, scattered trees and fields began to appear. Roads emerged, too. The sound of birds—she felt like she hadn’t heard them for years—made her realize they had returned to civilization. Though they had been alone for just over a week, she felt strangely different, as though she were returning from a distant journey.


  The Blasen Mountains, drawing closer by the minute, were covered in perpetual snow, looking like a face wearing a white crown. Anyone gazing up at those towering mountains would never guess that Bahamuts were lurking somewhere in those black and white ranges.


  Under the blue sky, Karta filled the horizon completely, revealing its magnificent panorama as they climbed a high hill. The Holy City stretched out as far as the eye could see, representing human civilization sprawling out in splendor.


  From behind her, Leon asked, “Is this the city you saw in your vision?”


  “Probably. But back then, I think I was looking down from the mountains behind it.”


  As the horse descended the slope, her excitement and tension rose like a fever. She could see people crawling like insects from all directions.


  They had arrived at Karta, the capital. She felt both relieved and excited at the sight of such diverse crowds, from the curly-haired and dark-skinned people of the south to the Rom people with their gray hair and bronze complexions. Everyone had come seeking a refuge that would never fall. Gleaming golden in the warm sunlight, the city was truly as beautiful as paradise.


  “I thought Bayern was prosperous enough, but this…”


  Veronica couldn’t help but feel somewhat intimidated. The gleaming alabaster fortifications towered before them, forming a stark contrast to the crude sand barriers of Bayern or Asseldorf. These weren’t mere walls—they were bastions of divine protection, with armored sentinels standing vigilant at regular intervals. Only one detail marred the Holy City’s majesty—the scattered encampments outside the city’s gate.


  “Why are all these people staying outside instead of entering the city? Could the entry procedures be that time-consuming due to overcrowding?” Veronica murmured, her gaze fixed on a child warming her grimy face by a flickering campfire.


  When their eyes met, she offered a friendly wave, but the mother quickly seized the child’s hand as she began to raise it in response, pulling her offspring protectively behind her. Such wariness seemed out of place for people supposedly at the threshold of sanctuary, and it left Veronica perplexed.


  That was when Leon, his steely gaze fixed on the gate ahead, cut through her musings with a voice as cold as winter frost.


  “No. They can’t get in.”


  The meaning behind his terse statement became evident all too quickly. As they approached the imposing walls—or more precisely, as they neared the throng gathered before the city gate—the grim reality revealed itself.


  The massive copper-hued gate was sealed tight from within.


  “The Holy City of Karta is temporarily sealed for security purposes. Once the situation has been resolved, the city will reopen. We ask for your patience during this time.”


  The sentinels in their ashen plate armor repeated this proclamation in monotone voices. The desperate crowd offered a dozen different pleas, but the response remained unchanged.


  “Sealed?” Veronica gasped, shock etched across her features. “You mean we’ve traveled all this way only to be turned away?”


  Hearing her dismay, Leon dismounted with fluid grace, taking his steed’s reins in hand. As he guided his snorting warhorse through the disorderly masses, indignant voices rose from all directions like a discordant chorus.


  “Sealed? Hah! That’s exactly what you bastards told us the day before yesterday—that no one, not even nobility, could enter without a pass. Yet at the crack of dawn this morning, I saw dozens of supply wagons passing through the gate with my own two eyes! Like thieves in the night, I tell you. So my question is, why did they have to sneak in while we were sleeping?”


  “In the case of merchants, passes are issued after their goods undergo inspection. To prevent disturbances within the sacred walls, we open the main gate during the relatively quiet hours at night—”


  “So empty-handed pilgrims are turned away, while those with goods to offer gain entry?”


  The man who interrupted the guard cackled with unhinged laughter, his face suddenly twisting into a mask of fury as he bellowed his next words.


  “Are you mocking us? What happens when the Bahamuts descend upon us and we’re slaughtered like cattle? Will you bear that burden on your souls? You’re just pathetic greenhorns who’ve never even glimpsed a single Bahamut’s shadow, and you can’t protect anyone!”


  The agitated man jabbed an accusatory finger toward the guard, his posture coiled like a serpent ready to strike. Blood vessels had burst in his eyes, giving them a crimson hue that suggested both intoxication and a mind beyond reason. The atmosphere crackled with tension, wholly different from the relative calm they’d experienced in Asseldorf. Crossing the wilderness was the right choice after all, Veronica realized. The political landscape was shifting daily, and everyone was feeling it. Had they journeyed through the cities to reach Karta, they might have been ensnared in riots or chaos.


  “You sanctimonious cowards couldn’t kill a Bahamut if it were handed to you on a silver platter! At best, you’ll cower behind these precious walls and rain hellfire from above while we perish! Holy City? What damned Holy City treats God’s children worse than cattle for slaughter? Back in Serdorf, where I hailed from…”


  As the guard’s expression hardened to ice and his hand descended to the hilt of his sword at his waist, a figure materialized behind the ranting man. With a decisive movement, the newcomer clasped the man’s shoulder and shoved him backward with controlled force. The man stumbled with a startled yelp, barely regaining his footing before whirling around with a snarl.


  “What in the nine hells? Who dares lay their hands on me?”


  “A merchant,” Leon replied succinctly.


  While the man faltered, momentarily cowed by Leon’s imposing presence, the former holy knight turned away from the man’s incredulous expression with casual dismissal. He strode purposefully toward the guard and showed him something that glinted in the sunlight. Only Veronica, following anxiously behind, recognized the sacred signet ring bearing the hallowed emblem of the Holy Knight Order.


  “I wish to sell this,” Leon stated. “How long would it take to procure an entry permit?”


  The guard, who had been regarding him with a mixture of suspicion and bewilderment, suddenly locked eyes with Leon’s face, his expression transforming completely. His gaze darted from the ring to the distinctive scar marring Leon’s features, then back again.


  He looked like a man who had witnessed something unspeakably terrible and the answer to a long-awaited prayer at the same time.


  Finally, the guard’s attention shifted to the magnificent blade hanging at Leon’s side—the divine sword Apocalypse itself. Anyone with even passing knowledge of weaponry would recognize it right away. They would likely also know that the two blades bestowed by God were wielded by the current commander and former vice commander of the Holy Knight Order, respectively.


  In Karta, the Holy Knight Order’s authority transcended that of nobility or even royalty. The guard suddenly comprehended exactly whose presence he stood in.


  “This rightfully belongs to His Holiness,” Leon added. “And I must enter the city with utmost urgency as well. Your assistance would be appreciated.”


  Leon Berg—once the most beloved champion of Karta—smiled at the bewildered guard.


  * * *


  “The vice commander? Is this intelligence reliable?”


  “Indeed, sir. Approximately one hour ago, papal sentinels departed for the southern gate bearing the official passage documents. He should be in the inner city by now.”


  The knight, an imposing figure with a gleaming bald head and a wild beard, contorted his weathered face into a fearsome scowl. Despite his bear-like presence that would send ordinary men retreating, the rail-thin attendant knight held his ground without flinching. He recognized that beneath Heinz von Kraus’s ferocious exterior lurked profound elation. In truth, for the grizzled commander, this expression bordered on tender affection.


  “I must go to him immediately,” Heinz declared.


  “I anticipated that response, sir. And I must respectfully forbid it.”


  “Spare me your lecture. All pressing matters have been addressed.”


  “That isn’t my concern, sir. I’m merely suggesting that seeking an audience with Sir Berg at this juncture would be unwise.”


  The attendant knight calmly positioned himself in front of the chamber door. Heinz, initially puzzled, quickly discerned the younger man’s intentions and furrowed his brow in displeasure.


  “Do you truly believe he has fallen from grace?” he demanded.


  “That’s not my implication, sir, however—”


  “The vice commander merely lost his way temporarily following the catastrophe at Tyran,” Heinz interrupted. “Have you forgotten the sacred parable of the prodigal son? And Leon is hardly a prodigal son anyway—he’s a man destined to be a hero. The citizenry has always hungered for heroes in these dark times.”


  “I don’t dispute his importance or potential, sir. I hold Sir Berg in the highest esteem, as you well know. But I implore you to remember that Sir Wittelsbach currently holds the title of vice commander.”


  At the mention of the name of the man stationed at the Bayern front, Heinz’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. As the second son of the Earl of Wittelsbach, Philip was also the self-proclaimed guardian of divine law.


  Indeed, the capital’s political winds had shifted entirely in Philip’s favor. Even while deployed to Bayern, his loyalists still infested every corner of the Holy City.


  Heinz had never allied himself with Philip’s faction. Yet he couldn’t ignore the treacherous political landscape either. Philip’s influence extended far beyond the Knight Order; the Wittelsbach family had further cemented their dominance through a recent marriage alliance with the imperial family.


  In stark contrast, Leon had lost every comrade who might have championed his cause in the bloodbath at Tyran. Heinz remained his sole acquaintance in a city that had once adored him. The prestigious position that a knight of common birth had painstakingly built over more than a decade had crumbled to dust in the mere two years since the Bahamuts first arrived.


  Heinz clicked his tongue, the sound like ice cracking.


  “What a wretched state of affairs,” he muttered bitterly. “The ancient texts speak true—on Judgment Day, the beast with the most hideous countenance shall be revealed as man himself.”


  “Precisely, sir. I take no pleasure in bringing this up either, but there’s no benefit in entangling yourself unnecessarily. Sir Berg cannot possibly return without paying a steep price for his absence. That much is certain. At a minimum, he’ll need to perform some act of contrition, even if it’s merely symbolic.”


  The attendant knight’s resolve was unshakable. Recognizing the painful truth in these words, Heinz groaned and collapsed back into his seat.


  “But something troubles me,” Heinz mused after a moment of contemplation. “Leon must be aware of what we both know. The punishment for a knight who abandons his sacred duty ranges from excommunication to execution. So why did he return to the Holy City? What could possibly have changed to bring him back now, after all this time?”


  “Perhaps it means that circumstances have grown truly dire. Dire enough that even the legendary Knight of the Apocalypse seeks shelter beneath God’s wings.”


  At these ominous words, Heinz released a contemplative rumble and sank into profound thought. Something still didn’t sit right with him.


  He couldn’t shake the premonition that something catastrophic was about to unfold within the hallowed walls of the Holy City.


  * * *


  While awaiting their entry permits, Veronica surveyed the desperate throng surrounding them. The refugees were a pitiful sight—bedraggled, filthy, and haunted.


  Though she herself could hardly claim to be presentable after just one hasty bath in the wilderness, some of the refugees emanated such a powerful stench that approaching them without pinching one’s nostrils closed was virtually impossible.


  From what corners of the world had they all fled? she wondered. As her gaze swept across the sea of desperate faces, she froze at the sight of a young boy with a freshly amputated arm.


  The child, no more than six or seven years old, stood clutching his equally young brother’s leg, his naturally bronze skin now ashen with pain and fear. Beside them were a skeletal brown mare and a finely crafted hunting bow. An empty quiver and bandages saturated with crimson told the harrowing tale of their journey better than words ever could.


  “Don’t waste your compassion on them,” Leon cautioned, realizing what she was staring at. “Desperate refugees can turn violent without warning.”


  Veronica’s brow furrowed in disapproval.


  “Can you blame them? They’ve endured unimaginable hardships to reach this supposed sanctuary, only to find the gate barred against them. How long do you think it will take for the Holy City to open again?”


  “In times like these?” Leon scoffed. “It won’t. And even if the emperor were to experience a moment of divine mercy, those born beyond our borders would still be denied entry.”


  “Why?”


  “Do you really think Karta would welcome heathens within its sacred walls during a time like this?”


  Struck by his callous words, Veronica studied the boy’s exotic features with newfound awareness.


  His silvery-gray hair, skin the color of burnished bronze, and eyes of molten gold marked him as one of the Rom. The Rom people hailed from the southeastern archipelago that bore their name, where they venerated more than ten thousand deities. Their polytheistic beliefs had historically clashed violently with the continent’s devotion to the One True God, sparking bloody crusades in centuries past.


  But surely that was ancient history now. They were facing a common enemy that threatened all of humanity now, so how could the church remain so rigidly dogmatic? Veronica couldn’t understand it at all.


  Three years ago, when the meteor fell, the Rom Archipelago had already suffered extensive damage from tsunami waves. The first refugees had appeared then, but when the Bahamuts emerged from the sea two years later, the number of people crossing to the mainland increased with each passing month.


  They wouldn’t have wanted to abandon their homes either. The pride of those salt producers, horse trainers, and archers was far too great to accept becoming wandering refugees scorned by all.


  Veronica looked at the siblings, who were far too young to possess such pride, and asked, “Does God not care for children from foreign lands?”


  “He does care. He’s one who shows mercy to the weak.”


  “Then why can’t they enter with us?”


  Leon lowered his expressionless gaze and looked straight at her. It seemed like the first time since leaving the temple that morning that they had made eye contact.


  “It’s not even certain that we will get passes yet.”


  “I saw how the guard reacted to you. He looked almost like your follower. Enough that he’d secretly open the gate for you even without permission.”


  Her optimistic certainty made Leon’s expression shift subtly. His twisted lips seemed to be both smiling and sneering at once.


  “I’m afraid things don’t always work out so well. Especially when one already has such… conspicuous company.”


  She was about to ask what he meant, but at that moment, the small iron gate clanged loudly and knights on white horses poured out. Veronica turned toward the commotion at the gate, forgetting what she had been about to say.


  Six people emerged in total: one knight wearing white plate armor accompanied by five papal sentinels in Crusader attire, comprised of chain mail covered by white surcoats emblazoned with red crosses.


  The knight who had been scanning the crowd soon spotted the towering Leon and approached with measured steps. His horse pranced to a halt in front of Night Star, creating what looked like a standoff.


  “Sir Berg. By His Holiness’s command, I shall escort you to the Papal Office. Please mount your horse and follow me immediately.”


  The knight’s disciplined movements were solemn and dignified. Yet his rigid voice betrayed a hint of tension.


  “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. You were Louis’s apprentice five years ago, weren’t you?”


  Leon, who had been studying him intently, spoke as he unfolded his arms. The knight was momentarily speechless, as if taken aback, then answered in a slightly softer tone than before.


  “…I never imagined you would remember me. I was ordained four years ago, so I’m no longer an apprentice.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  After this indifferent exclamation, Leon helped Veronica onto the horse before mounting behind her. The knight’s gaze lingered briefly on the woman Leon had protectively encircled.


  “Do you have anything else to convey?” Leon asked.


  “No, sir. I was merely… confirming your companion. I’ll guide you immediately.”


  After examining Veronica one final time, the knight spurred his horse forward and took position at the head of the formation.


  The procession formed quickly. It was similar to their arrival, but with one difference—their black horse now stood surrounded by a sea of white. The arrangement seemed more like an arrest than an escort.


  The refugees cast mixed glances of fear and resentment toward the soldiers who had appeared so suddenly. Of course, some were also curious about the Pope’s visitors. After Leon and Veronica entered, creative rumors (such as them being the Pope’s hidden children) would probably begin to circulate among them.


  Veronica nervously glanced sideways at the guards standing beside her. With their faces hidden behind visors, they seemed too rigid to be human. Their perfect posture made her feel like she was walking on thin ice.


  This was precisely how she had imagined the Holy Knight Order. She must have grown too accustomed to Leon, who was always relaxed and laid-back.


  No, could that also have been a mask?


  When the bugle sounded, all the horses pawed the ground simultaneously. Veronica pondered the meaning of “conspicuous company,” recalling the knight’s scrutinizing gaze. Before her thoughts could reach any conclusion, the horses leapt through a pitch-black arch. When they emerged into a blindingly bright new world, her mind felt as though it had been bleached white.


  After the momentary darkness, a boulevard wide enough for ten carriages to travel side by side suddenly stretched before them. Riding on the galloping Night Star, Veronica absorbed the city of abundance and prosperity without even blinking as snow-white doves fluttered upward into the sunlight.


  They said that even if the continent fell into corruption, Karta would remain sacred. She had always thought that simply meant the Holy City would remain peaceful forever, but now she understood its true meaning.


  Karta was an untouchable noble city. It was so grand that even its beggars enjoyed more luxurious sights than Bayern’s middle class.


  Sunlight cascaded down white roads. Red and yellow fruits were neatly displayed in shops. Above the impressive buildings rose the cathedral’s bell tower, and at every intersection stood fountains adorned with naked angels.


  The small bridges connecting the streets were unlike anything she had ever seen. When passing under an arched bridge, she instinctively ducked her head like a turtle, despite there being no chance that someone as short as her would hit it when even the knights passed through easily.


  Night Star galloped relentlessly, pounding the ground. As if knowing rest was coming, the horse summoned every last bit of strength to run.


  They crossed a brilliantly blue winter river and passed a woman clutching a paper bag. An elderly man walking his dog and a merchant arranging newspapers at his stand stared in surprise at the soldiers rushing past like a storm.


  The first emotion that ignited within Veronica was admiration. The one that rose afterward like gray smoke was a strange discomfort. That indescribable unease reached its peak when she saw a happy family eating lunch at an outdoor restaurant.


  The image of the one-armed boy clutching his brother’s hand superimposed itself over the face of a child happily spearing meat with a fork. From that moment on, Veronica could no longer bear to look around.


  She fixed her gaze straight ahead.


  It felt as if she had been forced to see the true face of the unjust world.


  The peaceful world within the walls and the dangerous world without—unlike dreams or fantasies, the boundary dividing them was clear. There was no reason why the gate to this abundant land couldn’t be opened.


  Why do they want to enjoy prosperity alone? Isn’t this Karta? Isn’t this the land of peace where God promised eternal rest?


  While Veronica was lost in these questions, the horses had already climbed a hill and reached a plaza so vast it made the boulevards they had traveled seem narrow by comparison.


  The circular plaza featured oval colonnades extending from the entrance on both sides, with a tall obelisk topped with a cross standing in the center. Before them, a majestic cathedral displayed its pristine white splendor. The twelve apostles stood in a row on the roof, looking down at the sunlit plaza. From the statues’ perspective, the plaza and the avenue they had ascended would likely appear to form a giant key.


  The horses lined up two by two in front of the cathedral steps.


  Three or four children ran past, giggling. The ringing of the sacred bells resonated from the bell tower. It felt like stepping into a painting. Veronica looked around in a daze. The surreal landscape instantly reduced the events of the past few weeks to nothing more than bad nightmares.


  No, maybe I fell from my horse while crossing the city and died. Soon, a winged angel might appear to announce that this place is heaven.


  But those who descended the white steps were far from angelic. Black-robed priests approached and took the horses’ reins.


  Before parting, Veronica embraced Night Star’s head and whispered, “Eat and rest well. We’ll meet again soon.”


  The horse blinked as if it understood. Still smiling broadly, Veronica naturally moved to follow Leon but found her path blocked by a guard wielding a halberd.


  “We will escort you to the Papal Office.”


  “Isn’t this the Papal Office?” she asked.


  “The Papal Office is located behind the cathedral. Sir Berg will also come to the Papal Office after his audience concludes.”


  His tone was respectful, though his appraising gaze was strangely sharp.


  Veronica looked around at the people blocking her way, then caught sight of Leon’s back as he strode up the steps. He didn’t even look back, as if he had forgotten her existence.


  She opened her mouth to call out to him, but closed it again. What should she call him? Leon? Sir Berg? Either way felt awkward and funny.


  That’s actually a good description of our relationship, Veronica thought. Awkward and funny.


  “This way, please.”


  Leon had gone far enough by now that she would need to shout. A tall, pale priest stepped into her line of sight. Veronica had no choice but to turn and follow his lead.


  * * *


  With a boom, the cathedral doors opened. The guards and knights clanked as they parted to either side. The Pope had summoned only Leon. After glancing down the steps to confirm the woman’s retreating figure, Leon stepped forward.


  Columns, arched ceilings, and sacred murals filled the path to the altar with a beauty designed to captivate the eye. In a sanctuary so densely decorated it bordered on perversion, few knew where to look. But Leon, having frequented temples for over twenty years, was one of the few faithful who possessed such wisdom.


  Other than the cross above the altar, there was nothing worthy of a believer’s gaze.


  Leon spotted the Pope standing before the red altar. As befitting wartime, he wore a red cape symbolizing pilgrims’ blood, with a triregnum on his head and a staff in one hand, his back turned.


  Leon stopped about five paces away. As he knelt on one knee with perfect form, the Pope slowly turned around. Pope Julio V, the 222nd successor to the holy throne, was a ninety-year-old man. However, one should not mistake him for a kindly grandfather telling stories of days gone by. Julio’s temperament was closer to that of a cranky, fearful old man.


  Had Leon not sent a flattering letter in advance, they would never have been able to pass through the city gate. Instead, inquisitors might have been dispatched, claiming the holy sword was in the hands of a heretic.


  On the evening they arrived in Asseldorf, Leon had left the inn while Veronica was bathing and gone to the messenger’s office. An errand boy could have easily bought the food and medicine they needed, but Leon had gone out himself because he’d needed to send a letter claiming he had found a Corrupted.


  “You’ve arrived earlier than expected,” the Pope said, his voice rumbling like an old lion. “The messenger bird has barely cooled its wings.”


  “The day after I dispatched the message, Asseldorf fell under siege. That forced me to depart immediately, which explains why I arrived ahead of schedule.”


  “I am already aware that Asseldorf has been embraced by God’s divine judgment,” the Pope replied. “What I want to know is which road you took to arrive at the Holy City.”


  Embraced by God’s divine judgment.


  Since the beginning of the holy wars, the church had been using that euphemism whenever there was utter annihilation. Leon had suspected it, of course, but had Asseldorf truly met such a fate?


  Leon maintained a reverent silence, as though offering a prayer for the city’s tragic demise. The Pope clicked his tongue in disapproval.


  “If it only took you one week to get here, that means you traversed the forbidden wilderness. The number of divine laws you’ve broken can scarcely be counted on both hands now.”


  Leon watched impassively as the Pope approached him across the marble floor. The people he had abandoned had perished. More than the laws he’d broken, the burden of sin weighing upon his shoulders had grown too heavy to bear.


  “Pater, peccavi in caelum et coram te; iam non sum dignus vocari filius tuus (Father, I have sinned against heaven and you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son).”


  Leon had broken his sacred oath of fealty to the Pope and deserted the battlefield.


  When commanded to illuminate the darkness, a true knight was meant to burn his own life as fuel without hesitation. To question was forbidden, and to think independently was heretical. Yet Leon had committed both transgressions. Worse, he had failed to fulfill his knightly duty to protect the innocent during his journey. So he was prepared to accept excommunication or execution for his sins—but only after completing his final mission.


  “Nevertheless, the father’s second son has returned to the Holy City,” Leon said.


  He would face the consequences of his actions only after he slew It—in other words, after saving more souls than those he had failed to protect.


  “Do you expect a feast like the prodigal son?” The Pope narrowed his eyes.


  “Instead of fattened cows, I want to slaughter Bahamuts instead.”


  The Pope’s robes, which had been making serpentine whispers as they dragged across the floor, halted before Leon.


  “Explain your meaning,” he commanded.


  “The woman witnessed visions of them breeding in the Blasen Mountains. When the Bahamuts grow sufficient in number, they will attack Karta.”


  Leon raised his gaze to meet the eyes of the robust, silver-haired elder. The old man’s increasingly labored breathing sounded like the deep rumble of an aged lion.


  He was a king trembling in fear each day, haunted by visions of enemies that might strike at any moment.


  “Blasen? Are you claiming that these abominations lurk within the Crown Mountains?”


  “I am certain of it. This is the same woman who foresaw Asseldorf’s fall. We must scour the mountains without delay, beginning today.”


  “Until half of our sacred battalion returns from their mission to Bayern, I cannot dispatch the Holy Knight Order beyond Karta’s walls,” the Pope replied immediately, his tone becoming defensive.


  Although the mountains where the Bahamuts were hiding were not far from the city at all—in fact, it was right outside its walls—the Pope was apparently too scared to dispatch his holy knights and leave his home unprotected.


  “Karta was blessed with the promise of eternal peace,” Leon reminded him.


  “Indeed. Even if their numbers swell and they lay siege to our walls, Karta shall never fall.”


  “Have you not considered that the woman might have been sent to us by God, to ensure that protection remains unbroken?”


  The Pope’s gaze sharpened at those borderline blasphemous words. Leon had dared to suggest that a Corrupted was an instrument of the divine. And further, that the Pope himself had failed to recognize this divine messenger.


  “So you breathed life into a Bahamut’s unholy offspring? The prohibition against healing with holy power exists to shield us from the temptations of mortal pleasure and carnal desire.”


  “It was a matter of necessity,” Leon stated firmly.


  “Necessity?” the Pope repeated. “Necessity, you claim.”


  From the beginning, the Pope had dismissed the idea of the first Bahamut. The notion that every Bahamut that afflicted this land came from a single entity seemed too convenient.


  Yet the woman’s unique abilities were a whole other issue. The power to sense the Bahamuts’ presences, the strange aura surrounding her body—if Leon’s account was to be believed, such powers would be very valuable indeed.


  The Pope’s lips curved into a benevolent smile.


  “Then would you offer her upon the sacred altar if necessity demanded it?”


  Having anticipated this question, Leon lowered his head and stared at the obsidian floor. It was black as night, absorbing all light, untainted like darkness itself.


  He recalled the cascade of raven hair swaying above the woman’s pale nape.


  The woman’s fate had been sealed from the moment their paths crossed. Only death awaited her. She would have perished had he not saved her, and even now, he could scarcely guarantee she would survive another day. If sacrificing her served the greater purpose, then so be it.


  “Will you grant me the knights to accompany my quest to Blasen?”


  “You cannot command them as their leader,” the Pope said. “If you accept the dishonor of serving as a mere mercenary, I will permit it.”


  Becoming a mercenary meant more than simply exchanging the gleaming white armor for the tarnished gray one.


  His name would be struck from the sacred registry, and every knight aware of his actions in Tyran would shun him like a leper.


  And worse still, the woman might have to endure unspeakable torments in the name of investigating the Bahamuts’ powers. Such was the true nature of the Holy City. Their God, cloaked in the vestments of mercy, had once been a deity of blood-soaked battlefields when walking among mortals. There was a reason their God’s right eye remained closed to the hand holding the longsword. To some unfortunate souls, He was a deity of merciless judgment.


  



  “Shall I cry for you instead?”



  



  How laughably hollow the holy knight’s sacred oath rang.


  Follow God, obey the Pope’s divine will, and shield the innocent from harm—but what became of that oath when the Pope’s command was to slaughter the innocent?


  The woman was more innocent than any mortal soul he had ever encountered—innocent enough to suffer nightmares for a deserter’s sake and to offer tears for a man who had cut her throat with a blade.


  But it was always the most unblemished lamb that served as a sacrifice for atonement.


  “Fac ut vis (do as you wish),” Leon murmured.


  If he could survive long enough to drive his blade through the First Bahamut’s skull… For now, that was enough. He required neither mortal honor nor recognition. Leon had already devoted himself to God’s service.


  “As a son of God has returned to the fold, we must prepare a feast to celebrate this homecoming.”


  A benevolent smile graced the Pope’s thin lips.


  “Quia hic filius meus mortuus erat et revixit, perierat et inventus est (For this my son was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found),” he concluded, his words echoing those of the father who had lost and reclaimed his wayward son.



  * * *


  The ancient oil lamp creaked mournfully as it swayed.


  “Excuse me, but are we really heading the right way?” Veronica asked hesitantly, after having debated for a long time whether to voice her question or not.


  They were walking down a carpeted corridor, its crimson color invaded by creeping shadows. The priests leading the procession turned their expressionless faces toward her. Framed by their black robes, their ghostly pale visages seemed to hover in the thin air like ghosts. The sight evoked memories of the tormented souls from her Asseldorf nightmares.


  “It’s just…” she stammered, forcing herself to go on. “It seems rather… strange that the only quarters available in this magnificent building are underground.”


  A frigid draft rose from the stairwell, causing the wall sconces to dance with sinister shadows.


  Since Leon had entered the Grand Cathedral, leaving her in the care of these silent guides, she had descended three flights of stairs into the bowels of the Papal Office.


  “We have nearly arrived. Your chamber awaits on the level below, so there is no need to worry. Please keep going forward.”


  No need to worry? In this tomb-like atmosphere? What kind of test of faith is this supposed to be?


  Veronica hesitated, her eyes fixed on the murky depths below her feet. Had she not caught the faint echoes of distant screams, she would never have questioned their path. Her hopes of a proper bath and comfortable bed had evaporated, replaced by a primal dread that slithered up her spine like a venomous serpent.


  “When might Leon—I mean, Sir Berg—join me?”


  She said Leon’s name awkwardly, the syllables clumsy on her tongue. In this labyrinth of shadows, he remained her sole anchor to safety.


  “As you are aware,” came the unexpected reply from behind, “he is currently attending His Holiness the Pope. Once his report concludes, he will seek you out without delay.”


  Veronica whirled to find a skeletal figure blocking her retreat, his sunken eyes gleaming with an unnatural intensity in the flickering light.


  Left with no alternative, she bit her lower lip rather than press further and resumed her descent. Her fingers clutched the sword at her waist like a talisman against encroaching darkness. But then…


  “Mercy, I beg for mercy! I am but an ignorant soul who transgressed without understanding. Forgive me!”


  Her thoughts were drowned beneath a tide of human suffering. With each step, the desperate pleas grew more frantic, more agonized. It wasn’t just one voice begging for clemency, but a chorus of the damned. Yet among their solemn procession, only Veronica’s heart quailed at the symphony of agony.


  Chambers lined the pitch-black corridor where candelabras hung at measured intervals. No, she realized with growing horror, these were not chambers at all.


  This is a dungeon.


  Ahead stood guards with concealed faces and a torturer draped in tattered gray rags. She realized he was a torturer by the whip clutched in his hand.


  Crimson droplets of blood fell from the multi-tipped leather whip, forming a pool on the stone floor. Veronica clenched her fingers into a fist, her extremities numb with tension and terror. The agonized screams echoing through the fourth basement floor of the Papal Office, and the stone-faced priests who showed no emotions…


  If her suspicions were right, she was in the cells where heretics and criminals awaited judgment.


  “This is your chamber,” announced the leading priest. “You will be staying here from now on. Though it has been prepared hastily, all necessities have been provided for your comfort.”


  Veronica’s breath caught at the mournful wail of rusted hinges opening.


  As one of the priests pushed open the door, golden lamplight spilled forth into the corridor. Perhaps because she stood in the damp, dark passage, the warm glow seemed to wash over her feet with an unnatural brilliance.


  A noblewoman’s chamber. That was her first impression. Having lived her entire life as a humble carpenter’s daughter, Veronica had never beheld such opulence. A feathered bed, a vanity with a clean mirror, a hearth where flames danced merrily, and an exquisite mahogany table with beautiful whorls—every luxury one could desire was present, save for one critical element: windows to glimpse the outside world.


  “Throughout your stay,” a voice added over her shoulder, “meals shall be delivered at appropriate hours.”


  Veronica stepped forward as if entranced, surprised to find such unexpected comfort when she had braced herself for a prisoner’s cell. But as soon as she fully crossed the threshold, the door slammed shut behind her with a thunderous boom.


  The sound echoed in her chest like a heart plummeting into the abyss.


  Veronica spun around at the sound of the door, her heart leaping into her throat. She nearly bolted for freedom before forcing herself to remain still.


  No. Calm down. I’m not trapped. If I panic and run out now, I’ll only make myself look foolish.


  She was, after all, the guest of Leon Berg himself. The priests were probably right—once his audience with the Pope concluded, Leon would return to find her. He would explain her mission and acknowledge the misunderstanding before relocating her to more suitable quarters. Leon had common sense, so he would surely agree that even the most wretched inn room, mold-speckled walls and vermin included, would be preferable to being locked away like a prisoner.


  Veronica took a steadying breath and surveyed the chamber. She discovered another door which opened to reveal an exquisitely decorated bathroom. Several pristine nuns’ habits hung ready for her use. Everything appeared flawlessly immaculate, so why did she feel such profound unease, as though she had wandered into the home of the recently deceased?


  She worried her lip between her teeth as she emerged from the bathroom. Just then, a peculiar sound seemed to emanate from the wall—a dull thud, as if something had struck the other side.


  Almost in a trance, Veronica found herself drawn silently toward the wall. She pressed her ear against the cold surface. And then—


  Something struck the wall, making the loudest sound yet.


  The reverberating impact sent her recoiling backward, pulse racing. She retreated several paces, watching as the ornate frame on the wall trembled. It depicted a man bearing a cross heading toward Skull Mountain, while a woman tenderly wiped his face. The figures themselves seemed to quiver with fear.


  The loud pounding sounds continued. Soon, a blood-curdling scream followed. Veronica clapped her hands over her ears and stumbled backward. Unable to endure another moment, she lunged for the door.


  But the handle only rattled in her hand, refusing to turn. It was locked from the outside.


  * * *


  “The purpose of this search mission is to locate traces of the Bahamuts,” Oscar explained with mechanical precision. “Several knights who ventured out on recent reconnaissance missions have vanished. His Holiness has commanded us to survey their patrol territories.”


  His voice carried no inflection whatsoever—the hallmark of a thoroughly trained holy knight.


  Leon’s mind recalled the eighteen-year-old novice he had stood beside as a fellow knight five years ago. Hadn’t the boy claimed to admire him—that he’d taken his vows because of Leon?


  He could remember nothing else about the boy except his eyes—eyes that had held big dreams once, now extinguished like snuffed candles.


  “Perhaps start from the beginning?” Leon suggested dryly.


  “There are four missing knights in total: Sir Lohengrin, Sir Medici, and—”


  “No,” Leon cut him off. “I meant introduce yourself.”


  A weighted silence descended between them. Leon didn’t press further, his boots continuing their measured tread down the carpeted stairs.


  “Oscar Berg, sir.”


  Berg? Well, that explains everything.


  “And why exactly are you trailing me like a devoted hound?”


  “His Holiness instructed me to accompany you, sir.”


  “Ah, to ensure I don’t cause any trouble?”


  “Only within the Holy City’s walls. I won’t follow you on the search mission.”


  “His Holiness must hold you in high esteem,” Leon remarked, “to have you shielded from the dangers lurking beyond these sacred walls.”


  “I dare not presume to understand the intentions of the one I serve,” Oscar replied stiffly. “I am merely a vessel of unwavering loyalty.”


  For the first time since their conversation began, his stoic tone carried a trace of genuine emotion. Leon contemplated this, trying to name that intense undercurrent. As his steady footfalls reached the fourth basement floor of the Papal Office, the perfect word finally crystallized in his mind.


  Antipathy.


  Pure, undisguised antipathy toward the one who had broken his sacred vows.


  Leon’s lips curled into a knowing smirk as he continued his descent. A child born with the Berg surname was destined to crave recognition wherever they went—just like Leon’s own obsession with God from the moment he discovered his holy power.


  It was the same with this young knight. His entire existence was devoted to proving his worth, and that was why he despised Leon for betraying God.


  It seemed that weak humans could not survive without dedicating themselves to something—


  be it dreams, family, money, or glory.


  Leon’s unwavering stride halted before the final chamber where the woman awaited. This particular room, normally reserved for high-ranking priests who had fallen from grace, was surprisingly decent for being situated within the notorious Black Corridor.


  The Black Corridor—where heretics and criminals were purified—wasn’t merely a prison but rather a fragment of hell itself. Even boys training to become paladins were occasionally sent there for periods of spiritual repentance, which explained why neither Leon nor Oscar showed particular discomfort. The more one listened to others’ suffering, the more unbearable it became. They had learned early on how to deafen themselves to such sounds.


  The hinges creaked as they opened when Leon inserted the key into the door.


  The chamber lay eerily silent. Save for the rounded bulge beneath the blankets, it appeared utterly abandoned.


  As Leon approached the bed, Oscar followed him inside and closed the door behind them.


  Leon settled himself upon the hard mattress and reached toward the subtly trembling blanket. The muffled breathing beneath grew increasingly rapid. Just before his fingertips made contact, the coverings were violently cast aside.


  Red eyes flashed like lightning in the dimness.


  Eyes like a Bahamut’s, Leon thought, before correcting himself. No, not “like” one. She is a Bahamut now.


  A finely-crafted blade darted forth, halting mere inches from Leon’s unprotected chest. The sword had sliced clean through the blanket, sending white feathers drifting through the air. Leon didn’t so much as flinch, while Veronica’s widened pupils betrayed her shock as recognition dawned.


  Relief, joy, and bitter resentment—Leon read each emotion flashing across her face. When he calmly grasped the wavering blade between his fingers, Veronica relinquished her grip with a startled gasp.


  “I thought you were—” she stammered, red eyes wide. “Don’t grab it! It’s dangerous!”


  “What’s dangerous is your attitude,” Leon chided, “surrendering your weapon the moment it’s caught.”


  Leon slid the confiscated blade beneath the bed before shifting his gaze to the side.


  “I wasn’t aware I’d been assigned a personal guard.”


  Following his gaze, Veronica startled upon noticing the knight who had silently approached the bedside.


  Despite his youthful features, the knight with the curly chestnut-colored hair exuded a chilling presence. His glacial expression and half-drawn sword radiated lethal intent.


  “I’ve been meaning to inquire,” Oscar began, sliding his partially drawn blade back into its sheath, “why does the Corrupted possess a weapon?”


  Only then did Veronica realize this was the helmeted knight who had escorted them earlier outside the city walls.


  “Because I gave it to her,” Leon replied casually.


  “Sir Berg.”


  “Doesn’t that title feel strange on your tongue?” Leon said, smiling tauntingly. “That’s why I deliberately avoid using it myself.”


  Leon’s expression darkened as he delivered his next command.


  “Wait outside.”


  It was unmistakably a dismissal. Though Leon’s lips curved upward in apparent nonchalance, his posture betrayed the deadly vigilance of a predator guarding its territory.


  Oscar appeared momentarily taken aback by Leon’s defensive stance. The Leon Berg he knew—or had heard about—was indifferent to all creation save God Himself. He wasn’t one to bare his fangs merely because someone had drawn steel against a Corrupted.


  “I apologize for any misunderstanding,” Veronica interjected diplomatically. “The door was locked from the outside, and I heard disturbing sounds beyond that made me scared of dangerous intruders.”


  Oscar scrutinized her with thinly veiled suspicion, his gaze traveling over her modest gray habit. The woman barely reached Leon’s shoulder and appeared utterly unremarkable—harmless, even—save for those unnatural red eyes that clashed with her hair.


  “…I will wait outside,” he finally conceded with evident reluctance.


  Oscar departed with a precisely executed bow and measured footsteps. As he turned to close the door, his final glimpse captured the pair seated upon the bed’s edge. They gazed only at each other, their expressions revealing they had already forgotten his existence entirely.


  The narrowing gap of the door framed them for one final moment before erasing the image like a half-remembered dream. With a bang, the warm golden light was sealed away.


  * * *


  “You took longer than I expected,” Veronica said, breaking the silence between them.


  A comforting warmth now permeated the once-sterile chamber, and the room now felt inexplicably complete with Leon’s mere arrival.


  “I had various matters to attend to,” Leon replied. “As you know, I left quite a bit behind in Asseldorf.”


  As he spoke, Veronica noticed his hair remained damp, plastered against his scalp. Unlike his typically disheveled appearance, the subdued locks lent him an almost boyish vulnerability.


  She found herself imagining what it would have been like to grow up with someone like Leon as a friend. He had likely been an arrogant, shameless, mischievous boy. Girls would have pretended to dislike his playful nature, but none would have truly hated him. Rather, they might have secretly liked him.


  “I commissioned some new armor and had dinner before returning,” Leon continued. “What about you? How was the Papal Office’s hospitality?”


  “They served me meat pie,” Veronica replied. “And for dessert—oh, they gave me honeycomb.”


  “Honeycomb? How extravagant. And unfortunate, too, for the bees who lost their homes. Back in my day, the Papal Office was notorious for its modest meals.”


  “You sound like an old man,” Veronica teased.


  Leon’s warm laughter filled the chamber, dissolving the awkwardness that had lingered between them ever since leaving the wilderness. He had returned to his customary relaxed demeanor as if nothing had happened.


  Curiously, he made no mention of the torture chambers he must have passed en route to her room, nor acknowledged the door he had unlocked. The burden of broaching that subject, it seemed, would fall to her.


  “I thought you weren’t coming back,” she admitted.


  “Why would you think that?” 


  “I thought you were angry with me because of what happened at the Grand Temple.”


  The smile gradually vanished from Leon’s lips as his fingers tensed against the bedsheets. Veronica held his piercing gaze steadfastly, refusing to look away.


  “That’s why everything has felt so strained since dawn,” she continued. “To be fair, you didn’t torment me or raise your voice against me, but…”


  Initially, she had waited with naïve optimism. But when her first visitor after half a day of confinement had turned out to be dinner delivered through a small hatch in the door, doubt had crept into her heart. The memory of how he had refused to meet her gaze was etched painfully into her mind. Even blood relatives could grow completely indifferent to one another—what hope did she have as a mere traveling companion?


  Calling her a “conspicuous companion,” the uncertainty of gaining entry into the city, the knowing expression of the knight who had escorted them, and that ominously locked door…


  Veronica was no fool. A child raised constantly reading the moods of others inevitably becomes a perceptive adult. If she hadn’t considered the possibility that Leon had delivered her, a Corrupted, directly into the Papal Office’s clutches, she truly would have been naïve.


  I’m not sad, she told herself firmly. Really, I’m not. I only curled up beneath the blankets because this room is so cold and lonely.


  In her mind, she once again stood alone before the ashes of Bayern, shivering against the winter winds that swept across the snow-covered wasteland of her former home.


  “Why would I be angry with you?” Leon broke his silence at last.


  At his question, Veronica recalled the expression he had worn at the Great Temple—that unforgettable face with its endlessly cold and empty depths.


  “Why? Because I glimpsed behind your mask.”


  “My mask?”


  “Or you could call it pretense or a front or whatever you want. I can’t quite explain it, but I know what it is. And I also know that anyone who wears such masks fears having their true self discovered.”


  Leon picked up a feather that had fallen onto the bed and remained silent, contemplating her words. Only the fierce crackling of the hearth filled the silence between them. The quiet only broke when an increasingly anxious Veronica finally spoke again.


  “Did I cross a line by saying that? If that’s what’s frightened you—”


  “No.”


  Leon cut her off and dropped the white feather onto the floor, letting it settle by his feet like a fragment of an angel’s wing. When he looked up again, his handsome face revealed not a hint of emotion.


  “I was never angry. What you said is something to be grateful for, logically speaking. No one has ever offered to cry for me before.”


  Leon rose slowly, approached the bedside, and lifted a bottle of wine from the side table.


  Something to be grateful for, he said. Veronica turned those words over in her mind, dazed. It surprised her that there were still firsts for him. It made her happy, too. It seemed she had left at least one lasting mark on his soul.


  Watching him examine the label on the battle, she asked, “Then why did you leave me here?”


  “According to the Papal Office, there’s no place with security more impenetrable than this.”


  “For my sake, you mean? But you’re not staying here yourself.”


  “Starting tomorrow, I’ll begin combing the Blasen Mountains. I can’t take you with me on that search.”


  His tone was so resolute it could only be called a command. Hearing this, Veronica realized that he didn’t think of her as a companion after all. To him, she wasn’t even an adult worth discussing his plans with—even after traversing that mystical wilderness together, and she opened her heart to him so completely.


  When Veronica thought about how anxiously she had waited for him all day, a wave of melancholy washed over her.


  But just as she was gathering her arguments, Leon added, as if suddenly remembering something, “But I should attend to necessary matters before I depart.”


  Before she could fully comprehend his meaning, he set down the wine and tilted her chin upward.


  Oh, that’s what he meant.


  As the shadow of the man looking down at her like a deity enveloped her, all the words she had been about to say vanished from her mind.


  Veronica finally realized why he had come to see her, albeit late. It wasn’t to free her from this place, but to delay any potential outburst of her Bahamut’s power for as long as possible before he left the city tomorrow. That was all.


  “But from what we’ve seen so far, the outbursts always seem to trigger the hallucinations. Is it all right for you if I don’t experience any visions?”


  “I’ve had the same thought, but for now, those are my orders.”


  Leon answered as if discussing someone else’s predicament. Perhaps thinking it was too awkward to bend over, he sat down beside her on the bed. As his broad shoulders blocked the fireplace across from them, Veronica closed her eyes in the sudden darkness.


  She hadn’t felt this way in a while, but now she suddenly felt utterly wretched—she hated having to depend on someone else for her very existence, and being unable to refuse even when given commands like some pet.


  She felt the light sensation of lips meeting and parting. As his firm hand cradled her cheek before sliding to her nape, Veronica could feel his touch persistently caressing the spot where her wound had been.


  He had wounded her, waited for her to heal, and now that she was restored to normal, he was preparing to leave without a backward glance. She would soon be alone again. Without him, it’d feel like being stranded on a desolate field of snow, fighting a losing battle to keep herself from scattering into nothing.


  “…Don’t leave me.”


  She couldn’t stop those words from escaping her the moment their lips parted. Breathing heavily, she barely managed to meet his gaze.


  “Don’t go.” After a brief pause, she added, “If you do, you’re a liar. You once told me I was absolutely essential to you.”


  Leon remained perfectly still, his head tilted, piercing her with his stare. Just then, a thudding sound echoed from the wall beside the bed, startling Veronica and making her clutch her garments tighter. She buried her face against Leon’s chest like a child seeking comfort.


  “Can’t you stay with me, just for tonight?”


  It was almost an unconscious movement rather than a calculated action—the result of countless nights when she had burrowed against him whenever nightmares had haunted her sleep.


  What had the wilderness done to them?


  Some scholars claimed that in the wilderness, even time flowed in strange patterns—that in certain places, years or even decades might repeat without one ever noticing.


  Perhaps they had spent decades there together, huddled against the bitter cold, relying on each other’s warmth for survival.


  Or perhaps it was a time that had been lost forever, that no one but God could remember.


  Leon, who had been about to embrace her without thinking, hesitated above her slender shoulders and stared down at his own empty hands.


  There was nothing there. No matter how hard he tried to hold on to those memories together, only an empty, fractured world would remain when he opened his palm again. Everything that had happened between them was destined to slip through his fingers and dissolve into nothingness.


  “I’m not asking you to stay the entire night. A request like that would be too… I mean, not that I think you’d do anything, but…”


  Leon stared blankly at his empty hands before lowering his gaze to her flushed face.


  He found it darkly amusing how his body reacted the moment their eyes met. Even as she prattled on about the sounds from the corridor or how dreadful the room was, Leon was thinking about the soft curves he could feel through their touching garments. The intense impulse surging within him was damnably sadistic and primal.


  Holy power healed through the exchange of breath and bodily fluids. This form of treatment was forbidden because the act of giving and receiving affected the physical bodies too much.


  Of all things, the desire Leon had learned was a Bahamut’s reproductive urge. Every time they touched like this, urges more monstrous than human surged within him. He wanted to draw from her throat a scream more beautiful than a hymn’s melody, and he longed to suppress, grasp, and forcefully claim her. He desired to make her moan his name in her sleep, not another man’s.


  I’ve completely lost my mind.


  “The bed is too narrow for my liking.”


  When he finally cut off her rambling words, Veronica recoiled and objected, “Who said anything about sharing a bed? I just want you nearby—just for tonight.”


  “But you just begged me not to leave you.”


  “That was… I meant don’t abandon me here like this.”


  “I won’t leave.” Leon wiped the moisture from her lips with his thumb and continued, “Next time, I’ll take you with me. So just stay here until then.”


  The lie was kind. Well, since it was a lie, it had to be kind at least.


  “Wait obediently and listen to the priests.”


  “Please stop treating me like some child.”


  “How should I treat you then?”


  Veronica’s lips twitched, and whatever answer she contemplated made her face flush crimson all the way to her hairline. The blush was so intense that she looked like she would start steaming.


  “You wouldn’t even need a brazier to boil tea with,” he teased, placing his hand on her forehead.


  Veronica shook it off and buried her face in the blanket. Leon chuckled, covering his mouth with his fist, and brushed back the hair that kept falling forward on his forehead. He thought he understood what she meant by a “mask.”


  Perhaps this was his mask now. And his physical need was also a mask—his desire to embrace the woman was an act devoid of any deeper meaning.


  Leon felt no love, devotion, or responsibility toward her. He only felt some measure of pity and a consuming desire. In the end, she was meaningless to him—just one human who must die to save 400 million. Even if she were withered, bruised, and shattered into pieces in the process, his choice would not waver. If one feared trampling on flowers, one could never take a step at all.


  The woman would be devastated if she learned the truth. Though she claimed she couldn’t cry, she might actually shed tears then.


  It didn’t matter. Even if he knew that a fire would destroy everything in the future, he could still choose to water the plants today—to keep them alive until the inevitable end.


  Veronica, who had buried her face in the blanket to cool her burning cheeks, peeked out with just her eyes when Leon reached for the wine bottle on the side table.


  “That’s mine. It was served with my meal.”


  “You’re not drinking it anyway. Just hand it over to me,” Leon said nonchalantly as he uncorked the bottle. Veronica furrowed her brow.


  “Aren’t you venturing to the Blasen Mountains tomorrow? Shouldn’t you go with the clearest mind possible?”


  “The mountain air is so clear it won’t be an issue.”


  Leon continued his jesting, but Veronica didn’t laugh. Instead, she reached out as if to snatch the wine away. Of course, Leon’s reflexes were quicker as he dodged, but the difference in arm length made it an unfair contest from the start.


  As Leon held the bottle high with his left hand, Veronica, after several failed attempts, suddenly wore an expression of pure irritation. It was at that moment that she climbed atop him and reached for the bottle.


  Finally, she caught it—though in a position too provocative to simply push away. Leon leaned back on his hand on the bed and tilted his head to look up at the woman. Or more precisely, he was only staring at those eyes of divine power—those bewitching crimson eyes that could enchant anyone.


  “…I’ll return it to you if you agree to stay with me tonight.”


  She had been so embarrassed just moments ago, but now she had forgotten all propriety and was making demands without hesitation. It was because she completely trusted that he wouldn’t lay a finger on her even if they spent the night together.


  Leon replied with his lips curling up, “Why should I? If you’re frightened, just cover yourself with the blanket like before.”


  The woman trusted him too much. It was clear that the time had truly come to sever their connection.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. My hand slipped.”


  Just then, the sweet aroma of wine wafted through the air as it soaked his newly donned white tunic. The liquid that fell from the narrow bottle neck seeped into the garment, sticky and thick like blood.


  “You can’t leave like this, and it’s too late to request new garments. I suppose you’ll have to wash up and sleep here before departing,” Veronica said slyly as she sprang up and picked up a neatly folded white handkerchief from the side table.


  Leon glanced at the stain spreading across his abdomen and trousers and let out a wry laugh.


  “See? No matter what you say, you’re the one who’s angry.”


  She had paid him back for leaving her here all day. Veronica never did like to lose, after all.


  * * *


  Leon dismissed Oscar with a curt explanation that his business was going to take longer than he expected. The moment Oscar left, Leon strode directly to the bathroom to wash away the sticky liquid. The chamber lay in perfect darkness, with not a single candle lit to pierce the gloom. He propped his sword against the wall, stripped off his garments, and managed to coax water from the ancient pipes after several fumbling attempts.


  The underground spring water struck his bare flesh like a sheet of ice. Had he gone to the town inn as planned, he could have had a steaming bath even at this late hour. But Leon had no intention of returning there tonight.


  



  “Don’t go.”


  “Liar. You once told me I was essential to you.”


  



  The woman had repeatedly struck at his most vulnerable point, as though she’d mapped his weaknesses with deliberate precision. She had peered through the walls he’d built, seeing the trembling boy hidden within.


  She should never have told him, “Don’t go.” On the night they first met, she had begged him with those desperate words. Perhaps he’d known from that moment that hearing those words again would sever something inside him.


  That fragile strand, like a fraying nerve, had worn thin throughout their journey across the wilderness, until it finally snapped to reveal a phantom image..


  It was a memory that had haunted him for over twenty years: his mother’s retreating silhouette, and himself, a small boy clutching at her skirts. Through vision blurred with tears, he watched the woman vanish into the distance, never once looking back.


  The memory fell like a stone into still water, creating ripples that disturbed his very core.


  Don’t go. Please don’t go. I’m begging you. Don’t leave me.


  His tiny body, struggling to follow her, got yanked backward by an unyielding force. He turned to find a stranger with a cold, unfamiliar face.


  Reaching for a towel, he accidentally grabbed the handkerchief the woman had given him instead. Like a quack who offered their patient a remedy after making them sick in the first place, the woman had spilled wine on him and then wiped it off with her own handkerchief afterward. Leon stared at it, motionless in a darkness that mirrored the abyss within him. Though he could not see it, he felt the texture of the cloth against his skin. How long did he stand there like that?


  Giving in to an impulse, he slowly reached his hand downward. The sound of flowing water grew louder. Leon pressed his back against the hard, unforgiving wall and tilted his head back, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing as his muscles coiled with tension.


  He knew precisely what base act he was about to commit. This was something he had never resorted to even in his late teens, when desire ran hottest through young men’s veins. Even when his needs had built to a breaking point and found release in dreams, there had never been a specific object of his desire.


  But now she waited just beyond the door, with only a single barrier between them.


  His strong hand began to move in the darkness. With each strangled gasp, his tendons and veins stood out in stark relief. For what seemed an eternity, nothing could be heard in the confined space except desperate, drowning breaths.


  With a guttural moan, the evidence of his original sin finally spilled forth—against the wall, the mirror, and upon the holy sword positioned like a crucifix as well.


  Guilt and the crushing weight of sacrilege crashed over him.


  Breathing in the primal scent of his own lust, Leon erupted into laughter like a man possessed. The cloth slipped from his limp fingers, and water droplets slithered down the wall.


  * * *


  After cleansing himself, Leon dragged a heavy armchair to the bedside and dropped himself into it. Veronica, nestled beneath the covers, giggled at his brooding expression as he settled himself with his chin propped on his hand.


  “Are you really planning to spend the night there?” she teased.


  “Have you finally realized how selfish your request is?”


  “Not at all. I was about to request a bedtime story next,” Veronica replied, her voice lilting with playfulness.


  Curled on her side, she couldn’t contain her bubbling laughter as she pulled the blanket to the tip of her nose.


  Merely receiving his promise that they would venture out together next time had lifted her spirits immeasurably, causing the frightening sounds from the other rooms to retreat into the distant shadows of her mind.


  Given their situation, Leon clearly had no intention of lying beside her as he had done in the wilderness. Yet he would remain with her through the night. The thought that she might hold some small importance to him filled her with warmth—even if it was just for tonight.


  “Oh, there’s something else you can give me besides a bedtime story.”


  “I’d rather just tell you a story without asking you what it is.”


  “Before you leave, can you teach me how to wield a sword properly?”


  Veronica threw back the covers and sprang up, retrieving the sheathed blade she’d placed beside the bed. Leon remained seated, his expression impassive as he observed her eager stance.


  “Are you going to lecture me about strength again? I’ve been carrying it around faithfully as you instructed,” she continued, her words tumbling out rapidly. “But we don’t have much time, and I can’t simply wait until my muscles develop sufficiently. So—”


  “Draw it,” Leon interrupted.


  “…What?”


  “I said, draw the blade and hold it,” he repeated, slowly lowering the arm that had been supporting his chin.


  Veronica’s eyes widened into perfect circles of astonishment. “You’re actually going to teach me?”


  “Take it or leave it,” Leon shrugged.


  After a moment of stunned silence, Veronica’s face bloomed into a radiant smile. Leon drank in the sight, his eyes never leaving her face.


  Her smile unfurled like a crimson peony. When genuine joy touched her, her entire countenance transformed; the corners of her eyes softened into gentle crescents, her ruby lips curved upward, and her eyes glowed with an enchanting luminescence.


  Fearing he might reconsider, Veronica hastily rose from the bed and unsheathed the sword. Gripping the hilt with both hands, she handled it with noticeably more confidence than before—the result of carrying the weapon daily. Leon rose slowly, his trained eye assessing her stance with professional scrutiny.


  “Is this correct? Am I holding it properly?” she asked.


  “If you were nobility, I might consider it passable.”


  “So I’m doing well?” Veronica’s voice lifted hopefully.


  “Hardly. Even the marketplace butchers would laugh at you.”


  As Veronica narrowed her eyes in annoyance, Leon stepped forward, adjusting her bent posture and repositioning her overextended elbows.


  “If you’re not merely playing at being a warrior but someone whose life truly depends on their blade, understand first that there’s no single correct grip.”


  “There’s no fixed method?” Veronica asked, confused.


  “The way you hold your sword isn’t static—it must continuously adapt,” Leon explained. “Like flowing water, it changes constantly depending on how you strike.”


  Flowing water.


  Veronica grasped the concept immediately, her dancer’s mind making the connection. Just as dance required a sequence of movements flowing together to create art, swordsmanship was not a series of points but a continuous line.


  “Then I suppose mastering this in a single night would be impossible.”


  “I’m more surprised you believed it could be learned so quickly,” Leon said. “Don’t fret. There are still fundamentals I can teach you, like distinguishing between striking with the front edge versus the back edge. Dance has its basic positions too, doesn’t it?”


  “Where exactly is the front edge? And the back?”


  Faced with such an elementary question, Leon began to speak, then pressed his lips together. With a skeptical tone, he asked, “I need to start with that?”


  “I think I can tell, but it’s important to be precise when learning something new,” Veronica defended herself shamelessly.


  Leon regarded her with an expressionless face. “Based on your intuition, where would you say the front edge is?”


  “The upper part of the blade… No, the lower… Upper?” she ventured, watching his face for clues.


  As she continued changing her answer while monitoring his reaction, Leon dragged his hand down his face in exasperation. Veronica looked up at his tense jawline and pouted.


  “Don’t laugh at me.”


  “I’m not laughing.”


  “I can tell you’re holding it in. I guarantee you, if you attempted to learn the Baila step, you’d make me look graceful by comparison.”


  “What is that?”


  “I’m not telling you,” she replied with smug satisfaction.


  While they bantered, Leon suddenly grasped the upper portion of the blade with his bare hand. Veronica gasped in horror.


  “Why do you keep grabbing the sword like that? You’ll slice your fingers to ribbons!”


  “This is the front edge,” Leon continued calmly, ignoring her outburst. “The back edge is the lower section nearest your hand. Typically, you employ the front edge when striking distant enemies, and the back edge in close combat. This much is obvious, but somehow I feel compelled to explain even this elementary concept.”


  When Leon removed his hand after finishing his explanation, Veronica immediately scrutinized his palm for injuries. She let her tense shoulders relax only after confirming there wasn’t even the slightest nick, let alone blood. That momentary relief vanished when he stepped behind her, his body enveloping hers as he adjusted her grip.


  “This is the stance for striking from a distance.”


  Her slender fingers spread to embrace the guard. Standing behind her, Leon covered her hands with his own and raised the sword, guiding her through a slow, deliberate arc through the air. She should be memorizing the movements and sensations, but the heat of his chest against her back and his hands upon hers were stealing every rational thought.


  “Now try it alone,” he commanded, stepping back and breaking the spell.


  Veronica inhaled deeply. She relaxed her hands, reset her posture, then gripped the sword anew and executed a clean, precise cut through the air. Leon’s expression shifted subtly, surprise flickering across his features.


  She repeated the movement several times before Leon raised his hand to halt her. Then he began methodically adjusting each finger’s position, finally moving her thumb to rest against the flat of the blade. It created an unusual posture where, if she raised the sword, the blade would shield her face. His voice resonated in her ear with crystal clarity.


  “This is the grip for close-quarters combat.”


  The contrast between the two stances was striking. Veronica committed them to memory through sight and touch. With eyes alight with determination, she alternated between the two positions. The difference was remarkable—using the proper technique allowed the blade to extend with a fluid precision that used far less strength than her previous clumsy attempts.


  “I’m excelling at this, aren’t I?” she asked breathlessly, peering up at him through dark lashes. “Don’t you think I possess some natural talent?”


  Leon assessed her without so much as a twitch of his eyebrow. “Your background in dance serves you well. An ordinary citizen is no match for you at all. An adversary who alternates between front and back edge strikes with such precision? To be honest, I wouldn’t want to face such an opponent either.”


  He made it sound so much like genuine praise that it irritated her even more.


  As Veronica narrowed her eyes and lowered her sword arm, Leon added, “But remember this—in actual combat, forget these precise grips. When a Bahamut comes at you, discard all technique and strike however you can. Just make sure you pierce its heart. If you’re not fast or accurate enough, you’ll end up dead. Those abominations can regenerate their limbs multiple times without faltering.”


  “How do I know where its heart is?” Veronica questioned.


  “Where do you think it might be?”


  “The crimson eye?” she ventured. “Though that seems foolish—parading about with such an obvious vulnerability exposed.”


  “And humans are different?” Leon’s lips curled into a sardonic half-smile. “Commit this to memory—even the mightiest giant can’t walk around with half of his skull crushed in.”


  “How contradictory,” Veronica observed, “that the man who knows this wanders around without a helmet to protect his own head.”


  After that brief conversation, their practice resumed with renewed intensity. Having mastered various dance forms, Veronica understood that some skills had to be embedded in the body’s memory—not merely understood by the mind—so they would emerge instinctively when danger struck.


  Before long, perspiration glistened on her skin, and her arms felt leaden with exertion. Yet exhilaration coursed through her veins as Veronica continued to move with the fluid grace of a dancer.


  In that timeless chamber where day and night held no meaning, the crackling hearth and the sword’s whispered song through the air created their own intimate universe.


  Sometimes, memories were woven together with hidden layers, and what the eyes could see didn’t tell the whole story.


  When she finally turned, breathing heavily from exertion, she found Leon’s gaze fixed upon her. An inexplicable shiver cascaded down her spine, spreading through her entire body like wildfire. For some reason, she knew she would remember this moment for a long time.


  At that precise instant, the midnight bell began to toll, its ominous resonance permeating the damp underground chambers. The foreboding sound marked the changing of the guards and the torturers.


  Leon abruptly averted his gaze, the spell between them broken.


  * * *


  Veronica woke up to loud ringing sounds.


  It’s that damned bell again. Didn’t it just ring?


  Veronica burrowed deeper into her pillow, squeezing her eyes shut against the intrusion. She definitely remembered hearing that sound earlier when she’d locked eyes with Leon. He’d mentioned something about it tolling every twelve hours, but she’d been too focused on her training to care. She’d swung her sword until sweat had soaked through her tunic, forcing her to bathe again.


  And after that… wait.


  Veronica’s eyes flew open. She bolted upright, the room swimming around her. After she’d collapsed onto the bed, she must have gone to sleep immediately. The windowless chamber remained exactly as dark as it had been yesterday, offering no hint whether it was day or night.


  But the chair beside her bed stood empty. Leon was gone. The bell hadn’t been announcing midnight but noon.


  While she sat there disoriented, someone pounded on the door, making her jolt. Instead of answering, Veronica’s hand flew to her sword, grabbing its hilt and drawing it closer to her. The lock clicked, and the door swung open.


  Heavy footfalls echoed against stone.


  Veronica narrowed her eyes at the figure entering her chamber, her lips thinning with suspicion. It was the young knight from yesterday. Brown curls framed a face with dark emerald eyes that swept the chamber with cold indifference as he balanced a silver tray in his hands.


  “Refusing meals will result in punishment. I suggest you eat, even if you must force it down,” he stated flatly.


  Veronica stared at him, unable to comprehend his words, as the man strode in with military precision and set the tray on the table. When he removed the polished silver dome, it revealed a chunk of black bread alongside a bowl of cold carrot soup.


  “…Was this my breakfast?” Veronica asked. “I didn’t refuse anything—I just woke up.”


  “The wardens have no way of knowing that. All they can see is that your meal remains untouched at your door.”


  “Is that what you came here to say?” she asked while hastily smoothing her rumpled clothes and combing her tangled hair with her fingers.


  Even the briefest touch confirmed what a disaster it was. Having slept with wet hair, she looked like she’d spent the night racing through mountain forests.


  “I’ve been assigned as your guard at Sir Berg’s personal request, and with His Holiness’s permission.”


  “I wasn’t aware prisoners required personal guards,” Veronica replied, her tone dripping with sarcasm.


  The implication was clear—this wasn’t protection but surveillance. The man, having deposited the tray, returned to his post by the door without acknowledging her barb. After studying his porcelain-perfect face intently, Veronica finally sighed and dragged the chair from beside her bed to the table for her meal.


  The cold carrot soup tasted bland, and the black bread could have served as a weapon. Every muscle from her arms to her shoulders and across her back screamed in protest. But physical discomfort and tasteless food weren’t good enough reasons to be picky about her food anymore. She had a purpose now, and a companion who would return. She would forge herself into a warrior capable of facing a Bahamut—strong enough to become a savior herself, instead of always waiting to be saved by someone else.


  This was nothing like the aftermath of Bayern’s destruction. Back then, she had been utterly alone, but now she had someone.


  Leon had left, but he hadn’t abandoned her. That must be why he’d spent the night here before departing—to reassure her of that.


  I have a companion now. I’m not alone.


  Veronica finished the soup without complaint, scraping the bowl clean before pushing the dish through the narrow door slot barely wide enough for a cat to squeeze through. After washing up, she threw herself into practicing the movements Leon had taught her yesterday. Human memory—both muscle and mind—was treacherously unreliable without constant repetition.


  Without repeated practice, everything would fade away. Just like she had nearly forgotten the cruel way Leon had treated her at first.


  He must have reached Blasen by now.


  The tip of her sword, which had just carved a graceful arc through the air, wavered momentarily as her mind drifted to the breeding she’d seen in her vision. In that instant of lost focus, her eyes met those of the knight who was watching her, his brows knitted in disapproval.


  “…What?” she challenged. “Is my form wrong?”


  The knight’s silence spoke volumes. Every rigid line of his body radiated his hatred of her.


  Veronica shrugged and was about to continue when her gaze caught on the scabbard at the knight’s waist.


  It reminded her that he was a full-fledged knight, a paladin who had been training with a blade since he was barely seven years old.


  Leon would be scouting Blasen for days. Veronica had no choice but to repeat the basic movements she’d learned within these four walls. Her arms would certainly develop muscle, but…


  “I just realized you’ll be looking after me for days, but I haven’t even properly introduced myself,” Veronica said, lowering her sword and approaching him with an extended hand and a friendly smile. “I’m Veronica Schwarzwald.”


  It felt strange to be making formal introductions, something she hadn’t even done with Leon. The man’s eyes flicked down to her outstretched hand before he reluctantly muttered his name.


  “Oscar Berg.”


  Berg.


  It was the surname bestowed upon children in Kaisenmier who weren’t acknowledged by their fathers.


  Veronica hesitated for a heartbeat, then quickly recovered as if nothing had happened, her smile brightening as she awkwardly withdrew her hand. Then she pressed forward with her true purpose.


  “Isn’t it tedious just standing there like a statue?”


  “I’m perfectly content.”


  “I figured you’d say that,” she replied, undeterred. “But perhaps you could help me with something?”


  Her voice was filled with cheerful persistence, despite his answer. This was a skill she’d learned by observing Leon throughout their travel—the ability to get something through sheer bold insistence.


  “I’d appreciate any advice you can give me. I just want to learn proper swordsmanship.”


  Oscar didn’t answer at once, staring at her mutely.


  “If you don’t want to be my teacher, then consider it like entertaining a child. You can be my practice partner—even though I only just learned how to hold a sword yesterday.”


  Veronica was chattering away without much thought when she noticed Oscar’s expression transform completely, his features hardening into stone. She snapped her mouth shut. When Oscar spoke again, his previously monotone voice had dropped to a dangerous growl.


  “Yesterday? Do you mean he taught you how to use that sword?” he demanded.


  The disgust in his voice was palpable.


  Should she not have mentioned that? A flutter of anxiety seized Veronica’s chest at the thought that she might have caused trouble for Leon. But she knew that trying to claim she’d lied now would be absurd, so she answered carefully.


  “As I said, just the basics of how to hold it properly.”


  “But you’re a woman, and not even a true believer.”


  “I won’t deny being a woman,” Veronica replied, “but I am a believer.”


  “You are no believer,” Oscar’s voice cut like a blade. “How could someone with true faith become a Corrupted?”


  Veronica felt the words die in her throat. What was this man saying?


  “You sold your faith to the devil, which is why your mind was corrupted. Those with genuine devotion cannot be invaded by such darkness.”


  Oscar’s contemptuous gaze bore directly into Veronica’s crimson eyes. Never in her life had anyone looked at her with such naked hatred. She felt lower than the filth beneath a beggar’s boots.


  “…Is that the church’s official position?” she asked quietly.


  “Am I mistaken? If not for Sir Berg’s intervention, you would have been dragged before the Inquisition immediately. If you were truly faithful, the Bahamut might have granted you a merciful death instead of claiming you as its unholy offspring.”


  His logic had a certain twisted plausibility. In truth, Veronica had thought about this very question herself while traversing the wilderness.


  Very few of the Bahamuts’ victims became corrupted. So what made them different from those who simply died? Why had the Bahamut chosen to transform her rather than simply end her life?


  Veronica couldn’t claim certainty about God’s existence. The depths of hell and the paradise of the heavens that the church preached were phrases she only invoked when exclaiming or cursing. Holy power didn’t course through her veins, and the countless divine miracles were merely historical footnotes to her. Yet…


  “If what you say is true, then a Bahamut must possess keener discernment than your inquisitors. Maybe you should get a Bahamut to become the Papal Office’s chief interrogator.”


  His hostility made no sense. Veronica sensed that Oscar was simply furious about the fact that Leon had taught her how to wield a sword.


  She noticed his hand creep toward the hilt of his weapon.


  “Do not blaspheme against the Papal Office,” he hissed.


  “You were the one who blasphemed first,” she countered.


  A silence sharp enough to draw blood hung between them. After glaring at each other intensely for a while, Veronica was the first to yield ground.


  By the abyssal depths! Trying to talk to this man was clearly my mistake.


  Memories flooded back of her childhood self, drawing magnificent knights of the Holy Order in the dirt with a stick. Now she wanted to scrub away every childish sketch of valiant knights astride their white horses.


  What a suffocating brotherhood of narrow minds.


  And one more thing—what is his problem with me being a woman anyway?


  Gritting her teeth as better retorts surfaced too late in her mind, she simply continued practicing with her blade. Her only consolation was that the chamber was big enough to practice with a longsword. She would train until mealtime, eat whatever slop they provided, then train again until exhaustion claimed her.


  She had learned only two basic movements, but that was fine. With dance, repeating the same fundamentals for a week straight still yielded improvement. Swordsmanship, she reasoned, couldn’t be so different.


  Oscar remained by the door like a statue, watching her swing her sword from dawn till dusk despite what must have been mind-numbing boredom and physical discomfort. She couldn’t help but marvel at his stubborn determination.


  They didn’t exchange another word after that confrontation—not the next day when Veronica’s fingers developed raw blisters, or even the following day when her grip slipped past the crossguard and the blade sliced into her flesh.


  By then, Leon still hadn’t returned from his reconnaissance mission in the Blasen Mountains. But on the afternoon of the third day, unexpected visitors arrived instead.


  * * *


  At the sound of someone knocking at her door, Veronica tilted her head curiously and lowered her aching arm. She had only just sent back her lunch tray, and anyone who had reason to be here was already present. Oscar seemed equally perplexed as he frowned and turned toward the door. Then, from beyond the threshold, an elderly priest’s solemn voice resonated with authority.


  “Open the door. His Holiness the Pope and Commander Mecklenburg request entry.”


  The weight of those names pressed down on her like boulders. Both Veronica and Oscar froze in place, momentarily stunned.


  The Pope himself? No, did he say Knight Commander Mecklenburg?


  Although the Pope seemed as distant and untouchable as any mythical figure, Veronica found herself more fixated on the second visitor.


  Albrecht Mecklenburg, commander of the Holy Knight Order, was a figure straight from legend. There wasn’t a child in the realm who grew up without hearing bedtime tales of his exploits.


  From epic battles against giants and rescuing the princess of Whiteland, to the fantastical story of capturing Elore, the flying fish… Though the line between truth and fiction remained blurry, the warrior who had earned his knighthood at fifteen and remained undefeated beyond his fiftieth year commanded the kind of respect reserved for legends.


  That was why Veronica stood rooted to the spot, utterly dumbfounded. She remained frozen with indecision even as Oscar snapped to attention and moved to open the door. Her mind raced with panic, realizing she had no idea how to properly receive such exalted nobility.


  She couldn’t begin to imagine how this unexpected meeting would twist the threads of her fate.
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  The tap of a staff against stone announced the arrival of the Pope himself and a towering knight in his fifties.


  Veronica hastily set her sword on the floor and stood at attention.


  Should I bow? Or kneel?


  She settled for an awkward half-bow, having never been schooled in court etiquette as a commoner.


  “Raise your eyes,” commanded a voice that rumbled like distant thunder.


  The Knight Commander approached her with measured steps. His shadow fell over her as Veronica lifted her face, tension evident in every line of her body.


  The man before her had features carved from winter ice—so sharp and cold they seemed inhuman. Though he embodied the quintessential knight’s physique—powerful and imposing—it was another detail that seized Veronica’s attention: his hair, though silvering at the temples, was unmistakably crimson.


  In fact, it was the same fiery red as Leon’s.


  Leon’s bitter words echoed in her memory:


  



  “She just wanted to catch my biological father’s attention. Since he was a renowned holy knight, she thought he might care for a child who’d grown closer to God.”


  



  Something clicked into place in her mind like a lock’s tumblers falling into position.


  No, it couldn’t possibly… and yet…


  



  “My father did show interest, after all. But of course, he was only interested in my holy power when he took me away.”


  



  A renowned holy knight who was well past fifty, with that distinctive crimson hair…


  Veronica’s eyes widened as realization struck.


  While the legendary Mecklenburg had many other names, one of Leon’s titles was the Red Knight—a name which stemmed directly from his uncommon flame-colored locks.


  This couldn’t be a coincidence. Looking closer, she saw an unmistakable resemblance—the same sharp jawline, the same piercing eyes.


  That cruel expression Leon sometimes wore was mirrored perfectly on the middle-aged man’s face.


  He stood before her rigidly, a man so unyielding he seemed carved from stone rather than born of flesh. If Oscar had shown contempt toward her these past days, the Knight Commander regarded her as an insect beneath notice—not even worthy of his disdain.


  “Indeed, she bears the mark of a Corrupted,” the commander pronounced clinically, breaking through Veronica’s stunned realization. “Her eyes are different from ordinary crimson eyes.”


  The Pope maintained a careful distance, his wrinkled face thrust forward like a turtle emerging from its shell.


  “I heard she was claimed by the first Bahamut,” the Pope remarked. “Do you observe anything unique about her compared to the other Corrupted?”


  “Nothing significant,” Mecklenburg replied. “Her retention of sanity is unusual, but that’s merely because holy power has replaced her life force.”


  As he spoke, Mecklenburg’s eyes narrowed to calculating slits. “But she does appear remarkably young. How old are you, girl?” he asked in a low voice.


  “Twenty, sir,” Veronica answered tensely.


  The Pope approached with the ominous click of his staff against stone. His eyes, sunken amid a sea of wrinkles, revealed only black pupils—two bottomless wells that sent a chill down her spine.


  “Twenty years…” he mused. “Yes, that sounds about right. Your mother must have carried you in her womb when she made the pilgrimage to the wilderness.”


  “Pardon?” The question escaped before Veronica could stop herself, even though she knew she was in no position to ask them anything. She quickly shut her mouth and lowered her gaze.


  To her surprise, the Pope released a kindly chuckle.


  “There’s no need to tremble, child. It’s a tale you’re entitled to know now. Tell me, do you know which souls become Corrupted?”


  Veronica flinched at the question. By coincidence, it was the very subject she and Oscar had argued about a few days ago. Thanks to him, she at least knew the church’s official position on the subject.


  She cast a furtive glance toward Oscar, who was standing silently behind the Pope, before answering.


  “Those lacking in faith?” she ventured cautiously.


  “And why do you believe this to be so?”


  “Because those whose faith wavers leave their souls vulnerable to demonic possession,” she said, then added, “Or so I’ve heard.”


  “A most exemplary answer,” the Pope praised with a satisfied smile.


  Despite his unexpectedly genial response, Veronica remained tense. Mecklenburg said nothing, only staring down at her with his inscrutable eyes.


  “But child,” the Pope continued, his voice warm like a kindly grandfather telling a bedtime story, “we have seen countless Corrupted over these past two years. Among them were priests whose devotion left even me in awe, and senile old women whose only joy was their daily prayers.”


  Veronica listened intently, her mind racing. Was he saying that corruption had nothing to do with faith, and that it was merely random chance?


  Just then, the Pope added, “However, they all shared one thing in common.”


  “A common thread?” Veronica couldn’t help but ask. “What is it?”


  “They all visited the wilderness twenty years ago, when the divine statue first lost its head.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened as she recalled the endless barren wasteland and the colossal divine statue they had seen just days ago.


  “Have your parents never spoken of this?”


  “My mother died when I was young, and my father never shared such stories.”


  “How unfortunate. He might have recounted the sacred pilgrimage to you.”


  Perhaps I did hear it once, Veronica thought. Only, I must have been too young to remember clearly. And Father avoided any mention of Mother after her death, as if her memory caused him physical pain.


  “Surely you’ve heard of the Prophecy of the Wilderness,” the Pope continued. “Twenty years ago, summer pilgrims discovered the divine statue beheaded within the Great Temple. After that dark day, the age of divine oracles ended, and people proclaimed that God Himself had perished.”


  Of course, the beheaded statue in the wilderness ranked among the most famous prophecies in history.


  The decapitated divine statue had been an unmistakable harbinger of doom. Worse still, priests who had previously channeled divine prophecies about continental events suddenly found themselves deaf to the celestial voice. It truly seemed as though God Himself had died.


  The Pope rebuilt the church’s authority through religious extremism. His inquisitions against heretics were infamous for their cruelty and violence. He had restored faith through terror.


  How many supposed heretics had been dragged screaming to the pyre over these twenty years?


  “The corrupted humans were the first witnesses of that headless statue,” the Pope revealed. “They were the pilgrims who journeyed to the wilderness that fateful summer. I stood among them, and the memory remains seared into my soul—the merciless sun beating down upon us, the suffocating heat of the golden wasteland. When I close my eyes, I can still hear the lamentations and desperate prayers that filled the temple.”


  If the Pope spoke the truth, then Veronica must have been there that day too—cradled within her mother’s womb.


  Her mother must have undertaken the pilgrimage while pregnant, seeking divine blessing for her unborn child.


  “Now, child.” The Pope’s voice grew silken with what sounded like kindness. “Do you understand why I’ve sought you out?”


  Despite all she had heard, Veronica still couldn’t figure out the true purpose behind his visit. She hesitated before shaking her head.


  The Pope’s smile didn’t waver, but something predatory flickered in his gaze.


  “I want to understand why these creatures preserve the witnesses of the statue. I wish to crack open their skulls and read the thoughts within. But the Corrupted inevitably perish before long—before we can decipher their incoherent ramblings.”


  Though his voice remained gentle, it couldn’t conceal the underlying current of fear.


  The Pope himself had stood among the witnesses in the wilderness. He lived in terror of the Bahamut that might one day come for him.


  Just as Veronica was reaching this conclusion, the Pope turned to the Knight Commander who had been standing in ominous silence. Without a word, Mecklenburg reached out and seized Veronica’s slender throat in his iron grip. All thoughts flew out of her shocked brain.


  His crushing grip constricted her windpipe. Choking, Veronica clawed desperately at his hands. But no matter how frantically she struggled or how painfully she gasped for breath, his grip remained unbroken.


  It hurts! No, no! Help me!


  At the edge of her fading vision, she glimpsed Oscar, his expression frozen in horror. The air around them rippled violently as if disturbed by unseen currents, tousling his hair. He placed his hand on his sword hilt and retreated a step, momentarily distracted by a water glass that tumbled from the table to the stone floor.


  She could feel it draining away—the holy power within her. Leon had once told her that holy power flowed like blood through the veins, but even blood made itself known when it poured out of a wound.


  Mecklenburg was forcibly extracting Leon’s holy power from her. Through tear-blurred vision, Veronica glared at each of their impassive faces. The reason Leon’s face filled her fading thoughts was entirely because of the knight choking the life from her—his father.


  Because they look alike. I’m only thinking of him because they look alike.


  No, actually…


  Her consciousness flickered like a candle in the wind before darkness claimed her completely.


  * * *


  Oscar choked on his own breath, unable to watch the murder unfolding before him.


  No, this wasn’t murder—it was purification. It was divine judgment upon one whose faith had faltered. That was what he had to believe, if only to banish the haunting image of the woman reaching out to him with her final strength.


  How long would it last? he wondered. Finally, he heard a dull thud as the woman collapsed to the floor.


  Contrary to his expectation of finding a corpse, she lay sprawled on the cold stone, chest heaving with labored breaths. The air around them still shimmered with unnatural energy. Mecklenburg, who had been observing her silently, unsheathed his blade.


  “Your Holiness, stand back,” he said.


  The Pope retreated within Oscar’s protective range. Oscar drew his own weapon, his gaze transfixed by the divine sword Genesis in the commander’s hand, its blade emanating an ethereal blue light.


  Legend held that the twin divine swords—Genesis and Apocalypse—were the very weapons wielded by God Himself in divine statues. But unlike the statues, the twin blades matched each other perfectly in length.


  For the Knight Commander to draw such a sacred weapon meant they were in imminent danger. Clearly, this woman was far more dangerous than she appeared…


  “The smaller sword shall be stolen,” came a voice that seemed to emanate from everywhere at once.


  Every face in the chamber transformed with shock. The voice resonating through the room belonged to the woman, but it carried an otherworldly clarity that pierced to the very soul.


  “The Bahamut bearing God’s blade shall lay waste to Karta and strip away its glory.”


  The Pope’s face drained of all color. The prophetic curse continued, witnessed by three trembling souls.


  “The butcher shall cleave his child’s head instead of the swine’s, and the cobbler shall fashion his own noose from his leather straps. The elderly shall weep for death that comes too late, while newborn babes shall be sacrificed upon bloodied altars. The wailing of mothers who have lost their children shall drive fathers to battlefields drenched in crimson.”


  Oscar found himself unable to breathe. Though born too late to witness the age of divine oracles, he recognized that this was a true prophecy.


  “The prayers and desperate cries of the apocalypse shall fall upon deaf ears and blind eyes, for God Himself has lost His face.”


  With those final words, the woman collapsed limply to her side. As the shimmering air stilled around them, a suffocating silence descended. Gooseflesh erupted across Oscar’s skin as an unnatural chill slithered down his spine. After what felt like an eternity of that terrible silence, the first to break the silence was the Pope, his lips quivering uncontrollably. He released a bellow that defied his frail appearance.


  “Throw her into the torture chamber! She is a heretic!”


  * * *


  A crimson flame danced wildly in the pitch-black darkness. At first, it was a mere pinpoint, then it became thumb-sized, before finally blooming to a hand’s span. Its edges sharpened against the void with each pulse.


  “…Ah.”


  Veronica lay sprawled on her side. She reached feebly for the flame, but her hand fell limp against the cold stone floor.


  Time had lost all meaning. It felt like a thread that had become unraveled during play, its end vanished beyond recovery. Her body had withered like winter grass, parched by a relentless fever that refused to break.


  Why haven’t I gone mad and died already? I don’t even have holy power to sustain me anymore.


  The floor beneath her spun sickeningly, seeming vertical as a wall. She was utterly alone in the chamber of black stone walls.


  The inquisitors in the Bark Corridor dared not lay a finger on Veronica. Few could withstand the violent aura that emanated from her in waves. A holy knight had thrust her into this tiny cell and sealed the door.


  There was no need for cruel torture. The corruption was torture enough. Whenever her consciousness slipped away, visions of devouring human flesh and birthing abominations consumed her. Bahamuts writhed and rose like pale maggots spawning from rotting garbage in forgotten alleys.


  Veronica prayed for a quick end—for her brain to burst and free her from this unbearable thirst and hunger.


  Yet she clung stubbornly to life even as her heart felt scorched from within, submerged in a sea of agony that would not end for some reason.


  “Rise. The Commander demands your presence.”


  Her consciousness returned when rough hands yanked her upright by the arm. With both wrists shackled to wall hooks like a crucified martyr, Veronica hung limply, unable to collapse even as her strength failed her.


  Commander? Does he mean Mecklenburg?


  “So it’s true. You’re still alive.”


  A man entered the cell with measured, heavy footsteps and scrutinized the half-conscious Veronica. When his icy countenance—unchanged from their previous encounter—emerged in the torchlight, Veronica furrowed her brow and defiantly raised her chin. She clenched her teeth fiercely to stay awake, ready to bite if he dared touch her again.


  His face bore a striking resemblance to Leon’s, yet it was rigid as stone, as though laughter had never graced those features. Would Leon’s face become equally as joyless when he reached that age?


  Though she didn’t have any confirmation that he was Leon’s father, her mind wandered unbidden down that path.


  Mecklenburg finally broke the silence.


  “I’m told you experience periodic visions. I want to know what you’ve seen since entering this chamber.”


  His demand was simple enough, but Veronica maintained her silence. She hadn’t seen any visions of value to anyone, and the memory of his treatment of her kindled her defiant spirit.


  “Refusing to speak? That’s not very wise. Postponing the inevitable is a habit of the slothful.”


  As her silence persisted, Mecklenburg signaled to the knight who had lifted her. His expression was exquisitely aristocratic—like a grand duke condescending to toss a copper to a street urchin.


  The knight snapped to attention before striding purposefully forward. Veronica’s puzzled expression lasted only a moment. The next instant, a whistling sound sliced the air, followed by a thunderous impact. Her head snapped sideways, and she immediately understood what was happening. Her skull reverberated with pain, threatening to split apart.


  “Tell him your visions. Your feigned madness isn’t fooling anyone. Anyone who’s questioned heretics knows that those who still maintain their sanity are always scheming about one thing or another.”


  The knight who struck her sneered his threat. His eyes, visible through the slits of his helmet, gleamed like cold steel blades.


  She had been struck. Another blow would follow if she remained silent. Veronica trembled not from the pain but from the memories flooding back—the sounds of penitence she’d heard when first dragged below ground. She recalled the desperate pleas of souls begging for forgiveness, and their screams, moans, and whimpers.


  The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth as her cheek burned with pain. Even with restrained force, the knight’s gauntlet had scraped her delicate flesh, drawing beads of blood. With involuntary tears welling in her eyes, Veronica finally parted her cracked lips.


  “What do you really want from me? Will you release me if I describe my visions? We both know that’s a lie. Leon left me in this place because he believed it would be safe. He never intended for me to endure this kind of treatment. When he returns, he won’t let this stand.”


  Of course, Veronica understood the hierarchy at play. She knew Leon wouldn’t rage against the Pope or the Knight Commander on her behalf.


  But her gaze remained fixed on the man who had struck her. Indeed, at the mention of Leon’s name, the knight’s raised hand faltered almost imperceptibly.


  Just then, Mecklenburg stepped forward and asked, “Do you recall the prophecy you uttered?” Before Veronica could respond, he continued, “The smaller sword shall be stolen by the Bahamut, and Karta shall fall. Countless souls shall perish in misery, and the faceless God shall abandon His children. These were the prophetic words you dared speak before the Pope.”


  Prophecy? What is he talking about?


  Veronica would swear upon God that she had never uttered such ominous words. Besides, how could Karta possibly fall? This was the eternal paradise promised by sacred prophecy, and divine predictions never contradicted one another.


  “Only three souls bore witness, yet it was unmistakably a prophecy. Anyone who lived through the age of divine oracles twenty years ago would know that to be true.”


  Veronica’s mind reeled in confusion, and she could only stare at him blankly. Mecklenburg studied her intently, as if searching for hidden deception, then continued.


  “Two divine treasures exist in this world—the sacred swords Genesis and Apocalypse. By curious fate, one of these blades is currently in the Blasen Mountains. His appointed return date has passed, yet no word has come.”


  Her mind, which had been drifting through fog until now, suddenly became clear at his final words.


  Leon Berg.


  The smaller blade shall be stolen.


  Her heart plummeted like a stone. Leon would never surrender his sword to a Bahamut while he was still breathing. Which meant…


  “Is Leon—I mean, is Sir Berg all right?”


  The words tumbled from her lips so hastily that her voice cracked pathetically. Mecklenburg’s expression shifted subtly, seeing her composure shatter now, as opposed to when she herself had been struck.


  “What did your visions reveal?”


  “Nothing much. Just endless scenes of consuming human flesh and birthing monstrosities… they’re not the treasure trove of insight you imagine.”


  In fact, they hadn’t been of much help at all. Any useful information from past visions had been mere coincidence. For reasons she couldn’t explain, something welled up inside Veronica, causing her voice to falter.


  “Among the humans devoured in your visions, did you glimpse any trace of holy knights?”


  “Never. Not even a fragment of armor. The corpses were countless, but none had the armor.”


  If pressed to elaborate, she would admit the tattered garments mostly looked like those of refugees—diverse clothing, symbols, and banners, typical of the belongings of foreigners who had journeyed to Karta seeking paradise.


  As she bit her lip and hung her head, a knight positioned at the open doorway addressed Mecklenburg.


  “Commander. Sir Philip von Wittelsbach has returned to Karta from Bayern.”


  At the mention of her homeland, Veronica’s head snapped up instinctively. Had knights been dispatched to Bayern as well? Leon had never mentioned this.


  “Tell him to report directly to me before seeking audience with His Holiness. Ensure all knights except the vice commander receive adequate rest.”


  Mecklenburg issued his orders without looking at his subordinate, fixing Veronica with a penetrating stare before eventually turning away. He had evidently concluded she possessed no further valuable information.


  His accurate assessment only deepened her misery. Veronica gazed blankly at his broad back before impulsively breaking her silence.


  “Are you really not sending anyone to look for him after hearing a prophecy like that?”


  His footsteps faltered. Veronica had forgotten she was addressing a grand noble whom commoners shouldn’t even dare to look at.


  “If my words really were a prophecy, I think you should dispatch someone before something happens. You know he isn’t one to vanish without sending word.”


  Mecklenburg turned his head. Veronica detected a minute change in his expression for the first time. In that moment, she became certain: Leon had been born to the Grand Duchy of Mecklenburg.


  “You clearly know little of that man.” With a sneer identical to Leon’s, the man continued with languid contempt, “He might flee without sending word, but at least he won’t die easily. He would return even if he had to devour every last one of his comrades to do so.”


  His voice dripped with intense shame at the dishonor Leon had brought upon his name. Mecklenburg left the room while Veronica was still struggling to find words.


  Before following their commander, the knights released her arms from the wall hooks.


  * * *


  As she lay curled up on the stone floor, the room stayed as silent as if no visitor had ever been here. The only difference now was that her fevered mind swirled with worry for Leon.


  “Cactus,” Veronica mouthed, her parched tongue and cracked lips forming the word without sound.


  Though she had never ventured beyond Bayern’s borders until now, she knew of the plants that thrived in the southern deserts. Like spiny green sentinels that flourished despite minimal nourishment, they thrived magnificently on mere droplets.


  When she first learned of them, Veronica thought that humans were like cacti, too. Those raised in barren emotional landscapes adapted to thrive on the most meager scraps of affection to survive—to cling desperately to life, whatever the cost.


  Veronica had always gravitated toward those who showed her kindness. Her first love came at ten years of age—a boy who had presented her with a four-leaf clover. Though shorter than her and painfully shy, she had fallen hopelessly, instantly in love. It was blind devotion. She had always been one to collapse into waiting arms at the slightest sign of affection.


  She craved that sensation of being wholly enveloped, completely surrounded. Empty souls spent lifetimes trying to fill their hollowness. She’d lied when she said she didn’t know why she wanted Leon to like her. She knew the truth all too well.


  In the darkness, it was easy to become blinded by a burning flame. Everything else faded to insignificance.


  Leon had become the brilliant flame blooming in her personal darkness.


  How long had she lain there, lost in reverie? Suddenly, the creak of hinges pierced her consciousness. With tremendous effort, she lifted her heavy eyelids to glimpse gleaming white armor approaching.


  A leather water pouch landed at her feet with a dull thud.


  “It’s water,” someone said above her head.


  Water—yes. I’m so thirsty. I’ve been thirsty for so long.


  Veronica snapped out of her foggy mind. Her body moved before her mind caught up, her spine straightening with desperate urgency as she lunged for the pouch. The blessedly cool water passed her cracked lips and moistened her parched throat, each swallow clearing the haze from her mind.


  The man standing before her was Oscar Berg.


  “What about Leon?” she asked as soon as she could speak again. It was the one concern that had consumed her thoughts during her imprisonment.


  Oscar shook his head. “He hasn’t returned yet. I’m only here because the commander ordered that you be kept alive.”


  “How terribly kind of him,” Veronica said, her tone openly mocking. “Is he planning to fatten me up before the slaughter?”


  Oscar’s gaze lingered for a moment on her swollen face and her scrawny limbs, which seemed to have withered in just days of captivity. Then he blurted, “He’s gone to the Blasen Mountains, so you won’t be seeing him for a while.”


  Veronica, who had been tilting her head back to catch the last precious drops from the leather pouch, froze in place. The final drop of water fell from the opening onto the floor.


  “The Blasen Mountains?” she repeated, straightening up with desperate urgency. “When? Did he go there to search for Leon?”


  However, Oscar wasn’t easily baited into revealing what she wanted to know.


  “I’ll be checking in on you at mealtimes from now on,” he said instead. “When I ask, you are to report any visions you experienced during the night.”


  “Answer me first. Why has Mecklenburg gone to the Blasen Mountains?”


  “Mind your manners,” Oscar reprimanded, his jaw tightening with irritation. “You have to address him as Sir Mecklenburg.”


  Despite his correction, Veronica noticed a subtle shift in his demeanor toward her.


  This was the same knight who had stood guard outside her door from dawn to dusk, never making a sound while she practiced with her sword. Yet, he now volunteered information about the commander’s departure without being asked, and it didn’t sound like a slip of the tongue either. Perhaps he’d begun to feel some compassion for her. After all, warm blood still coursed through his veins beneath that stern façade.


  Even that insufferably arrogant Knight Commander had shown himself to be human in the end.


  “All right, I’ll call him Sir Mecklenburg,” she conceded. “Despite his cold words, he left because he was worried about Leon, didn’t he? Do you think the prophecy disturbed him enough to go looking for him himself?”


  “Don’t delude yourself. While the prophecy might have been the trigger, Sir Berg is not the only reason for Commander Mecklenburg’s departure. The vice commander returned to oversee Karta’s protection just in time. The possibility that Sir Berg’s sacred sword might fall into the Bahamuts’ possession is a bigger problem than you can imagine.”


  “But isn’t the sword merely symbolic?”


  “Genesis and Apocalypse aren’t ordinary blades,” Oscar replied, a rare flash of animation crossing his features. “They possess the power to consume the holy power within the city walls. Sir Berg’s transgression in Tyran was also…”


  The young knight, having spoken with unexpected fervor, suddenly trailed off as awareness of his indiscretion dawned on him. He hastily gathered his composure.


  “What I’m trying to say is that the commander is someone who prioritizes the right things. He wouldn’t mobilize his forces solely for Sir Berg.”


  Not even for his own son?


  The probing question rose to her lips, but she swallowed it back. Surely other knights had entertained the same suspicions she had. Yet the absence of even a whisper of scandal suggested one of two possibilities: either her intuition was wrong, or the commander treated Leon with such cold indifference that no one would ever suspect they shared blood.


  After weighing her options, Veronica decided to change the subject.


  “What kind of man is this vice commander, then?”


  “Sir Wittelsbach is known for his strict adherence to rules,” Oscar explained. “Compared to him, the commander is actually quite lenient with regulations.”


  Did he just call Mecklenburg lenient?


  Veronica’s jaw dropped in genuine disbelief.


  At first, she’d thought no one could match Oscar’s cold demeanor. Then Mecklenburg had appeared, shattering that impression with his glacial authority. If someone existed who made even him seem warm by comparison, could such a person still be considered a warm-blooded human?


  A hollow laugh escaped her as she shook her head slowly.


  “Then you must be the very picture of flexibility among them.”


  “What are you talking about?” Oscar’s eyebrows shot up, apparently taking her words as an insult.


  “You pity me, don’t you?” she asked suddenly.


  Oscar remained silent, unable to deny it. Veronica gazed directly into his eyes—eyes that reminded her of a forest clearing after rainfall.


  “You see the injustice in my situation,” she continued. “That’s why you’re telling me these seemingly unnecessary things. Seeing me suffer in ignorance must be weighing on your conscience.”


  During their first meeting, Oscar had declared that weak faith invited corruption. But the Pope had contradicted this, revealing that Veronica bore the burden of events that happened before her birth. She remembered that Oscar had been present for that revelation.


  “Think whatever you want,” he muttered, proving her point by being the first to break their gaze.


  He knew that, if their eyes were to meet, she’d be able to read the ripples disturbing his carefully maintained composure—the first stirrings of change. Sometimes, a single stone cast into still waters was enough to create lasting waves. That stone would sink deep, settling at the bottom of his heart where it could not be easily dislodged.


  The door opened and closed with a definitive thud. Once again, Veronica found herself alone in her cell—but this time, hope flickered within her like an ember refusing to die.


  * * *


  Pain left lessons etched into the soul. But violence?


  Violence left only scars—memories that gnawed at your flesh like black beetles.


  Veronica drew her clenched hands close to her chest, as though fearing that the darkness itself might reach out to claim her. No matter how much braver she might be compared to others, her courage was still only relative. Being strangled by a trained soldier or having her face struck with calculated force—no one could grow used to such one-sided brutality.


  At first, she had convinced herself she was fine, but soon the truth revealed itself in her body’s betrayal. Her heart thundered at the faintest footfall, and she would huddle in the corner, her muscles coiled tight until she confirmed who it was. The extreme stress even had the power to contort her physical body. In the darkness of her cell, when her corruption and anxiety became unbearable, Veronica found herself unable to unclench her white-knuckled fists, the muscles locked in rigid fear.


  At times like that, Veronica couldn’t help but reflect bitterly on how weak and pathetic she was. How could she possibly become as strong as she wanted to be if she couldn’t even control a single twisted muscle?


  True to his word, Oscar appeared only at mealtimes. Sumptuous meals arrived three times a day, as if to restore the flesh that had melted from her frame. Each time Veronica forced down the food and recounted her visions to Oscar, she couldn’t help but feel like livestock—fattened and milked for information. The descriptions she provided hardly improved her mood either, as unsettling as they were.


  She told Oscar of the way Bahamuts spread their legs to birth new abominations, which—unlike human babies—emerged legs-first in a grotesque parody of life. She also told him about the methodical way the creatures gathered corpses like animals preparing for winter.


  “I recognized a face among the dead,” Veronica said suddenly.


  “Whose face?” Oscar demanded, his attention sharpening instantly.


  “A child I saw just before entering Karta.”


  Oscar’s expression soured at this unexpected answer. Veronica ignored him and continued talking.


  “He was a small child with brown skin and ashen hair, probably a foreigner from the Rom Archipelago. I remember looking at him with pity because he’d lost one of his arms. But in my vision, I saw him at the center of a mountain of frozen corpses.”


  Oscar didn’t say anything. Veronica turned her gaze toward the wall, as if she could see through the stone to the Blasen Mountains beyond.


  “That’s not all,” she continued. “Once, Leon and I met a group of Ruegan bandits in the wilderness. One of them got away, but last night I saw him… being eaten by me. No, not exactly by me, but by the Bahamut connected to me. I know the difference, but…”


  “Calm down,” Oscar interrupted sharply. “All those people you mentioned are foreigners.”


  “So they deserve to die?” Veronica challenged, her voice tight with emotion.


  Only silence answered her. When she looked up, she could see the side of his face, his eyes fixed on the empty air in front of him. At some point, Oscar had begun to consciously avoid looking at her.


  “I understand,” she said bitterly. “You live in the Holy City, where it’s safe. This hallowed ground probably has enough provisions to last you through the winter and plenty of seeds for the spring. How could someone like that understand the desperation of those without shelter or homeland?”


  Karta was the eternal paradise. At least that was what everyone said.


  But Veronica found herself beginning to question that statement—not because of the prophecy, necessarily, but from the simple observation that the refugees outside the city’s gate seemed to have been consumed by Bahamuts.


  This meant that the monsters had already advanced right up to the sacred barriers.


  * * *


  That night, the familiar agony that accompanied her visions seemed strangely diminished. Veronica wondered why that was. With each passing day, the visions grew clearer, and the corruption became more bearable. How was this possible? She didn’t even have any holy power in her veins.


  What makes me different from others who went mad and died? Surely I’m not becoming a Bahamut, am I?


  After troubling herself over countless questions like this, she opened her eyes to find herself immersed in another vision. Unlike the usual dark valleys, this time she found herself perched atop a mountain peak, gazing down at two scenes unfolding below. When she realized what she was looking at, her eyes widened with surprise.


  To the left, a formation of knights moved across the flatlands. To the right, another group traversed a treacherous slope.


  There was no mistaking them. The men in gleaming white armor were the Holy Knight Order.


  Specifically, the left flank consisted of Mecklenburg’s elite knights, while the group on the right was the smaller team that included Leon. He stood out clearly among them, his mercenary’s gray armor and billowing black fur cape marking him as different from his companions.


  The Bahamut, whose vision she shared, was contemplating its prey with cold calculation. Which force to devour first? The left or the right? Leon’s smaller group was obviously the easier target, being fewer in number and more isolated. Having made its decision, the Bahamut shifted toward the right side, toward Leon—


  Veronica, trapped in the monster’s consciousness, screamed with every fiber of her being.


  Not the right side! Don’t touch Leon! Stop! Turn back!


  In that heart-stopping moment, Bahamut froze as if it had heard her desperate plea. Slowly, it swiveled its head toward Mecklenburg’s forces instead.


  Icy terror cascaded down Veronica’s spine.


  * * *


  The expedition trudged up the snow-laden slope. The incline grew treacherously steep, forcing everyone to dismount and lead their horses by the reins.


  “It’s been six days since the messenger bird died, Captain. The knight we dispatched hasn’t returned either. All things considered, I think it would be wise to retreat now.”


  As the adjutant’s hushed warning hung in the air, Captain Robert cast a contemptuous glance over his shoulder. Among the sea of pristine white-cloaked knights, a lone black mantle stood out like a shadowy predator—a dark wolf stalking pure, unsuspecting lambs.


  It was Leon Berg, the commoner who’d had the audacity to send the Holy City’s noble sons into the treacherous Blasen Mountains in the dead of winter.


  Robert snorted derisively.


  “We should at least cleanse these mountains of every last Bahamut lurking within, so we never have to endure such hardships again. With winter deepening by the day, I’ve no desire to venture beyond the sacred walls again, chasing rumors of faceless abominations.”


  Leon’s claim that the Bahamuts had made a nest among the mountains was preposterous. The foul creatures had bypassed Karta’s holy boundaries and headed northward. True, they had slaughtered refugees gathered outside the city walls, but there was no conceivable reason they would establish a foothold in the treacherous Blasen range.


  Thus far, they had encountered only ten Bahamuts. The monsters had ambushed a carriage—unfortunately, the very one carrying their messenger bird, which complicated matters. But that hardly proved the mountains teemed with the vile creatures.


  The true tragedy was the three holy knights who had fallen in that sudden assault—all sons of prestigious lineage. If noble blood continued to spill with nothing to show for it, Robert, who bore the ultimate responsibility for this expedition, would face severe consequences. That was precisely why he had dismissed Leon’s insistence that they should return with a larger contingent.


  Robert needed to achieve something undeniably glorious during this expedition—something far more impressive than the ten Bahamuts Leon had slain, like a trophy so magnificent that everyone would marvel at his prowess. He refused to remain a laughingstock any longer. If he continued losing to Leon, even the fresh-faced recruits would mock him behind his back.


  Robert had been knighted the same year as Leon, yet he was perpetually relegated to second place, forever staring at that accursed red hair ahead of him. This command marked the first time he had ever outranked the bastard.


  This is how it should have been from the beginning.


  Those blessed with holy power were predominantly from ancient noble bloodlines. That was why many noble children, save the firstborn heirs, became honored holy knights. The Holy Knight Order itself was the rightful domain of aristocrats.


  Yet somehow, a common-born bastard like Leon had wormed his way in, securing the coveted position of vice-commander. And to think he had even been chosen by the divine sword itself…


  Now, at least, that position had rightfully returned to the House of Wittelsbach, where it belonged. Robert recalled with disgust what an absurd appointment it had been. It had all been because of Leon’s supposed heroics during the religious war with Ruega. Many in the knight order had blindly followed Leon then, though they had all perished in Tyran.


  “We’re not facing any shortage of provisions anyway, are we? So we’ll continue for three more days before reconsidering our course.”


  Robert’s words cut through the air with icy finality.


  “Of course, sir. It’s true that there seems to be an unusual exodus of mountain beasts…”


  The adjutant’s voice trailed off nervously. He cautiously surveyed the jagged peaks looming above them.


  In the depths of winter, mountain creatures typically remained hidden in their dens. Yet the expedition had repeatedly encountered animals fleeing downslope—so many, in fact, that securing fresh meat had proven remarkably easy.


  “The way these creatures are abandoning the mountains feels as though they’re fleeing before some great calamity…”


  But Robert had no time to listen to such superstitious prattle, since the piercing shriek of a bird of prey echoed through the vast sky just then. A hawk circled above them with predatory grace, as though it were selecting the weakest lamb from the flock.


  “Nonsense,” Robert said, sneering. “If some disaster were imminent, the birds would be flying for dear life too. But far from retreating, they’re circling above us like we’re nothing but carrion waiting to be claimed. In fact, they appear annoyingly at ease.”


  But as time passed, the mocking smile gradually vanished from Robert’s face.


  The circling birds of prey were multiplying in number.


  One, three, five…


  The raptors gathered as if summoned to a macabre feast. The expedition gazed skyward with mounting unease. It was then that Leon broke from formation and approached Robert.


  After first saluting his superior with “Pro Karta (for Karta),” Leon continued, “We must descend the mountain immediately, Captain. They will be upon us soon.”


  His words were perfectly courteous, but his tone carried the unmistakable weight of command. Robert’s eyes flashed with indignation.


  “Do you dare issue orders to your superior, Berg?”


  “It’s not an order, but a suggestion. We can’t survive what’s coming with a mere hundred knights, sir. If we don’t withdraw now, the Blasen Mountains will become our tomb.”


  “Do you take me for a fool? I know you’re trying to make me look like a coward. But no matter what lies you spout, I will not retreat out of fear.”


  “Can you not sense the trembling in the air, sir?”


  “Ah, I certainly detect something trembling.” Robert’s lips curled into a cruel smile. “Could it be you? I suppose this mission is too daunting for a commoner. Very well. If you wish, you may slink back down the mountain alone. After all, a mercenary who offered up a Corrupted in order to join this expedition has no honor to preserve, does he?”


  For the first time in six days, a faint spark ignited in Leon’s eyes.


  Yes, that’s the expression I’ve been waiting for, Robert thought, savoring a surge of vicious pleasure.


  Humiliation, disgrace, and contempt—those were the emotions that had been unfairly heaped upon him until now, emotions that rightfully belonged to Leon instead.


  Just then, a resonant trumpet blast sounded from the distant slope opposite them. They all raised their heads in confusion. The opposite slope lay closer to the Holy City, which meant they’d passed it already while climbing up the mountain.


  Were they reinforcements from the city? Why would they come?


  An inexplicable chill swept over the gathered soldiers as a knight on watch unleashed a thunderous cry that split the silence.


  “Enemy assault”


  “Draw your blades!”


  Bahamuts shot down from above like arrows, descending like a rain of death. The wind howled as it parted before them. Headless abominations crashed down from the cliffs, landing on the snow with bone-shattering impacts. Because of their humanoid forms, they looked like humans committing suicide.


  They plunged downward with reckless abandon, their limbs shattering and twisting grotesquely upon impact as their spines snapped with sickening cracks. This only heightened their nightmarish appearance, though. Twice the size of men, they had emaciated, corpse-like bodies with bones jutting through taut skin. Where their faces should have been, hundreds of needle-sharp teeth ringed their necks.


  The knights drew their blades in perfect unison. Though the expedition the Pope had permitted Leon to join consisted of youths lacking true combat experience, they were all warriors with over a decade of rigorous training, starting from childhood. They would be more than capable enough to hold their own with a seasoned field commander who had experienced real battle. 


  The problem was that Robert, because of his noble lineage, had never once ventured beyond Karta’s protective walls.


  “What in the… What unholy… Damn it! Where did these abominations come from?” Robert growled angrily.


  “We still have time to descend the mountain, Captain. Mount your horse and direct the men from there so they can see you clearly.”


  Leon’s tactical advice only fueled Robert’s smoldering rage. He was no coward, nor some green recruit requiring instruction. Perhaps this was divine providence—a heaven-sent opportunity to prove his superiority over Leon once and for all.


  Robert’s teeth ground together with audible force.


  “Leon Berg. Let me make something clear—I command this expedition, not you. Overstep your bounds further, and you’ll suffer the consequences of your insubordination after I’ve cleansed these mountains of every last monster with sinister eyes like yours.”


  After spitting the threat through clenched teeth, Robert thrust his blade into a Bahamut thrashing in the snow before him. Crimson blood erupted skyward, staining the pristine white snow.


  Robert raised his bloodied longsword high overhead and bellowed, “Stand fast! Retreat is forbidden! I will personally strike down anyone who flees! Do not wait for these demons to regenerate—thrust and cleave first! Send these skeletal abominations back to the eternally ravenous abyss!”


  The knights responded to their captain’s battle cry with a thunderous roar. Their martial spirit truly befitted an army of God, but rather than admiration, Leon surveyed them with cold, calculating eyes. Blind courage alone would not suffice against enemies raining from above without pattern or warning.


  They had to gauge the enemy’s numbers, secure advantageous terrain, and establish escape routes. But Robert, who should have been orchestrating the entire operation, had plunged headlong into the fray like a blood-maddened beast. This complicated matters greatly. Two commanders on a battlefield sowed only confusion and death.


  Leon silently swung his blade, accepting the situation. He had weathered countless battlefields and understood the cardinal rule—one must follow the commander no matter how foolishly they behaved. Dissension would just doom them all.


  Once, twice—with each arc of his gleaming blade, hot blood misted the frigid air. Leon’s body moved with practiced precision, his mind entering a trance-like state. Then suddenly, he recalled seeing a similar thing recently. It was the woman, wielding her sword as if engaged in a deadly waltz with her blade.


  Her talent had been undeniable. He wondered how formidable she might have become had she been introduced to swordcraft earlier in life.


  He recalled the fleeting warmth where their hands had touched upon the sword hilt. Though it had only been days, it felt like a memory from a distant lifetime.


  A memory I should banish from my thoughts…


  As Leon bisected a falling Bahamut with a single fluid motion, he felt a penetrating gaze through the crimson mist. He raised his head, letting the shower of unholy blood fall on himself.


  Atop the mountain’s peak stood a solitary figure. The human-like silhouette’s head was bowed, surveying the carnage below.


  But Bahamut had no heads.


  “…Found you.”


  The First Bahamut had revealed itself at last.
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  Their eyes met across the battlefield. Leon was sure of it. In that singular moment, the cacophony of battle dissolved into nothingness, and only the two of them seemed to exist across the vast mountain range—the monster gazing down from above and the knight looking up. Leon shook the blood off his blade as he prepared to take a step forward.


  “Captain! Damn it, someone get over here and help! Please!”


  The desperate cry shattered his focus. Leon wrenched his attention away to see four Bahamuts stacked atop one another in a grotesque, writhing tower. Nearby, Robert’s adjutant slashed frantically with his sword, but his efforts were futile. More Bahamuts surged forward, piling their massive bodies onto the growing mound. The adjutant, in his desperate attempt to save Robert, disappeared beneath the living avalanche of monsters.


  Since Bahamuts surpassed humans in both height and mass, even just two of these abominations could crush a man to death.


  The captain’s silver-plated armor would already have reached its breaking point. As the Bahamuts continued their gruesome accumulation, the ground beneath them trembled in protest. Leon could easily picture Robert’s broken form beneath the pile, crushed beyond recognition. He also knew that the expedition team would descend into chaos once they knew their captain was lost.


  But the First Bahamut—the very monster he had been hunting relentlessly—was right there before him, within arm’s reach.


  You know your choice will condemn them all to death. And you’ll lose the First Bahamut again, too. Just like you did at Tyran.


  His inner voice thundered in his mind. Veronica wasn’t the only one haunted by the ghosts of Asseldorf—by the faces of citizens they had abandoned. With cold calculation, Leon assessed whether he could reach the summit before the battle ended. He scanned for any knight capable of leading the expedition in his absence. Then he made his choice, his teeth grinding together with a sound like steel on stone.


  Leon vaulted onto Robert’s masterless steed in a single fluid motion. His gaze no longer sought the heights where his quarry waited.


  As he galloped along the formation, he shouted, “Shields up! We descend the mountain now!”


  Confusion rippled through the knights’ ranks at the sudden change in command. But when Apocalypse—the divine blade of legend—rose with its gleaming edge catching the light, they snapped to attention. After all, this was Leon Berg, the Red Knight of the Apocalypse, the Messenger of God himself, and Karta’s once most beloved protector.


  “Cut down any creatures that fall from above, and maintain formation integrity at all costs!” Leon roared, his sword raised high like a beacon. “Deus nobiscum erit! (God stands with us!)”


  The sacred battle cry—words that set every paladin’s heart ablaze with righteous purpose—thundered through the mountain air. The knights answered with the same words.


  “Deus nobiscum erit!”


  Before the divine sword, a hundred steel blades rose in perfect unison. A hundred hearts ignited as one, burning with the intensity of a sacred flame—a single torch of defiance against the encroaching darkness.


  * * *


  Veronica watched with her heart in her throat as Leon guided the retreat down the slope. The young knights moved with disciplined precision, never breaking formation as their shields created an impenetrable barrier against the Bahamuts’ relentless assaults.


  Leon’s battlefield control was perfect, but she held her breath in agonizing tension nonetheless. The sheer mass of Bahamuts had accumulated to a critical point, and the mountainside was on the verge of catastrophic collapse. Just as she feared, the snow-white slope suddenly fractured with a bone-chilling rumble, spider-web fissures racing across the surface toward Leon, who guarded the rear of the formation.


  No! Veronica screamed silently. The entire mountainside gave way in a thunderous avalanche. Through the billowing clouds of snow and debris, she could no longer discern whether Leon had escaped the collapse. The only thing she could do now was to pray.


  Shield them, God. Protect them. Please return your knights safely to their homes.


  Fortunately, the Bahamuts wouldn’t be pursuing the expedition anymore. After all, Leon had never been their true target in this grim hunt.


  Veronica tore her gaze from the scene, forcing herself to survey the opposite mountainside. Over there lay a flat, solid expanse of ancient rock, beyond which the holy city gleamed in the distance.


  While Leon’s expedition team consisted of fresh-faced knights barely above twenty years of age, Mecklenburg’s forces represented the elite of Karta’s knighthood—legendary warriors whose names were spoken with reverence throughout the realm.


  Their battle was a spectacle of terrible beauty. Each sweep of the Knight Commander’s blade cleaved through a dozen Bahamuts at once. His knights fought with equal valor—maces crushed through throats to pulverize their hearts, chains wrapped around monstrous limbs before tightening with bone-shattering force, and arrows found their marks with unerring accuracy. But for every ten Bahamuts that fell, twenty more surged forward in their place, and multiple attempts to secure an escape route had already failed.


  No matter how many they slaughtered, the Bahamut tide seemed endless. The creatures hurled themselves at horses and knights, uncaring of their own destruction. This wasn’t combat—it was ritual sacrifice on a massive scale. Even the mightiest warriors couldn’t stand indefinitely when assaulted from every direction by such overwhelming numbers.


  Veronica’s eyes captured every detail of the Holy Knight Order’s slow, inexorable fall. Spear shafts splintered, and pristine white banners became drenched in blood. Abominations twice the size of men tore the knights’ limbs from their sockets, ripped helmets from shoulders, and feasted on the heads within. The scene resembled some nightmarish fresco painted by a master artist obsessed with depicting the lowest circles of the abyss—a canvas splashed with vivid, tragic beauty.


  The Holy Knight Order—whose very name had once made swordsmen’s hearts swell across the continent—perished without glory or poetry. Amidst the chaos, Veronica spotted Mecklenburg leaping down to the ground as his warhorse collapsed beneath him. A swarm of Bahamuts descended upon him from all directions. The divine sword Genesis flashed one final time, its pale radiance cutting through the darkness. Then that legendary blade, which had seemed infallible, vanished from sight.


  Death had come to claim him. Only pure, absolute darkness awaited him now.


  It was far too grotesque an end for a knight of such legendary stature. The shock cut deeper precisely because she remembered the commanding presence and pride he had once possessed. It was like witnessing an eagle plummet from the heavens, or stumbling upon the broken body of a once-majestic creature lying ignobly in some back alley, no different than the lowliest street pigeon. It was a brutal reminder that even beings who soar above the world must eventually return to the earth.


  Flesh-colored bone and sinew writhed across the snow-white canvas of the mountainside.


  The Bahamuts showed no fear of death—that was their fundamental difference from mankind. They possessed no survival instinct, no desperate need to preserve the self. Connected as they were to a greater whole, individual extinction held no terror. They hurled themselves at the knights like revenants from ancient tales, grinding steel armor between massive jaws and rending flesh with their bare hands. There was something indescribably grotesque about the entire battle.


  At first, Veronica couldn’t identify the source of her profound unease, but then the realization struck her: despite their vast numbers blanketing the entire mountainside, the Bahamuts made no sound.


  Bahamuts did not communicate. They moved with the unified purpose of a single organism.


  So when the countless creatures simultaneously went still, Veronica knew with bone-deep certainty that it was over.


  Everything had ended, as though time itself had frozen. As she leapt from the cliff’s edge, vertigo swirled around her like a cloak, her stomach lurching as she plummeted. She landed with a bone-jarring impact and moved through the parting sea of Bahamuts. On the ground beneath her feet, pulverized flesh had fused with congealing blood to form a grisly paste. With each step, viscous strands of tissue and sinew clung to her soles, stretching like threads. Both horses and humans had been reduced to an unrecognizable pulp, crushed beyond all identification.


  Finally, her steps came to a halt at one particular spot.


  Veronica choked back a scream as her gaze fell to the ground. She longed to close her eyes against the horror, but couldn’t—Bahamuts, like fish, possessed no eyelids. Above the shattered remains that no longer bore any resemblance to a human form, only a blood-soaked sword retained its shape.


  She bent and lifted the blade. Thousands of pairs of eyes turned to regard her, just as the citizens of Asseldorf had in her recurring nightmare. Their gazes sent ice through her veins.


  The smaller sword shall be stolen, and Karta shall fall.


  One prophecy had been fulfilled, and only one other remained.


  * * *


  Veronica’s agonized moans echoed through the dimly lit chamber. Oscar watched her writhing form, thinking she might finally die.


  Finally. It’s better this way.


  She had remained unconscious for three days now. During that time, Leon’s expedition had finally made it back, but Knight Commander Mecklenburg’s forces had yet to return.


  Leon had delivered a grim report—an overwhelming Bahamut presence in the mountains, the captain and his deputy lost to the horde, and twenty knights fallen to their deaths from a cliff. Such tidings were hardly soothing to the ears of the Pope, who was already plagued by sleepless nights.


  The agitated Pope had finally ordered the “purification” of the woman whose prophecies had proven all too accurate. Oscar had been bewildered.


  The woman was unconscious, which meant that she couldn’t even beg for forgiveness or repent for her sins. It was absurd to “purify” someone in that state. He had recognized the injustice and waited for Leon to intervene, but the Red Knight had remained absent. Then the Pope commanded Oscar himself to administer the lash, as ordinary torturers lacked the strength to properly punish one touched by Bahamut’s power. So one of God’s own knights had to perform the unholy task instead.


  Bound by sacred oaths of fealty, Oscar couldn’t refuse the Pope’s command. Unlike Leon, he had never permitted himself to question and judge things for himself. When ordered to march into the valley of death, he simply obeyed. And so Oscar had brought the whip down upon the back of the innocent, unconscious woman. He’d kept going until her garments became shredded and her blood spattered the floor—until her delicate frame trembled with each impact and pitiful whimpers escaped her lips. It was, beyond any shadow of doubt, not purification but simple brutality and violence.


  



  “You pity me, don’t you?”


  



  The droplet of blood that splashed across his knuckles burned like fire. The tendons in his whip hand stood out like cords of steel.


  



  “You see the injustice in my situation. That’s why you’re telling me these seemingly unnecessary things. Seeing me suffer in ignorance must be weighing on your conscience.” 


  



  The memory of her steady crimson eyes flashed in his mind, and Oscar squeezed his eyes shut against it. Faith without action was dead—or so the sacred texts proclaimed.


  



  “So they deserve to die?”


  



  Oscar raised the whip high above his head. But then, after a moment, it slipped from his nerveless fingers and fell to the stone floor with a dull thud.


  * * *


  “Please, please don’t make me do it, Your Holiness. I beg you. I would offer my neck to your spear or fight to my last breath if ordered, but I cannot continue this torture. Order me to do anything else but this.”


  When Oscar became sure that the woman would die, he fell to his knees before the Pope and pleaded desperately. This was no longer punishment—it was murder. A mortal sin. If they continued, her soul would surely depart this world.


  Oscar dared not meet the Pope’s piercing gaze, fixing his eyes instead on the lower part of his face. There, he watched as a smile slowly formed on those thin lips. Had a messenger not arrived at that precise moment with an urgent request from the emperor, the Pope would never have let Oscar show even a flicker of mercy toward the woman.


  Before leaving, the Pope told Oscar that he was disappointed in him. The words struck like a physical blow—it felt as if the sacred ground beneath Oscar’s feet was fracturing. His father’s disapproval—for the Pope was the father to every anointed holy knight—shook the very foundation of his identity. Oscar bowed his head in shame.


  The moment the Pope departed, Oscar summoned the nuns to wash Veronica’s wounds and treat her broken body. He prayed fervently for her survival, but the cold, unyielding stone floor was too harsh for someone so grievously wounded.


  Oscar had removed his helmet and was sighing softly, wiping beads of sweat from his brow, when Veronica opened her hazy eyes with a moan. He froze before dropping his helmet with a hollow clang that echoed against the floor.


  Oscar hastily knelt beside her.


  “Are you conscious? Can you recognize me?”


  “…I saw it,” she whispered.


  “Saw what?”


  “I saw everything. The Bahamut horde emerging into the sunlight, Leon… and even Sir Mecklenburg’s final stand.”


  Veronica moved her numbed tongue with visible effort. Oscar stiffened as an ominous feeling crawled up his spine. Her thin voice continued, sounding like it was about to shatter at any moment.


  “When Leon was descending the mountain, the ground collapsed beneath him. I don’t know if he survived the fall. If he did, he’ll return to Karta soon. Leon will find his way back, at least.”


  Oscar remained silent, afraid to interrupt her.


  “But Sir Mecklenburg…” Her voice was so hoarse that he had to lean closer to understand her fevered words. “Sir Mecklenburg is dead.”


  Oscar’s breath stopped at those words.


  “The mountains were completely overrun. The Bahamuts from the south delayed their reproduction until they arrived at the Blasen Mountains, where they birthed their offspring before continuing northward. We’d been doomed from the beginning—there had always been too many of them to fight. The prophecy about the smaller sword wasn’t referring to Leon, either. It was foretelling Lord Mecklenburg’s fate. He should never have gone. He should have stayed.”


  “What did you just say?” Oscar raised his hand to interrupt her rambling words, his face deathly pale. “Did you just say his sword was stolen? Genesis itself?”


  “I’m sure of it. I saw it with my own eyes. A Bahamut raised that sword high into the air. It was a sword with a midnight-black handle and a golden lion’s head engraved upon it.”


  Veronica tried to say more but had to stop and catch her ragged breath. Her heart felt like it would burst from her chest, and the stone floor against her body felt as agonizing as if she were lying on a bed of nails. When she groaned from the searing pain blazing across her flayed back, Oscar turned ashen. She wondered why he was looking at her like that—with eyes drowning in guilt, like someone who had incurred a debt that could never be repaid.


  But that wasn’t what mattered right now.


  “But Leon must have survived,” Veronica continued. “He must be alive and making his way back to Karta even now. If knights were sent to escort him safely…”


  “Sir Berg has already returned,” Oscar interrupted.


  Veronica froze, then asked in disbelief, her eyes widening.


  “He’s back already?”


  “Yes. You’ve been unconscious for three days, and during that time, Sir Berg returned with what remained of the expedition.”


  “Then has he been here to see me?” she asked in a small voice.


  Oscar hesitated, the silence stretching painfully between them. When Veronica raised her half-open eyes to meet his, he paused briefly before untying the leather waterskin at his waist. Gently, he tipped it to her parched lips, allowing cool water to trickle into her mouth.


  “He hasn’t come here yet,” he finally admitted.


  Veronica drank the water like a desperate fledgling, but the head she had raised to swallow soon dropped weakly back to the floor.


  Leon has returned to Karta, but he hasn’t visited me once. Maybe he fell from a cliff and was injured. Or maybe…


  “You’ve been starved for days,” Oscar said, interrupting her thoughts, “so you should start with soft foods to regain your strength. I’ll bring a meal right away, so stay resting against the wall for now. And…”


  Oscar’s voice trailed off as Veronica attempted to push herself up, supporting her weight on trembling arms. She looked curiously at him when he awkwardly extended his hand to help, then withdrew it. He looked as uncertain and young as his age for the first time. His usually immaculate curly hair was disheveled today, like a bird’s nest after a storm, and despite her blurred vision, she could clearly see that his face was bloodless and pale.


  Oscar lowered his gaze and bowed his head before murmuring, “I’m sorry.”


  Veronica remained silent, waiting.


  “The wounds on your back—they’re all my doing. I whipped you while you were unconscious.”


  Veronica couldn’t believe her ears. At the same time, she finally became acutely aware of the fiery agony across her back, the sensation similar to only being able to feel the full pain of a fall once you saw the actual wound. The confusion from her visions had been so overwhelming that she hadn’t fully registered her pain before now.


  Veronica silently studied Oscar’s face. It seemed like the first time they were truly seeing each other as human beings on equal standing.


  “Why did you do it?” she asked simply.


  “It was decided that… your spiritual purification was necessary.”


  “Because I’m a Corrupted?”


  “That probably wasn’t the reason.”


  “So it wasn’t your idea at all.”


  Oscar couldn’t answer, but his silence was confirmation enough. There was only one person who could give orders to a paladin against his conscience.


  “If it wasn’t your own decision,” she asked, “why did you obey?”


  “Because I have no way of comprehending my divine father’s deeper intentions,” Oscar answered. “When a master gives bitter medicine to his dog, the creature can’t understand why its master is causing it pain. I, too, can’t be sure which path is truly righteous.”


  “That’s quite a steadfast faith.”


  There was no sarcasm in her tone, nor was it admiring. Veronica leaned her head against the cold wall and murmured, “I thought the same watching Leon, but your convictions are so steadfast that it astonishes me. As for me, I’ve always been the troublesome child who questions everything.”


  Oscar looked like he didn’t know how to respond to that. Veronica now recognized the awkward, stunted social skills hidden behind his prickly exterior. He probably hadn’t made any ordinary friends outside the circle of devout believers who shared his rigid worldview.


  “Most people fear hostility or rage,” she continued, “but I’ve always feared absolute belief above all else. Think about it—isn’t unwavering conviction the one thing that allows humans to burn anything in its path? Love, conscience, even remorse—they all wither and die under the shadow of righteousness.”


  As long as it could be justified by blind conviction, humans could commit unspeakable atrocities without the slightest flicker of doubt clouding their souls.


  Oscar remained silent, seemingly deep in thought about what she’d said. So Veronica continued her philosophical meandering.


  “Have you ever heard of the story called Raindrop World?” she asked.


  “You mean the Chesanian fairy tale?”


  “Yes, that’s the one. The story is about how each falling raindrop contains an entire world proportional to its size. It was my favorite bedtime story as a child. After hearing that each raindrop held its own complete world, I would lie awake imagining that we might be living in just one of the billions of raindrops falling upon some unimaginably vast land, too.”


  Thinking that way, the universe became infinitely vast and wondrous in her mind. Humans were as insignificant as motes of dust, and life was something that merely flowed toward its inevitable conclusion. There was no meaning, and no God watching over them. There was no afterlife either—only the eternal cycle of existence. Whatever dreams were cherished, hopes nurtured, or treasures amassed inside the raindrop, everything simply merged into one boundless whole in the end. It might sound nihilistic, but for Veronica, it was a liberating philosophy that allowed her to savor each precious moment of her existence. Knowing that she’d end up part of the endless sea in the future allowed her to simply enjoy the exhilaration of the fall for now.


  At least I truly feel alive while I’m falling through the air.


  “I need to speak with Leon,” Veronica said, closing her eyes. “If you really want to atone for what you’ve done to me, bring him here. That’s all I ask of you.”


  She had to tell him about Mecklenburg’s final moments. That was the only thing she could do right now.


  * * *


  “Was that woman a Corrupted?”


  Dazzling sunlight flooded across the crimson carpet. Leon, who had been gazing out the window, turned slightly to regard the speaker.


  Philip von Wittelsbach stood there, the man who had once declared that he hoped they wouldn’t cross paths in the Holy City. The silver hair that had been cropped short when they’d clashed in Bayern had grown longer, and his violet eyes seemed to have deepened as well.


  “Who?” Leon asked.


  “Don’t play the fool with me,” Philip snapped. “I’m talking about the woman you carried from the ashes of that city. Rumors are spreading like wildfire that you offered her as a sacrifice to His Holiness to earn your forgiveness.”


  Leon leaned against the window frame and lowered his eyes. The warm sunlight caressing his face created an illusory warmth, in contrast to the merciless winter outside.


  “You should have executed her the moment you discovered she was a Corrupted,” Philip continued. “That would have been mercy.”


  “If I had killed her then, we would never have learned about the thing lurking in the Blasen Mountains.”


  “Are you still clinging to your delusion about the First Bahamut?” Philip’s voice rose incredulously. “His Holiness himself has assured us that no such abomination exists! Because of your stubborn insistence, we lost twenty irreplaceable knights. What I don’t understand is why the commander himself would participate in such a fool’s errand, but—”


  His increasingly heated tirade halted abruptly as he realized his own loss of composure.


  Philip exhaled deeply. Having been thrust into the temporary position of commander immediately after returning from Bayern, all he knew for certain was that Leon had returned from the expedition, and that reports indicated swarms of Bahamuts had established nesting grounds throughout the Blasen Mountains.


  But what difference did any of it make now? Philip, who had fought desperately to defend Bayern’s borders, had been forced to retreat to the Holy City when their overwhelming numbers made victory impossible. Just yesterday, a messenger bird had arrived bearing grim news that Bahamuts had been spotted in Whiteland, which was located at the northernmost part of the continent. The unholy beasts were now swarming across the entire continent like a plague, and the Blasen Mountains were no exception to this invasion.


  So there was no logical reason to be particularly fixated on that one location—that was what Philip had been about to say when they were interrupted by a knight who had just emerged from delivering his report in the Pope’s office.


  “Pro Karta,” he saluted formally. “His Holiness requests your immediate presence, Vice Commander. The matter is most urgent.”


  Oscar delivered the order to Philip with the proper formality. Philip cast one final glance at Leon, meticulously smoothed his already impeccable white uniform, and departed without a word of farewell.


  Soon, only Leon and Oscar remained in the corridor flooded with golden sunlight. Time hung suspended between them like a still life painting until Oscar finally broke the silence.


  “Sir Berg.”


  Leon’s eyes, which had been fixed on the window, shifted slowly toward him. Oscar weighed each word like someone writing a letter of condolence, his lips barely moving when he finally continued, “Ms. Schwarzwald wishes to speak with you.”


  “Schwarzwald?”


  “Yes. She wants to speak directly to you about her vision.”


  A heavy silence descended. Oscar, still waiting, glanced up in confusion. 


  The woman’s name is Veronica Schwarzwald, isn’t it? Did I misremember her name? No, she had definitely introduced herself that way.


  But Leon was reacting like he’d never heard the name before. Eventually, his impassive mask cracked, his expression twisting into something unreadable—recognition, perhaps, or…


  “Schwarzwald,” Leon repeated, savoring each syllable. “I see.”


  He fixed Oscar with a penetrating stare. The fact that Veronica was still alive could only mean someone had bestowed holy power upon her. And Leon knew exactly who that person was. It couldn’t have been anyone else—not with Oscar standing before him, his face far more human than when Leon had left.


  “I see no reason to visit her personally,” Leon said. “What information does she have?”


  “His Holiness has ordered my silence. I have no right to speak of it.”


  “Then it’s something I shouldn’t know about.”


  “It concerns Commander Mecklenburg.” Oscar hesitated. “If you would permit me to speak frankly…”


  “I don’t permit it.” 


  Leon cut him off with brutal finality, leaving Oscar visibly flustered. A cold smile played at Leon’s lips as he continued.


  “Are you planning to disclose confidential matters to me, an outsider who doesn’t even belong to the Holy Knight Order anymore?”


  Leon, expelled from the order, was essentially nothing more than a common mercenary now. Had the returning expedition not taken his side, he could even have faced execution for aiding in the murder of a nobleman. So there was no reason for him to go looking for information that the Pope wanted controlled.


  “If the vision doesn’t reveal the location of It, I have no interest,” he said dismissively. “Has It moved from the Blasen Mountains to somewhere else?”


  Oscar’s face hardened as he shook his head.


  It was just as Leon had expected. He remembered the Bahamut he had glimpsed on the cliff during battle. The woman must have seen him then. If it wasn’t about where It was located, he truly had no interest in what she had to say.


  He was simply waiting for Mecklenburg’s return at the moment. Now that the commander had set foot in Blasen, he’d understand the gravity of the situation as well. And with the grand duke on their side, they might even be able to mobilize the emperor’s army.


  This had to end now, before it was too late. Leon couldn’t afford any distractions.


  But just as he turned around to leave, Oscar said quietly, “She asked for you the moment she regained consciousness.”


  



  “Who said anything about sharing a bed? I just want you nearby. Just for tonight.”


  



  “That was… I meant don’t abandon me here like this.”


  



  “I’ll return it to you if you agree to stay with me tonight.”


  



  His heart constricted painfully, and his lungs burned as though he had swallowed shards of a blade instead of air. The most absurd thing was the fierce possessiveness that surged through him unbidden.


  I cast her aside when I was done with her, but now I’m acting like a petulant child whose toy has been touched by another.


  “I suppose she must have been thirsty,” he muttered darkly. “Why don’t you take care of that for her?”


  With that, he stalked away down the corridor without waiting for a response.


  Severing ties wasn’t difficult. He’d been doing it all his life. He’d even abandoned his blood family, so a woman with whom he’d briefly shared warmth meant nothing. Once he cut her out of his heart, unshakable composure would return to him and her both. He was sure of it.


  * * *


  Nuns came and went from the shadowy chamber, bringing her evening meal and helping her bathe. But Leon never appeared, no matter how long she waited into the night.


  Veronica huddled in the corner, her fevered breath wheezing like a frightened child’s. The stone floor beneath her should have been cold, but her entire body blazed as though it were engulfed in flames. Each time she writhed in agony, she felt like she was sinking deeper into a snare that she couldn’t escape from.


  “I have to repay my debt…” she rasped, forcing her parched tongue to move.


  As her own voice reached her ears, her mind briefly cleared through the fog of fever. Memories flashed before her eyes with startling clarity.


  She first saw her hometown reduced to smoldering ashes, then the snow-covered wasteland where she had wrapped her trembling arms around herself. Finally, she saw a man with flowing crimson hair, offering her a drink to warm her up.


  I want to be his equal.


  If she had to name her reason for seeking him out, that was it. She had wanted to repay him for the salvation he had granted her. Then perhaps she could proudly accept his offered cup without any shame.


  If they were to stand face to face in the wilderness with no one else around, she would have so much to tell him. Veronica desperately wanted to reclaim her stolen freedom and confess what burned within her.


  At some point, I started to think of you as…


  Her thoughts shattered when her fingers, thin as dried twigs, began to convulse violently. When she weakly pressed her cramped right hand against her other hand, her senses suddenly sharpened. She detected hurried footsteps approaching in the corridor. Then the door clanked open, and someone approached where she lay. Veronica wasn’t surprised. By now, she could identify the visitor by his footsteps alone.


  Once again, it was Oscar Berg.


  What startled her was his attire. Instead of his gleaming steel plate armor, Oscar was wearing scale mail like the corridor guards and had donned a helmet that completely concealed his face. Sensing that something was different today, Veronica struggled to raise her trembling body.


  “Where’s Leon?” she asked.


  “Sir Berg will not be coming. You must get up now.”


  Oscar supported her as he spoke, practically lifting her to her feet since her legs had no strength. Then he immediately handed her a black habit he had been carrying—a flowing black dress that would cover her entire body, and a veil to conceal her distinctive hair.


  “Keep your head bowed so your crimson eyes don’t draw attention,” he instructed tersely. “Don’t speak under any circumstances. If someone asks you a question, I’ll answer it for you.”


  “…What are you talking about?”


  “Sir Wittelsbach—no, the vice commander—has ordered your execution. The executioner will arrive at any moment.”


  An execution?


  The cold fingers of death traced a chilling path down her spine. Veronica pressed her fingers against her throbbing temples before fumbling with the garments. Through her fear, one question burned brighter than all the others.


  “Why are you helping me?”


  With the veil shadowing her face, Veronica fought through waves of dizziness and nausea to meet his gaze.


  “From our conversation earlier in the day, I got the impression that you were a knight who valued orders above all else.”


  “I still do,” Oscar replied stiffly. “I’m simply following Commander Mecklenburg’s final order. Before he departed, he commanded me to keep the Corrupted in the cell alive and breathing.”


  But that commander was dead now, and surely the Pope himself had approved this execution as well. If they were caught, Oscar would be in serious trouble. Was this blind devotion to a dead man’s orders, or was this truly one knight’s courageous choice?


  She wasn’t certain. But one thing was clear.


  “Thank you,” Veronica said with quiet sincerity.


  The helmeted knight hesitated, then approached the door and began, “That can wait until we’re safely—”


  His words died as a massive shadow darkened the doorway. Veronica turned and nearly screamed at the sight of a monstrous figure looming in the entrance like a harbinger of death. Though she had grown accustomed to Leon’s imposing stature, this was something altogether different. The executioner’s barrel-like belly protruded obscenely, his sagging flesh hanging in folds, as his enormous frame nearly brushed the ceiling.


  “Executioner,” Oscar finally managed, after a shocked silence. “What brings you to this chamber?”


  Wearing the helmet had been the right choice—though his voice maintained composure, his face would surely have betrayed his terror.


  “Vice Commander’s… execution order… came down,” the giant rumbled. “Second to last… room… heretic… will be transported.”


  The man’s voice was slow and awkward, but it resonated with a bone-chilling bass sound that belonged more to a demon than a human. With her head bowed, Veronica glimpsed the massive axe clutched in his meaty hand. The handle stretched as long as a staff, and the blade was broader than twice the width of Veronica’s face.


  But what truly froze her blood was the phrase, “second to last room.”


  The very last chamber in the Black Corridor was where Veronica had stayed when she first arrived. So the room adjacent to it was…


  Her heart began pounding like an executioner’s axe striking the wall. The intermittent thumping she’d heard through the walls—cold horror washed over her as she finally realized what those chilling sounds had been.


  “Ah, you must mean the Corrupted who was here,” Oscar improvised smoothly. “She appears to have been relocated. We also came to administer treatment as usual and just confirmed the chamber is empty.”


  Oscar feigned confusion, then pulled Veronica behind him to reveal the room’s interior.


  The executioner ducked his massive head to peer inside the empty room. A dangerous silence stretched between them.


  “If that’s all,” Oscar ventured, “we’ll report to the vice commander immediately to inquire about this matter.”


  “Wait.” 


  As the executioner turned his head from examining the room, the folds of his neck rippled, releasing a putrid smell of decay that wafted toward them. Veronica held her breath, her already rebellious stomach twisting violently.


  “Affiliation?” the behemoth demanded.


  “We serve under the quartermaster,” Oscar replied.


  With those words, silence fell again. Veronica focused on clinging to consciousness, ignoring how her clenched fist drove her nails deep into her palm. The pain was sharp enough to draw tears.


  “Quartermaster… no,” the executioner growled suspiciously.


  The massive figure stooped lower, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed the air. Then his enormous finger rose slowly to point directly at Veronica.


  “Blood smell… coming from her.”


  The silence pierced her eardrums like a dagger. The sudden movement had reopened the wound on her back, sending fresh waves of pain down her spine. Veronica’s heartbeat thundered against her ribcage. Through vision blurred with pain, she watched the wall sconces flicker ominously.


  If we stay here any longer, we’re finished.


  “Sisters have a sacred week when they must shed blood,” Veronica said, speaking up for the first time, from where she stood behind Oscar.


  The executioner’s reaction made the church’s revulsion toward menstruating women painfully clear. He pinched his nose with exaggerated disgust and recoiled as if from something putrid.


  Oscar seized the opening without hesitation.


  “Since your inquiry appears satisfied, we will take our leave now. We will personally report this matter to the vice commander, so please continue with your regular duties.”


  Veronica scurried after Oscar, taking quick, measured steps. Though she could feel the executioner’s gaze burning into her back, they maintained a pace that was calm enough to avoid suspicion, but swift enough to make their escape.


  “This way,” Oscar murmured.


  He bypassed the ascending staircase in the corridor’s center, continuing along the hallway before making three deliberate turns to the right.


  The Black Corridor was much bigger and more maze-like than Veronica had expected. Not a word passed between them as they navigated through a musty storage room and squeezed through a spiral staircase barely wide enough for a single person. In truth, Veronica lacked even the strength to speak. Her confinement had drained her strength—her legs trembled beneath her, and her lungs burned for air despite the short distance they’d traveled.


  She finally caught her breath when they emerged from the towering spiral staircase into the open air, where she could see stars glittering in the night sky. Two armored sentries flanked the narrow exit, but they didn’t say anything when they saw Oscar and Veronica’s attire.


  Needing to maintain appearances, Oscar and Veronica slowed their pace. The night air caressed her face—a forgotten luxury after her imprisonment. She inhaled deeply, the cool air flooding her lungs like a blessing.


  They slipped through the Papal Office’s rear entrance and melted into the streets. Most of the city seemed to be asleep at this late hour. Few windows glowed with lamplight, and the back alleys lay silent and still.


  After weaving between buildings for some time, Oscar halted before a modest house with illuminated windows. He removed his helmet and handed her the sword at his waist.


  “This is…” Veronica breathed.


  In the blue moonlight, a red camellia flower etched into the scabbard revealed itself.


  “Yes, it’s yours,” Oscar said, answering her unasked question. “Keep it close. Someone I trust will shelter you for a few days, but things could go wrong at any moment.”


  Veronica accepted the scabbard in a daze. When their fingers brushed, Oscar withdrew awkwardly. She looked up, meeting his gaze. Oscar stared transfixed at her crimson eyes for a moment before collecting himself, his expression hardening into a mask of duty.


  “With this, my debt is repaid,” he stated firmly. “And to verify—what you told the executioner… If it’s true…”


  “You mean, am I menstruating?” Veronica asked directly when it looked like Oscar was finding it difficult to find the words.


  Even in the darkness, she could see Oscar’s face flush crimson. She realized she’d embarrassed him, and no one understood the sting of embarrassment better than her.


  To spare him further awkwardness, she added quickly, “I’m not, so don’t worry. Your soul remains untainted by contact with an unclean woman.”


  Oscar nodded stiffly, his gaze fixed on the cobblestones. After a prolonged silence, he muttered with a hint of self-reproach, “I suppose I’ll have other sins to atone for regardless…”


  “No,” Veronica countered. “Tonight, I’ll offer prayers in your defense.”


  She offered a smile through cracked, bloodied lips.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure to speak well of you. Oh, I know—I’ll tell God that you were the most godly knight I’ve ever met.”


  The night breeze caught her veil, revealing her luminous smile. Oscar stood transfixed for a moment, as though he couldn’t even feel the biting cold.


  Just as he parted his lips to respond, the door of the house swung open. A short-haired woman stood there, her eyes wide with surprise. She looked familiar somehow, though Veronica couldn’t immediately place where she’d seen her before.


  “Heavens! Is that you, Oscar?” she exclaimed. “Why are you just standing out here instead of knocking on the door?”


  The woman, who had the same raven-colored locks as Veronica, turned and called over her shoulder.


  “See? I told you it wasn’t some stray cat! It’s Oscar, Emmett. Come quickly.”


  Veronica’s attention was immediately captured by the vivacious woman. Just where had she seen her before? And how could she possibly recognize someone living in Karta?


  There was a distinctive sound of dragging footsteps, and soon a limping man emerged from within. Only when they stood together—the picture of happy newlyweds—did Veronica notice the woman’s swollen belly. The man, having struggled to reach the entrance, beamed at Oscar despite the unseemly hour.


  “You were right, Hannah. Oscar, what urgent business brings you to our doorstep at this hour?”


  Oscar, who had been watching Veronica intently, now shifted his uneasy gaze toward the couple.


  “I’m sorry for barging in on you without prior notice,” he said stiffly. “I needed some help, and I remembered your generous words that I was welcome at your house anytime.”


  Veronica observed as his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed nervously. She could see how uncomfortable he was with dealing with people outside the church.


  “If it’s not too much trouble, I wondered if you might let this lady stay in your guest room for a day or two,” Oscar continued. “I’ll pay for her lodging, of course. She requires only meals and fresh bandages for her wounds.”


  A pregnant silence followed his breathless appeal. Unannounced visits were indeed a breach of etiquette, after all.


  The couple exchanged meaningful glances before their faces simultaneously brightened with warm smiles.


  “What are you talking about?” the woman chided gently. “We would never dream of accepting payment from you, Oscar. Don’t just stand there in the cold—come inside! You’ve come at a perfect time, since I’ve just set the kettle to boil.”


  Relief washed over Oscar’s features at their gracious welcome, but he quickly composed himself.


  “I would like to, but I’m afraid I must return immediately. I’ll visit again tomorrow. Until then, I’d be grateful if you could shelter her somewhere… discreet.”


  The request sounded suspicious even to Veronica. Appearing unannounced with a mysterious woman, insisting she remain hidden from prying eyes?


  But the couple only regarded Veronica in her nun’s habit with curious eyes before nodding.


  “I understand. Whatever it is, it’s something you can’t tell us about,” the man observed. “Don’t worry. Hannah has been staying home alone for too long lately, so she’d appreciate the company.”


  After expressing his gratitude repeatedly to the considerate couple, Oscar nodded farewell to Veronica before hastily retracing his steps back to the Papal Office.


  As they watched his retreating silhouette dissolve into the darkness, the woman—who had a comfortable-looking shawl draped across her shoulders—descended the entrance steps and addressed Veronica.


  “We don’t have much, but please make yourself at home. You look dreadfully pale, and those clothes look too thin. Let’s get you warmed up properly.”


  Despite her modest description, the warmth radiating from within the house felt more luxurious than any palace to Veronica. Her imprisonment in the Black Corridor felt like it had lasted much longer than it had.


  Perhaps it was the comfort of being among ordinary, compassionate souls again, or maybe the toll of her desperate escape had finally caught up with her, but the moment the woman’s hand touched her arm, Veronica’s remaining strength suddenly evaporated. Her vision swam alarmingly, and the world tilted beneath her feet.


  She heard a startled cry as her consciousness slipped away. As she collapsed like a marionette with severed strings, one final worry flashed through her fading mind—I can’t let any harm come to these kind people.


  She prayed that the mysterious energy emanating from her corrupted body wouldn’t touch them.


  * * *


  In the end, the couple was unscathed. Had she inflicted any harm, they certainly wouldn’t have provided such a blissfully comfortable bed.


  Veronica knew that something wasn’t right about her condition. She’d survived without holy power and had even managed to use her Bahamut’s power to control the atmosphere during her escape. Why was she different from the other Corrupted? Why did it feel as though her body was gradually adapting to her new condition?


  When she first opened her eyes, she was greeted by golden sunlight streaming through the windows, illuminating a rustic wooden ceiling. Birds sang peacefully outside.


  I’m so sick of this pattern, she thought bitterly. Losing consciousness, awakening in a strange place, and struggling to piece together what happened in between…


  Turning her head, she spotted a woman perched in an armchair, engrossed in her knitting. The woman glanced up when she sensed movement. When their eyes met, her expression brightened as she set aside her yarn and needles.


  “Oh, how long have you been watching me?” she exclaimed. “You should have made a sound! Here, let me help you drink something—try to lift your head just a little.”


  Hannah cradled Veronica’s head and pressed a ceramic mug to her parched lips.


  “You kept murmuring about thirst all through the night, even in your sleep. And the fever had you sweating something fierce. How are you feeling now?”


  “…I’m well enough,” Veronica answered softly.


  Surprisingly, it wasn’t merely a polite response—she genuinely felt restored and refreshed.


  “What time is it?” she asked.


  “Just past midday,” Hannah replied. “Oh! You must be famished! Just one moment.”


  Hannah sprang to her feet and bustled to the kitchen, returning with a steaming bowl of hearty stew. She also added a thick slice of crusty bread on top of it. Veronica felt a pang of guilt at inconveniencing a pregnant woman who clearly had enough burdens without an unexpected guest.


  “There are sausages, beans, and caramelized onions in it,” Hannah explained. “I just made it, so it’s still warm. And this drink was made with ground tubers sweetened with honey. Do try it!”


  “Thank you,” Veronica murmured.


  She eased herself upright, leaning against the headboard as she balanced the tray across her lap. She ate carefully so she wouldn’t dirty the bedsheets, but had to pause when she caught Hannah watching her.


  “Does it taste good?” Hannah asked hopefully.


  In truth, Veronica was devouring the meal so ravenously she could scarcely taste anything, but gratitude compelled her to nod enthusiastically.


  “It’s really good,” she assured her hostess. “Especially this beverage—I’ve never had anything like it. Is it a Karta specialty?”


  “Not at all!” Hannah beamed with pride. “Believe it or not, it’s my own creation. Are you from elsewhere, then?”


  Veronica hesitated before lowering her gaze to the stew and answering cautiously.


  “Yes. I’m from Bayern.”


  Veronica immediately felt a knot of tension in her stomach. Would this woman know about the devastation that had befallen her city?


  “Bayern? So you grew up by the sea? I’m absolutely green with envy. I’ve never seen an ocean in my life.”


  Hearing such a cheerful response, Veronica felt the tension drain from her body. This woman clearly had no idea about the outside world’s horrors. There wasn’t a trace of pity in the way she looked at Veronica.


  “I used to fantasize about sailing across that sea to the Rom Archipelago,” Hannah continued. “While other children were drawing holy knights in pure white armor and dreaming of Karta, I was busy drawing the rippling muscles of bare-chested barbarian tribesmen.” She laughed. “You should have seen my mother’s face—absolutely scandalized! I can still picture her expression vividly!”


  The woman chirped like a sparrow, talkative and sociable. After a brief moment of guardedness, Veronica found herself drawn into Hannah’s radiant energy.


  It’s so warm here, Veronica thought. The golden sunlight, the cozy atmosphere… It almost felt like a dream, disconnected from reality.


  When Veronica continued to stare at her blankly, Hannah suddenly seemed to collect herself and clapped her hands with a start.


  “Oh my, where are my manners? I’ve completely forgotten introductions. I’m Hannah. The shy fellow who was standing beside me yesterday was my husband, Emmett.”


  “I’m Veronica,” she replied simply.


  After this brief introduction, Veronica hesitated, unsure what to say next, then ventured a question. “How do you know Sir Berg?”


  “Oh, you mean Oscar? He saved our lives.” Hannah shrugged her shoulders and picked up her knitting as she continued, “Well, technically, he saved Emmett’s life, but since I couldn’t survive without my husband, he saved mine too. When Emmett was crushed beneath an overturned carriage, Oscar was the only one who didn’t just walk past. Everyone else turned a blind eye.”


  This explained the formal way they’d addressed each other—too distant for friends—as well as the couple’s unconditional welcome.


  “That man is the very embodiment of knighthood,” Hannah said. “To think a commoner would be granted the armor of the White Lion! My husband and I are very glad to have this chance to repay our debt to him. So please, make yourself completely at home.”


  Veronica thanked her again. Then, seizing the opportunity, she cautiously brought up the name that had been haunting the corners of her mind. “I know there’s another knight of common birth—Leon Berg. I heard he’s returned to Karta. Have you caught wind of anything?”


  “Oh, absolutely!” Hannah leaned forward eagerly, visibly delighted that Veronica was actively engaging in conversation. “The stories about the incident in Tyran reached even our humble neighborhood.”


  At first, Veronica wondered if she was referring to Leon’s desertion from the front lines, but something about her phrasing seemed suspicious for a simple case of abandoning one’s post.


  “Incident?” Veronica frowned. “What exactly do you mean?”


  “You don’t know?” Hannah’s eyes widened in surprise. “I assumed you would, coming from the Papal Office.”


  Hannah tilted her head curiously. Then she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, as though she were afraid the very walls might have ears.


  “They say the rumors originated from a stable boy at the Papal Office, so there might be some truth to them. It’s about that fateful day when Leon Berg fled from the Tyran front.” Hannah’s voice dropped even lower. “That day, apparently, the six hundred knights who were with him never returned either.”


  Veronica frowned. Had all six hundred knights who had been deployed abandoned the battlefield together? Then why was Leon wandering alone?


  “They all died,” Hannah whispered. “Every single knight—except for the Red Knight himself.”


  A bone-deep chill slithered down Veronica’s spine. Despite the warm afternoon sunlight, an icy coldness wrapped around her heart. As her fingers lost their strength, her utensils clattered against the plate.


  “The whispers say the Red Knight descended into madness and killed all his comrades with his own blade,” Hannah continued. “Then he fled, consumed by fear of what he’d done. Since he was a knight beloved by the citizens, the Papal Office hushed up the whole affair. But I’ve heard that within the knights’ order, those who are in the position to know do indeed know the truth.”


  Veronica’s hands began to tremble. Leon’s face materialized in her mind—his haunted eyes that gazed into nothingness as his arm casually draped across his knees. She’d always been drawn to his mystery, wanting to peer into the darkness of his soul. She’d sensed the same profound loneliness in him that consumed her, and yet he’d always appeared so formidable, so unbreakable.


  But now she realized that the reason his mask seemed so impenetrable was because his true self, concealed beneath it, had been shattered beyond repair.


  Veronica thought of Leon, who must have heard the news of the commander’s death by now. He would still be alone, hiding himself behind an expressionless mask and cutting into his own flesh to excise his grief like a surgeon removing a tumor.


  Someone needs to stand beside him, she thought. Anyone at all.


  Looking back, hadn’t his blade helped her when she’d faced the destruction of her hometown? Hating him had kept her from surrendering to helplessness. When you lost something precious, even an enemy could become your anchor to sanity.


  She missed most of what followed, lost in thoughts about Leon. Just as she concluded that she needed to find him, one sentence pierced through the fog of her contemplation.


  “He’s your lover, isn’t he?”


  Veronica’s head snapped up in surprise. Hannah was smiling with mischievous delight. Instantly, Veronica’s face blazed crimson, heat rushing to her cheeks without warning.


  “I knew it! So that’s how it is, hmm? No need to look so guilty. If love were truly a sin in the eyes of the divine, why would God gift humans with hearts capable of such emotion? You have my complete support. You and Oscar make a perfect match—why, even your names harmonize beautifully together!”


  Veronica felt like an idiot as she processed Hannah’s words.


  What was I thinking? There’s no way she was talking about Leon.


  Veronica realized that her nun’s habit, combined with Oscar’s request, had sparked Hannah’s romantic imagination. A nun falling in love with a holy knight—it was certainly a tale ripe with forbidden romance and delicious scandal. Hannah’s face looked flush and giddy as she imagined it.


  “No, that’s a misunderstanding!” Veronica protested frantically. “Sir Berg—I mean, Oscar and I don’t have that kind of relationship.”


  In her flustered denial, Veronica first called him Sir Berg, then hastily corrected herself as it reminded her of Leon.


  When she blushed, Hannah smiled knowingly, her eyes twinkling with unspoken understanding. Veronica’s expression crumpled in dismay. Remembering Leon’s wisdom that showing anger only invited more teasing, she forced herself to focus intently on her meal. Concentrating on something else seemed the wisest strategy to change this mortifying subject.


  But what happens now? I have to find Leon again, somehow.


  It was clear that the strict vice commander was preventing him from seeking her out. Karta was unfamiliar territory, and besides Leon, Veronica knew not a soul there. She was deep in these troubling thoughts when Hannah spoke again.


  “By the way, while we’re on the subject—you shouldn’t even think about stepping outside for fresh air. None other than the infamous Leon Berg himself is staying the very next street over.”


  “What?” Veronica gasped, her voice louder than intended.


  Hannah’s index finger pointed toward the sunlit street visible through the window. As Veronica’s gaze drifted to the window with its flower pot, Hannah seemed to misinterpret her reaction as fear and hurried to reassure her.


  “Oh, but there’s no cause for alarm,” she said quickly. “We’ve only heard rumors that he’s lodging at the inn, but we haven’t caught so much as a glimpse of him in over a week. He likely departs at dawn for the Papal Office and returns only after nightfall. So you’re perfectly safe here.”


  Leon is staying nearby, Veronica realized with a jolt. Oscar must have known all along. That must have been why he’d entrusted her to this household.


  After blinking in momentary surprise, Veronica’s expression brightened considerably as she set down her spoon with newfound purpose.


  “That’s wonderful news. Truly wonderful!” she exclaimed, clasping Hannah’s hands. “Thank you so much for telling me.”


  Hannah looked taken aback at first, but she soon returned Veronica’s smile.


  “It’s nothing. If you’re truly grateful, I’ll serve you another bowl, and I expect you to finish every last drop,” Hannah said, taking away her empty plate. “Watching someone as frail as you makes my heart flutter with worry. You need proper nourishment when you’re recovering.”


  Veronica didn’t even protest. Though she usually ate very little, she felt as though she could devour three full bowls today, for some reason.


  In her joy, even the shadow of a cactus dancing across her blanket suddenly looked extraordinarily beautiful.


  * * *


  Meanwhile, the Papal Office was in absolute chaos.


  No, even that word—chaos—was woefully insufficient to describe the situation: a dangerous condemned prisoner had vanished without a trace, leaving not so much as a footprint behind.


  “Tell me, is this the guard you spoke to?”


  Philip, containing his fury with aristocratic coldness, issued the command to the executioner who stood hunched with his massive frame.


  Knights armed to the teeth stood in rigid formation in the Black Corridor, ready to subdue Leon at a moment’s notice. Inside the shadowy interrogation room stood three figures, including Philip and the executioner.


  The hulking executioner approached Leon, who was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. The man lowered his head toward Leon and audibly sniffed him several times, nostrils flaring. Then he tilted his head in confusion and twisted his thick, scarred lips.


  “No… Different… Completely different… scent,” he growled.


  “See? I told you it wasn’t me,” Leon drawled. “How little faith you must have in me, Sir Wittelsbach.”


  At Leon’s glib remark and taunting smile, Philip’s face grew even colder. He clearly believed the entire situation had been Leon’s handiwork.


  “Even if she managed to get away, she wouldn’t be able to get far.”


  “Naturally not,” Leon replied smoothly. “The city’s gate is firmly sealed.”


  “Do you have a problem with that as well?”


  At those words, Leon slowly turned his gaze to meet Philip’s sunken violet eyes, which looked wounded from experiencing bitter defeat in Bayern. They were the eyes of a man who had witnessed and felt the terror of the Bahamut firsthand.


  “Not at all,” Leon said. “As someone who has just come back from battle, you’d know the situation beyond the walls better than anyone. And even if I did have a problem with it, there’s nothing I can do about it anyway.”


  Leon continued, his words measured and deliberate. “I do find it regrettable, though. Karta appears to be blessed with enough provisions to sustain itself until next winter.”


  His meaning was clear—the lockdown itself wasn’t the problem, but rather its timing. It had come too early. They could have offered sanctuary to countless refugees, but both the emperor and the Pope had been too consumed with protecting their own interests to consider the suffering beyond their walls. Philip, who hadn’t been in Karta at the time, seemed to agree on this point as he maintained a telling silence.


  “If there’s nothing else, may I take my leave?” Leon pushed himself away from the wall as he spoke. “I’ve been playing the court jester at the imperial palace since dawn, and I’m dead on my feet.”


  “The imperial palace? So you’ve already found a new master to serve?” Philip asked with contempt dripping from every word.


  Leon merely offered a thin smile.


  Power in Karta wasn’t held by the Papal Office alone. The emperor had conquered the once-independent nation of Karta and made it the new capital. For Leon, who needed to mobilize as many soldiers as possible, the Imperial Army was a prize worth pursuing.


  If Mecklenburg had been here, it would have been much easier. Fortunately, Leon’s infamous reputation still helped capture the imperial family’s interest. He had spent the entire night persuading the young princes, and by morning, he had secured an audience with the aging emperor. The royal family didn’t appear to fully believe Leon’s claims, but they agreed to summon the knights sworn to the imperial household nonetheless.


  Since dawn, he had spent the day crossing blades with the imperial knights in the arena like a fighting dog, as the emperor wanted to verify whether Leon’s prowess exceeded theirs. Mecklenburg would have condemned Leon as a disgrace to the church had he witnessed this spectacle, but Leon had no honor left to lose anyway. It was better than sitting idly while awaiting the commander’s return. Besides, mentioning the imperial family helped shield him from troublesome situations like the one he now faced.


  Philip narrowed his eyes to slits and glared at Leon, realizing that Leon had deliberately mentioned the imperial family. Then, keeping his piercing gaze fixed on him, he issued a command in a dangerously low voice.


  “Take the executioner to the second-to-last room. For the fool who let a condemned prisoner escape before his very eyes, I sentence him to beheading.”


  Leon watched as dull fear spread across the face of the burly, fierce-looking executioner. Soldiers with perfectly aligned spears marched in and drove the shouting executioner out of the chamber, treating him more like livestock than a human being.


  Leon felt neither pity nor satisfaction at the karmic justice of the scene unfolding before him, too exhausted to care about anything in particular.


  Well, perhaps that wasn’t entirely true; he’d been feeling something stirring in his chest since he’d heard news of the girl’s escape. But whatever it was, he pushed it down into the wavering abyss of his mind—hiding its light deep underwater in the dark river of his heart.


  “This incident will not be forgotten,” Philip declared. “Do not forget that the Papal Office is always watching you. If it turns out that you were at fault, you will have to surrender your divine sword.”


  With that final warning, Philip swept from the room, his pristine white cloak billowing behind him.


  Since the divine sword was a sacred blade that chose its own master, this was essentially a threat to execute Leon. But instead of returning Philip’s glower, Leon simply walked away, his face a perfect mask of indifference.


  His gaze lingered only for the briefest moment when he encountered Oscar Berg at the corridor’s end. The glance was so fleeting that neither the dozens of watchful eyes nor Oscar himself noticed.


  The girl was safe and alive for now. That was enough. It didn’t matter who she clung to, whose lips she sought, in whose embrace she begged for salvation. If he needed to know of her visions again, he could simply seek out Oscar and ask him. She’d been irritating from the very beginning, so this was for the best—at least that was what Leon’s rational mind told him.


  But the moment he returned to the inn and saw the barefooted woman crouching before his door, all those rational thoughts evaporated without a trace.


  * * *


  Footsteps halted abruptly in front of her. Veronica lifted her head from where she had buried it against her knees. When her eyes traveled past the unfamiliar gray armor and recognized the familiar face, joy as intense as the pain she had endured surged through her.


  She had slipped away from the house while Hannah was taking an afternoon nap. Worried that even the slightest sound might wake her hostess, she hadn’t even dared search for her shoes or outer garments. But her anxiety hadn’t gone away even when she arrived at the inn’s door, afraid of not being able to see him even after coming all this way.


  Mercifully, people on the street had been kind enough to direct her to the rumored inn, and the innkeeper had been too terrified of Leon to question her claim of being his companion. Everything seemed to be unfolding with miraculous fortune.


  Her face brightened as she scrambled to her feet. But in the next moment, she couldn’t help but falter at the look that flickered across Leon’s expressionless face. She’d never seen him looking at her like that. It was…


  “Why are you…” she began, but the rest of her words died on her lips.


  After casting a swift glance at the stairway behind them, Leon strode forward and pulled her into a forceful embrace. Veronica winced as his rough hands gripped her wounded back and shoulders. Her injuries were so severe that they bled afresh each time the bandages were changed, and her body had grown desperately weak compared to before.


  When a pained sound escaped her, Leon clamped one hand over her mouth while using the other to thrust the key into the lock. Only after being pushed into the room could Veronica finally draw breath to speak.


  “It hurts,” she gasped.


  “Good,” Leon muttered coldly. “At least your nerve endings still function properly.”


  He’d removed his hand over her mouth as soon as the door slammed shut behind them, but hadn’t released his grip yet. They stood close enough that even whispers would carry between them.


  “I hadn’t realized you were this reckless,” he hissed. “Didn’t you walk out on your own two feet? Even the lowliest rat knows to keep its head down for at least a day after crawling out from underground.”


  “I was careful,” Veronica insisted. “I watched the streets vigilantly, and there aren’t any other knights here anyway.”


  “What a nuisance.”


  Her heart plummeted. Leon neither raised his voice nor spoke with his usual sarcasm. He roughly raked his fingers through his disheveled hair and lowered his gaze to look down at her.


  “Are you thirsty? Is that it? Then go devour some naïve knight. That’s why I left you with him in the first place.”


  The gauntleted hand gripping her cheek was as cold as steel, rivaling the glacial look in his eyes.


  Veronica’s lips trembled slightly as she found her voice. “I came because I have information for you. You need the vision I saw.”


  The words were as much for herself as for him, a desperate attempt to avoid feeling utterly rejected. Veronica couldn’t understand why the man’s demeanor had transformed so completely in mere days. Her anxious heart believed that Leon would smile at her again if she could only prove her worth. She longed for his kindness, for him to tell her once more that he needed her.


  So Veronica blurted out the words that burned in her throat: “Your father is dead.”


  It was a slip of the tongue she would come to regret for a long time.


  Silence descended upon the small room. It felt like time itself had stopped. The air grew frigid, crystallizing around them.


  After what seemed like an eternity, Leon finally opened his mouth and spat, “What?”


  It was the first time she had witnessed such emotion on his face.


  Veronica winced as his grip tightened painfully on her face. Leon’s handsome lips slowly twisted into something unrecognizable.


  “Who did you say died?” he demanded.


  The fine hairs on the nape of her neck stood on end. It was like their first encounter all over again. He regarded her with the same merciless eyes as when he had torn away her wings of freedom.


  Only then did Veronica realize her terrible mistake. She shouldn’t have mentioned his father. He had no knowledge of her meeting with the knight commander, and the relationship between the two men was mere speculation on her part. She scrambled to explain her hasty words.


  “Well, I—I mean… while you were gone, I met the knight commander,” she stammered. “And… no one told me explicitly, but when I saw him, I thought he resembled you. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to deliver the news this way. I was just afraid you might send me away if I didn’t offer something valuable.”


  “You saw Mecklenburg’s death?” Leon cut through her rambling explanation.


  Veronica attempted to nod with her face still trapped in his grip. A suffocating silence descended between them.


  A fierce storm raged behind Leon’s eyes beneath his disheveled hair. His lips parted as if to speak, then pressed together in a hard line. No matter how anxiously she searched his features, she could read nothing as his expression gradually hardened into an impenetrable mask. It was like staring into a bottomless abyss. She couldn’t reach the man drowning in that dark river. Veronica cursed herself for blurting out such news without thought or care.


  Finally, Leon released her without a word. He strode deeper into the room and unfastened his sword with practiced movements.


  “Explain everything that happened after my departure. Every detail. Leave nothing out.”


  As he methodically unfastened the locks of his armor piece by piece, his long cloak pooled at his feet, and his breastplate came away. Veronica stood frozen at the doorway, watching as Leon systematically dismantled his protective shell. She felt adrift, a tiny vessel lost in an endless sea.


  “Everything that happened… all of it?” she echoed faintly.


  The first memory to surface was Mecklenburg’s hands around her throat. As the sensation of being strangled flashed through her mind, her right hand involuntarily clenched into a white-knuckled fist. When Leon caught her staring at her own hand, clenched so tightly the nails bit into her palm, Veronica hurriedly concealed it behind her back and began her account.


  “Shortly after your departure, His Holiness the Pope and Commander Mecklenburg paid me a visit. They explained to me what kind of people became Corrupted.”


  “Those who witnessed the beheaded statue twenty years ago,” Leon stated flatly.


  “…You knew already?”


  “Continue,” Leon commanded, ignoring her question entirely.


  Veronica had no choice but to press on with her tale.


  “They were curious about why Bahamuts corrupt people like me. They said they’d never encountered a Corrupted who remained alive and capable of coherent conversation. After that, the commander approached and extracted my holy power from me. I lost consciousness, but I later learned that I made a prophecy in that state.”


  Leon halted his methodical disarmament and fixed her with a questioning gaze. Veronica swallowed hard and continued.


  “‘The smaller sword shall be stolen, and Karta shall fall. Countless souls shall perish, and God shall abandon His children.’ Though the age of prophecy ended twenty years ago, the commander told me that this was undoubtedly a true divination.”


  “So that’s why he ventured into Blasen himself,” Leon murmured after a moment of silence, as though pieces of a puzzle were finally falling into place.


  “Yes,” Veronica whispered. “It’s entirely my fault. The prophecy I made drove him to his death. I even told him he should go and rescue you right away.”


  She didn’t mention how, in her vision, she had silently hoped the Bahamut would turn toward Mecklenburg instead of Leon. Perhaps that treacherous thought had been nothing more than her imagination.


  To her astonishment, Leon released a soft, bitter laugh. Veronica looked up, bewildered by this unexpected reaction. Now dressed only in a black long-sleeved tunic, Leon shielded his exhausted eyes with one hand and spoke with deliberate slowness.


  “So you’re telling me Mecklenburg rushed to Blasen to save me because of your words?”


  “…That’s what I believe happened, yes,” she replied hesitantly.


  “Something has been bothering me for a while now,” he said, his voice dangerously low. “Tell me, who exactly do you think you are to me?”


  Leon lowered the hand that had been shielding his face.


  “You’re not my battle-sworn comrade, nor a long-time companion. You’re nothing to me. You have no right to meddle in my affairs.”


  Veronica stood abandoned in the doorway like a forsaken child, all the blood drained from her face as though she was on the verge of collapse. She cast her gaze downward as she responded, her voice barely audible.


  “I’m sorry if I overstepped. I only wanted to help. I was so worried about you…”


  “Why do you think you were imprisoned in that Black Corridor?”


  Leon’s question cut through the air like a blade. Veronica lifted her head, confused.


  “…You said it was because the security was impenetrable.”


  “Did I? By that logic, the Pope and the emperor should be entombed in those depths as well. Your escape would have required not one knight, but legions of soldiers.”


  Veronica’s expression glazed over. Leon refused her even a moment to process his words.


  “I’m the one who sold you to the Pope.”


  Her crimson eyes widened in horror.


  “Your first instinct was correct. I needed to sacrifice you to gain entry to Karta. I also thought it would be a convenient place to discard you.”


  “You’re lying.”


  Veronica shook her head in immediate denial, but her voice was so fragile it dissipated into the void between them.


  “It’s the truth. Why else wouldn’t I have sought you out already? I’ve been back in Karta for two days. I even had enough time to visit the imperial palace this morning.”


  “But you orchestrated my escape through Oscar.”


  “Me?” Leon let out a hollow laugh. “That wasn’t my doing. Oscar acted alone. I only kept silent about it because I pitied him—I didn’t want to see his promising future end because of you.”


  “…Then why tell me to wait? You said next time we would journey together. Even in the wilderness, you said you wanted me to like you. So I…”


  Her faltering words betrayed the raw wound in her heart. She looked like she’d been impaled by an invisible blade—stabbed and slashed, but stubbornly standing. Leon thought he could almost see the blood flowing between his fingers from where he stabbed her in the back.


  I’m exhausted. Time to end this charade.


  “I said those things because it made you easier to manipulate. Since I went to the trouble of making you fall for me, there was no reason not to play the devoted suitor for one more day.”


  Just then, the distant bell tower tolled six o’clock. Though different from the bell that had marked every twelve hours of her captivity, Veronica instinctively shrank back, her shoulders hunching.


  Birds took flight from the window, and a small shadow peacefully brushed past her feet. As white feathers drifted and scattered outside, a memory surfaced unbidden. She was reminded of the day Leon had come to soothe her anxious mind—when he had sat beside her after she’d begged him not to leave. Her mind conjured his downward gaze and the curve of his lips.


  “Did you know what would happen to me all along?”


  The barbed exchange that had been flying like arrows suddenly stilled. In the room devoured by silence, Veronica bit her lip, desperate to contain the sob building in her chest. Tears welled in her large eyes, threatening to spill over. Leon narrowed his gaze and beckoned softly.


  “Come here.”


  After a moment’s hesitation, Veronica approached him as he perched on the edge of the bed.


  He noted how her frame had withered. Though she’d always been delicate, she now appeared almost ethereal in her fragility. Leon’s gaze trailed down her form, settling on her bare feet, which were flushed crimson from walking on the snow. Everything about her grated against his nerves, down to the very last detail.


  The impulse to seize her slender arm as she neared must have sprung from that irritation. Veronica collapsed against him easily.


  “Even after hearing all that, you still fall into my arms so willingly,” Leon whispered in a low voice. “To answer your question, I did know. Or did you take me for a brainless idiot?”


  She trembled beneath his touch. It was completely different from their first encounter. If she’d possessed a kind of inner fortress despite her corruption back then, now she resembled a shattered doll with its clockwork heart in pieces. She neither glared in defiance nor struggled against him. She purely adored him and simultaneously feared him to her core.


  She feared his violence, the touch of someone who could break her with a flick of his wrist. Strangely, that helplessness inflamed Leon’s desires further. He threaded his fingers through her ebony tresses and tilted her face upward. Their gazes locked.


  “I warned you from the beginning that I would do horrible things to you to get the information I want, like severing your limbs, or dragging you bound through the streets… It wouldn’t matter to me as long as you kept breathing.”


  “Stop… You’re hurting me. Let me go.”


  “I think not.” Leon’s lips curled into a predatory smile as he murmured, “This is what you really came for, isn’t it?”


  He lowered his head. With twilight at his back, the warmth of her mouth burned him like a second sun. As he melded with her warm, yielding flesh, the sensations he’d desperately tried to banish for days flooded back—the memories that had haunted him relentlessly, driving him to the brink of madness.


  Damn it.


  When he crushed her against him, she began to struggle like a wounded creature. She pushed against his shoulders with clenched fists and released ragged gasps of protest. But their briefly separated lips soon entwined again. Leon had no intention of letting her go.


  As he tightened his grip on her hair, her resistance ebbed. From the beginning, she had lacked both the strength and resolve to truly reject him. A sound escaped between their lips, and a soft whimper slipped from her throat. The desperate breath she drew carried the unmistakable undercurrent of excitement.


  She must have clung to her knight protector just like this, with her arms wrapped around his neck, desperate and pleading, calling out his name with such intimacy.


  His name…


  



  “I can walk by myself. Are you worried those people will think less of me if I do that, Noah?”


  



  The woman’s voice from some distant memory intruded into his consciousness. Following it came young Mecklenburg’s glacial words: “Forget everything that came before. From this day forward, your name is…”


  Leon’s actions grew more savage. He gripped her delicate face with bruising intensity and drank her in deeply. Now it was impossible to discern who was saving whom from the abyss. He was drowning in intoxicating pleasure that felt like it would continue for eternity. What yanked his corrupted soul back from the precipice wasn’t divine intervention, but the woman’s silent tears.


  When he felt the scorching, damp tears against his fingertips, Leon’s brow furrowed, and he wrenched his lips away.


  She wept silently, her chest heaving with soundless sobs. Her crimson eyes, glistening with moisture, sparkled even more beautifully than usual. They gazed at each other, suspended in time.


  The dying sun’s amber light painted her hair with melancholy hues. The moment felt precarious—the girl who had never truly grown up had discovered the wounded boy drowning in the abyss, and was reaching toward him.


  Just a little closer… Just a little more.


  And they might have reached each other, too, if only the sound of knocking hadn’t shattered their fragile connection.


  * * *


  Oscar was running, his lungs burning with each breath. White vapor scattered from his lips with every labored exhalation. Hannah’s frantic voice continued to echo through his mind.


  “What should I do? It’s my fault. I dozed off, and when I woke with this dreadful feeling… I found her gone. But she couldn’t have ventured far—her boots are still by the door.”


  The air was bitter enough to freeze the river. The accumulated snow might remember her passing, but the streets were a chaotic tapestry of countless overlapping footprints. There was no way to trace where a woman who had taken neither shoes nor cloak might have vanished to.


  What if she’d encountered someone from the Papal Office who recognized her? No—perhaps the person who took her was from the Papal Office to begin with.


  “Excuse me. Have you seen a woman, about this tall, with short raven hair?”


  Passersby all shook their heads with disinterest. Some groups joked that they had seen at least five such women that very day.


  After receiving the same dismissive answer from a general store proprietor, Oscar was about to leave when the owner stopped him.


  “Have you tried seeking out her friends?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  The store owner, who had been perusing a newspaper titled Week of Peace, set down his reading material with indifference and said, “Instead of interrogating strangers, perhaps you should go to the people she actually knows. How many people do you think would wander these frigid streets aimlessly in such weather?”


  Oscar felt as though he’d been struck. The man was right.


  Why hadn’t this occurred to him earlier? She would have no acquaintances in Karta. From the very beginning, there was only one person Veronica would seek out.


  Leon Berg.


  Though how she had discovered his whereabouts remained a mystery.


  After offering his gratitude to the store owner, Oscar strode across the street with renewed purpose. His legs instinctively carried him toward the inn where Leon had been staying. Once the thought materialized, his suspicion crystallized into certainty.


  Oscar recalled that night vividly, and the look that had passed between them the evening before Leon’s departure, when he had briefly visited her chamber. He also remembered Leon’s words that his business might take a while yet, and that Oscar should leave them for the night.


  Though he’d dutifully followed his orders, Oscar had secretly despised Leon that day. The man had apparently traversed the wilderness alone with the woman for days on end. It was painfully obvious he had shared her bed and violated sacred taboos, despite bearing the cursed surname Berg and knowing full well the wretched fate that awaited the child that the woman might conceive.


  From children cursed with that surname, Leon and Oscar had been among the fortunate few who had escaped the worst of society’s scorn. Bastard children endured subtle yet cutting discrimination even among commoners. Even as craftsmen’s apprentices, they fell behind in every competition, since children lacking the church’s blessing were considered harbingers of misfortune.


  Though Leon was excommunicated, there was no way he would choose to take Veronica as his wife. He had already abandoned her once, after all, and shown utter indifference when she had implored him to visit her.


  Gritting his teeth, Oscar tossed a silver coin to the inn attendant before bounding up the stairs and hammering on the door of the chamber he had been directed to. The sound mirrored the thunderous beating of his heart, and anxiety coursed through his veins. He convinced himself his unease stemmed from his conscience alone. What else could possibly explain these feelings?


  * * *


  The knock at the door extinguished the fire in Leon’s eyes. It was as though they had been playing with fire in a dream, only to awaken to the cold reality of a downpour. That fleeting, miraculous moment had vanished, never to return. Veronica felt a sorrow that cut deeper than any physical wound. Leon wiped her cheek with a sardonic half-smile playing at his lips.


  “Care to guess who’s come calling?” he drawled.


  The knocking grew more insistent.


  “My guess?” Leon continued. “Your devoted knight has arrived to rescue you.”


  He glanced toward the door and released her, attempting to rise. Without thinking, Veronica clutched his arm. It wasn’t a conscious decision—she just had a feeling that, once this moment passed, she’d never have a chance to break through his mask again. She had to seize this chance while he was feeling vulnerable, and the news of Mecklenburg’s death had shaken him to his core.


  Leon hesitated, his piercing gaze boring into her, before casually peeling her fingers away. Though merely a touch, the gesture felt utterly foreign. His large hand with its prominent veins enveloped hers completely before releasing it.


  Veronica sat dazed, staring at her empty palm. Her splayed fingers trembled involuntarily, convulsing like a wounded creature.


  “Are you in there?” came a familiar voice from beyond the door.


  Leon sauntered unhurriedly to answer it.


  Oscar appeared in the doorway, breathing heavily. Sweat-soaked hair clung to his forehead as if he’d been running, his chest and shoulders heaving with exertion.


  When his eyes met hers, he muttered, “Just as I suspected.”


  Then he began berating her right away. “Do you have any idea how worried I was when you disappeared? At the very least, you should have told someone where you were going.”


  He brushed away the sweat-drenched brown hair plastered to his face.


  She realized there was no anger in his voice, only genuine concern. It was the kind of emotional response she’d been desperately seeking from Leon.


  “I’m sorry,” Veronica apologized hurriedly, her voice slightly hoarse. “I couldn’t explain everything to Hannah when she might get dragged into unnecessary danger…”


  Only then did Oscar properly take in her appearance—the unmistakable tear tracks on her flushed cheeks, her reddened nape, swollen lips, and the rumpled bedsheets behind her.


  His expression hardened imperceptibly.


  “Are you taking her back?” Leon interjected, leaning against the doorframe with mock regret. “While I appreciate you minding her while I was gone, I’m afraid taking her back won’t be so easy. The Papal Office’s loyal hounds have already surrounded us, you see.”


  “Don’t speak of her as though she is your property,” Oscar said through gritted teeth.


  “Rich words from the man who stole her away like a common thief.” Leon brushed back his disheveled hair, revealing his smooth forehead. “Paladins follow orders without question—I thought you understood that better than I, but I guess not. His Holiness would be devastated to learn of his favored knight’s fall from grace.”


  Oscar’s lips pressed into a thin line as Leon’s barb struck home. Leon’s mouth curved into a cold smile as he observed Oscar’s hand reflexively moving toward his blade.


  “Draw it if you dare,” Leon challenged softly. “Provided you’re prepared for the consequences.”


  “Stop!” Veronica rose to her feet, steadying her trembling legs through sheer will. “I’m fine. Please, just go.”


  She looked straight at Oscar as she said it, willing him to understand. She knew nothing of his skill with a blade, but she had witnessed Leon’s swordsmanship firsthand—Oscar stood no chance.


  “If you’re acting out of guilt for what happened at the prison, you don’t have to,” she insisted. “You’ve more than repaid that debt by helping me escape.”


  “But—”


  “I want you to stay away from me from now on,” Veronica declared, drawing a clear line between them.


  Her voice carried such unwavering resolve that Oscar seemed to deflate before her eyes. This was partly for his protection, too. Leon was far from his right mind right now. Although he appeared composed, his eyes had long been submerged in darkness. Anyone who crossed him would suffer his wrath—and Oscar had insisted on retrieving the troublesome woman Leon had cast aside.


  Finally, Oscar removed his hand from his sword. He didn’t have any claim on her from the beginning.


  If she chooses to remain with Leon of her own free will, so be it.


  Staring at her tear-streaked face, Oscar bowed his head in defeat. “Should you ever require assistance, please seek me out. I’ll let those two know of your departure.”


  That was all he could offer. The wooden floorboards creaked beneath his retreating footsteps, and soon his shadow disappeared from view.


  Veronica released her held breath only after the door closed.


  “Such a tearful farewell,” Leon remarked with chilling detachment. “You two must have grown remarkably close in my absence.”


  “What are you going to do with me now?” she asked quietly.


  “I’m still thinking. I don’t want to be blamed for something I haven’t done, but sending you back to certain death seems rather… wasteful.”


  As Leon approached, Veronica instinctively retreated until her legs hit the bed frame. He tilted his head, studying her with predatory interest.


  “I’ll get you some parchment,” he decided at last. “Beginning tomorrow, you’ll record everything you see in your visions.”


  “Is that all?”


  “No.” He bent down to where she sat trembling on the bed, his voice devoid of warmth. “You are never to leave this chamber without my express permission.”


  The lingering sunset was fading beyond the window. Soon, a suffocating darkness would descend upon them—a night where a solitary flame would struggle helplessly against an inevitable darkness.


  Before she could respond, he claimed her mouth once more. Pain bloomed as her back pressed against the mattress. But this time, she offered no resistance. She knew how futile it would be, especially since he sought only to inflict pain on her. She endured the crushing weight of his body and the invasive pleasure that followed, silent tears carving paths down her temples.


  Unlike before, Leon showed no mercy. That miraculous moment of connection had already vanished beyond reach. His tender vulnerability remained forever inaccessible.


  “Are you frightened?” he murmured against her skin. “Why are you trembling so much?”


  We’re balanced on the edge of a precipice, she thought. His scar seemed to shimmer like flowing tears in the dying light. Those emotionless eyes sought only to inflict shame and suffering upon her. She knew he would never truly embrace her.


  “I’m not the monster—it’s you,” he whispered cruelly.


  If only we could burn together. If only we could meld into a single dancing flame, you and I.


  * * *


  She wept until holy power overflowed from her emptied body.


  Leon wondered what Oscar had really done to her. She would have died if she hadn’t received a transfusion of holy power, so he must have shared something of his divine essence with her. But strangely, her body seemed to lack any life force—rather, it seemed to be slowly extinguishing itself. The contradiction vexed him.


  Leaving her alone with her arms raised to shield her tear-stained eyes, he departed the inn. The cobblestones beneath his boots resonated with hollow clicks.


  Townspeople hurried past him, each heading toward cozy hearths where their families awaited their return. He alone wandered without destination. The tantalizing aroma of broths and chimney smoke rose from homes on every side.


  As he trudged through the slushy black snow, he paused before the ornate fountain at the crossroads. Though he had been walking aimlessly, he suddenly found himself standing at the mouth of the key-shaped road leading up to the Papal Office.


  A vision from twenty-two years ago flashed before his eyes—a knight as youthful as he once was, declaring solemnly before this very fountain, “Forget everything that came before. From this day forward, your name is Leon. Leon Berg.”


  As he tilted his head back to gaze into the night sky, snowflakes began their silent descent. When he closed his eyes, the cold crystals melted like tears on his face.


  Mecklenburg was dead. The man who had bestowed not merely blood and holy power but also a new name upon him—a man whom some might call his father—was no longer in this world.


  But the man was never truly Leon’s father. More precisely, he had never once fulfilled that role. He had been everything except a father—a knight who upheld his pride with unwavering conviction, a man who wore the grand duke’s honor like armor, the aspiration and adversary of countless swordsmen, the bridge between the Pope and the emperor, and the pride of children and citizens alike. He’d been respect incarnated, reverence personified, and hero worshipped by all.


  Leon’s bitter laughter echoed as he collapsed onto the fountain’s edge.


  Mecklenburg was dead. The illustrious Albrecht von Mecklenburg had been reduced to dust.


  “Even you proved mortal in the end,” he muttered, clutching his forehead.


  The woman thought that he’d ridden out to Blasen for Leon’s sake, but she had no idea. Leon had been Mecklenburg’s lifelong disgrace. Any noble bloodline naturally carried holy power, but Mecklenburg had shown no interest in Leon initially—not until he discovered the extraordinary magnitude of divine blessing flowing through the boy’s veins.


  Only God had ever truly loved Leon. No one else had deemed him worthy.


  



  “Did you know what would happen to me all along?”


  



  “Are you crying?”


  A small voice pierced his dark reverie. Leon, seated on the dried-up fountain, slowly raised his head.


  A little girl clutching a teddy bear stood before him, her expression filled with innocent curiosity.


  “I thought you were crying,” she said. “You were, weren’t you?”


  “No. I wasn’t crying.”


  The moment those words left his lips, the phantom sensation of wetness revived upon his cheeks. Leon composed his features into a practiced sneer.


  “Bad people have no need for tears,” he told her, “because others cry for them.”


  “Really?” The child’s round brown eyes widened. “So are you a bad person?”


  Before he could respond, someone called the child’s name. A woman with an expression of half-concern, half-wariness frantically gestured for the child to return immediately.


  “Yes,” Leon said. “I’m a very bad person. Best hurry back to your mother.”


  The child didn’t seem to understand what he was saying, but Leon must have scared her anyway. As she ran back to her mother, she tumbled face-first onto the ground and began wailing loudly until her mother rushed forward and enveloped her in her arms. She didn’t stop crying for a long time afterward either.


  Leon observed the scene for a while before rising to his feet. His thoughts turned to different tears. The woman had once claimed that she never cried, but Leon knew that her tears today weren’t for herself. She had pitied him and offered comfort for his father’s death, no matter how callously he’d reacted to the news. Her teardrops had landed upon his parched, twisted soul with singular, profound impact.


  His stomach churned with unfamiliar emotion.


  Something’s wrong with me. When did it start? Where?


  He felt utterly powerless, as though his heart had been violently torn open. With each thundering heartbeat, blood gushed forth from the imaginary wound. Leon stared at the palm that had touched her tears, clenching his fist tightly as if to preserve that fleeting sensation forever.


  He knew he had to kill this feeling and bury it deep in his heart, even if it festered and consumed his soul in flames.


  That was the inescapable fate that had to be shouldered by Leon, not Noah—the divine Messenger of God. When he raised his gaze once more, the ghostly figures of his fallen comrades from the Battle of Tyran materialized on the darkened street before him. The snowflakes never reached his outstretched hand, accumulating instead on the cold, unforgiving ground.




  7


  



  “For Jesus had said to him, ‘Come out of this man, you impure spirit!’ Then Jesus asked him, ‘What is your name?’ ‘My name is Legion,’ he replied, ‘for we are many.’”


  



  


  —Evangelium secundum Marcu 5:8-9


  * * *


  Visions differed from dreams in that they arrived unbidden, at any hour. That they mostly came at night was merely because the mind deemed it more natural.


  Today’s vision, however, possessed an unnerving clarity that set Veronica’s nerves on edge.


  The hollow thud of footsteps echoed as Veronica stood transfixed before a city where crimson embers danced like fireflies. The entire city had crumbled to dust. At her feet, mangy rats scurried, their beady eyes fixed on the feast of corpses before them. With their long tails and patchy fur, the vermin had formed an unholy alliance with the Bahamuts. One devoured the flesh, the other the mind—natural accomplices in consuming their shared enemy.


  Having grown numb to such grotesque feasts, Veronica’s attention drifted elsewhere. The first discordant note in the grim tableau was the absence of snow blanketing the ground. Instead, an unfamiliar desert and crumbled ochre walls stretched before her.


  Veronica’s breath caught as she realized she stood before a colossal structure—a massive pyramid, which meant that she was in Tanbia in the south. But how could that be? The Bahamut with a face had been lurking in Blasen just days ago, amid the frozen mountain range.


  As Veronica surveyed her surroundings, her gaze fell upon a discarded shield lying in the sand. In its polished surface, she glimpsed her reflection—an ordinary Bahamut, headless and monstrous.


  In other words, she was witnessing the world through the eyes of another Bahamut, not the one that had corrupted her.


  A shiver of disquiet rippled through her. Were all these creatures connected by a single thread? Was It observing the entire world as easily as one might study the lines etched into their palm?


  At this rate, it’s almost like a god.


  The instant she thought this, the landscape shattered and reformed. Now she found herself scaling a treacherous cliff formed of cooled lava, its surface jagged and unforgiving. Behind her, the sapphire waves rose like hungry beasts, their foamy crests resembling gaping maws with writhing tongues. This was undoubtedly the Rom Archipelago in the eastern seas, an area sometimes known as the Chain Islands. Arrows rained down from above as the eastern warriors fought with desperate ferocity against the invading monsters.


  The vision shifted again. Snow-blanketed Whiteland appeared before her, with drifts piled higher than a man’s height, before it morphed into Ruega with its liberal customs and fertile valleys. The Bahamut hordes attacking these lands seemed devoid of thought or purpose, their existence reduced to a terrible trinity: destroy, ravage, and devour.


  But something different had happened in the ruins of Asseldorf. An unnatural swarm of Bahamuts had crawled throughout the devastated city, their numbers vastly disproportionate to its size. They had moved with purpose, obviously searching for something. Their desperate hunt had led them to the inn where Veronica had stayed, and to the shattered remains of the drawbridge. They had searched with single-minded determination, because one of their kind had encountered something precious there—something they coveted above all else.


  But what is it? Tell me too. What are you so desperately searching for? If you tell me, maybe I could help you find it.


  “God’s head. The sanctuary where the vanished Deity conceals Himself.”


  A chill ran down her spine, freezing her from within.


  The moment that alien voice—something utterly inhuman—invaded her consciousness, Veronica’s breath seized in her lungs and her eyes flew open in terror.


  She lay bathed in fractured sunlight. Clutching the pristine white blanket to her chest, she gasped for breath, her heart hammering against her ribs. Her eyes felt swollen and raw from yesterday’s tears, as through the window came the cheerful melody of birdsong. All in all, it was a surprisingly peaceful morning.


  It’s okay. This is reality. This isn’t a vision or that Black Corridor. I’m okay now.


  Veronica steadied her breathing and slowly pushed herself upright. The bed didn’t look like anyone else had stayed there last night, but that was only to be expected. The man had looked at her with such disgust—there was no way he would have wanted to spend the night with her.


  Her final memory from yesterday was the hot sting of tears tracking down her cheeks while Leon’s cold face loomed above her. Terror had seized her then, compelling her to shield her eyes with trembling arms. The memory of Mecklenburg’s fingers crushing her windpipe had surged unbidden to the surface, almost making her lose her mind.


  Mecklenburg’s face in that moment had been a void of darkness. Only his eyes had looked unnaturally large and white, embedded in his dark visage as he’d glared at her from the shadows. The pain had been excruciating, and the fear had been paralyzing. Words had died in her throat before she could give them voice.


  And just like that, their connection had also been severed before it had truly begun.


  She’d harbored no delusions about Leon from the start. His religious convictions were carved in stone for all to see, and her own feelings hadn’t been too intense either.


  She hadn’t even wanted all that much—she’d simply wanted to offer him her name, even though he’d never asked.


  It’s Veronica Schwarzwald, she imagined telling him. Named for the blessed saint, as he surely knew. The woman who had tenderly wiped the blood from God’s brow as He bore His cross. She longed to ease Leon’s burden just as that saint had done for her divine lord.


  All this time, she hadn’t realized she’d already been discarded as worthless. It turned out that she was nothing to him, in the end.


  “What do I do now?” Veronica murmured into the empty room as she turned onto her side.


  Initially, she hadn’t been able to understand her own heart—why was she worried for and waiting upon a man she barely knew? Why did her chest ache at the thought of him?


  But now she knew that it was because he was all she had left in this world. If Leon—who had rescued her from Bayern—abandoned her too, she would truly be alone in the world. It was better to be moored in a harbor where painful waves crashed against the hull than to drift aimlessly in the vast, lonely sea. In the salt-laden air of this bitter reality, her fragile hopes had withered to black ash and scattered to the winds.


  Had the side table not caught her eye as she lay there wallowing in despair, she might have stayed in bed all day. Veronica’s gaze fell upon the clean garments, elegant quill pen, and pristine parchment on the table. That was when she remembered his command not to leave the room without permission, and to record every single vision she saw.


  Slowly, her vision cleared of its haze. Recalling the cascade of visions that had haunted her sleep, she eventually rose from her bed and approached the table.


  Rubbing her reddened eyes, she wrote down everything she could remember. This wasn’t only for Leon’s benefit, either. She’d seen so much last night that she knew those memories would slip through her fingers like sand without immediate recording. Her flowing script captured the plight of the various countries with a historian’s meticulous detail, but she deliberately omitted the haunting voice that had spoken of God’s head. A chill ran through her at the mere recollection. Surely she had misheard. Such blasphemy couldn’t be real.


  “Bahamuts can’t speak anyway,” Veronica murmured, as though she were trying to convince herself.


  Then she set down her pen and headed to the bathroom. She wanted to wash herself. Despite having only twenty years of life experience, she had already discovered the profound truth that negative emotions could be purged by a thorough wash.


  She undressed carefully, unwinding the blood-crusted bandages that clung to her wounds. Pain shot through her body with each movement as scabs tore free from her flesh. Unbidden, memories of yesterday flooded back—the sensation of being pressed against the unyielding mattress, the weight of him above her, and the coldness in his eyes when she had whispered that he was hurting her.


  



  “I’m not the monster—it’s you.”


  



  Wrapping her arms protectively around her body, she lowered herself into the empty porcelain tub. The curve of the basin cradled her like a coffin.


  “Was there never a moment when his kindness was genuine?” she asked the silent room, her voice barely audible.


  When there was no reply, she decided to answer herself.


  “…It’s all right,” she whispered. “If he cast me aside because I became useless, then I just have to make myself useful to him again.”


  It was simple. If she gave up now, she’d be left alone in this frozen wasteland of existence. So she had no choice but to rise and try again.


  How strange, Veronica thought, closing her eyes. With all this sunlight pouring in, why do I still feel trapped in that Black Corridor?


  * * *


  “Do you understand the gravity of what you’ve reported to His Majesty?”


  “Hmm, I’ve heard this woman you cite as evidence is a Corrupted. But how is she still alive?”


  “Are you suggesting His Holiness the Pope is also privy to this?”


  All day, Leon had been answering questions like that as all sorts of people interrogated him.


  Commander Mecklenburg was dead, and his death couldn’t be dismissed as merely another fallen hero this time. Not when the legendary divine sword Genesis remained unaccounted for.


  Divine blades had the ability to consume holy power. This meant that the Bahamuts could potentially cleave through Karta’s divine barriers—protective walls that had accumulated holy power for over a millennium. Multiple reports had confirmed the Bahamuts’ ability to appropriate human weapons. Once these creatures deciphered the mechanics of a tool, they wielded it with terrifying proficiency. Instances of Bahamuts commandeering human catapults during siege warfare or redirecting wall-mounted artillery against humans were well-documented already. There was no logical reason why they couldn’t master a sword, too.


  This explained why the Pope had undoubtedly silenced Oscar. If knowledge of this catastrophe spread, the kingdom would face far worse than mere civil unrest. It was likely that only three individuals within the Papal Office currently possessed knowledge of Mecklenburg’s demise: Vice Commander Wittelsbach, Oscar, and His Holiness himself. The same secrecy shrouded the ominous prophecy that Veronica had told.


  But the secret couldn’t be kept under wraps for long. As soon as dawn broke, Leon went to the imperial palace and told the emperor everything. He revealed the existence of the Corrupted to explain the source of his intelligence and requested protection for her. As anticipated, the fallout had been cataclysmic. The claim that the legendary Mecklenburg had fallen was tantamount to announcing the end of days.


  The Council of Elders, comprising the realm’s most influential nobles, had been hastily convened, and Leon had endured countless repetitions of his testimony. He had staked what remained of his tarnished honor on the truth of his words. Predictably, the Council’s disbelief had outweighed their acceptance. Above all, this was Karta—the blessed land where God had promised eternal peace, and a paradise that had been preserved for a thousand years under heaven’s watchful gaze.


  Barely two years had passed since the first Bahamut emerged from the sea, so people still clung desperately to their illusions of peace and comfort. Even the citizens of Asseldorf, who had witnessed the horrors firsthand, had acted like frogs in slowly heating water—oblivious to their impending doom.


  Even with annihilation looming on the horizon, people responded with nothing more than scornful laughter. They clung to the belief that tomorrow would be like today, just as yesterday had been like the day before—all while their world teetered on the precipice of destruction.


  To the imperial family and aristocracy eagerly anticipating the upcoming spring founding festival, Leon’s dire warning was as welcome as a fly at a royal banquet. Perhaps, he mused darkly, it would prove more effective to capture a live Bahamut and release it within the castle walls—a brutal but undeniable demonstration of the threat they faced.


  Such grim thoughts occupied his mind as he pushed open the door to his inn chamber. Leon froze in the doorway, surprised to find the bedside candle still burning despite the late hour.


  Ah, that’s right.


  He had instructed a servant to deliver fresh garments and writing materials to the room, but the woman’s existence had completely slipped from his mind after that. No, more precisely, the very concept of someone waiting for his return was utterly foreign to his solitary existence.


  “I expected you would be asleep by now,” he said.


  “I’ve been sleeping all day,” Veronica replied.


  Leon had expected her to be more skittish around him, but when Veronica rose and approached, her movements held none of the awkwardness he had anticipated. She came toward him as if yesterday’s events had been completely wiped from her memory and handed him a parchment.


  “I filled every inch and still had time to spare. I’m feeling restless and confined, so could you ask Sir Berg to return my sword? Having it might make the hours pass more bearably.”


  She held out the densely filled parchment. Leon accepted it, his gaze flickering briefly over her face. Her color seemed to have improved considerably, perhaps thanks to the holy power he’d transferred to her yesterday. But her crimson eyes still looked unsettlingly alien on her face.


  A Bahamut’s eyes on a human…


  In that moment, Leon thought of a new purpose for her.


  “Why are you studying me like that?” Veronica asked, narrowing her eyes.


  “Do you still want to learn the sword?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why?”


  “Well…” The woman paused, her expression going vacant before she abruptly asked, “What answer would earn your approval?”


  Leon stared at the woman, whose expression had gone carefully blank. She was becoming more like him with each passing day, learning to mask her emotions and read the room. A smart choice, he thought. Revealing raw, torn wounds to others never led to healing—only to deeper, more painful gashes.


  “Whatever you say would earn my approval,” Leon remarked indifferently as he set aside the parchment. “In any case, wielding a sword would definitely impress the emperor.”


  At the mention of the emperor, the woman’s eyes widened with disbelief. However, warm bathwater arrived from downstairs just then, momentarily interrupting their exchange.


  Karta, with a river flowing through the city, boasted exceptional water facilities. Cold water was perpetually available, and hot water was promptly heated and delivered for a price.


  Leon suddenly realized he’d forgotten to pay for her today, which meant that she’d gotten neither bathwater nor meals. She must have been famished all day, having eaten nothing until this late hour.


  “Bring up dinner for one more person,” Leon instructed the attendants who had delivered the bathwater.


  The moment they departed, the woman pounced with her question as if she’d been restraining herself. “The emperor? What exactly do you mean?”


  “Now that we’ve escaped the Papal Office, the only ones capable of protecting you are the emperor and his family. They’re ignorant of the Bahamuts’ true terror, so the more formidable you appear, the more effective our strategy—whether it’s your skill with a blade or that otherworldly wind that ordinary humans can’t withstand.”


  “So, in other words, you’re planning to auction me off to another master.”


  His hand froze mid-motion as he removed his armor. When he lowered his gaze, the woman looked up at him with trembling eyes. Her fists were clenched tight, her long eyelashes fluttering like butterfly wings. Since yesterday, she’d been acting like he might strike her for merely making eye contact. Leon couldn’t suppress a mocking laugh.


  For someone so terrified, she certainly puts on a brave front.


  “You can’t possibly want to remain by my side anymore, either, can you?”


  “I want to stay.”


  Leon’s eyes narrowed at her unhesitating answer.


  The woman added, her voice dropping to a near whisper, “Because I want you to like me—to the point where you lose yourself.”


  It mirrored exactly what Leon had said before the statue in the wilderness.


  Then she continued with words whose meaning eluded him: “Even if I end up leaving you of my own free will, I’ll leave only after that moment comes. Then you’ll be able to witness the snow-covered landscape I’ve seen as well.”


  Leaving him of her own free will? Leon tilted his head at that curious phrasing as he listened in silence. What magnificent optimism, he thought. She truly believed she would survive after everything was over.


  It was Leon who had discovered that slaying one Bahamut caused all connected lesser entities to perish simultaneously. In Tyran, a particularly powerful Bahamut captured for research had escaped and gone on a rampage. When it was struck down, all of the others they had bound in iron cages had died in the same instant. Leon suspected it hadn’t been a mere coincidence, having observed the dead specimen reproducing the previous day.


  From that day forward, he had commanded his most trusted knights to focus on capturing them alive—an unreasonable demand when they were already struggling to maintain the front lines. During one such mission, a knight under his command became corrupted by a Bahamut. Though of noble birth, he lacked holy power as he wasn’t descended from a founding family.


  His corruption had been entirely Leon’s fault, and the guilt had led him to make a hasty decision.


  He’d meant to end the knight’s corruption by slaying the Bahamut, but the outcome had been precisely the opposite of what he’d intended. The instant he’d plunged his sword into the Bahamut’s eye, blood had erupted from his knight’s mouth. His eyes had widened with horror, white as death, and his hand had reached out to Leon desperately as he collapsed to his knees.


  The memory of that fallen corpse transformed in Leon’s mind into the woman before him now. In a sense, he supposed, she would certainly leave him—though it wouldn’t be of her own free will.


  “I’m looking forward to that,” Leon said. “In more ways than one.”


  “If you’re so eager to see it, don’t barter me away to some stranger’s keeping.”


  “I’m not bartering you away. I merely intend to present you to the emperor as a warning.”


  Humans instinctively recoiled from powers beyond their comprehension, so the imperial family wouldn’t dare keep her within the palace walls anyway.


  “Do you object to this plan as well?” Leon met her eyes, his lips curving into a cold smile. “If that’s the case, perhaps you’d prefer being dragged back to the Papal Office in chains.”


  The woman fell silent, lost in contemplation. But Leon knew she was far from foolish. Just as when she had fled after her hometown had been reduced to ashes, she swiftly recognized her complete lack of options.


  “Then get me my sword,” she said, making her decision. “In the wilderness, you promised to teach me swordsmanship, didn’t you? Honor it now.”


  “Are you confident you can appear impressive enough before the emperor when you wield it?”


  “I can manage it. You’re referring to that otherworldly power, aren’t you? I’ve actually grown somewhat accustomed to it during your absence…”


  The woman’s voice trailed off. Her expression darkened as memories of the Black Corridor evidently resurfaced. It was certainly not a place full of comfort and pleasure, but Leon—recalling how relatively comfortable her chamber had been—paid her discomfort little mind.


  “That’s good. What you must master now is the ability to channel precisely the right amount of power at will. It’s fine if you break some pieces of furniture while you practice, but don’t leave this room.”


  Leon had deliberately mentioned her before countless nobles and the emperor himself, preventing the Pope from openly attacking or apprehending her. Still, the Pope’s spies lurked in every shadow. For now, Heinz von Kraus—the sole remaining knight still maintaining ties with Leon—was lending aid by hiring some private soldiers to protect the area around the inn. That was precisely why she couldn’t leave this building.


  “Your dinner is served.”


  The attendant’s voice from beyond the door brought their conversation to a close. Leon arranged the dishes on the table, then headed to the bathroom to wash himself. He also intended to grant her privacy while eating, as facing one another had become awkward and uncomfortable.


  However, when he emerged from the bathroom, she sat motionless before the now-cold soup and pie, having not touched a morsel. Leon, towel-drying his damp hair, frowned at the untouched food.


  “Have you decided to stage a hunger strike now, of all times?”


  “No, nothing like that… I was waiting to eat with you. That’s how it’s always been between us.”


  He glanced at her, suspecting some joke, but her clear face held nothing but earnest sincerity. Leon released a hollow laugh, set aside his towel, and took his seat.


  Only then did she begin eating. Leon moistened his lips with wine while studying her. For someone who had been starved all day, she ate very slowly, holding the pie with both hands and chewing with peculiar deliberation.


  For a time, only the gentle clinking of cutlery against the dishes filled the silence. Had it always been this way between them? Leon found himself thinking about the days before they entered Karta, trying to remember how it had been then.


  She had been perpetually chattering then. She’d told him trivial stories and observations—tales of phantom ships gliding into Bayern Harbor without a soul aboard, or the sapphire sea she’d plunge into around two in the afternoon. She’d also spoken of a wandering artist who would capture such scenes on canvas, and the horizon that had seemed tantalizingly within reach when perched upon black rocks, completely drenched by the waves.


  Her meandering stories had wandered in all directions. When not speaking, she would hum sailors’ ballads. She’d learned them by ear, she’d explained, though her elderly neighbor had disapproved of a young woman singing such songs.


  “All sailors are men, so I suppose she worried for my virtue,” Veronica had once said with a wry smile. “What was it she said? Something about girls with no proper family to protect them from surrendering their hearts at the first hint of kindness from a man…”


  Feeling his gaze upon her, the woman looked up.


  “Why are you staring?”


  Leon regarded her impassively before replying, “The visions you’ve recorded here don’t sound like the ones you typically experience.”


  He gestured toward the parchment resting on the table’s edge. The woman nodded eagerly, as if she’d been waiting for him to broach the subject.


  “Yes, they were entirely different. This time, they were more vivid and more defined. My heart remained steady afterward, not racing as it usually does. Even considering how these visions have been gradually evolving, seeing through another Bahamut’s eyes for the first time felt very strange.”


  “What about this Asseldorf part? You wrote that the Bahamuts appeared to be searching for something?”


  “That was just my impression. I don’t really understand what it was looking for either.”


  The woman’s crimson lips parted as if to add something more, then pressed firmly closed. 


  “A Bahamut with conscious purpose and intent…” Leon murmured, seemingly to himself.


  “Do you think it’s impossible?”


  “No. I lack sufficient understanding of their behavioral patterns to make any definitive judgment. If that was your observation, there must be something to it.”


  “I’ve noticed something—you always believe what I tell you.”


  Unable to discern her intent, he waited in silence until she elaborated.


  “About Sir Mecklenburg’s death, too… Oscar probably still doesn’t believe me. I could read the skepticism in his eyes. He relayed my message as instructed, but without genuine conviction. But you—” As their gazes locked, she paused meaningfully before continuing, “You accept my words as truth the moment I tell you.”


  “You have no conceivable reason to deceive me.”


  The woman held his gaze as if attempting to unearth some hidden truth, then lowered her eyes. They resumed their meal, and silence once again enveloped the chamber.


  They set the dishes outside after finishing the meal, then occupied themselves separately. While she sat upon the bed, gazing out the window, he meticulously cleaned his weapons and armor.


  After stoking the poorly functioning fireplace with fresh logs, he noticed the woman had begun dozing off while seated upright. Her gently nodding figure resembled a cat stretched languidly beneath warm sunlight. He carefully arranged her into a more comfortable position before extinguishing all the flames. Afterward, he briefly wrestled with indecision. Should he remain here for the night, or secure a separate room nearby?


  Listening to the sleeping woman’s slightly labored breathing, he thought about the danger she was in. Her face, bathed in ethereal blue moonlight, appeared utterly peaceful. He reached toward her, but stopped short of making contact.


  After allowing his gaze to linger for a moment, he finally lay down beside her.


  If relationships had shapes, he thought, theirs would surely have gotten twisted and deformed early on—probably from the very moment it first took shape.


  * * *


  “No, please no! Benjamin!”


  Leon snapped awake in the dead of night. A thin, desperate scream had pierced the darkness, and outside the window, snow fell in heavy, silent curtains. The moonlight cast intricate geometric shadows across the bed. The woman was gasping for breath, clearly startled out of sleep by her own terror.


  “Another nightmare?” he asked.


  She’d seemed free of them for a while. He cast a sideways glance and met her rippling crimson eyes. What made them so different from ordinary red eyes was their eerie, captivating quality in the darkness—like blood rubies catching moonlight. She merely blinked, offering no reply.


  “Want me to hold you?” he asked with practiced nonchalance.


  “…Why would you, when you despise me?”


  “I don’t despise you. I don’t particularly like you either.”


  The woman lay on her side, fidgeting with her hands. After a moment of hesitation, she quietly broke her silence.


  “I dreamt of Bayern.”


  This was the first time she had spoken of her nightmares. Leon shifted his gaze to the ceiling and draped his arm across his forehead.


  “I’d wager it was about a person, not your hometown.”


  “…How did you know?”


  “You keep sobbing and calling for Benjamin in your sleep. How could I not know?”


  At the mention of that name, the woman’s soft breathing momentarily hitched. Then, after a brief silence, she confessed as if revealing a precious, terrible secret, “Benjamin was a friend who saved me in Bayern—before you came.”


  “Saving a friend in that bloodbath? How touchingly heroic.”


  “He was devoured. Because I pushed him away.”


  A commonplace tale suddenly transformed into something darkly fascinating. Leon turned his head slightly, and in the woman’s face, backlit by moonlight, only her red eyes were clearly visible. Her eyes curved into a dull smile in the darkness, only it looked like she was crying too.


  “He said, since he saved me, we should leave Bayern and live together. Let me think… did he actually ask me to marry him? When I refused, he accused me of being ungrateful, because he’d rescued me while my father’s head was being torn off and devoured. I remember him grabbing my shoulders and shaking me violently.”


  She frowned slightly at the recollection.


  “I pushed him away because I felt dizzy, but a Bahamut’s claws pierced through the back of his skull and dragged him away. I didn’t know that would happen. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have pushed him.”


  “So that’s why you resisted me so aggressively.”


  “And also why I couldn’t push you away in the end.”


  When Leon had demanded payment for his salvation, she must have been reminded of Benjamin and recoiled. But the memory of Benjamin had also prevented her from continuing to resist him, since he’d died after she pushed him away.


  She had overcome some of her hesitation after she killed the Ruegan in the wilderness, but until then, Leon remembered thinking she seemed strangely powerless, drowning in her own guilt.


  “Benjamin was normally very nice. He would show me around the forge whenever he had time. He even secretly shared several jars of delicious jams with me.”


  “Well, a man being excessively nice to a woman doesn’t necessarily mean he’s kindhearted.”


  “Then what does it mean?”


  “It means he wants to bed her. Nothing more complicated than that.”


  “But you weren’t like that.”


  Leon stared at her glistening eyes for a moment before sitting up and striking a flint.


  When he didn’t respond, she pressed on. “You bought me weapons and held me after my nightmares. You’ve been excessively nice to me, too, but you never wanted to bed me.”


  “We were under special circumstances.”


  After that brief reply, Leon retrieved the tobacco he had purchased in Asseldorf, lit it, and opened the window beside the bed. The frigid wind tousled his dark hair, making it fly wildly around. He inhaled deeply and exhaled, dispersing gray smoke that curled like ghostly fingers in the night air.


  Back when he was in Tyran, he’d quite enjoyed these southern leaves. After smoking them, it felt like the filth festering inside him had been expelled into the night as well.


  “Aren’t you going to apologize?” Veronica asked after a while.


  “I could lie if that’s what you want to hear. Do you really want a meaningless apology that badly?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I’m sorry.”


  When the woman fell into silence, Leon let out a bitter chuckle.


  “See? Why demand something so hollow? It only leaves a foul taste in your mouth.”


  “Was the story about your mother true?” the woman asked abruptly.


  Did I really tell her about my birth mother? he wondered.


  Yes, he remembered it now—that had been when he’d lost his mind in the wilderness.


  Leon gazed at the stars, blurred by the falling snow, and answered after a long, weighted pause.


  “No.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “I fabricated that story to make you feel closer to me. Humans are naturally drawn to shared suffering.”


  The woman rose suddenly as if to challenge him. She clearly wanted to excavate the truth about his parents—wanted to dig into him fearlessly until she reached his core. She always did.


  “You’re desperate for affection, aren’t you?” Leon spat the words coldly and smiled with cruel amusement.


  Don’t come any closer. Not another step.


  The woman’s face froze and turned ashen as if struck by a blade. The full moon dimly illuminated her bloodless face, casting shadows that hollowed her cheeks.


  “That’s why you delighted in hearing stories more miserable than your own,” Leon continued. “Whether you call it sympathy or insist it’s compassion, that’s your choice. But the look in your eyes back then was nothing I hadn’t seen before. Most people, when they witness someone else’s misfortune, are just glad that such horrible things hadn’t happened to them.”


  Everyone had a tipping point—that one vulnerable spot that, when touched, pushed them over the edge.


  As the woman’s blood-red pupils trembled, the atmosphere around them began to fluctuate uneasily. Leon smiled as though he were amused by her pain. When the embers of his tobacco completely died, he set it on the side table and leaned toward her.


  Their lips met softly. As always, they shared murky, hazy breaths that tasted of smoke and secrets.


  “Oh, and your friend is dead,” he whispered, after pulling his lips away. “So if you’re going to have nightmares, dream of me instead.”


  The woman stared intensely into his eyes. A subtle current flowed through his veins like forbidden magic. Sometimes he felt like he might go mad from wanting her.


  They say if your eyes cause you to sin, you should pluck them out, and if your tongue causes you to sin, then you should cut it off. But if your entire heart sinned, what then? When your whole body craves a woman you shouldn’t desire, what should you cut out then?


  “Now I understand why you wanted to hide your true self,” the woman murmured softly. “You’re completely twisted inside.”


  Leon tilted his head, flashing a predatory smile, and buried his face in the nape of her neck. She fit perfectly in his arms, as if she were made specifically for him. Her body, which he thought might dissolve like a mirage if embraced too forcefully, carried a scent both delicate and intoxicating.


  “Took you long enough to notice,” he whispered back.


  Shadows of the snow falling outside flowed across the white bed like spectral visitors. Several of them also brushed past his back as he held her. It was impossible to distinguish whose heartbeat was whose as they pressed close together.


  “If you’re going to poison me someday, slip it into my wine,” Leon said in a slow murmur. “So I won’t know death is coming for me.”


  At his low, rumbling voice, she curled up like she was cold. Her reedy breaths seeped into his ears instead of an answer.


  Perhaps what they had been sharing all this time wasn’t breath but poison itself. Otherwise, he thought, there wouldn’t be such a burning thirst consuming him from within.


  Outside the window, tiny snowflakes like powdered diamonds were swirling in the night wind. The sound of falling snow could be heard from afar. Like that lonely day when they had shared a winter fruit in silence, another day accumulated between them—precious and painful.


  * * *


  “Your friend is dead. So if you’re going to have nightmares, dream of me instead.”


  



  Leon Berg was cruelly kind—always had been. He always pretended to torment her while actually protecting her, confusing her heart at every turn.


  Veronica liked him for that contradiction. She couldn’t help but be drawn to him. Even when he wounded her with his words, he was the only one who remained by her side when all her family and friends had been devoured by monsters.


  He was the solitary flame burning in the pitch-black darkness that had become her world. Though logic demanded she withdraw her hand after being painfully burned, the mesmerizing fire made her want to grasp it more tightly, to feel its dangerous warmth.


  Finally, as she reached out to touch the flame in her dream, her drowsiness faded, and she slowly opened her eyes to reality.


  The first thing she saw was the black fabric of his tunic clutched tightly in her fist. It was early, with the world painted in deep blue shadows of dawn. Veronica raised her head and found Leon’s face mere inches from hers. His hair was disheveled across the pillow, but his eyes were clear without a trace of sleepiness, as sharp and alert as always.


  “Didn’t you sleep?” Veronica asked, staring up at him blankly.


  “I did.”


  He answered curtly while gently removing her hand from his clothing. It seemed she had been holding onto him, preventing him from rising.


  But just as he was about to release her hand, Leon suddenly examined her palm with a frown.


  “What happened to your hand?”


  “Oh… I’ve developed a habit of clenching my fists when I’m anxious.”


  As she offered this flimsy excuse, Leon’s brow furrowed at the crescent-shaped wounds her nails had carved into her palm. Still, the atmosphere between them was somewhat more relaxed than the previous night’s tension.


  I wonder if he realizes how gentle he becomes in the mornings.


  Talking to him like this made her heart flutter strangely, as if the painful wounds he’d given her had vanished and they were crossing the wilderness together again, allies against the world. There was something about his arm, especially, that made her want to act childish and needy—as though whining at him to stay a little longer would actually make him embrace her tenderly, the way one held something precious and fragile.


  “It’s still dark,” she tried. "Are you leaving already?”


  “I’m not so lazy that I’d wait for the sun to rise, especially in winter.”


  Judging the wounds on her palm to be insignificant, Leon promptly swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Veronica lay there watching him wash up and prepare to leave, her eyes following his every movement. She only left the warmth of the bed right before he was about to depart. As she awkwardly approached the door, Leon sensed her presence and turned around, one eyebrow raised in question.


  “What is it?”


  “I just wanted to say—have a good day.”


  “You could have said that from over there.”


  “That’s not how seeing someone off works, is it?”


  “Seeing me off?” Leon muttered, staring at her as if confronted with some rare, puzzling creature he’d never encountered before.


  Veronica suddenly realized how domestic this was. It made them seem like family.


  No, more precisely, it felt like they were a married couple. With that realization, the words caught in her throat like trapped birds. Veronica met Leon’s gaze as he waited silently, his expression unreadable. Her next words escaped impulsively, before she could reconsider.


  “Can’t you come home early today? Yesterday I just waited around all day by myself.”


  Leon didn’t answer, but his expression was one she had never seen before. Veronica liked that unguarded face so much that she silently vowed to draw it out of him again tomorrow. That small human reaction was everything to her.


  * * *


  As winter’s icy grip tightened, Leon met with nobles commanding private armies, persuaded reluctant lords, and trained soldiers in the art of combating Bahamuts. He had Veronica’s recorded visions presented to the emperor and compared with intelligence brought by messenger birds from distant provinces. Her detailed descriptions of various countries stunned high-ranking officials who prided themselves on their knowledge of foreign affairs.


  She witnessed the world through the Bahamuts’ countless eyes—sometimes in the southern marshlands, sometimes in the western mountains. According to her reports, the Bahamut with a face had retreated deep into the treacherous Blasen Mountains.


  “It’s like an animal’s hibernation,” she’d explained once.


  In fact, in Whiteland, the northernmost country, only the border territories remained vulnerable. It was clear that winter’s brutal embrace was holding back Bahamuts where no army could. Having migrated from the perpetually warm southern regions where they had spent two years, it was natural that Bahamuts struggled to adapt to this particularly merciless winter.


  The unexpected reprieve to prepare for war was a stroke of good luck in the midst of misfortune.


  Leon had also secured a date for the woman’s audience with the emperor. All the nobles of Karta would gather like vultures to witness a living Corrupted. She was, in essence, an exotic spectacle to enliven their dreary winter days in court.


  After repeating the same dire warnings to nobles who sat like deaf swine at their feasting tables, he would return to find the woman still awake, her sword flashing in practiced arcs. Although he told her it was unnecessary, she always waited until he had washed away the day’s frustrations before dining with him.


  It was a strange, unfamiliar comfort to have someone waiting for him at the end of each day. Regardless of what battles he had fought during the day, the woman was always waiting in the same place.


  One evening, he found their chamber empty and immediately drew his sword, heart racing, only to run into the woman in the hallway, her practice sword in hand.


  “Oh, I shattered the window in the room while practicing, so I moved into a different room,” she had awkwardly explained when she noticed the deadly blue gleam of his unsheathed blade. Her eyes had widened in surprise. “You said I could break some pieces of furniture as long as I mastered my power. I’m sorry for changing rooms without permission, but I think I’ve made a huge improvement.”


  That wasn’t mere bravado. She had learned to channel her Bahamut’s aura at will. Though she couldn’t command it with complete freedom, being able to summon it even once when needed would suffice to impress—or terrify—the emperor.


  But had he drawn his sword because he was angered by her unauthorized departure? Or was he actually concerned for her safety? The truth remained elusive, even to himself. Leon refused to examine his motives too deeply.


  After their evening meals, he would critique her swordplay with a master’s eye. The woman absorbed every technique—slashing, parrying, thrusting—with the desperate hunger of someone who understood that her survival depended on these skills. He knew that she needed some purpose to anchor her. Every step in her training mirrored exactly the path he had walked in his own childhood.


  * * *


  “What is this?” she asked, her mouth falling open in surprise.


  It was the eve of her audience with the emperor.


  “Did you think you would present yourself to the imperial court looking like that?”


  The woman stood frozen before the gleaming silver armor, her expression a mixture of awe and bewilderment. Seeing that she was unfamiliar with such finery, he stepped forward to assist her, and her cheeks flushed crimson at his proximity. In moments like this, the woman resembled a perfectly ripened summer peach.


  “Oscar looked like he was quite well off, too,” she commented. “The holy knights must receive generous pay.”


  “Life tends to be comfortable when you avoid the shackles of marriage.”


  Hearing his dismissive reply, the woman’s expression shifted subtly. She examined each piece of the armor with reverent fingers—from the flowing cape to the elegant helmet—and murmured something so softly it was nearly lost to the air.


  The church bells chose that moment to toll as well, drowning her words even further. As he turned his gaze back from the window, the woman spoke again, more clearly this time.


  “Thank you. I’ve never received such a magnificent gift before.”


  Perhaps it was merely the dying sunlight streaming through the window, but the woman was completely suffused with color. Her eyes, cheeks, ears, and the delicate curve of her nape—they were all painted with the same crimson hue.


  Some moments in life were inexplicably sacred, etched into memory without reason or warning—like a midnight sky ablaze with stars, or rain-soaked autumn leaves clinging to cobblestones. Once imprinted in the mind, they refused to fade, engraving even the temperature and humidity of that instant onto the skin forever.


  The cloudless crimson sky darkened to purple beyond the window. Leon was certain that even after she met her inevitable end, he would carry the memory of her face—as it appeared in this moment—to his own grave.


  * * *


  “Night Star!”


  Veronica threw her arms around the warhorse’s massive head. Despite the beast weighing at least ten times what she did, she didn’t show a hint of fear. The magnificent animal seemed to recognize her, too, its intelligent eyes blinking docilely as it stood there.


  “Do we have to ride?” she asked tentatively, offering a carrot from her palm. “I’d like to walk and get used to this armor.”


  Her reluctance to burden the animal was evident. Since they had time before their audience at the palace, Leon agreed they could walk.


  As Leon watched her, he noted how her eyes sparkled with childlike excitement. It struck him suddenly that she hadn’t properly explored the city since arriving in Karta. The jewel of Kaisenmier—where the empire’s wealth and prosperity converged in dazzling display—would overwhelm anyone, even someone from a major city like Bayern.


  “Can we stop here for a moment?”


  To his surprise, she halted before a weapons shop. Rather than giving verbal permission, Leon simply handed her a pouch heavy with gold coins.


  Her eyes widened before she broke into a radiant smile. “Since you’re offering so generously, I won’t refuse.”


  While she explored the modest shop with meticulous attention, Leon surveyed their surroundings with practiced vigilance. Several figures shadowed them, though none posed immediate danger. Still, he had to remain cautious—they had ventured beyond the safe territory Heinz had promised, and the Pope was notoriously cunning. These calculations made his nerves on edge.


  Just then, Veronica emerged from the shop, interrupting Leon’s thoughts.


  “This is for you,” she said, holding something out to him.


  Looking down, Leon saw a finely crafted gray helmet of Tanbian steel. Though he recognized the object, its purpose as a gift bewildered him.


  “Is that a present for me, bought with my own money?” he quipped, one eyebrow arching.


  “I put my heart into choosing it, but no need to thank me so profusely,” Veronica retorted sarcastically, her eyes crinkling with mischief as she laughed. “I bought it with what was left after getting my things.”


  Something lurched in Leon’s chest—an unpleasant, unwelcome flutter. When he reached for the helmet, the steel felt unnaturally cold against his fingertips. Surely, he reasoned, the issue lay with the metal itself. He was a son of God, after all—he was immune to such mortal weaknesses.


  * * *


  Leon Berg was a holy knight.


  As he accepted the helmet from her hands, Veronica was struck by this fundamental truth. His sharply chiseled, masculine features remained impassive, betraying nothing of his thoughts. Perhaps he was merely assessing the helmet’s craftsmanship with detached objectivity.


  This isn’t normal, she thought.


  When she first met him, she thought Leon was different from other holy knights. He’d seemed more free-spirited—joking like a battle-hardened mercenary, and acting on impulse rather than doctrine.


  But as time passed, she realized this was merely a survival strategy developed by a man who had wandered countless battlefields. The mercenaries who passed through Bayern had been the same—finding momentary joy in a tankard of ale or a steaming bowl of stew. They had cultivated the habit of savoring each fleeting moment because tomorrow was never guaranteed.


  “I thought you’d need it,” she said, watching his face. “The battlefield is merciless. Someday you’ll thank me for this foresight.”


  That explained why Leon could transgress certain minor religious laws without apparent concern or guilt.


  But accepting Veronica’s affections—and even returning them—was an entirely different matter. This wasn’t some trivial doctrine crafted by mortal hands, but content inscribed in the Fourth Commandment supposedly received by the First Priest himself: “The sinful union that leads to the creation of life must be avoided.”


  Even if humans dared to imitate it, the power of creation belonged solely to the divine. While beasts might procreate to preserve their species, priests were forbidden such indulgences. Even primal instinct couldn’t triumph over faith. She’d heard they endured training bordering on indoctrination from their earliest years.


  Veronica had once watched a procession of knight apprentices from her inn window. They had marched expressionlessly, facing forward without flinching against the biting winter wind. When girls their age had passed nearby, their facial muscles would tense visibly as their brows furrowed with an unnatural severity for youths so young. They endured. They tolerated. They ignored.


  That explained why Leon, despite the heat that flared in his eyes whenever their lips met, never allowed himself to truly touch her. No matter how he pretended to have a casual disregard for rules, he had never once abandoned his sacred convictions since meeting her.


  If only I could strip away your most precious thing—your faith and conviction, which stand between us like an invisible wall.


  “Don’t you dare return it,” she warned, stepping back with a bright smile that masked her vulnerability. “Haven’t you heard the old saying? Abandoned gifts wander forever in empty caves, searching for the one who rejected them.”


  Just as he had recognized the hollow ache of her loneliness, she understood the depths of his solitude. Melancholy souls possessed an uncanny ability to recognize one another, after all.


  In all their time together, Leon had been truly shaken only twice: when his birth mother was mentioned, and when he learned of Mecklenburg’s death. So the weakness she needed to exploit was glaringly obvious—she just needed to show him boundless, unconditional affection. A boy who grew up without anyone to indulge his childish whims could be utterly devastated by even the smallest gestures of genuine love.


  Walking ahead, she glanced back to see Leon following, still clutching the helmet in his strong hands. Veronica paused, waiting for him to catch up. The snow beneath her feet crunched melodically, crystal flakes sparkling in the winter sunlight.


  * * *


  The imposing black iron gates parted before them when Leon revealed his identity. Veronica gasped at the sight of the magnificent gardens beyond—a winter wonderland where meticulously groomed shrubs created a snow kingdom of breathtaking beauty even in the depths of winter.


  “Incredible…” she breathed.


  She had thought nothing could awe her after witnessing the majestic cathedral and meeting the formidable Pope himself, but when the golden palace—which she had previously glimpsed only from afar—came fully into view, she couldn’t help the wave of intimidation that washed over her. The palace stood not far from the Papal Office (though she couldn’t judge the exact distance, both structures were so massive that each was clearly visible from the other), where it gleamed golden like a colossal dandelion against the winter sky. Every inch of it screamed of a ruler desperate to flaunt unimaginable wealth.


  As they rode in the ornate carriage through the outer grounds, Veronica’s mouth went dry with apprehension. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Is this how the exotic animals in traveling shows felt, she wondered, when put on display? She reflected on her childhood, when she would eagerly clutch her precious coins to gawk at rare birds and rabbits whenever gypsies visited Bayern. The irony wasn’t lost on her—karma had come full circle. According to Leon, today was the day of a council meeting, meaning every noble in Karta would scrutinize her like some curious specimen. Today, Veronica herself was the rare creature on exhibition.


  “Is that really all solid gold?” she asked, the first words to escape her lips after stepping down from the carriage, her voice betraying her nervousness.


  Leon, who had helped her descend by taking her hand, answered in a low voice, “That’s what they say. Every year, they have to melt new gold to replace the pieces that thieves chip away under the cover of darkness.”


  “Really?”


  Well, this was the palace of a thousand-year empire, so it’s possible that they had indeed indulged in such extravagance as solid gold pillars…


  “Did you really believe that?” Leon asked, his eyebrow arched in amusement.


  When she glanced up at him with a look of betrayal, the corner of his mouth quirked upward. Only then did she realize he was teasing her to ease her obvious tension.


  “It must be gold-plated,” he explained. “With that height, the weight of solid gold would collapse the entire structure.”


  “Wouldn’t gold plating make it easier for thieves to steal pieces?” she wondered.


  Leon abruptly halted mid-stride, and Veronica thought he intended to examine the palace walls more closely. Just then, the ceremonial officer’s commanding proclamation captured their attention.


  “Her Highness Princess Johanna the Third of the Imperial Kaisenmier Family, Daughter of the Golden Sea, has arrived!”


  Amid the formal announcement, the word “princess” cut through Veronica’s consciousness. She turned in surprise to see a young woman approaching with regal bearing, her expression bright, surrounded by knights in gleaming imperial regalia. Never had Veronica beheld such an elaborate gown or such dazzling jewels—the woman was so brilliantly adorned that looking at her was like staring directly at the sun.


  “Lower your head,” Leon warned in a voice barely above a whisper. “Don’t make eye contact with the princess.”


  Following his advice, Veronica hurriedly fixed her gaze on the polished marble floor. Meanwhile, Princess Johanna glided forward gracefully until she stood directly before them.


  “I am honored to be in Your Highness’s presence,” Leon intoned with perfect courtly deference.


  “Sir Berg, lift your head,” the princess commanded. “Surely we needn’t stand on such ceremony between old acquaintances?”


  As Princess Johanna extended a hand encased in immaculate white gloves, Leon stepped forward without hesitation. And then…


  Veronica’s furtive glances transformed into undisguised shock.


  Bending at the waist, Leon pressed his lips to the back of the princess’s hand. The intimate gesture apparently breached protocol, as a knight draped in a golden cape visibly bristled.


  “Your Highness,” the knight interjected. “Forgive my interruption, but this man is a holy knight.”


  “Not anymore,” Princess Johanna corrected with a dazzling smile. “Sir Berg is a hero of Karta and a loyal citizen serving the magnificent Kaisenmier.”


  Veronica stood frozen in disbelief. The princess’s effortless confidence and bewitching self-assurance—qualities that only bloom in someone nurtured with abundant love since birth—represented everything Veronica had desperately tried to emulate throughout her life. A natural, unforced aura of privilege radiated from the princess like sunlight, warming everyone in her presence.


  Perhaps sensing Veronica’s gaze, the princess turned her attention in her direction. Veronica hastily lowered her eyes.


  “My, those eyes…” the princess remarked. “So this is the infamous Bahamut, wearing human skin like an ill-fitting disguise.”


  Though the princess’s voice flowed like polished jade beads cascading across marble, her words pierced like venomous fangs. While Veronica kept her head bowed, Leon spoke for her.


  “She’s unworthy of Your Highness’s concern. The Corrupted are not citizens of Kaisenmier.”


  “Still, she must have been human once,” the princess mused. “How tragic to witness the consequences of foolishly embracing heretical worship. Though I suppose it’s somewhat admirable that she now seeks redemption, however belatedly.”


  Their voices seemed to recede into the distance, though they stood mere paces away. It was as if an invisible barrier had materialized between them and Veronica. Leon’s dismissive words about her echoed painfully in her mind.


  They exchanged several more remarks about nobles unknown to Veronica. Leon smiled frequently while keeping his attentive gaze fixed solely on the princess. He could probably perceive it too—that radiant, intoxicating aura of privilege that emanated from Princess Johanna like the fragrance of spring blossoms.


  What is this feeling consuming me? Veronica wondered, a knot forming in her chest. Whatever it is, I hate it.


  Veronica lowered her gaze to her feet, feeling like an intruder in a place where she had no right to be.


  “Actually, Sir Berg,” the princess said, “I had hoped to discuss a matter with you privately. Might you spare me a moment of your time?”


  “If Your Highness would grace me with your precious attention, the honor would be entirely mine,” Leon replied.


  Veronica’s attention snapped back to the conversation when she realized Leon intended to follow the princess elsewhere. She raised her head in confusion and dismay. What about her? Was she expected to proceed to the audience chamber alone?


  “His Majesty will require considerable time to conclude discussions on important matters of state,” the princess announced, addressing her lady-in-waiting. “Until then, have that thing placed in the reception room where it won’t disturb anyone.”


  The princess’s words struck like a physical blow. Though Veronica had faced discrimination for being a woman before, never in her life had she been so blatantly reduced to an object like this. Veronica turned her shocked gaze toward Leon, silently pleading for intervention.


  But he merely flicked a disinterested glance in her direction, not even bothering to offer empty reassurances about returning soon. The coldness in his eyes when regarding her bore no resemblance to the warm attention he’d lavished upon the princess. He didn’t even attempt the courtesy of a smile. Veronica simply wasn’t worth the effort. Forgetting protocol entirely now, she stood motionless, watching the pair retreat. Her heart constricted painfully, as though it were being bound by invisible cords pulling ever tighter. Recalling her excitement about the armor last night made her feel so foolish.


  What made me believe I’d discovered his unique vulnerability? she thought bitterly.


  Her pathetic illusions crumbled to dust in the presence of those who had truly been loved all their lives.


  * * *


  Veronica waited alone in the opulent reception chamber, the minutes stretching into hours. Leon left her alone for a long time, as though she had been thoroughly erased from his mind.


  The scabbard she’d placed on the chair next to her gleamed as it basked in the warm sunlight. When the etched camellia branch pattern shimmered in white, Veronica suddenly recalled the meaning of the flower, which she had desperately tried to remember in Asseldorf.


  “That’s right. Camellia means waiting, and longing for love.”


  The words escaped her lips in a bitter whisper, followed by a hollow laugh. She had expected the meaning to be something related to strength, since it was a flower that could withstand the cruelty of winter.


  “But it’s not strong at all.”


  It was quite the opposite, actually. It was pathetically weak. There was no power in waiting. Even the crimson petals existed merely as a backdrop, designed solely to accentuate the luscious golden stamens at their center.


  Unbidden, the image of the princess with honey-bright golden tresses resurfaced in her mind. Princess Johanna was the prized jewel of the Kaisenmier imperial family, where women were rare and adored. What business could the sheltered princess possibly have with Leon? How had they come to know each other? No matter how she turned it over in her mind, there was no way to know the answer without having shared Leon’s past. Somehow, it felt very unfair.


  “His Imperial Majesty commands your presence. I shall escort you.”


  The attendant’s voice cut through her brooding thoughts as he opened the door to the reception room. Veronica drew a steadying breath and rose to her feet. Had she not reminded herself with each step that Leon would be there waiting for her, she wouldn’t have found the courage to walk the palace corridors alone.


  * * *


  “Is this the audience chamber?” Veronica paused mid-step, her question hanging in the air.


  The place she had been led to bore no resemblance to what she had imagined.


  After ascending stairs so steep her lungs had burned for air, she’d emerged onto a vast outdoor terrace that offered a commanding view of Karta below. The emperor and his nobles lounged beneath canopies that shielded them from the sun’s glare, while tables groaned under the weight of a sumptuous feast. Surveying the empty courtyard—wide enough to accommodate fifty imperial guards in formation—Veronica cast an anxious glance at her escort.


  “This is the imperial dueling grounds where knights engage in sacred combat,” he informed her.


  Dueling grounds? Why would I be brought here?


  There was no time for questions, though. When an attendant standing beside the emperor bowed to herald her arrival, His Majesty raised one bejeweled hand. The gentle murmurs died away, and all eyes turned toward her with predatory focus. With no alternative, Veronica walked to the center of the empty courtyard and sank to one knee, bowing her head as Leon had shown her yesterday.


  “I behold the Sovereign of the East, ruler and guardian of Kaisenmier, the Rising Sun.”


  Stares pierced her like daggers. What made her pulse quicken, despite her years performing before crowds, was not the attention itself but the curiosity and contempt that simmered in their eyes.


  “Indeed, we have heard much of you. Raise your head,” said the emperor, his voice phlegmy and slow.


  As she cautiously lifted her gaze, an old, overweight man came into view.


  That’s the emperor? she thought, bewildered. At least the Pope had possessed some semblance of dignity. But this aging man with his liver-spotted face…


  Her thoughts were interrupted when Princess Johanna belatedly glided into the gathering and took her seat in the vacant chair. Leon, who had accompanied the princess, stood behind her chair with a face carved from ice. He briefly locked eyes with Veronica, then looked away without any acknowledgement.


  The emperor cleared his throat and began, “As you know, the woman kneeling in our courtyard is a heretic who survived corruption by a Bahamut. She views the world through a Bahamut’s cursed eyes and wields its unholy power. She comes seeking our protection and favor, yet as we too are faithful servants of God, we cannot rashly defy the Papal Office by harboring such an abomination.”


  As the emperor continued his proclamation, Veronica felt an ominous chill slither up her spine.


  “However, our merciful creator has decreed that even the vilest sinner deserves a second chance at redemption. Now that the age of divine oracles has passed into shadow, the only path to discern the Almighty’s will is through the sacred trial by combat, as has been our tradition since ancient times.”


  Murmurs rippled through the assembly. Veronica heard the frantic drumming of her own heart echoing in her ears.


  “Therefore, I, Leopold the First, hereby decree that should the Corrupted prevail against an imperial knight in combat, We shall acknowledge her before all as worthy of our protection.”


  What is he saying?


  Veronica raised her head in disbelief. From across the courtyard, a knight with the build of a mountain bear strode forth as if he had been waiting for this moment.


  What is this? Wasn’t this supposed to be merely a formal audience to impress the emperor and his court?


  Her panicked gaze darted frantically to Leon, searching for reassurance. But his face remained an expressionless mask, revealing none of his thoughts. Had he betrayed her? But why?


  Or is it just that I’m not useful to him anymore?


  “Don your helmet and rise, woman.”


  The knight’s commanding voice jolted her back to the present. She raised her head to see him looking down at her disdainfully, resplendent in polished steel armor adorned with intricate golden filigree.


  She rose awkwardly, smoothing her garments with trembling hands. The knight inclined his head slightly as protocol demanded. Veronica returned the gesture reflexively, her mind spinning as trumpets blared to herald the commencement of combat.


  There was no time to collect herself or to devise a strategy. Veronica’s mind was still reeling in confusion. Leon had taught her little more than basic sword stances, and the Bahamut aura she had struggled so desperately to harness remained frustratingly beyond her complete control. Crossing blades with anyone—let alone a trained knight—was completely new to her.


  Nevertheless, when the knight menacingly drew his massive broadsword—as crude and heavy as a battering ram—Veronica instinctively retreated and unsheathed her own blade.


  Her heart hammered against her ribs. The whispers of the crowd faded until all she could perceive was the knight raising his weapon high, sunlight dancing along its lethal edge. Veronica saw its gleam descending toward the crown of her head and reflexively raised her sword in defense.


  The impact sent shockwaves of pain coursing through her arm. The weight behind his blow was crushing.


  It became apparent that the knight intended to provide the highborn spectators with an entertaining spectacle. He deliberately prolonged the match, delivering attacks that even an untrained eye could anticipate. The metallic symphony of steel meeting steel echoed across the courtyard. It sounded as though her blade was wailing in agony with each impact. That her cheap, mass-produced sword could withstand the knight’s steel blade at all seemed nothing short of miraculous.


  Rivulets of sweat trickled down her forehead, and her pupils dilated to their limit as her primal survival instincts took hold. In truth, this was a contest whose outcome had been predetermined from the first clash. She could feel the inevitable end coming, any second now…


  With a sickening crack, her overtaxed blade finally shattered, the force hurling Veronica backward onto the ground. Her helmet looked pathetic as it rolled away from her.


  Pathetic, indeed—could any other word better describe her current state? She felt as exposed as if she were standing naked before the jeering crowd.


  What did I do so wrong to deserve this? Was it my fault that my mother ventured into the wilderness before I was born? That I lived in Bayern rather than the sanctuary of Karta?


  Or perhaps, she thought, my true crime was catching the eye of Leon Berg.


  The knight, silhouetted against the blinding sun, pressed his blade against the vulnerable flesh of her throat. Veronica clenched her teeth and grasped his sword with an iron-gloved hand. The instant she felt the air ripple with the Bahamut’s power, the knight’s weapon shattered like spun glass, fragments raining down around them.


  “What have you done?” the knight cried, his eyes widening in shock.


  Now disarmed, he lunged forward to straddle her and closed his gauntleted hands around her throat—but that was his mistake. In that moment of contact, Veronica saw his face morphing into Mecklenburg’s shadowed face with gleaming, hateful eyes. 


  Veronica thrashed wildly, her screams tearing from her throat. Complete panic consumed her, making rational thought impossible. Her oxygen-starved brain, gripped by terror, conjured up a hallucination—no, it was the memory of Leon’s words, clear as crystal:


  



  “Commit this to memory—even the mightiest giant can’t walk around with half of his skull crushed in.”


  



  In that instant, a sickening crack erupted from within the knight’s helmet, and the crushing pressure on her windpipe vanished.


  Veronica stared wide-eyed at the empty helmet of her attacker. What had once been blood, bone, and flesh was now an unrecognizable crimson pulp that splattered onto her cheeks and forehead in grotesque droplets.


  “I… I didn’t mean…”


  He’s dead. I’ve killed him.


  With a dull thud, the headless corpse collapsed onto Veronica’s body. Even as she struggled for breath beneath the deadweight, the horrified screams of noblewomen pierced the air with crystal clarity. She could feel the shockwaves of panic rippling through the crowd through the very vibrations in the air.


  She lay paralyzed, mouth open, staring at the pristine azure sky stretching endlessly above where a solitary hawk circled overhead. She couldn’t say how long she remained like that.


  Eventually, strong hands removed the corpse and pulled her upright. It was the one person she had been waiting for all along.


  “Leon, I—”


  “Damn you, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”


  His words cut through her like a blade, dripping with undisguised contempt.


  Veronica’s lips parted, then closed in stunned silence. As her vision cleared, Leon’s face came into sharp focus—his features hardened into a mask of glacial fury.


  “Theodor was the princess’s knight. You’ve just slaughtered the man the emperor cherished and trusted above all others.”


  Nothing made sense. Why did he sound like he was blaming her? Veronica couldn’t understand what she’d done wrong. Was it wrong for her to survive? Should she have given up and died instead?


  Tears welled unbidden in her eyes, the shock of his condemnation striking her like a physical blow. Bitterness surged through her veins like poison. She had nearly died—not just now, but in that Black Corridor as well. And it had all been his fault.


  “But you told me to make a lasting impression,” she whispered, her voice breaking.


  “I never ordered you to butcher a man,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “Do you see how they’re looking at you now?”


  At his cutting rebuke, she finally became aware of the other people around her. Ladies were hiding their whispers behind ornate fans, and nobles recoiled in horror, their faces drained of color.


  She knew those looks. It was the same expression of revulsion that people wore when they saw a loathsome insect. And there was fear, too, as though they were witnessing an apparition from the dark.


  Perhaps those Asseldorf nightmares had been prophetic visions after all. In her dreams, countless eyes had been fixated solely upon her. And it was true that she’d been craving attention all her life, but not like that. Not like…


  Their horrified faces looked featureless and dark right now, with only their eyes gleaming.


  She clamped her hand over her mouth as her stomach heaved violently. Leon roughly pulled her to her feet, his grip bruising.


  “This is the power of the Bahamut that I spoke of,” Leon addressed the emperor. “The aura these creatures command can overwhelm even the most disciplined knights. Something must be done about them at once, whether by dispatching an expedition force or fortifying our walls. If we don’t, Karta will be mercilessly trampled beneath the Bahamuts’ fury by spring.”


  “A most persuasive argument,” interjected a melodious voice.


  It was Princess Johanna, cutting through the tension and lending support to Leon’s argument.


  “After all, ancient prophecies cannot mean much now that the age of divine oracles is gone.” She paused to direct her eyes upward. “Besides, look above! The sacred hawk, messenger of the divine, has witnessed the trial. And we have all seen upon whom God has cast His merciful gaze today.”


  The assembled courtiers tilted their faces skyward, murmuring in awe and trepidation. The hawk was revered as a sacred creature, believed to embody the divine will itself. Faced with such a sign, even the emperor—his face flushed crimson with barely contained rage—could not dismiss the princess’s argument outright.


  “Princess Johanna speaks with wisdom beyond her years,” he conceded reluctantly. “Though the outcome of this trial was… unexpected, we shall honor our oath to accept the Corrupted into our protection. From this moment forward, she shall enjoy the sanctuary of the imperial household. Let it be known that this decree stands not in defiance of the Papal Office, but is our divine obligation to safeguard our subjects and honor the will of God.”


  As the emperor concluded his proclamation, the princess who had orchestrated this turn of events sent a radiant smile their way. Leon acknowledged her intervention with a respectful bow of his head.


  Veronica was sure that the princess’s intervention had nothing whatsoever to do with compassion for Veronica’s plight. She wondered what the two of them might have been doing just before the duel. She also remembered Leon’s cold and accusatory tone earlier, which left her feeling utterly wretched and pathetic.


  Why have I been fighting so hard to survive? Veronica wondered bitterly. And just what am I doing here?


  * * *


  “Look at this one too, isn’t it divine?” Princess Johanna held up a sapphire the size of a child’s fist. “My brother Felix gave me this necklace for my birthday.”


  Leon glanced at the clock on the wall before lowering his gaze. The gleaming azure gem meant as little to him as the two hours he’d been imprisoned in the princess’s chambers. The princess had dragged him here immediately upon his arrival at the imperial palace, but his thoughts kept straying to the woman waiting alone in the reception hall. He’d deliberately avoided mentioning her to the perceptive princess.


  “Oh, perhaps talk of jewelry bores a knight who lives by the sword?” Johanna’s lips formed a perfect pout.


  “Not at all, Your Highness.” Leon offered a dry smile to the sulking princess. “I was just thinking how perfectly it complements your ocean-blue eyes.”


  She was exhausting to deal with in every possible way.


  The emperor’s cherished only daughter, Johanna, could be worse than the most tyrannical despot in certain respects. Had she been born a son eligible to inherit the throne, she would have slaughtered all her brothers and brought calamity to the realm. Though she floated through court with perpetual smiles, Leon could clearly see the daggers concealed behind her saccharine demeanor.


  That was precisely why he’d recruited her first among the imperial family. Johanna was the lynchpin of power within the palace walls. She had orchestrated his meetings with the princes, arranged his audience with the emperor, and facilitated connections with high nobles throughout the court. Without her influence, he couldn’t have penetrated the imperial inner circle so swiftly while bearing the Berg name.


  “Is that so?” Johanna twirled around with theatrical gaiety, making her silken dress billow. “Then would you clasp it for me? Just like that day we ran into each other at the jeweler’s.”


  She swept her golden tresses to one side, exposing the delicate nape of her neck. Leon’s glacial gaze vanished just before she glanced at the full-length mirror.


  Today is the last day I have to endure her games, he reminded himself. It’s only until the emperor officially declares protection for the Corrupted.


  Silently, Leon fastened the necklace. The princess caught his eye in the mirror’s reflection.


  “How does it look?” she asked.


  “It suits you even better than I imagined,” he replied curtly.


  At his brief response, the princess turned to face him. The diminutive woman, barely reaching his chest, extended her hand toward his face.


  “How fortunate! I was worried that it might not suit me well.” Her voice lilted with practiced charm. “I simply must possess all beautiful things—everything that glitters and shines.”


  If that was the case, Leon thought that the princess should covet the red-eyed woman above all others—he’d never beheld anyone who radiated such brilliance.


  “Raven,” Leon murmured suddenly, the word escaping unbidden from his lips.


  The princess froze, her hand hovering inches from his face, and tilted her head in confusion. “Raven?”


  “You remind me of a raven, Your Highness.”


  In truth, the word had slipped out while he was thinking of Veronica’s midnight-black hair. Oblivious to his meaning, the princess trilled with laughter as though he’d delivered some clever court jest.


  “What an odd thing to say!” Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “You’re far more whimsical than I imagined, Sir Knight. How utterly unexpected.”


  Leon observed her quietly as she scattered artificial smiles like flower petals. When her laughter finally subsided, he asked, “I’ve been meaning to ask—why do you speak to me with such formality?”


  “Well, it’s a form of respect, I suppose.” She stroked his prominent jawline with a contemplative air before bringing her perfumed finger to his lips. “I believe mutual respect is essential when conversing with a man who might one day share my heart.”


  Leon slowly closed his eyes before opening them again, his gaze downcast. Then he gently removed her hand and said, “I am a knight, Your Highness. I’ve devoted my soul to the Divine.”


  “Is that so? My sources report that you violated sacred commandments to save a Corrupted.”


  When she mentioned the very person he had hoped to shield from her interest, anxiety coiled in his chest.


  These nobles who’ve had their every whim satisfied since birth are truly insufferable, he thought bitterly. His stomach twisted as he recalled how Veronica had treasured even the smallest kindnesses—a modest blade or a tender embrace in the darkness—as though they were priceless gifts.


  “I hear bodily fluids must be given to save a Corrupted,” Johanna continued. “What might a man and woman have done alone in the wilderness, I wonder?”


  “I’m astonished that Your Highness’s sources know so much,” Leon replied, his tone carefully neutral.


  “Do you harbor feelings for that woman? I’m only asking because you gaze at her with such devotion.”


  She spoke as though she had witnessed it with her own eyes, when she was merely repeating what her underlings had reported. Leon recalled the prickling sensation of being watched outside the weapons shop and the shadow that had trailed them near the inn. They hadn’t been the Pope’s rats after all, but the princess’s venomous little spiders.


  “What do you find so captivating about her? She’s pretty enough, I suppose, but plain-faced girls like her are common enough. Was she special because she was the first woman you got to know?”


  “Forgive my impertinence, Your Highness, but I think you’ve misunderstood something.” Leon stared at her with an expressionless face, pausing deliberately before continuing, “What you insinuate never happened. I keep her in my company solely because her abilities serve my purpose. Had I harbored any genuine affection for her, I wouldn’t have handed her over to His Holiness the Pope.”


  The princess merely curved her lips into a knowing smile, as though she already knew about that as well.


  A heavy silence stretched between them as their gazes remained locked. But just as Leon was about to announce his departure, the princess said, “How fortunate. Then you won’t be upset when I inform you that the location of her audience with His Majesty has changed.”


  “How fortunate” was one of the princess’s verbal habits. Leon knew from bitter experience that whenever this phrase crossed her lips, the exact opposite—misfortune—inevitably followed. A sense of foreboding crawled up his spine as his expression hardened, causing Johanna’s smile to deepen with satisfaction.


  “You see, His Majesty has grown increasingly devout of late. He finds himself… uncomfortable with pardoning a condemned heretic already sentenced by the Papal Office.”


  “I don’t understand, Your Highness.”


  “He has decreed a trial by combat with Sir Theodor. That way, we can clearly discern God’s will in this matter.”


  Theodor was the princess’s personal guardian and one of the few elite swordsmen in all of Karta.


  Leon barely managed to swallow the curse that surged to his throat. Veronica has barely mastered a few basic stances—she stood no chance against a warrior of his caliber.


  “Don’t worry,” Johanna said. “If the Corrupted truly walks the path of repentance, there’s nothing to fear. I’ve heard at church that with divine blessing, even a shepherd boy armed with nothing but a sling and stones can vanquish a towering warrior with a spear.”


  Yes, such miracles would indeed be possible with divine favor, but Veronica was a Corrupted—far from being blessed by God, she was marked by demonic essence instead.


  Despite her eloquent words, the princess was clearly offering Veronica as a sacrificial spectacle to entertain nobles who reveled in cruel bloodsport. Leon twisted his lips into a bitter smile.


  She’s outmaneuvered me completely.


  Despite a lifetime navigating the treacherous courts of nobility, he had somehow forgotten that they valued commoners’ lives less than roadside pebbles.


  Mastering the cold revulsion that threatened to overwhelm him, Leon said with remarkable composure, “Your Highness, the woman possesses abilities that are too precious to waste. Surely you recognize the strategic value of eyes that can perceive beyond our walls.”


  “Naturally,” Johanna conceded with a predatory smile. “But embracing someone rejected by God’s own servants is rather… terrifying.”


  She tilted her head, studying him. “How fascinating—I don’t believe I’ve seen your eyes burn with such intensity since you entered my chambers. Are you nervous, Sir Knight?”


  The princess was toying with him openly now. Leon tried to guess what this skilled manipulator was really after—she wouldn’t orchestrate such an elaborate scheme for momentary amusement.


  “What do you want?” he demanded, abandoning the circuitous rhetoric of court speech.


  Johanna feigned innocence, tilting her head. “Want? You speak as though I manipulated this entire situation.”


  “Then I’ll hear your terms later. Please grant me leave to withdraw.”


  The princess erupted into laughter even brighter than before and seized his arm, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Oh no—you’re not withdrawing, you’re escorting me. Come along.”


  The journey to the outdoor terrace passed in a blur. Leon focused entirely on maintaining a measured pace, as the princess must not detect his mounting desperation. This was all part of her cruel game.


  “As you know, the woman kneeling in our courtyard is a heretic who survived corruption by a Bahamut. She views the world through the Bahamut’s cursed eyes and wields its unholy power. She comes seeking our protection and favor, yet as we too are faithful servants of God, we cannot rashly defy the Papal Office by harboring such an abomination.”


  When they reached the terrace, Leon positioned himself behind the princess. In the center of the empty courtyard knelt Veronica, her head bowed in submission. His momentary relief at seeing her unharmed evaporated instantly at the emperor’s next proclamation.


  “However, our merciful creator has decreed that even the vilest sinner deserves a second chance at redemption. Now that the age of divine oracles has passed into shadow, the only path to discern the Almighty’s will is through the sacred trial by combat. Should the Corrupted prevail against an imperial knight in combat, we shall acknowledge her before all as worthy of our protection.”


  Leon’s gaze locked with Veronica’s crimson eyes, so pure despite their unnatural hue. The impulse to storm the courtyard and whisk her away surged through him like wildfire.


  At that moment, the princess whispered behind her ornate fan, “Pledge your loyalty to me, and I’ll help you.”


  Her voice vanished into the clamor of the crowd, but her words branded themselves into Leon’s consciousness.


  While he stood frozen in indecision, trumpets blared, and the duel commenced.


  Theodor toyed with Veronica, his masterful swordplay making a mockery of her desperate defense—like a predator deliberately releasing its prey for entertainment. The outcome seemed inevitable.


  “How dreadful,” Johanna murmured. “She’ll end up dead at this rate.”


  Leon knew that everything would go the way the princess had intended, and there was very little he could do about it. He knew what kind of choice he had to make.


  “I’m not demanding you abandon all your principles,” the princess continued. “As you well know, many imperial knights once served as holy knights as well.”


  A resounding clang echoed across the courtyard as Veronica’s sword shattered, the broken halves skittering across the stones. The memory of her suspicious expression when he first bought her that blade flashed through Leon’s mind. Then, his tangled thoughts crystallized into perfect clarity.


  “I will make the oath, so please stop this match.”


  “…Do you really mean it?”


  “I do, but not if the woman dies.”


  The princess’s eyes curved into crescent moons of delight. Despite her angelic smile being so celebrated throughout the realm, Leon felt nothing at seeing it.


  It was in that moment that the burly knight’s head separated from his body and soared through the air.


  The noblewomen’s piercing screams cut through the air while the men released deep, guttural groans.


  She had certainly achieved the intended purpose—instilling fear of Bahamuts. But the woman had crossed a line that should never have been crossed.


  There was a vast difference between exerting pressure by wielding a sword and blasting off a first-class knight’s head without lifting a finger. An ominous unease permeated the gathering. Even worse was the realization that with her personal guard killed, the princess now had the perfect pretext to claim the Corrupted as her own.


  “Leon, I…” Veronica faltered.


  “Damn you, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” Leon snarled.


  Now that contemptible woman only needed to beg the emperor to hand over the Corrupted to her, and it was all over—their fate would be in the princess’s hands.


  “Besides, look above! The sacred hawk, messenger of the divine, has witnessed the trial. And we have all seen upon whom God has cast His merciful gaze today.”


  Sure enough, the princess immediately seized the opportunity to manipulate the situation to her advantage. But it was also true that, without her intervention, the crowd might well have demanded the death of the ominous Corrupted on the spot. Leon reluctantly bowed his head in gratitude.


  “I can’t… breathe properly,” Veronica muttered, just as they were exiting the courtyard.


  Leon had been pulling along by her arm, but he stopped walking now and grasped her chin, examining her gasping face before beginning to remove her armor. Her symptoms resembled the panic attacks that new recruits exhibited on the frontlines.


  “You don’t look well,” the princess observed, approaching with false sympathy and clicking her tongue. “I’ll have a chamber prepared for you to rest in the palace. I’m planning an exquisite luncheon as well, so you’re welcome to join. I long to hear stories of life beyond Karta’s walls.”


  “Thank you for your invitation,” Leon intercepted before Veronica could speak unwisely, “but I hope you’ll be content with just my presence at the table. I ask your permission for the Corrupted to withdraw.”


  As he positioned himself protectively before Veronica, the princess’s eyes narrowed dangerously. Leon knew that his endurance would surely be tested to its limits today, but leaving the unstable Veronica at the princess’s mercy would be far worse.


  After a silent battle of wills, the princess savored her partial victory and finally shrugged her shoulders elegantly.


  “Disappointing, but I suppose there’s no helping it,” she conceded. “Return swiftly once you’ve settled matters. I’ll be planning for the day our promise gets fulfilled.”


  With primness in her tone, she snapped her fan closed and turned away. Her ladies-in-waiting followed behind, while several imperial guards remained to escort Veronica back to the inn.


  “32-21 Luiben Street,” Leon instructed the soldiers. “Make sure she enters her chambers safely.”


  He wiped the blood caked on Veronica’s face, then offered her his handkerchief. With vacant eyes, she silently accepted it and cleaned her face with mechanical movements.


  Her breathing had steadied, but her face remained harrowed. Blood from the knight’s severed neck vein had drenched her entire body. Looking at her bloodless face, a strange anxiety churned in his gut. He wanted to ask her to smile again, as she had that morning—that radiant expression that had seemed to illuminate the entire world.


  “…What about the helmet I gave you?” she asked suddenly.


  Leon’s brow furrowed. “Helmet?”


  He understood her meaning soon enough. She meant the gift she had purchased at the weapons shop.


  “Oh, that’s in the princess’s chambers—”


  Leon began to answer unconsciously, then abruptly closed his mouth. He’d forgotten to retrieve it in his rush, but to recover it now would require returning to the princess’s private quarters…


  After staring into the distance with weariness for a moment, Leon quickly redirected the conversation. “I must have left it somewhere. Besides your breathing, is anything else troubling you?”


  The light faded from Veronica’s blood-colored eyes. She lowered her head, remained silent for a moment, then answered, “No. I just… I want to lie down and rest. May I go now?”


  “It could be dangerous, so these guards will accompany you. And don’t leave your room—wait there for my return.”


  “It could be dangerous… for whom?”


  “What?”


  “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”


  Veronica turned away, clearly wanting to end the conversation. Though unease prickled at the back of his neck, Leon knew he couldn’t keep the princess waiting any longer.


  I can talk to her after I return tonight. She’ll be there waiting as always.


  * * *


  The palace guards escorted Veronica to the inn, then hastily took their leave. Being led by an escort of guards should have made her feel like someone important, but instead, she felt like a criminal being marched to judgment. Walking through the streets, she thought she sensed accusatory stares from every direction. They seemed to be whispering behind her back and calling her a Corrupted, a monster—a murderer who had killed three people already.


  The phantom whispers clawed at her ears until she closed her eyes and covered them with trembling hands. Even the merciful God, they said, forgave a murderer only as many times as the number of swords He held—twice, and no more. After the third time, the blade of judgment fell without mercy.


  What judgment, then, awaits me?


  Veronica dragged herself into the room and collapsed onto the bed. A chill ran through her body while the faces of the dead haunted her mind: Benjamin, the golden-haired man from Ruega, and the giant knight.


  Come to think of it, they all died with their faces blown off.


  She shuddered, feeling even more alone. Veronica desperately tried to think of something else, anything to distract herself. Inevitably, every thought led back to Leon. Sorrow and resentment twisted her heart simultaneously. She knew her jealousy was petty and pathetic.


  She recalled their first meeting. When she had first seen him standing tall among the swirling black ashes, he had appeared as an apostle burning away demons—living proof that God hadn’t abandoned humanity to its fate.


  This was before she had learned he was a holy knight, but she remembered the quiet prayer that had penetrated her fading consciousness. Leon had been performing the sacred rite of burning the corpses strewn across Bayern’s ravaged streets.


  Later, after learning that Bahamuts reproduced by consuming human brains, she thought his intention then had been to prevent the creatures from claiming the brains of the fallen. Yet sending souls to heaven was also a sacred duty of priests. Whether buried in consecrated ground or purified by flame, those who departed without prayers could never pass through the celestial gates to paradise. So she had thought him compassionate then.


  Yes, he was a compassionate soul. She wasn’t special to him—his kindness extended to all who crossed his path.


  Though she loathed to do it, Veronica couldn’t stop comparing herself to the princess. She recalled her perfect face with its striking features, which commanded attention the moment she entered a room. The corners of her mouth had curved upward with such elegant grace, too.


  Even trivial things about her seemed charming. Veronica had always loved herself and hated comparisons, but she felt that she could spend hours just staring at a portrait of the princess. How many hours had Leon spent in the princess’s private chambers, and what secrets had passed between them? What had they done together? He must have been there far longer than a brief moment if he had removed his helmet.


  Oh, please—stop these self-loathing thoughts. I should just get some sleep. I’ll think about what to do next after I wake up.


  Veronica curled up like a fetus, desperately burrowing under the blankets. Perhaps it was because of her exhaustion, but as her consciousness began to fade, a long-forgotten childhood memory surfaced in her mind.


  



  “Mama, can’t I sleep with the light on? The darkness scares me so much I can’t fall asleep.”


  “Is that so? Then try the trick I taught you, Veni.”


  “Not that again! You’re going to tell me to imagine I’m a fish diving into the dark depths, aren’t you? I hate that. People are nothing like fish.”


  “Oh my! Don’t you know that humans once lived in the sea, in the most ancient of days?” Her mother clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “Your friend Alyssa seemed to know all about it.”


  At this, young Veronica slowly pulled back the blanket that had been covering her head and timidly asked again. “The sea? Really?”


  “Yes. In fact, all creatures in this world once lived in the sea. They all looked exactly the same, too—only, they kept comparing themselves and fighting, so God gave them different forms as a gift.”


  “So every child received a gift? Just like during God’s Birth Festival?”


  “That’s right. But only humans were grateful enough to start worshipping God. So God gave humans an additional gift—the soul. We’re stronger than other creatures because we possess divinity within us.”


  



  Veronica suddenly opened her eyes. The words she had heard in her vision repeated in her mind.


  



  “God’s head. The sanctuary where the vanished Deity conceals Himself.”


  



  The Pope had told her that those who witnessed the headless statue twenty years ago were the ones who became corrupted. The age of divine oracles had ended two decades past, and some theologians claimed that God had perished then.


  But what if God had been dwelling within the statue? And what if, knowing the Bahamuts were coming, He had hidden Himself in the body of one of the people who were there?


  What the Bahamuts had been searching for all along was God Himself, Veronica realized. They’re trying to hunt down God by imitating humans.


  A chill ran through her entire body as the hypothesis formed in her mind. She sat bolt upright, rubbing her trembling shoulders.


  “No, that can’t be right,” she muttered, but an inexplicable intuition—perhaps due to the connection she had with the Bahamuts—whispered that she had discovered the truth.


  They were searching for God, and they intended to take the humans’ place in the world.


  Just then, the deep, resonant bells marking the day’s end tolled across the city. The room was dark, the winter sun having set early. She was completely alone. Leon wouldn’t return until much later. She felt as though unseen eyes were watching her from every corner of the room.


  As the final bell’s echo faded, Veronica found herself leaping from the bed, fleeing the room like a madwoman. She raced down the dimly lit corridor, descended the stairs, and burst from the inn. She ran wherever her feet carried her.


  Anywhere would do, she thought desperately. Any place with people, warm light, and comforting heat.


  * * *


  “Miss Schwarzwald?”


  The door creaked open, revealing Emmett. Disappointment crossed Veronica’s face, as she had been expecting Hannah’s warm welcome.


  “Hello, Emmett. I’m sorry for coming so suddenly. I know I’m troubling you once again, but I… I don’t know anyone else in Karta. I don’t know where Oscar lives. He told me to come here if anything happened.”


  Emmett quietly waited for her to finish her rambling, scratched his head, then looked back over his shoulder.


  “Just a moment, please,” he finally said. “Everything’s fine, so calm yourself and come inside. As fate would have it, Oscar is here as well. Have you had dinner yet?”


  Veronica’s eyes widened at this unexpected revelation. Oscar was there?


  “Oh my, Veronica! It’s been so long!”


  The living room was incredibly cozy with a roaring fire in the fireplace. Hannah, her belly noticeably larger than last time, sat in a chair and waved cheerfully. Beside her stood Oscar, sipping his tea. He seemed surprised to see her, though he carefully masked his reaction.


  “You look cold,” Oscar observed. “Come and sit here. You need to warm yourself up.”


  Veronica suddenly realized she was trembling. She carefully approached the fireplace and first offered Hannah an apology.


  “I’m sorry for showing up unexpectedly again. And for disappearing without a word last time. I knew you’d worry, but I acted hastily when I heard news about my companion.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” Hannah said, waving away her apologies. “I know you must have had your reasons. But here, try this. It’s chrysanthemum tea with honey—sweet and delicious.”


  Hannah casually offered her a drink. Whether it was her thoughtfulness or simply the warmth spreading through her, Veronica slowly began to feel more at ease.


  The kind couple then started discussing everyday topics such as the baby’s movements and its potential names. Their conversation flowed naturally, like they had been talking about these topics even before she arrived.


  Veronica had been preparing herself for questions and interrogations, but she was honestly relieved when they didn’t come. Just like last time, everything was peaceful and stable here—like someone’s ideal picture of a perfect family.


  So this is what a normal family looks like.


  When she was young, she used to doubt the existence of such normal families. She’d thought that perhaps everyone was dysfunctional beneath the surface. But here was a normal, perfect family right in front of her, proving her younger self wrong. She felt so warm and peaceful in their presence.


  “So are you making your baby’s clothes, Hannah?” Veronica hesitantly joined the conversation after a while.


  Hannah smiled. “Yes. I’m embroidering Felix’s initials right now.”


  “Felix? What if it’s a girl?”


  “If it’s a girl, we’ll name her Felicity, so the initials will be the same.” Hannah laughed lightly. “They say children grow into their names, so we decided to give our child a name that means happiness.”


  “Whatever the name, having you two as parents means the child will be happy.”


  A brief silence fell after that statement, perhaps because she’d spoken with such certainty.


  Feeling embarrassed, Veronica rambled on. “I mean—I don’t know you well, of course, but it doesn’t take long to tell when someone is good and kind. You didn’t question me despite my barging in at this hour. Oscar seems like a good person beneath his cold demeanor, too, and since you can tell a lot about people by those around them…”


  A snicker escaped Hannah first. When Veronica looked up, she caught the twitch of Hannah’s lips before she burst into hearty laughter.


  “Oh my goodness! Why are you so adorable? Emmett, was I this earnestly sweet at twenty, too?”


  Looking around, she saw Emmett grinning widely, while Oscar appeared somewhat embarrassed. Hannah noticed her confused expression and gave her a bright smile.


  “Thank you for those kind words. But as I mentioned, my husband and I owe Oscar for saving our lives. One can hardly repay a debt like that by hosting a guest for just one night. So our kindness isn’t without calculation—we’re quite strategic about our generosity.”


  “Even so—”


  “You’ll find happiness too, Veronica,” Hannah interrupted gently.


  Veronica stared at her blankly. Hannah’s smile, reflected in Veronica’s eyes, was brilliant and dazzling.


  “I may not know you well yet, but it doesn’t take long to tell when someone is good and kind, right?”


  Behind Hannah, she saw that the dining table held a glass vase filled with red winter flowers. And that reminded her of…


  Veronica’s eyes slowly widened as she realized something.


  Oh. I knew I’d seen her somewhere before—that bright smile, and the short black hair…


  



  “Oh my. Well, don’t go too far away, for your parents’ sake. My daughter is about your age, and she got married and lives in Karta now. I miss her terribly.”


  



  Hannah was the woman in the portrait at the inn they’d stayed in Asseldorf. The kind woman who had pressed a winter fruit into Veronica’s hands had been her mother.


  It’s too much of a coincidence, but…


  A chill ran down her spine. Could such an incredible coincidence really exist? Was this her punishment for turning her back on living people and running away?


  Veronica sat there with a dumbfounded expression. She tried to say something, but nothing came out. She ended up covering her mouth with her hands, trying to get herself under control.


  What are you doing? They’re looking at you strangely. You’re ruining the mood again.


  Seeing her gaze darting around and her face turning pale, Oscar sensed something was wrong and reached out toward her. Veronica flinched and stood up, taking a step back. The three kind faces suddenly turned pitch black in her mind’s eye, their eyes floating white and disembodied. She desperately averted her gaze.


  “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I’m not feeling well. I need to use the bathroom for a moment.”


  She turned away before anyone could say anything. Then, as soon as she was alone, she dry-heaved and gasped for air.


  I’m scared. I’m so scared.


  Suddenly, someone grabbed her shoulder and turned her around, startling her terribly. Her reflection in Oscar’s calm green eyes looked hunched over and pathetic.


  “Are you all right?” he asked, concerned. It was a simple question, but it felt strange to her for some reason.


  Am I okay? Is that what he’s asking? Am I really okay?


  In an instant, the day’s events flashed before her like a kaleidoscope. First, she’d gotten excited like an idiot and impulsively given Leon a helmet as a gift, then waited for hours in a strange room, nearly died from being strangled, and killed someone. And then…


  



  “Damn you, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?”


  



  “No,” she finally realized.


  I’m not okay. I’ve never been okay. The truth is, the whole time I was in that room, I was in pain.


  “Has Sir Berg done something to you?”


  At last, Oscar mentioned the name she’d been desperately avoiding. Veronica brushed back a strand of hair that had fallen across her cheek and let out a hollow laugh.


  “Leon…? Yes, he has done something to me.”


  “If you’re being held against your will, tell me. I’ll help you now, and you can pay me back later.” Oscar proposed with a voice full of determination.


  Veronica quietly raised her head and asked, “How? How would you help someone like me?”


  “As it happens, I know of a position with room and board. An elderly couple who cared for me before I joined the knighthood are having trouble moving around these days, and they are looking for a young person to help them. At the very least, you’d have shelter and food.”


  Oscar’s solution sounded solid and practical, reminding her of the everyday concerns she’d forgotten about while traveling with Leon. Ordinary life—that concept felt so distant now that it seemed like a whole other world. And as tempting as it sounded, she knew it wouldn’t truly solve her problems.


  “I can’t do that,” she said. “Just surviving day to day is meaningless while there are still Bahamuts out there.”


  “But how does staying by Sir Berg’s side change anything?”


  “The future will be different. He needs me to find the first Bahamut.”


  “Oh, because you’re connected to that creature? I haven’t mentioned this before, but Sir Berg is the only one in the Holy Knight Order who’s making such claims. It sounds like a child’s fantasy. Meanwhile, Karta’s safety and peace have been proven over a thousand years.”


  “But the prophecy—”


  “There have been two ‘prophecies’ about Karta—one is that the holy city’s peace shall be eternal, and the other is that Karta shall fall. But since two prophecies cannot contradict each other, the second one must be wrong. That’s why His Holiness doesn’t believe your prophecy either,” Oscar stated firmly. “Besides, even if the connection is real, the visions you see might be the Bahamuts’ tricks. We still don’t know how those monsters might control a corrupted mind.”


  When the conversation reached this point, Veronica had nothing more to say. Oscar’s arguments were all logically sound. It was time to reveal her most honest motivation—the one that wasn’t reasonable at all, but was the most important one anyway.


  “But I love him,” she confessed.


  Oscar fell silent.


  “That’s why I can’t leave,” Veronica continued. “Even though he rejected me, I still have feelings for him. Like an idiot.”


  She’d never told Leon any of this to his face, but the words came out easily enough to Oscar, a stranger.


  Though she’d known her own feelings for a while, confessing them out loud felt different. Only after speaking did she truly understand her real reason for staying—the reason she endured everything despite the pain. It wasn’t about showing him the lonely snowfield, or making him suffer, or getting revenge.


  She simply wanted him to need her—and to be loved by him in return.


  “A holy knight loves no one but God. That’s how we were trained from childhood.”


  Oscar’s face rippled with devastation, as if he was seeing right through her. He had the look of someone witnessing an inevitable tragedy.


  “I know,” she whispered.


  “And still you would continue?”


  “I have no choice—at least not until I can sort out my feelings. And today, I found one more reason why I can’t run away.”


  Veronica couldn’t be completely sure yet that Hannah was really from Asseldorf, but if she was, she figured this wasn’t mere coincidence—it was fate.


  I can’t run away this time. I have to fight back with everything I have. I’m different from the powerless, trembling girl I once was.


  “You’re stronger than I thought,” Oscar said quietly.


  Veronica glanced up at him. “You’re more knightly than I expected, too.”


  “That’s because I am a knight,” he corrected, sounding indignant.


  Hearing his affronted tone, she felt laughter bubbling up, completely inappropriate for their serious conversation. When a chuckle escaped her lips, Oscar initially frowned at her before his expression gradually softened.


  Perhaps it was true that sharing secrets was the fastest way to become friends. Whatever the reason, the air between the two of them definitely felt more comfortable than before.


  Veronica also thought about how unpredictable life was. When she first met Oscar, she never imagined she’d be sitting with him on a bathroom floor having this conversation.


  This thought made her lean against the wall and laugh even harder.


  “Why are you laughing?” Oscar asked, bewildered.


  When she just shook her head, he awkwardly mumbled that she should tell him so he could laugh along with her.


  * * *


  The woman was gone. She had vanished without a trace.


  Leon methodically surveyed the room again, though there was nowhere to hide.


  One witness claimed to have seen her running away. Beyond that, there were no clues at all.


  Leon stretched his tired neck before sitting on the edge of the bed, acting nonchalant all along. The room was dark except for the moonlight streaming in. Though it was the familiar darkness he’d known all his life, the room felt somehow lonely, as if something that should have been there was missing.


  He recalled that the light had always been on by the bedside when he returned. The mere thought of that seemed to double his fatigue. Humans tended to get used to warmth so quickly—the exact opposite of darkness, which required time to adjust to.


  Instead of checking the extinguished fireplace, Leon flopped onto the bed. As he closed his tired eyes, the turbulent emotions that had been stirring in him gradually subsided. For humans who served God, emotional turbulence was poison. At least that was how he had been taught and raised his entire life. Whether anger, hatred, or love—all feelings must be cut off at the root so that nothing would shake him, and nothing but God’s salvation would move him.


  When Leon finally rose again, considerable time had passed. By then, his face showed not a single trace of emotion.


  * * *


  There weren’t many places she could have gone. Leon headed straight for the Papal Office first, but there were no reports about the capture of the death row prisoner who was under the emperor’s protection.


  “Sir Oscar Berg?” The knight at the registry flipped through the leather-bound ledger. “Let’s see… he left after dinner and hasn’t returned yet.”


  “Still?” Leon arched an eyebrow. “Rather late for a knight who prides himself on proper conduct, wouldn’t you say?”


  “True, but knights are free to come and go during off-duty hours. The morning muster ensures they return at reasonable times.” The knight shrugged. “Oscar Berg is something of an exception. I’ve heard he lives on the outskirts of Karta and cares for elderly foster parents—which explains his late returns most nights.”


  Officially, Leon had severed ties with the Holy Knight Order, but his history with them left his position in their hierarchy rather complicated. It didn’t grant him free access, but he was still able to leverage the knights’ goodwill when needed.


  “The outskirts of Karta?” Leon repeated. “Does anyone know the precise location of his residence?”


  “I wouldn’t know, sir.”


  Of course not. Those bearing the Berg surname and the noble youth hardly shared the kind of camaraderie that would warrant home visits.


  Leon gave a curt nod and departed the Order’s headquarters. His pace was unhurried, betraying none of the storm brewing within.


  The woman was probably with Oscar, which meant that her life wasn’t in any danger. So why did this gnawing irritation claw at his insides? It wasn’t concern—it was something else entirely.


  Leon thought about the emotion that had crashed over him like a tidal wave when he’d found their room pitch-black and empty. What exactly had that feeling been?


  Just as Oscar apparently did, Leon tended to stay out until the late hour as well. Yet whenever he returned, she was always waiting in their room. He had no way of knowing where she went or whom she met during the day, before his return.


  The thought sent tendrils of darkness flowing through his body, sucking at his soul like a hungry swamp. A peculiar anxiety devoured his mind. Nothing made sense. Warmth fled from him like a startled deer.


  It felt like watching a bird struggle to escape his grasp—knowing the delicate creature would be injured, yet wanting desperately to tighten his hold.


  His footsteps through the cobbled night streets halted abruptly before the inn. Slowly, he raised his gaze to meet the two figures who had similarly stopped in their tracks. Oscar bowed formally, while Veronica approached with awkward hesitation.


  Just as I suspected.


  “You’ve come back late today,” Veronica said. “I was frightened of being alone, so I spent some time with others until now.”


  “Others?” Leon’s asked, his voice low and quiet. She had never once mentioned knowing anyone in Karta.


  “The people who helped me after I left the Papal Office,” Veronica explained. “Actually, I wanted to discuss something related to that with you. Shall we go inside?”


  “Now that Sir Berg has arrived, I’ll take my leave,” Oscar said, dipping his head respectfully in farewell.


  Leon didn’t acknowledge him, while Veronica thanked Oscar for escorting her. Leon watched Oscar’s retreating figure until it disappeared from view.


  “I see you have a definite type,” he drawled, his voice dry.


  “…What?”


  “Even if knights are your type, why settle for someone so stiff?” he said, lowering his gaze to find the woman looking up at him with a puzzled expression.


  This nonsense about knights being her “type”  was, in fact, exactly what the princess had whispered in his ear earlier today. She said she wanted to receive his oath of loyalty at the upcoming Foundation Festival, in front of as many people as possible—she wanted to show everyone that the knight who once swore devotion to God had a living mistress.


  “The Imperial Knight Order overflows with depraved men,” Leon continued. “I’m certain plenty would jump at the chance to spend a night entertaining a Corrupted like yourself.”


  Understanding dawned on Veronica’s face. The smile vanished from her lips as though it had been slapped away.


  “Don’t be absurd,” she said, her voice tight. “It’s nothing like that.”


  “Nothing like what?”


  “You know perfectly well what I mean. He’s different from you. He’s not trying to use me—he only wants to atone for past mistakes.”


  Leon’s attention was fixed not on the insult to himself, but on the latter part of her statement.


  “Mistakes?” His voice turned to ice. “What mistakes is Oscar Berg atoning for?”


  At his frigid tone, Veronica’s composure cracked. Her eyes darted nervously.


  “That’s… something I can’t tell you. Regardless, I only met him today because I didn’t want to be alone. He’s done nothing wrong.”


  She was floundering, clearly flustered. Whatever had happened between them, she seemed determined to shield Oscar from Leon’s wrath. Leon released a scornful sigh that carried the weight of his frustration.


  “You seem clever at times, but moments like this remind me how stupid you really are,” he muttered.


  It infuriated him—how readily she opened her heart, how her smile bloomed like a delicate flower, and consequently, how much more painfully she was battered by the harsh winds of reality.


  “I’ve told you before,” he growled. “Men don’t treat you kindly out of the goodness of their hearts.”


  “…Why are you angry?” Veronica asked, retreating a step as he advanced toward her.


  Angry? Leon couldn’t comprehend her question. The only reason he’d feel angry right now would be if he were concerned, but he had no reason to worry about her being hurt. It shouldn’t matter to him who wounded her or how deeply, because she would die soon enough. He would see to that himself.


  “Angry?” he scoffed. “I’m not.”


  “You clearly are,” she insisted, biting her lower lip. “Why are you taking out your frustrations on me? What did I do so wrong to deserve that?”


  The fatigue that had accumulated to its limit began to spill over at her defiant attitude. Leon fixed her with an unblinking stare.


  “You’ve done plenty of things wrong,” he said coldly. “Whether it’s disobeying orders to remain in the room because you couldn’t bear solitude for even a moment, or unnecessarily blasting someone’s head off and complicating matters.”


  “If I hadn’t done that, I would have died,” she countered.


  “Do you really believe I would have left you to die?” Leon asked, his voice low.


  Veronica’s pupils trembled visibly. Their gazes locked—her eyes so intensely crimson that it sent a tingling sensation down his spine.


  “Until It dies,” he said, “you aren’t free to die either.”


  The color drained from Veronica’s face as if she were disappointed. Leon winced at the constricting pain in his chest. The black anger that had been bubbling beneath his skin rose up to the surface, flooding his mind.


  “You ruined the match,” he accused. “We intended to halt the match before you were really in danger.”


  Even if her opponent had been the emperor himself rather than a mere knight, Leon would never have allowed her to die. He would have saved her by any means necessary—even if it meant selling his soul to the princess rather than merely swearing an oath.


  Because I still need her.


  “We…?” Veronica echoed, her expression so forlorn it would have moved a stone to pity.


  The name that fell from her lips after a moment of heavy silence caught him completely off guard.


  “In this way, you’re remarkably similar to him. Mecklenburg, I mean.”


  Leon’s entire body stiffened as if turned to stone. Veronica began speaking like someone who could no longer contain the pressure building within.


  “He also kept me alive because he wanted to use me,” she said, her voice rising. “Holy knights are supposed to protect the common folk, aren’t they? Your faith is a cruel joke, especially since you’ve absorbed none of God’s mercy—only His violence and ruthlessness.”


  Veronica looked on the verge of tears.


  Leon smiled sharply at her trembling voice. “I’m beginning to regret sparing your life,” he said, with dangerous softness. “Mind your tongue.”


  He meant it as a warning. Instead, his words struck a raw nerve.


  “When have you ever saved me?” Veronica’s voice cracked with emotion. “How many times have you hurled me into the abyss, hoping I’d never return? Is that why you’re furious? Because I keep surviving when you’ve sentenced me to death? Because I only returned to trouble you with the news of your father’s demise?”


  Ah, this woman always crosses the line like this.


  “Shut your mouth.” Leon finally snapped, his control shattering.


  Every time Mecklenburg’s name passed her lips, nausea churned in his gut. Childhood memories he’d believed long buried resurfaced with violent clarity. And why did she have to have the same black hair as his mother anyway?


  “Why?” Veronica pressed. “Can’t you bear even hearing his name? Do you think I’m the only one starved for affection? You’re exactly like me! Deep down, you desperately want to believe he climbed the Blasen Mountains for your sake. You haven’t slept properly since that day!”


  Her voice echoed hauntingly through the deserted streets as night deepened around them.


  When the echo faded, a suffocating silence filled the void. Leon stared at Veronica as she struggled to catch her breath.


  After what felt like an eternity, he asked, “Are you finished?”


  Veronica remained silent, her chest heaving.


  “If you’re done, go inside,” he said flatly. “I’m exhausted.”


  “And if I’m not finished?” she challenged.


  “Then finish it.”


  “Stop treating me like a child who doesn’t know anything.”


  “Then behave like an adult. Don’t raise your voice in public spaces.”


  Leon delivered these words with indifference, staring at her for a moment before turning away as if dismissing her entirely. He brushed back the strands of hair that fell across his forehead, pulled open the inn door, and ascended the stairs. He heard footsteps following after him, but never once glanced back. She caught up to him just as he stepped into their pitch-dark chamber.


  “Is avoidance your definition of maturity?” she demanded.


  Her eyes blazed like twin flames as they bore into him—eyes so painfully honest they made his teeth clench.


  “Stop shutting me out,” she said. “Show me your true self just once. It’s maddening to be treated as subhuman while only ever conversing with your hollow shell. If this continues, I swear I’ll go to Oscar and—”


  The door slammed shut with a thunderous bang as Leon seized her arm. The darkened room, now containing only the two of them, crackled with tension. With his back to the light that obscured his features in shadow, Leon bent toward her.


  “My true self?” he hissed. “Last time you whimpered that I was twisted, but now you’re so desperate to see beneath the surface?”


  Perhaps due to what had happened earlier that day, fear quickly overtook her. She struggled to free herself from his grasp, but he refused to release her. Leon let out a dark chuckle, then gripped her slender arms with such force it seemed he might snap the delicate bones.


  “Why?” he whispered. “Do you imagine that revealing myself would somehow make me harbor feelings for you?”


  For the briefest moment, her resistance ceased. He felt her stiffen beneath his touch. Her eyes trembled in the moonlight streaming through the window, red as blood.


  Whenever he saw her face flushed crimson to the tips of her ears, Leon found himself wondering—how far down her neck did that blush extend? How much of her was stained with that same scarlet?


  “That will never happen,” he said, sneering. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but simply touching you fills me with such revulsion I can barely keep from retching.”


  Leon released her arm with contemptuous dismissal.


  And in the next moment, a sharp smacking sound echoed through the chamber like a thunderclap in the stillness.


  A silence as cold as winter frost descended between them, as if the sharp crack of her slap had eliminated all sound thereafter. Veronica, startled by her own boldness, widened her eyes before retreating a step.


  Leon worked his jaw, testing the numbed interior of his mouth before his lips curled into a smile.


  “You strike hard, for someone with hands as small as that.”


  “Stay back,” Veronica warned. “Unless you want to end up like that fallen knight.”


  As she retreated, she reached behind to grasp the doorknob. Her two hurried steps barely matched his single, measured stride.


  “Planning to obliterate my head with your unholy power?” he taunted.


  “If necessary.”


  “By all means, try.”


  As the door cracked open, casting a sliver of golden light across the floor, Leon’s palm slammed against it. The resounding bang echoed through the room as Veronica found herself caged between his body and the unyielding wood. She swallowed a gasp, the sound trapped in her throat.


  “I’ll scream,” she threatened, voice barely above a whisper.


  “Do it.”


  When he bent toward her, Veronica raised her hands to push him away. Leon, having anticipated this, caught both her wrists in one powerful hand and pinned them against the door above her head. Without hesitation, his mouth claimed hers, devouring the scream that never escaped her lips.


  After sharing his essence every day with her, the woman was practically dripping with his holy power now. The sensation was intoxicating—compelling him to keep drinking a poison he could never get enough of, no matter how it burned.


  Veronica’s wrists twitched in defiance, but as their embrace deepened, her resistance melted away. Her legs weakened beneath her as the weight on her captured wrists grew heavier, but Leon paid no mind. Nothing calmed his rage like the taste of her surrender—though paradoxically, it awakened a different kind of fire within him.


  Leon repeatedly released her only to claim her again, like waves against a shore. When he freed her wrists to cup her face, her slender legs began to slip, so he thrust his knee between them to steady her. By the time he registered how intimately they were pressed together—close enough to feel every curve against his own body—he was already supporting her weight against the door. Veronica clutched at his shirt as though it were a lifeline before finally surrendering completely, arms winding around his neck.


  The wet sounds of their kiss soon took on a more sensual cadence. More arousing than any wanton cry were the stifled gasps she made while tightening her throat to suppress the sound. Though seemingly unaware, she had begun to subtly rock her hips when aroused—a habit that drove him to the brink of madness.


  When his restraint reached its limit, Leon finally tore himself away from her softened lips. He studied the panting woman before him, her chest rising and falling rapidly. She blinked with half-lidded eyes, pushing weakly at his shoulders.


  When he still didn’t move, she finally found her voice after what seemed an eternity.


  “…Put me down,” she murmured, her voice hoarse and strained. “Please, let me go.”


  She sounded like she was begging. He liked that. The sound stirred something possessive within him, prompting an impulsive demand: “I’ll release you if you cry for me. Like that day you sought me out.”


  Cry for me again—just for me. Pity me. Show me your sorrowful, lonely devotion.


  “Weep loudly enough, and I’ll set you free.”


  “You’re utterly mad,” she whispered.


  Leon’s lips quirked in casual agreement. “Perhaps I am.”


  “You called me disgusting,” she challenged, voice laced with bitter irony. “You must have a strong stomach to bear all that, then.”


  At her barbed words, Leon’s mouth curved into a cold half-smile that never reached his eyes.


  “You are disgusting,” he confirmed. “But watching you unravel in pleasure soothes my rage right away.”


  His already deep voice descended to a sinister growl.


  “I realize that this is the creature I’ve been dealing with—this inferior, barbaric monster that is so desperate for another drop of holy power that you’d cling shamelessly to anyone who might give it.”


  Leon pierced her wounded gaze with his own, as if attempting to see through to her very soul.


  It’s her own fault for revealing her heart so plainly, he thought. She should have armored herself better. Instead of buying him a helmet, she should have bought one for herself.


  “Not just anyone…” Veronica’s voice cracked.


  “No? I think you’d have fallen for anyone who pulled you from those ashes, no matter who it was. As long as they could put up with your childish whining.”


  The words left a foul taste in his mouth the moment they escaped. He had finally identified the emotion that had him prowling the streets earlier.


  He was afraid.


  The fact that she means everything to me while I’m nothing to her is driving me mad, he realized.


  How pathetic—to be so thoroughly bewitched by a woman he had to kill. She was like poisoned wine that left him parched, no matter how much he drank.


  Father in Heaven, tonight I dared to dream of desiring a woman, so I will gladly accept eternal darkness as my punishment if morning never comes.


  Crystalline snowflakes blanketed the corrupted world in pristine white. The air carried the bittersweet scent of a gentle winter drawing to its close.


  * * *


  Veronica endured the black night within the cold sanctuary of white sheets.


  She sobbed silently throughout the endless hours, following a childhood habit of burying her face in the suffocating blankets and desperately trying to stem the flow of tears that refused to stop.


  Her father had always scolded young Veronica not to cry for attention, thinking she was always exaggerating her pain. He had believed he was forging her into something strong and unyielding.


  She’d never wanted much from him. She’d only wished to be held and told that her tears weren’t shameful—not for him to look away in discomfort when her eyes reddened, nor to pretend blindness as though her sorrow was something disgraceful.


  Leon was the first and only person who had ever looked directly into her tear-filled eyes and told her it was all right to cry. He was the man of all her firsts.


  He was definitely not just anyone, though that frost-hearted man would never know that.


  When she had finally broken down in tears, Leon had lowered her to the bed. He had sat beside her through the night, then slipped away before dawn broke. Veronica had heard the decisive click of the lock behind the closing door.


  Her initial assessment had been correct after all—this room was nothing but a gilded prison, a variation of the Black Corridor that merely happened to admit sunlight.


  Veronica forced herself to think of other things to preserve her sanity, trying to remember things unrelated to Leon that might kindle hope in the ashes of her heart.


  Suddenly, memories of the previous evening surfaced in her mind. The warm, inviting home where Hannah and Emmett lived was like a beacon, driving away the oppressive memories of the Black Corridor.


  Last night, after coming back from their bathroom, Veronica had casually asked them if they had always lived in Karta. Emmett had confirmed that he had, while Hannah had shaken her head.


  “Well, no,” Hannah had replied. “I was born and raised in Asseldorf. I only came to Karta when I married my Emmett. Have you ever been to Asseldorf? It’s such a charming little town—small enough that neighbors become like family. Once this dreadful lockdown is lifted, you should really go and visit. My parents run a quaint inn there, and you’re welcome to stay if you mention my name.”


  Despite her mental preparation, Veronica had felt the world tilt beneath her. It was as though the ground she stood upon had fractured, leaving her suspended over an abyss. But she had maintained her composure, showing no reaction to the familiar name. She hadn’t mentioned her own visit there, nor had she told them the town’s grim fate. Sometimes, knowledge was a disease with no cure.


  If they succeeded in protecting Karta—if they all survived this nightmare—Hannah would learn the truth eventually. But Veronica believed that unburdening her own conscience now would be the height of selfishness. Hannah wasn’t just responsible for herself now; she carried a new life in her womb. Tragic news wouldn’t help her.


  Next, Veronica recalled Hannah and Emmett’s home, beautiful as a painting brought to life. They weren’t obscenely wealthy, and looking deeper, perhaps they weren’t a flawless couple. But a home needed only warmth to nurture life. Whether their child would be a Felix or a Felicity, they would shower the baby with boundless love.


  “I have to protect Karta,” Veronica muttered to the empty room.


  She forced herself to rise and made her way to the bathroom. The wounds on her back from her ordeal at the Papal Office no longer throbbed with pain. When she reached behind to examine them, her fingers were met with rough, healing scabs.


  After washing with cold water and emerging from the bathroom, she noticed a tray of food placed before the door. She tried the doorknob, but the door remained stubbornly locked. A servant with a key must have delivered the meal while she slept.


  When she lifted the cover, she discovered a perfectly roasted chicken leg, turnip soup with fragrant herbs, and a slice of black bread. She hadn’t realized how famished she was until the aroma reached her, making her mouth water. Veronica ate methodically, focusing on replenishing her strength. During the meal, she emptied her mind of her troubles and concentrated only on the simple act of chewing and swallowing.


  I have to keep surviving, she thought grimly. I must have survived Asseldorf’s destruction for a reason—to save others from the same fate.


  She couldn’t allow her complicated feelings for Leon to break her now, when so many lives hung in the balance.


  After clearing her plate, Veronica retrieved the parchment she always kept ready and began detailing the theory that had formed in her mind yesterday.


  She wrote about the voice she’d heard in the previous vision—a Bahamut’s voice searching for God’s missing head. She also wrote that she thought the missing deity had taken refuge within one of the pilgrims gathered in the wilderness twenty years ago.


  She wasn’t certain such a thing was possible. It seemed absurd that she—someone who questioned God’s very existence—was now scribbling such seemingly nonsensical theories. Yet an intuition beyond logical explanation flashed like a warning beacon in her mind.


  What her intuition was telling her was that a creature that came from beyond the sky was now coveting this mortal realm.


  Normally, its strategy as an invader would be to destroy the apex predator, but this creature had wisely discerned a fundamental truth—humans had God watching over them.


  Furthermore, this God was without corporeal form, making Him impossible to destroy through conventional means. The creature couldn’t even be sure that He would die even if it consumed Him.


  But then one day, God vanished from among humanity. So the creature decided to corrupt humans who might unknowingly harbor the divine essence. The Corrupted had their minds invaded by the Bahamuts’ influence, their wills subjugated. God would be reduced to a puppet, unable to defy its new master.


  Of course, without evidence, all this remained Veronica’s conjecture. She needed to uncover tangible proof. And whether it was from the Imperial Palace archives or the Papal Office records, Leon would be able to investigate documents about God’s statue.


  Just as she was finishing the final line on her parchment, asking Leon to look into this theory, a sharp, decisive knock echoed from the door.


  * * *


  Leon had been at the Imperial Palace of Kaisenmier for hours now.


  “Don’t just eat, darling. Have something to drink as well. No, not water. How about that exquisite vintage from the southern vineyards over there?”


  The princess smiled with feline grace, using the tip of her fan to indicate the far end of the massive banquet table. The young maid, trembling before the lavish feast, seized the goblet with quivering hands.


  “Yes, that’s a good girl. It’s perfectly fine. Drink up,” the princess whispered with honeyed sweetness, her voice dripping with the false charm of a fairy tale princess.


  The child—barely old enough to be called a young lady—began gulping down the wine. The princess watched with parted lips, her expression one of dreamy, sadistic satisfaction.


  Leon, who had been observing the spectacle in silence, finally opened his mouth. “She hardly seems old enough to drink alcohol, Your Highness.”


  “Oh, that’s quite all right. She drinks for my pleasure.”


  The princess, who had been lounging sideways across a crimson velvet chair large enough to seat five, finally straightened as though just remembering Leon’s presence behind her.


  “The Founding Festival heralding spring approaches, and ladies must restrict their diets to fit into beautiful gowns. That’s why I must find my satisfaction through other means.”


  And of course, the fact that the one drinking for the princess’s pleasure was merely a child was entirely irrelevant to her. To Leon, the princess resembled nothing so much as a child who hurled toys against walls with complete disregard for their condition. The maid had been force-feeding herself for two hours already. She had consumed food until her stomach threatened to burst. But that wasn’t sufficient. She had to eat more—until the princess was satisfied.


  “Of course, there’s also the matter of appropriate discipline. This little wretch dared to covet my necklace. So I thought her fingers might be quick, but watching her now—why is she so dreadfully slow?”


  At this mutter from the princess, the startled maid began frantically shoving food into her mouth. Even with her cheeks already bulging, she forced potatoes and bread down her throat like someone was chasing her. The princess could barely contain her amusement at watching the child eat with her bare hands instead of using the fine silver tableware.


  Leon’s expressionless gaze followed the maid’s hands as they darted between plates. Despite the magnificent array of delicacies laid before her, those chapped little hands returned only to the most familiar items—plain bread and humble potato dishes.


  He didn’t believe for a moment that this child could have coveted the princess’s necklace.


  “Your Highness, you’ve yet to address how the military reorganization against the Bahamuts is progressing.”


  “Ah, yes. The military…” the princess mumbled absently, her attention thoroughly captured by the disturbing spectacle before her. “His Imperial Majesty summoned all soldiers within Karta this morning. Every combat-ready man except the palace guards will be mobilized. Usually, when such proclamations are made, they’re largely bluster, but… well, His Majesty seems genuinely afraid for once. Sir Theodor’s death was quite the shock to the court.”


  At that moment, the maid began to retch violently and then started vomiting. The princess’s perfect features contorted with disgust. At the merest flick of her wrist, servants materialized to drag the maid away and clean up the mess. Then the princess, wearing an expression of profound boredom, suddenly turned her head toward him.


  “My, why are you still standing over there? Didn’t I make myself clear yesterday? My knights are to sit beside me.”


  She had spent all of yesterday dragging Leon throughout the palace, instructing him on her daily routines and his expected duties. As anticipated, beyond his responsibilities as a knight, there were unmistakable implications of more intimate services as well.


  Leon wondered if the emperor was aware of the knights who frequented his beloved daughter’s bedchamber. Come to think of it, Leon remembered that the princess had spoken to the knight beside her yesterday without condescension, either. And hadn’t she claimed that she showed respect to men with whom she shared her heart?


  “Come here.”


  The princess’s elegant smile settled on Leon’s troubled mind like an ominous shadow. Leon opened his mouth slowly, his voice measured. “The loyalty I pledged to offer Your Highness was not of that nature.”


  “Ah, of course not. Leon, I simply want to have a conversation with you.”


  “If a conversation is what Your Highness requires, I can provide that perfectly well from where I stand,” he replied, in a tone that drew a clear boundary.


  The princess clicked her tongue with theatrical exaggeration. “My, how little you understand. To truly connect hearts, we must be physically close. Sometimes, Sir Knight, the body becomes the key that unlocks the door to the soul.”


  The connection between body and spirit was a truth Leon had been feeling with desperate intensity lately. For a heartbeat, the image of the woman’s hunched back flashed unbidden through his mind, distorting his carefully neutral expression. A corner of his heart turned inexplicably cold. A dark sense of guilt, bordering on self-loathing, seeped through his body like viscous poison.


  He knew he had sinned. If his previous actions had been merely sins of the flesh, yesterday he had coveted the woman with his very soul. Leon had prostrated himself before the altar until the sun rose, offering prayers of repentance before entering the palace.


  What transgression have I committed in my heart? What have I dared to dream for, when I’ve already sacrificed everything I have to God?


  Though his reputation had long been tarnished, Leon was wounded more deeply by the transgression of his own convictions than by society’s judgment. The person who could deliver the deepest wound was the one closest to you, and no one was closer to Leon than himself.


  There was a limit to how much other people could wound you, at least once they were severed from your life. Only the wounds inflicted by yourself could hurt you forever.


  “Come to think of it, I’ve always been curious about something.”


  While Leon was momentarily lost in his tormented thoughts, the princess rose to her knees on the chair and leaned toward him, her body nearly pressing against his. A reflexive wave of revulsion cut through his spiritual anguish.


  “What piques Your Highness’s curiosity?”


  “I’ve heard that paladins begin their spiritual training from the tender age of seven. Is that correct?”


  “There are instances where it commences later, but generally, yes.”


  “I see. That’s quite an innocent age, isn’t it? So do these boys, deprived of opportunities to learn and experience, grow up entirely ignorant of carnal matters? Or do they come to understand such things through instinct, being humans with physical desires?”


  The conversation flowed in the predictable direction. Leon recalled his monastery life with detachment. Unlike him, the children of nobility had maintained connections to the outside world.


  “They come to understand such matters naturally. Learning divine restraint and holy faith first doesn’t mean complete isolation from worldly knowledge.”


  “But surely there are moments of temptation or weakness. There must be lovely young maidens who visit the monastery.”


  “In such instances, the instructor can simply raise a hand and point to the dirty children.”


  “The dirty children?”


  The princess’s eyes widened with curiosity.


  “I mean the children who bear the Berg surname, who are born when holy vows are broken and desires are acted upon.”


  The best deterrent was to show everyone what kind of treatment such a child receives, despite whatever talents he might possess.


  It was an era when the nouveau riche purchased titles with gold. The emperor elevated commoners to nobility indiscriminately to dilute aristocratic power, and such families often sent their children to monasteries to gain standing.


  Young Leon couldn’t understand what made him so different from his peers. Perhaps it was from those painful childhood memories that his skepticism toward arbitrary rules and his loose adherence to dogma took root. The church proclaimed that his very existence was a sin. An unholy child had to repent eternally and had to be even more devout than others.


  “Oh, it pains my tender heart to see you suffer, so please don’t torment yourself, Leon. Are you even aware of the expression you’re wearing?”


  Despite her sympathetic words, the princess with her artfully drooping eyebrows looked immensely pleased. Malicious delight danced in her eyes—the common, vulgar pleasure of savoring another’s pain. Leon found it utterly repulsive.


  But just as she placed her soft hand on Leon’s downturned face, they were interrupted by a servant’s voice ringing out from beyond the door.


  “Your Highness, your visitor has arrived.”


  The princess answered without removing either her gaze or her hand from Leon. “Let her in.”


  The ornate doors swung open. The sound of hesitant footsteps echoed through the chamber.


  The princess whispered with a laugh-like lilt to her voice, “Wasting precious food during these troubled times would be an insult to our palace chefs, so I’ve invited another guest to join us. Someone we both know—to ensure our gathering remains… pleasant.”


  Leon’s deadened gaze transformed in an instant, blazing to life with alarm.


  As he turned with uncharacteristic haste, a raven-haired woman with a shocked expression entered his field of vision. It was Veronica, the woman who should have been safely in her inn chamber—the very one who had occupied his tortured thoughts until moments ago. His mind went utterly blank.


  The moment their eyes met, Leon instinctively stepped back from the princess—a grievous tactical error he would never have committed under normal circumstances. It was tantamount to announcing that he wanted no misunderstanding about their relationship.


  “Thank you for accepting my luncheon invitation. I was truly captivated by your performance in yesterday’s match.”


  While Leon stood frozen in place, the princess smiled radiantly as she descended from her chair and took Veronica’s hands in both of hers. Veronica appeared thoroughly bewildered by the princess’s friendly and casual demeanor, so uncharacteristic of royalty. But Johanna was masterful at manipulating people. She knew precisely when to be charming and polite, even with commoners.


  “There’s no particular reason I summoned you today. I simply wanted to be your friend.”


  “…A friend?”


  “Indeed. Does that displease you? You might feel uncomfortable because of my station… Well, to be honest, the power you displayed yesterday was absolutely mesmerizing.”


  Leon coldly watched the princess as she naturally took Veronica’s hand and guided her to the table. The princess, acting with vivacious charm, wore a face of such pure innocence that even those familiar with her true nature might be momentarily deceived.


  “I’ve also heard so much about you from Leon’s lips. Oh, look at me prattling on! I’m talking far too much about myself. I always become this way when I’m excited. Have you eaten yet?”


  Veronica, wearing an expression of stunned disbelief, slowly shook her head. The princess, visibly delighted, seated her at the grand table.


  Leon could easily picture the scene before his arrival at the palace—before the maid had begun her forced feast. It wasn’t theft that had brought the girl here. Desiring entertainment, the princess would have summoned a naïve, defenseless maid with no powerful connections to protect her, instead of one of her regular ladies-in-waiting who actually had access to her rooms.


  “This sumptuous feast has been prepared for your pleasure. Please, indulge yourself to your heart’s content.”


  The common folk under her governance were, in her eyes, worthless, insignificant peasants—those who wouldn’t even dare to scream when crushed beneath her delicate heel.


  * * *


  “Her Highness Princess Johanna requests your presence at her luncheon today.”


  The visitor who arrived with the innkeeper was the princess’s lady-in-waiting. Veronica agreed to go partly because the messenger wasn’t a knight. The lady-in-waiting’s gentle manner kept memories of yesterday’s horror at bay, as did Princess Johanna’s when they finally met.


  “Thank you for accepting my luncheon invitation. I was truly captivated by your performance in yesterday’s match.”


  The princess welcomed her with surprising cordiality. Veronica lowered her gaze to the smooth silk gloves touching her hand, their luxurious warmth feeling dreamlike rather than real.


  But right now, she couldn’t care less about holding hands with royalty or her offers of friendship. The only image burned into her mind was the princess caressing Leon’s cheek and the way he had looked at her.


  What was that all about?


  A sharp pain stabbed through her chest. Just then, a low voice cut through her thoughts.


  “I wasn’t informed you’d invited the Corrupted as well.” Leon’s voice was biting with frost. “Didn’t Your Highness promise I would have the honor of dining with you alone today?”


  The implication in that word—alone—made Veronica’s throat constrict despite the feast before her. She could barely breathe. The man who had shared deep, passionate kisses with her just yesterday was now exchanging meaningful glances with another woman. And the difference in his treatment was worlds apart. Of course it was. This woman was Princess Johanna, heralded as divine mercy bestowed upon Kaisenmier, while Veronica wasn’t even human anymore.


  Where did her jealousy come from? What was this cruel feeling that made a person feel so utterly wretched and small?


  Perhaps Veronica had unconsciously thought of Leon as hers—since only she had glimpsed his vulnerability, that only she could truly understand him.


  That we were something special.


  “We have plenty of time together,” the princess said, narrowing her eyes at Leon. “Sometimes you must share me with others. Don’t you feel any pity for the poor horse destined to die on the battlefield?”


  She shook her head at Leon with exaggerated sympathy, her golden curls catching the light.


  A horse destined to die on the battlefield? Veronica furrowed her brow in confusion, and the princess covered her mouth delicately.


  “Oh my, did you not know?” she asked, eyes widening. “Have I misspoken?”


  “What… exactly are you referring to, Your Highness?”


  “Your Highness.”


  Leon cut off Veronica’s words, his jaw tight. The princess nodded in understanding and cast Veronica a pitying glance. Veronica’s spirits plummeted. They were clearly hiding something from her. She felt like a child oblivious to the mockery surrounding her.


  She wanted nothing more than to flee, to vanish. But with royalty before her, she remained trapped within the hallowed halls of the imperial palace where even footsteps must be silenced.


  “Do enjoy the feast,” the princess said with an airy wave. “If there’s anything your heart desires, you need only ask.”


  The princess seated Veronica halfway down the long table while taking the head seat for herself. Without touching a morsel, she rested her chin on her hand and fixed Veronica with an unwavering stare.


  Though Veronica had eaten recently and her stomach churned with unease, etiquette demanded compliance. She selected a dish of vibrant vegetables she couldn’t name.


  “Your wrists are bruised,” observed the princess, who had been scrutinizing her every movement.


  Veronica glanced at the bluish marks circling her wrists, then hastily covered them with her sleeves.


  “I bumped into something.”


  “Both wrists? How curious.”


  “Yes.”


  Behind the princess’s intrigued expression, Veronica noticed Leon standing rigid as stone. She had never seen that expression on his face before. Why was he acting like he hadn’t known about it? His entire demeanor radiated an uncharacteristic tension.


  The bruises on her wrists were, of course, imprints from Leon’s grip the night before.


  Is he afraid I’ll reveal what happened between us? Veronica wondered.


  Even though he spoke as if he could love no one, he must still want to look good for that golden-haired woman.


  Though she had resolved to let go of her hopes, her thoughts spiraled wildly. Emotions that refused to bend to her will ravaged her soul. Still, she endured—even under the suffocating weight of silence and their penetrating gazes, Veronica maintained her composure.


  Her carefully contained heartache finally burst when her eyes caught sight of the helmet mounted on the wall. It was so prominently displayed that she was amazed she hadn’t noticed it earlier. It hung directly across from where she sat—a masterfully crafted helmet of Tanbian steel, gleaming in the light.


  She knew it was Leon’s because the shopkeeper had told her that the craftsman had died, making it the only one of its kind left in the world. It had apparently been made for a lover in Tyran, but the craftsman took his own life after his beloved’s death.


  “What has captured your attention?” the princess inquired, her voice silken.


  Veronica’s lips moved as if of their own accord. “The helmet on the wall looks familiar.”


  “The helmet? Oh, that exquisite piece!” The princess’s eyes sparkled. “Sir Berg presented it to me as a gift when I mentioned inviting you. He needn’t have bothered, but I suppose he was concerned about a Bahamut being so near me. But having him by my side is protection enough, don’t you think?”


  The princess’s words were accompanied by a demure smile. Veronica clenched her fists so tightly that blue veins stood out against her pale skin. Something volcanic surged within her, clouding her vision. Though he had called her a monster before, wounding her countless times, she had never truly believed them to be his honest opinion. Did he genuinely fear she would devour the princess’s brain?


  Leon remained silent for a long moment. His gaze traveled from the princess to Veronica, their eyes eventually meeting. His expression was an impenetrable fortress.


  “I’m glad you like it,” he finally murmured, his voice barely audible.


  The fragile spark of hope that had somehow persisted in her heart was snuffed out completely. Her darkened heart throbbed with pain.


  Veronica gritted her teeth against the threat of tears. She had been sad yesterday, but today she felt rage. She could understand his desire to establish boundaries, to warn her against crossing lines. But there was no need to trample her heart like this. Leon had no right to do this, to be this deliberately cruel to her.


  His response seemed to satisfy at least one person, as the princess’s face lit with a radiant smile. She gestured imperiously to a servant approaching with another dish.


  “Stop bringing more courses and clear the table. I believe we’ve had our fill.”


  The banquet ended as abruptly as it had begun. The princess observed Veronica setting down her silverware before breaking the silence.


  “I haven’t properly explained why I summoned you today. I don’t know if you’re aware, but the knight who died yesterday was assigned to my protection.”


  “…I apologize, Your Highness.”


  “Oh, there’s no need for that,” the princess said. “Sir Theodor was a knight cherished by His Imperial Majesty, not someone of particular importance to me.”


  The princess maintained her pleasant smile, but for the first time, Veronica sensed something discordant beneath the surface. How could anyone speak so callously of another person’s death? Was she just misjudging the kind and humble princess because of her jealousy?


  Veronica’s hands grew ice-cold at the mere mention of the knight’s death. The princess continued, indifferent to Veronica’s discomfort.


  “I’ve gained two valuable assets in exchange for one loss, so I’ve come out ahead. Sir Berg has pledged his loyalty to me, and my second acquisition sits before me now.”


  Pledged his loyalty? The phrase grated in her ears like sand grinding between teeth, but Veronica forced herself to focus on her own situation.


  “May I ask what Your Highness wants from me?”


  “As I mentioned earlier, I want you to become my friend.”


  “Forgive me, Your Highness, but I cannot presume to be worthy of such an honored position.”


  “You possess eyes that see dangers beyond our walls. That insight alone qualifies you to be my little songbird. His Imperial Majesty opposed this arrangement after witnessing yesterday’s duel, but what threat could possibly touch me with Sir Berg standing guard?”


  Veronica remained silent, her expression carefully neutral.


  “The position of my companion comes with considerable advantages,” the princess continued sweetly. “Jewels, gowns, whatever luxuries you desire—all yours simply for remaining at my side.”


  The princess presented the offer as though Veronica had a genuine choice—as if declining would result in anything but disaster.


  Veronica rubbed her fingertips together, feeling the blood drain from her extremities, when suddenly a brilliant idea flashed through her mind. 


  Anything I desire? Then perhaps…


  “Would access to certain documents be possible?”


  “Documents?” the princess echoed, genuine surprise crossing her features. She seemed more startled by Veronica’s directness than by the request itself.


  But Veronica had never been one to shrink from speaking her mind. Her silence until now had simply been due to her downcast mood.


  “Historical records, to be precise,” Veronica clarified, her voice growing stronger. “The more visions I experience, the more curious I become about ancient prophecies. If I were to become your companion, might I be permitted to enter the imperial archives?”


  Her voice rang clear as she addressed the princess. After all, this matter stood entirely separate from her wounded heart. She didn’t even care about courtly etiquette either. As she lifted her gaze to meet the princess’s directly, Johanna’s expression transformed to one of intrigue.


  “The archives? What an unexpected request,” she mused. “Leon, what do you think about this?”


  “Materials concerning prophecies would be far more abundant in the Papal Office,” Leon stated, his words directed at the princess while his penetrating gaze remained fixed on Veronica. His eyes silently implored her to reconsider. But he had forfeited any right to guide her decisions.


  “No. I place greater trust in the imperial records,” Veronica declared firmly.


  In Veronica’s experience, the church had consistently proven itself an institution dedicated to concealing the truth rather than revealing it. Even now, the citizens of Karta remained ignorant of the world beyond their walls. Those who controlled information wielded the power to reshape history. Regardless of how extensive the papal collection might be, the likelihood of finding objective accounts was far greater within the imperial archives.


  Johanna laughed melodiously at Veronica’s statement, clearly pleased by the implied preference for imperial authority over ecclesiastical.


  “Very well,” she declared. “I shall grant you access to the archives. My only condition is that you reside within the palace.”


  Having secured her objective, Veronica allowed herself a measure of relief. Leon’s face, by contrast, hardened into a mask of ice.


  “Keeping the Corrupted close is dangerous business.”


  That was when Leon offered his blunt warning to the princess. His casual reference to Veronica as a monster sent another surge of heat rising within her.


  



  “I don’t know if you’re aware, but simply touching you fills me with such revulsion I can barely keep from retching.” 


  



  Until hearing those words last night, she had been completely oblivious to his true feelings. She’d thought that despite his occasional cruelty, he didn’t actually dislike her. How naïve she’d been, not realizing he was merely enduring his disgust because he needed her.


  “Thank you, Your Highness. This is truly an immeasurable honor,” Veronica replied, her knuckles whitening as she clenched her fists against her knees.


  Now that she knew the truth about Leon’s feelings, there was no reason to remain at that wretched inn a moment longer. She hated that she felt this hollow ache rather than satisfaction, but in this moment, she wanted to get back at Leon somehow, even if it meant hurting herself too. He would now have to wonder anxiously whether she might reveal the intimate details of what had transpired between them to the princess.


  The princess observed Veronica, who was deliberately avoiding eye contact, for a moment, before a pleased smile played on her lips.


  “From now on, whatever you’re doing, you must drop everything and come when I call you,” she said, her tone much more casual than before, as if she were really addressing a dear friend. “But otherwise, feel free to use the library as much as you like. You, over there—why don’t you show my new companion to her room?”


  At these seemingly gracious words, a maid glided to Veronica’s side. It was an exquisitely natural dismissal.


  “Don’t permit any visitors afterward,” the princess added softly. “I might become displeased if we’re disturbed.”


  Veronica decided not to think about what the two of them might do after she left. Some thoughts were nothing but self-torment.


  “Oh, if you have any belongings to collect, simply inform my maid. You needn’t return to that shabby inn.”


  Veronica halted mid-turn and looked back. Fixing her gaze deliberately on Leon, she answered with the most exquisite courtesy she could muster. “Thank you, Your Highness, but I possess nothing there. My only possession was my sword, and it shattered yesterday.”


  * * *


  With a heavy thud, the large doors closed on both sides behind her.


  Veronica followed the maid down the long corridor. Five or six soldiers followed behind her. Given that she was the monster who had smashed a man’s head yesterday, they were clearly there to guard against her, not to protect her.


  At eye level, a row of expensive glass windows stretched along the corridor, framing the snow-covered Blasen Mountains like pictures in elongated frames. Brilliant white sunlight fractured across the snow and black cliffs. The Bahamut connected to her would be there, curled up like a fetus in the womb.


  Come to think of it, it’s been a while since I’ve had a vision of It.


  But the moment she thought that, her heart pounded violently as the Bahamut curled up in her mind suddenly opened its eye. Chills ran from her head to her toes.


  What is this vision right now?


  Veronica froze mid-step, her gaze locked with the vision’s burning stare. It was watching her with predatory focus. It defied all logic, and yet… No, it was impossible, but Veronica was staring directly into the eyes of her own mental projection. This contradicted everything she knew. Normally, she perceived the world through Its awareness, so this was… this must be a hallucination or—


  “Found you.”


  At the voice resonating in her mind, Veronica gasped sharply, causing the maid walking ahead to turn around with a puzzled look.


  “Is something wrong?”


  “…I have to return.”


  “Pardon?”


  “I have to return immediately. I have urgent information for Her Highness,” Veronica insisted, her voice trembling despite her efforts.


  After a moment of confusion, the maid composed herself and replied calmly, “If you would entrust your message to me, I shall convey it to Her Highness at an appropriate time.”


  “No. I need to speak to her right now.”


  Found what? Found who?


  It sounded as though It had discovered a mouse that had secretly crept into its mind. An ominous premonition that something was about to happen overwhelmed her. Simultaneously, her mind raced through the vision she’d witnessed previously—the unusually high number of Bahamuts in Asseldorf, swarming around the inn where Veronica stayed and around the city gates, searching for something… or someone.


  Veronica turned to face the soldiers following her, forcing strength into her trembling legs.


  “This is urgent,” she insisted. “You should also go to His Imperial Majesty or anyone else and tell them that It has awakened from its hibernation. I have a bad feeling.”


  A soldier whose eyes met hers visibly recoiled. Judging by how he stepped back, there must have been something unusual about her eyes.


  Her heart was beating wildly and ominously.


  “Hurry!”


  At her urging, one of the soldiers who had been exchanging glances with his comrades retreated. Whether he would relay her warning exactly was uncertain, but he would at least report that something unusual had happened.


  If she had been just an ordinary commoner woman, they wouldn’t have paid any attention to her—but they were genuinely afraid of her now. Word of yesterday’s duel must have spread throughout the palace. It was actually fortunate. Even the high-ranking lady-in-waiting couldn’t refuse when she saw Veronica’s eyes and muttered her agreement.


  “V-Very well, then I shall escort you back to Princess Johanna. Follow me.”


  The frightened maid quickened her pace.


  They must have walked further than Veronica had realized, for the journey back seemed to take considerable time. Finally, when the ornate doors came into view, the maid turned to say something to Veronica.


  But at that exact moment, a deafening explosion erupted nearby. Veronica heard screams and saw the maid falling to the floor, her vision swimming.


  The very foundations of the building shook violently. Servants standing in the corridor were thrown into a panic. Veronica barely maintained her balance, but the impacts continued. Before she could understand what was happening, more thunderous explosions and vibrations followed in quick succession.


  Gray smoke billowed beyond the windows. It made no sense, but it was definitely artillery fire. And it was striking dangerously close.


  The next moment, the door burst open and Leon walked out. He gave instructions to the knights guarding the entrance, pointing inside, then stopped abruptly as he scanned the corridor.


  “What are you still doing here?”


  It was surprising that he’d noticed her standing in the corner, even in this chaos. Veronica hid her surprise and found her voice. “You’re heading outside, aren’t you? Let’s go together.”


  “Not now. Stand aside.”


  As he attempted to brush past her, Veronica seized his arm. “They’re looking for me.”


  Leon’s brow furrowed as his gaze dropped to her hand on his arm. Though he could have easily broken free, he made no move to do so.


  “I heard the voice,” Veronica continued. “They’re deliberately targeting the palace to draw me out.”


  Leon’s response was lost in a blinding explosion that consumed everything around them. This blast must have detonated very close, as the glass windows shattered completely, sending fragments flying. All sound disappeared, swallowed by the explosion, leaving an eerie, vacuum-like silence.


  Something pulled Veronica forward, and her vision blackened. She only regained awareness when something warm touched her cheek. Looking up, Veronica held her breath when she saw that blood was streaming down Leon’s face as he shielded her with his body, hunched protectively over her. Glass fragments had struck him.


  “Blood…”


  Why did he do that? Was it a knight’s instinct? Or was it because she was the Corrupted he needed to protect?


  The moment their eyes met, Veronica found herself pushing him away forcefully, almost involuntarily. Leon let her go without resistance, his expression unreadable.


  “Are you injured?”


  She vaguely made out his words through the ringing in her ears. When she dazedly shook her head, he immediately grabbed her wrist and began pulling her toward the stairs. Nearly running to keep up with his pace, she winced at the pain in her sensitive wrist. Leon instantly released his grip. It must have been coincidental, though, since he couldn’t possibly care about her comfort.


  Veronica only found her voice again when he was helping her mount a skittish warhorse.


  “Where are you taking me?”


  Leon’s reply was characteristically terse. “The city wall.”


  The horse galloped away from the palace at full speed, hooves pounding against the ground. Veronica suddenly wondered if Leon, who was supposed to be guarding the princess, was allowed to leave her behind like this, but such questions quickly lost importance when she saw their surroundings.


  The palace, struck directly by artillery fire, had been reduced to ruins. Her hands and feet trembled uncontrollably at the rising memories of her destroyed hometown. Fortunately, the bombardment had ceased. However, as they approached the city walls, a different kind of unease crept over her. There was no sign of Bahamuts anywhere.


  What on earth is happening?


  Finally, when they reached a checkpoint where soldiers were controlling the flow of people, Leon dismounted and approached what appeared to be the officer in charge. The man evidently recognized Leon, as he immediately cleared the way.


  “We’re currently investigating the situation, Sir Berg,” the soldier reported crisply. “All of the sentries stationed along the eastern wall acted simultaneously, so it required a significant force to subdue them all. We’ve executed the traitors already.”


  Even as he delivered his report, the soldier cast nervous glances at Veronica hovering within earshot. Leon grasped the implication immediately.


  “They were Corrupted?”


  “Yes, sir. Would you like to see for yourself? Sir Wittelsbach is already present.”


  The Corrupted? It wasn’t a Bahamut invasion?


  Veronica’s eyes widened.


  A corrupted human couldn’t survive even half a day. So, for them to have been moving while corrupted, they must have encountered a Bahamut within the last twelve hours.


  But Karta is completely sealed off, so how…


  The questions swirling through her mind found their chilling answer the moment they ascended the stone steps to the battlements.


  Bahamuts filled the landscape all the way to the horizon as far as the eye could see. Though they maintained a distance from the walls, they stood in perfect, unnatural formation at measured intervals across the terrain where patches of snow had melted away. No matter which direction she turned, the eerie crimson pinpoints of their unblinking eyes dotted the landscape. The sheer number of them sent chills down her spine. It appeared the Corrupted who had manned the artillery must have locked gazes with the Bahamuts arrayed beyond the walls.


  Despite knowing what the outside would look like from her visions, she couldn’t tear her gaze from the landscape that bore no resemblance to the one they had traversed upon entering the city. Perhaps she, too, had been lulled into complacency by the illusory safety of Karta’s mighty walls.


  How frighteningly easy it is to forget danger simply by not looking at it.


  “Weren’t explicit orders issued to station only soldiers in their early twenties along the wall defenses?” Leon demanded.


  “Yes, sir. The directive was implemented immediately—all veterans were reassigned to rear duties such as armory maintenance.” After a moment’s hesitation, the battle-hardened soldier lowered his voice. “I thought only those who saw the statue in the wilderness twenty years ago could become corrupted.”


  Leon’s expression hardened, his jaw clenching as if he couldn’t understand it either. Veronica pressed a trembling hand against her thundering heart. Dozens of bodies lay arranged in neat rows, while several holy knights in armor stood guard around them.


  While Leon examined the corpses, Veronica discreetly halted several paces behind their military escort. There was no need to approach closer. Each lifeless form bore the same horrific signature—eyes transformed into glowing crimson orbs, frozen open in death. Like the Bahamuts, they had no eyelids.


  Will I end up like that when I die, too?


  Lost in this morbid contemplation, she glanced down from the battlements once more.


  Veronica’s breath caught in her throat. The baleful red eyes of countless Bahamuts had pivoted in perfect unison—every single one was now fixed directly upon her.


  While others might have dismissed the sensation, she felt their attention with bone-chilling certainty. The soldier who had guided them looked down over the wall, his face contorting with horror.


  “What the… why are these monster bastards suddenly…”


  His words died in his throat. No one paid him any attention, though. One by one, they became aware of the watching eyes below and lowered their gazes. For any living creature, ignoring a predator’s gaze went against every survival instinct. The soldiers whose bodies now lay cold and lifeless must have peered over these same walls, believing that corruption only claimed those who had been in the wilderness twenty years ago. So they must have looked down without a shred of fear.


  Wait, that means…


  “Close your eyes! Don’t look down at them!”


  Veronica’s warning tore from her throat as she jerked her head up. But warnings were always too late, no matter when they were given. She should have realized it sooner.


  Veronica froze, her gaze locked with a man whose eyes had transformed to a sickening crimson. Just moments ago, he had been an ordinary soldier guiding them through the fortress. The hair on her nape bristled as ice flooded her veins.


  “Stay back,” she muttered, her voice dropping to a whisper.


  She retreated slowly, scanning her surroundings. Blood-red eyes surrounded her from every direction. Unlike Leon’s enchanting ruby eyes, these corrupted eyes pulsed with an unholy rhythm, like beating hearts exposed to air. It looked like everyone, except the holy knights examining the corpses and Veronica herself, had succumbed to corruption. The transformed soldiers converged on the unaffected people with identical, puppet-like movements that made her skin crawl.


  The Corrupted advanced in eerie silence. The metallic rasp of swords being drawn echoed from somewhere distant, but the narrow walkway atop the wall was no place for a proper fight.


  The knights were too far to help. Veronica covered her mouth as bile rose in her throat, stumbling backward in desperation. The scene before her overlapped with her recurring nightmares. She knew she had the power to kill them, but couldn’t bear to do it—the Corrupted were still living humans, just like her.


  When her back struck the parapet of the fortress wall, hands reached toward her from all sides, cutting off any escape. Warmth brushed against her arms and shoulders—not hands trying to seize her, but pushing her backward, over the edge.


  Is this how I die? Plummeting from Karta’s walls into nothingness? Such a meaningless end…


  As the corrupted swarmed to her, pushing her body backward toward the fatal drop, a wet, meaty sound—like a butcher cleaving through bone—rent the air beside her ear. In the same heartbeat, the ghoul-like creatures reaching for her were sliced cleanly in two, and searing pain exploded through her shoulder.


  She knew instantly who had cut down all the Corrupted in a single devastating strike.


  How typical of him, was her first bitter thought. Leon was exactly the kind of man who wouldn’t hesitate to cut through her to reach his targets. After all, she wasn’t even one of God’s chosen children. She was just another monster with ties to the first Bahamut.


  Droplets of crimson mist sprayed across her vision. She surrendered to the pain and closed her eyes.


  But just before her consciousness slipped away, one terrible truth crystallized in her fading thoughts:All along, they could have corrupted anyone they wanted to. All this time, they had been deliberately selecting their targets—searching for a very special human.


  * * *


  Veronica awakened in a chamber too opulent to be a mere inn room.


  A pained groan escaped her lips as she attempted to move. Her wound must have been severe—bandages wrapped tightly around her shoulder and chest, binding her like a mummy.


  Abandoning any attempt at movement, she turned her head to survey her surroundings. She wasn’t alone. Veronica’s gaze fell upon the man leaning against the windowsill, an aura of frost emanating from his still form. He returned her look with equally measured eyes.


  Thanks to his holy power, not even the faintest scratch marred his skin. Ridiculously, she felt relief flood her mind first, followed immediately by bubbles of indignation that rose like boiling water. He had carved through her flesh without hesitation, yet stood there unblemished, as though nothing had happened. It was always like this with him. He shattered the very foundation beneath her feet, upending her entire world, while he remained standing on unshaken ground.


  Leon broke the weighted silence first.


  “Those scars on your back—who did that to you? The Pope or Mecklenburg?”


  Veronica faltered at the unexpected topic, having thought that he would speak of the wall massacre. He must have seen her back while treating her. She kept her lips sealed, having no desire to revisit the Black Corridor, even if only in her mind.


  As her silence stretched, he straightened from the window and said, “No, you don’t have to answer. This isn’t Mecklenburg’s preferred method of breaking someone.”


  “…What is his preferred method, then?”


  “Total isolation until the mind fractures.”


  “Is that what you went through?”


  Despite her brazen question, Leon approached without hesitation. From their countless hours together, Veronica immediately recognized his intent—the duty he felt compelled to perform. He had likely been waiting by her bedside for this.


  “Stop. I don’t want your holy power.”


  She shook her head against the pillow, defiant despite her weakness.


  “I survived the Papal Office’s dungeons without you. I’ll heal on my own now, too.”


  Contrary to her expectation that he would force his will upon her, Leon halted mid-stride. His face, looking down at her, lacked its usual languid expression and customary mocking smile. It was utterly devoid of emotion, instead. Veronica desperately avoided his gaze, fixing her attention on the strong column of his throat and the subtle movement of his Adam’s apple.


  “What happened after I collapsed? Did anyone else survive?”


  Silence hung between them, as if Leon were savoring the quiet. After what felt like an eternity, he answered in a voice stripped of any inflection, “I executed every corrupted soul. There was no alternative. Had I spared them, they would have continued their attack on humans.”


  Though she had anticipated his answer, her heart plummeted like a stone.


  The memory of those red eyes surrounding her flashed through her mind. Not just one or two—dozens of them. All those people had been slaughtered because the Bahamuts had come looking for her. If only she’d recognized the danger sooner, and warned them of the Bahamuts’ intentions…


  “It was my fault,” Veronica murmured, guilt crushing her chest. “They came looking for me. I heard It say, clear as anything, that it had found me.”


  “I’ve already examined the notes you left at the inn,” Leon interrupted, his voice incongruously casual. “You’re not stupid enough to share such dangerous revelations with anyone else, are you?”


  “What are you saying?”


  “If you tell anyone that Bahamut is looking for something specific, and that something appears to be you—well, if you fancy being stripped naked and hurled beyond the walls, by all means, share your theory with others.”


  Isn’t that exactly what you want?


  The bitter retort rose to her throat, but she swallowed it back. Veronica worried her lower lip between her teeth, mind racing. Once again, she needed something from him—confirmation of her suspicions.


  “…So will you search the Papal Office like I requested?”


  “And if I refuse? Will you scurry to the Pope this time, asking him to be your friend?”


  She hesitated, uncertain if his words stemmed from anger. Yet he didn’t sound particularly sarcastic. In fact, since she’d awakened, he’d been shrouded in darkness, his emotions unreadable behind that perfect mask.


  “His Holiness and I are unlikely to become companions, but I could propose an information exchange with you. My findings from the imperial archives for yours.”


  “That’s a reasonable proposition.”


  Veronica blinked at his unexpected acquiescence. She found herself meeting his gaze, having unconsciously avoided it until now.


  “You’re unusually agreeable today.”


  “Exhaustion has its benefits.”


  Leon offered nothing more before sinking onto the edge of the bed, as though standing required too much effort. She realized he wasn’t looking at her at all, but staring at dust motes dancing in the amber afternoon light. As her eyes traced the sharp angles of his profile, something twisted in her chest.


  She despised him—truly loathed his words and actions both yesterday and today—yet simultaneously, her heart ached for him. Weariness radiated from him like heat from a forge. Despite his formidable appearance, exhaustion seemed to seep from his very pores, and she didn’t know why.


  “You never answered my question from before,” she began.


  “Which one?”


  “What did Mecklenburg do to you?”


  Leon merely twisted his head to regard her. She knew this subject sealed his lips tighter than any other, so she tried another approach.


  “Let’s trade secrets fairly. I’ll reveal who scarred my back if you answer me truthfully.”


  “I don’t really care about your scars.”


  “Liar.”


  The accusation burst from her lips, and for the first time since she’d awakened, a ghost of a smile touched the corner of his mouth. Veronica found herself entranced by his sun-kissed features. He would never know how captivating that smile was—the way his lips curved while his eyes remained unchanged.


  “First, I believe it was marbles.”


  Leon’s cryptic words began without warning.


  “Then it was a fledgling that had fallen from the monastery’s tree. Tales of valiant knights, a starving stray pup, new leather boots, a discarded ball someone had abandoned, then a boy from the back alley who nearly became a friend…” After a slight pause, he continued, “Mother.”


  Veronica stared up at him, her expression frozen in horrified understanding. Her palms, clutching the blanket, grew damp with sweat. The meaning behind his inventory of loss required no explanation. These seemingly insignificant treasures had once been the entire world to a lonely boy.


  “Whatever I wanted ended up broken,” Leon stated with casual detachment. It seemed that he was deliberately using the passive form of the verb, though they both knew it had been the result of an intentional act on someone else’s part.


  “The marbles were crushed beneath his heel, the bird confiscated. My books were burned to ashes while I watched. The puppy was kicked until it stopped whimpering—all before my eyes.”


  Veronica’s lips parted in silent anguish. Her mind begged him to stop, yet some morbid curiosity kept her from interrupting him.


  “The shoes and ball vanished into the garbage heap. The slave boy who carried my things was trampled by a horse. What else did I mention?”


  “Please stop. That’s enough.”


  “Ah, yes, Mother. She took her own life. Or perhaps more accurately, she was made to take her own life.”


  Veronica couldn’t bear another word. She pushed herself upright despite her injury. White-hot pain blazed across her vision, but halting his terrible confession took precedence.


  Why are you doing this to me? she wanted to scream. Why burden me with these cruel memories?


  Leon’s voice dropped to a near-whisper then. “In the end, surrendering is easier than you think.”


  She had meant to argue, to offer some counterpoint to his bleak philosophy, but every word evaporated from her mind. A thousand responses swirled through her thoughts, but nothing seemed good enough to say to him.


  For what seemed like an eternity, she simply gazed into his eyes. She stared into the abyss lurking behind those flame-red irises—a darkness deeper than the blackest night. Only when she noticed the burnt-orange shadows playing across his features did she realize the sun was setting. How long had they remained frozen in this moment?


  He rose from the bed, preparing to leave.


  Suddenly, through the blank canvas of her mind, the words she needed to say materialized with perfect clarity. It wasn’t the name of her tormentor who had scarred her back, nor empty platitudes of comfort.


  Veronica reached out, grabbing Leon’s retreating fingers within her own. As their eyes met, her lips parted with the force of absolute certainty.


  “I love you.”


  The crimson sunset bled across the horizon.


  “I love you.”


  She repeated the declaration, prepared to say it a hundred times more if necessary. Leon’s eyes widened in genuine shock. With every ounce of courage she possessed, Veronica extended her hand to the boy who had fallen into the abyss, offering him a lifeline back to the light.


  Hope flickered to life within her whenever he revealed a glimpse of vulnerability, whenever she sensed that kindred spirit between them.


  That was why, despite him telling her that he was disgusted by her, she’d foolishly let the confession escape her lips. Or perhaps her reasons were merely excuses—perhaps the emotions bottled up inside her simply couldn’t be contained any longer, like holding back tears until the dam finally broke.


  “What you did yesterday, and the helmet I saw earlier… You’ve hurt me enough already,” she said. “So please, just once, give me an honest answer. Once I hear it, I’ll give up these feelings completely. I won’t trouble you again, or show any trace of my affection.”


  Touch me. Please, just reach out.


  “I…” Her voice trembled like autumn leaves in a harsh wind. “I’ve waited for you all this time because I love you.”


  Tears blurred her vision. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them deliberately, revealing her raw emotions to him. Hot droplets cascaded down her cheeks. Since meeting him, she found that she’d been giving in to tears more easily.


  “Surrender isn’t easy for me,” she told him.


  Leon wore an expression of rare bewilderment. He stared at her tears, transfixed, before extending his hand as if to wipe them away. Veronica waited, heart suspended, for his touch.


  But his hand, after hovering in the empty space between them, fell without making contact. His eyes darkened to bottomless pools.


  “The only thing I can tell you is…”


  The voice that slithered into her ears was devastatingly soft—lower than her plummeting heart, and deeper than fathomless darkness.


  “That even at this very moment, I wish for your death.”


  Veronica, bereft of his touch, momentarily ceased breathing.


  “So there’s no need to waste any tears on me. And don’t you dare forgive me. Not ever.”


  It was sincerity in its most perfect, cruel form. She felt it pierce her soul—a rejection so absolute it left no crevice for hope to cling to.


  Veronica watched Leon’s retreating figure with hollow eyes. Perhaps it was for the best that she could now give up all hope. She knew that he, as a divine knight whose heart belonged solely to God, would never embrace her. She had known it all along. She had believed she understood it better than anyone.


  Her chest throbbed with exquisite agony. Her heart, once buoyant with expectation and hope, now crushed her lungs with painful weight. She grimaced as each breath became a battle.


  The portrait of God, hanging on the closed door, was weeping from both eyes—even though one eye was closed.


  Oh, Heavenly Father, am I truly mad for wishing to be shattered for just a moment? For wanting to become something—anything—he desires, even if it means my destruction?


  * * *


  Surrender was easy. That was the one lesson that Mecklenburg had taught Leon.


  From Leon’s earliest years, Mecklenburg had never permitted him to possess anything he desired, whether it was an object, an animal, or a person. The goal was to extinguish the very impulse to want—to ensure he would never repeat his father’s fatal mistake.


  His first friend, who had delivered supplies to the monastery, was trampled to death beneath a horse’s merciless hooves. The draft horse pulling the wagon had weighed nearly a ton, and it had inexplicably bolted without stopping along the path to the monastery.


  “His blood is on your hands,” one of the priests had declared, clicking his tongue.


  His mother had taken her own life. Mecklenburg himself had delivered this news after a prolonged absence, leading Leon to an unmarked grave. The tombstone bore the date of her death—the very day Leon had fled the monastery to search for his mother. His father, who never deigned to visit, already knew everything through the priests who served as his eyes and ears.


  Whatever Leon desired would break. Whatever he cherished would splinter. Whatever he treasured would be shattered. His mere touch was enough to destroy anything.


  Eventually, Leon ceased to desire anything at all. Resignation became as natural as breathing. Only God remained unscathed by his devotion.


  The reason the woman was special was that he’d always known she was destined to die in the end. So he had lowered his guard. A hairline fracture had formed in his defenses. And he couldn’t prevent the warm current that seeped through that breach.


  “I heard you were looking for me. Why—ugh!”


  As Oscar stepped into the murky shadows, his words were abruptly cut off as his skull cracked against the stone wall. Seized by the collar, he quickly assessed his predicament, and his eyes widened in alarm.


  “You must have been prowling the streets for quite some time,” he hissed. “Resorting to brute force like common gutter trash?”


  “On the contrary,” Leon drawled, “I learned everything at the monastery. But I suppose you wouldn’t know, since you joined so late.”


  Oscar felt an uncanny dread at the disconnect between the crushing force at his throat and Leon’s detached tone. Not a flicker of emotion disturbed Leon’s glacial composure.


  “What do you want?”


  “I saw something rather interesting. Thought you might illuminate the matter for me.”


  As Leon tilted his head, one eye caught the azure moonlight, looking like a chilling flame.


  What an eerie and strange contradiction, Oscar couldn’t help but think.


  “The lash marks on her back. Whose handiwork might that be?”


  At this pointed question, Oscar visibly stiffened. There was no need to specify whose back. The sensation of the whip remained so vivid in his mind that he could almost feel the leather cutting through flesh even now. But what disturbed him more than the mention of that vile act was the fact that Leon Berg had discovered those wounds.


  He must have taken that exhausted, broken woman in his arms again, when surely a mere kiss would have sufficed—playing a cruel game with her, even though he was incapable of returning her feelings. Oscar gritted his teeth until his jaw ached, then spoke as if expelling poison from his veins.


  “The responsibility… lies solely with me.”


  “Oh, so it was the Pope? I suspected as much—it hardly seemed Mecklenburg’s preferred method of discipline.”


  As if he hadn’t even heard Oscar’s claim of responsibility, Leon released a soft chuckle and loosened his iron grip. Now freed, Oscar straightened against the wall.


  Rather than offering excuses, Oscar asked, “Why are you asking me now? Are you in any position to be concerned about her well-being?”


  “I’m not. That’s precisely why I haven’t killed you.”


  Before Oscar could decipher those cryptic words, his skull was violently reacquainted with the unyielding wall. A guttural moan escaped his lips—not from the warm blood trickling from his fractured skull, but from the holy power being forcibly drained through the hand constricting his throat.


  Only the wielder of a divine blade could execute such a technique. Should this continue, it would devour not merely his holy power but his very life essence. Hundreds of knights had perished this way in Tyran, consumed by the ravenous appetite of Leon’s blade.


  As Oscar struggled for each agonizing breath, Leon whispered with deadly softness, “As idiotically nice as she is, she probably forgave you after a few hollow words of contrition. But you know the truth of your sin, don’t you? That you harmed an innocent soul with your own hands.”


  “What… do you… want?”


  “Today’s incident has necessitated an extermination order. Holy knights immune to corruption will purge the area around the city walls daily. And in all likelihood, that woman will be assigned to the extermination squad.”


  Oscar’s eyes widened at this revelation.


  “You will shield her with your very being,” Leon continued, “regardless of circumstance. Even if it means giving up your own life.”


  “If an extermination squad is formed… surely you’ll be a part of it as well?”


  “Yes. But unfortunately, I’ve resolved to sever all ties with her from now on, so the burden of preserving her life falls to you now. If you let her head explode, I’ll kill you too.”


  Only when Oscar could no longer form coherent speech did Leon finally release his grip. Collapsing to his knees and bracing himself against the cold stone, Oscar could only gasp desperately for air. His emerald eyes swirled with bewilderment. This behavior was utterly foreign to the Leon Berg he knew. A holy knight must remain unflinching even during the harshest inquisitions, so why did he seem to care so much about what the woman had gone through?


  Impossible. Could their feelings be mutual?


  Leon stared impassively as Oscar erupted into breathless, manic laughter. Having conveyed his demand to preserve her life, Leon decided that there was no need to wait for Oscar’s acknowledgment. He began to stride away.


  Leon was certain that Oscar had been the one supplying her with holy power during his absence.


  That’s right, anyone could take my place. Anyone, as long as they have holy power.


  



  “I love you.”


  



  Far away, a cannon’s roar shattered the night. The relentless barrage continued, driving back the Bahamuts. Leon moved through the darkness, his gaze fixed on the lightning-like flashes illuminating the distant horizon. Behind him, Oscar remained sprawled on the ground, violent coughs wracking his frame.


  Humans slept at night because otherwise, the void would soon seduce them toward self-destruction. Darkness stained souls with its inky corruption, and even the brightest flame lost its way in the abyss. It sank endlessly into the bottomless sea until finally, inevitably, it flickered into nothingness.


  Leon returned alone to the inn. The door creaked as he entered the chamber devoid of warmth. The loneliness which he thought he’d gotten used to now thrashed within him with unfamiliar, savage intensity. But unlike yesterday, he willingly waded into the suffocating darkness.


  True to her word, not a single possession of hers remained—as if she had been merely a phantom all along. Apart from the parchment he had examined earlier that day, the only evidence of her existence was her lingering scent in the bedsheets. The pristine linens still carried that pure winter fragrance that had emanated from the nape of her neck.


  



  “I love you.”


  



  Leon’s eyes flew open. The ceiling loomed pitch-black above him, and silence reigned supreme.


  Had he drifted into slumber? His unfocused gaze traced not the darkness in front of him but the wounds that had desecrated her delicate back. The phantom scent of blood—impossible in this chamber—rose thickly around him.


  In truth, he had always known that anyone who entered the Black Corridor emerged irrevocably damaged; that she might have endured horrors beyond imagination.


  Yet he had deliberately avoided discovering what torments she had suffered. In fact, he had unconsciously shied away from finding it out. The truth was, the one who had actually wielded the lash against her wasn’t the Pope or Oscar—it was Leon himself.


  He had wounded her repeatedly, consistently. At the city wall earlier that day, and with his bruising grip on her wrist the other night… Even though he hadn’t meant to hurt her, the damage remained undeniable.


  How laughable that he should feel this biting cold despite everything. Mecklenburg had been right in a sense—the more you desired, the more profound your isolation became. If he’d never approached that warm flame in the first place, he wouldn’t have to feel this bitter chill right now.


  The bombardment he thought had ceased erupted once again. Turning his head, Leon gazed at the night sky beyond the flickering windowpane. He had always returned late. And she had always waited for him, right here, with the light on.


  He recalled that soft, golden glow at day’s end—her welcoming countenance, clear voice, and those furtive glances she cast his way during meals.


  He kindled a fire using the intangible warmth of her memory and the phantom sound of her breathing as fuel. These memories would serve as a comforting illusion to endure the frigid night. At least until the flames inevitably died out.
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  The sound of artillery fire echoed in succession. Though distant, the bombardment that had continued throughout the night gnawed at one’s nerves—especially for someone who had recently experienced the terror of those shells firsthand.


  “I hear they’ll continue firing until the area outside the walls is cleared,” remarked the princess as she received her morning toilette, her voice tinged with unusual irritation from lack of sleep. “You’ve seen those creatures with your own eyes. How long do you think it will take?”


  Veronica, who had been lost in thought, quickly collected herself and answered respectfully, “Their numbers were overwhelming, Your Highness. Even if they fired all day, it might not be enough to eliminate them all.”


  “Ah, with the Founding Festival right around the corner… what terrible timing! What are people saying in the city?”


  This question was directed at the maid, who glanced about nervously before carefully venturing a response.


  “As Your Highness might expect, the citizens are restless with anxiety. They say that whenever three or more people gather, conversation inevitably turns to the new prophecy.”


  “New prophecy?”


  “The prophecy allegedly uttered by the Corrupted… about Karta’s destruction. It seems to have spread from the noble houses.”


  The princess clicked her tongue in displeasure. Veronica suspected that the rumors had actually originated from palace servants rather than noble houses, but she remained silent.


  Her mind was heavy with various concerns. The whispers in the corridors spoke of the emperor’s decision to dispatch an extermination force beyond the city walls. They wouldn’t venture far—the strategy was to conduct daily excursions, clearing the perimeter around the city before returning. The expedition would consist of holy knights immune to corruption. Veronica began to wonder if Leon would be among them, but her chest constricted painfully at the thought, forcing her to abandon it.


  I need to examine the archives as soon as possible.


  The princess had summoned her early in the morning, but Veronica had only been standing silently at the edge of the princess’s chambers with nothing to do all day. Even that was an ordeal—because of her wounds—but the princess didn’t seem to have noticed her plight at all. After all, only someone harboring true malice would pretend not to see a face as pale as parchment and beaded with cold sweat.


  “You must be pleased,” the princess said.


  At first, Veronica thought she must have heard wrong. She raised her head, startled to meet the princess’s smiling sapphire eyes.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Aren’t you delighted to be vindicated? Most dismissed the prophecy you uttered as nonsense, but it’s turning out to be true.”


  Veronica’s words caught in her throat. How could anyone take pleasure in being right when it came at the cost of innocent lives?


  This was no praise. Veronica carefully studied the princess’s reflection in the mirror, buying time before responding.


  “But Your Highness,” the maid interjected hastily, “despite the whispers about this new prophecy, the people’s faith still clings to the previous one. They say the fact that the Bahamuts couldn’t breach our walls directly—that they had to use the Corrupted instead—only proves the divine protection over this land.”


  The maid seemed terrified that the princess might misinterpret the rumors.


  And fear, Veronica noted, wasn’t an emotion one displayed toward a benevolent mistress.


  “I see,” the princess murmured. “So everyone is only fixated on the prophecies. How fortunate. When I heard the artillery fire yesterday, something occurred to me…”


  Veronica remained silent, tension coiling in her stomach.


  “I wondered,” the princess continued, “could this be divine retribution?”


  She turned her exquisitely coiffed head, neat eyebrows arching upward with concern.


  “What if God has turned His wrath upon the imperial family for harboring a heretic?”


  Veronica’s face remained impassive, though her heart hammered against her ribs.


  “It’s curious how the bombardment was concentrated near the palace, isn’t it? Perhaps it doesn’t mean anything, but…”


  But Veronica knew that the princess was right. It was her fault. Though Leon had told her to keep quiet, it was hard not to feel guilty—especially when she remembered the chilling voice of the Bahamut, saying that it had finally found her.


  “Actually,” the princess said, “that’s precisely why I summoned you this morning. His Imperial Majesty shares my… displeasure, and has decided your talents would be better utilized in the extermination team.”


  The unexpected pronouncement struck Veronica like a physical blow. Her carefully maintained composure crumbled, eyes widening in shock.


  “Not just you,” the princess added. “His Majesty has also assigned Sir Berg to the expedition. But this simply doesn’t balance the scales—it means I’ve gained absolutely nothing from that match where you killed my knight.”


  The princess crossed her legs and continued delivering her venomous words. Her displeasure was so palpable that Veronica dared not speak, instead bowing her head in silent deference.


  “Ah, Leon Berg,” the princess sighed dramatically. “Truly a lion impossible to tame. He absolutely refuses to remain by my side where he belongs.”


  As if punctuating her words, cannon fire boomed in the distance. She heaved another exaggerated sigh and draped her arm languidly over the chair’s backrest.


  “Perhaps I should have extracted all his fangs earlier,” she mused, her voice velvet-soft yet chilling, “to prevent such insolent behavior.”


  Veronica shivered at the malice beneath those honeyed words.


  The princess was clearly furious. Evidently, Leon’s decision to go to the walls without her permission had been entirely his own initiative.


  Could their relationship be different from what I’ve imagined?


  A thousand thoughts flickered through Veronica’s mind in that brief moment. But the princess was waiting for a response, and Veronica had to say something.


  “I’ve heard that Sir Berg intends to pledge his oath of loyalty to Your Highness soon,” she said, carefully.


  “And?”


  “Perhaps… it might be wise to give him a chance until then? Even with my limited understanding, I know how important a knight’s oath is. His attitude may change afterward.”


  A heavy silence descended upon the chamber.


  In the suffocating tension, cold sweat trickled down Veronica’s back—whether from her injuries or the princess’s ominous silence, she couldn’t tell.


  Finally, the princess replied, “Oaths are indeed important to knights, but that’s not enough.”


  Veronica remained silent, sensing a trap.


  “Tell me,” the princess said, “what sort of man is the Leon Berg you know?”


  The question was treacherously complex. As Veronica hesitated, the princess pressed further.


  “Can a knight who has broken his vow of chastity truly maintain his loyalty to me?”


  “Sir Berg has never broken his vow of chastity!” Veronica blurted, then faltered as she realized her mistake. “At least… not that I know of…”


  Too late, she noticed that the princess was smiling. Heat blazed across Veronica’s face.


  “I never said he broke it with you,” the princess remarked. “Yet you speak as if you have some special relationship with him.”


  Veronica’s lips parted, but no words emerged. Her heart plummeted miserably to her feet, and she felt as though her unrequited love had been exposed.


  But even as her mind went blank, the princess’s words ground like sand between her teeth.


  Leon Berg has broken his vow of chastity? With whom?


  “Now that I think about it,” the princess continued, her voice becoming chillingly soft again, “I’m suddenly curious. I’ve heard that the Corrupted need to receive holy power to maintain their sanity. How have you managed to stay sane all this time?”


  Veronica’s lips trembled in confusion before her face flushed crimson. The humiliation of being forced to discuss something so intimate burned like acid. On top of that, she even felt like she had done something indecent with another woman’s lover.


  “A… kiss was enough,” she finally admitted, barely audible.


  “A kiss? How romantic. Seeing you blush at just this much, you’re more innocent than I thought.”


  Her tone, laden with boredom and rudeness, cut deeper than any blade. Veronica bit her lip. The princess seemed like a completely different person from when she’d first taken Veronica’s hand and asked to be friends.


  I’ve been deceived, like a fool.


  “Very well, let’s move past these uncomfortable topics to something easier for you. Tell me about yourself. I’m curious about my new friend. Before you were corrupted, where did you live and what did you do?”


  “I was born and raised in Bayern,” Veronica answered carefully. “When I was old enough to earn money, I learned to dance in a troupe.”


  “Dancing?”


  “Yes. Though my skills are modest, it was the only thing that ever inspired passion in me.”


  The princess looked intrigued. Her tapping fingers stirred an inexplicable sense of foreboding in Veronica.


  “Now that I think about it, it’s been a long time since I’ve enjoyed a dancer’s performance. How perfect. Please put on a private performance for me until those artillery sounds end.”


  Veronica’s sense of foreboding proved painfully accurate.


  It wasn’t so much the request itself that troubled her—even without musical accompaniment, any ground beneath her feet could become a stage for her art—but her current physical condition.  Simply standing upright was excruciating due to her injuries. The princess clearly saw that too, but was choosing to ignore it.


  “Merchen,” she commanded a nearby maid, “fetch shoes suitable for dancing.”


  Before Veronica could protest, a maid presented her with a pair of dance slippers. There was no refusing a royal command. After a moment’s hesitation, she slipped her feet into them—and immediately felt something sharp pierce the skin of her foot. Veronica froze, pain lancing through her.


  “Is something wrong?” the princess inquired with a radiant smile.


  In that moment, understanding dawned with perfect clarity.


  This was her intention all along. She’s angry that I’ve been assigned to the expedition, and wants to torment me and prevent me from having time to visit the archives.


  “…No, Your Highness. Everything is perfectly fine.”


  But what the princess had gravely miscalculated was Veronica’s resilience. She had lost her homeland and family, traversed the merciless wilderness, encountered brutal bandits, and walked past the dying without breaking. The calluses formed by such hardships made her spirit impervious to the princess’s petty torments.


  Veronica drew a deep breath and rose gracefully to her toes. This wasn’t enough to break her. She’d been prepared for something worse from the moment she requested access to the archives.


  She bowed elegantly, raised her arms with fluid grace, and allowed the familiar movements to flow through her body. Though every muscle screamed in agony with each step, Veronica embraced the physical torment as a welcome distraction from the thoughts of Leon. She wished she could dance until she collapsed.


  * * *


  “Is this really the imperial archives?” Veronica asked, surveying the cramped space. “It’s smaller than I thought.”


  “The main library is in the Royal Palace proper,” the maid explained. “Historical records are meticulously copied and preserved in every palace wing as a safeguard against fire or other calamities. This chamber serves more as a repository than a reading room.”


  The air carried the distinct mustiness of aged parchment and neglect, suggesting few visitors disturbed its quiet sanctum. Bookshelves stretched imposingly toward the vaulted ceiling, the space barely large enough to accommodate thirty people.


  “Thank you,” Veronica said.


  The maid, who had been studying Veronica with sidelong glances, gave a curt nod before departing. Her expression clearly showed what she thought of Veronica’s stubborn determination.


  Veronica had danced for Princess Johanna all day, stopping only for brief meals, before continuing until the princess’s capricious interest finally waned. Her feet were raw and bleeding, her gown clinging to her sweat-drenched skin. And she might have to do it all over again tomorrow.


  This was why she had come to the archives despite the late hour. She needed to make the most of her time before her body surrendered to exhaustion.


  Limping between the towering shelves, she examined the years inscribed on their edges. The current year was Divine Year 1521, and the sacred statue in the wilderness had lost its head exactly twenty summers ago.


  Centuries of history—grand and trivial alike—condensed into ink and parchment surrounded her. With determined focus, she located records from the relatively recent Divine Year 1501. The leather binding bore the names of both the imperial chronicler responsible for the account and the emperor who had reigned during that time.


  Contrary to her hopeful expectations, the prophecies concerning the divine statue contained only the information she’d already known—that the multitudes who had rushed into the wilderness upon its opening had discovered the headless divine statue. There was nothing more than that.


  Finding similar disappointment in later records, she began methodically turning pages forward instead. She scrutinized each entry from the beginning of that year, from foreign trade agreements to imperial judgments.


  Then, buried within the records from precisely one month before the wilderness opened, she discovered an intriguing passage:


  



  Divine Year 1501, July 4th.


  



  The midday sun darkened to shadow, casting the world into twilight gloom. The phenomenon proved brief—by the time a candle had melted approximately 1.5 centimeters, the heavens reclaimed their natural luster. As whispers spread that this portended the world’s end, public unrest grew until Emperor Wilhelm the First commanded the arrest of all false prophets spreading such proclamations.


  



  As Veronica’s lips silently formed the words on the page, her gaze suddenly fixed upon a troubling revelation:


  



  The heretical cult leaders fled toward the wilderness. When the Holy Knight Order refused to pursue them beyond the sacred boundary, the Imperial Knight Order, led by Dmitrich von Preussen, executed the blasphemers and returned. They reported a most unsettling phenomenon—that blood shed there refused to seep into the hallowed ground.


  



  Blood shed there refused to seep into the hallowed ground. The phrase echoed in her mind like a half-forgotten memory. She remembered hearing something similar before.


  Veronica sank deep into contemplation, her mind racing. It felt like grasping for a gossamer thread that seemed almost within reach.


  Blood… refusing to seep into the ground…


  Suddenly, she remembered the well-known prophecy about Karta: “The peace and tranquility of the Holy City shall be eternal. Not a single drop of innocent blood shall flow on that land.”


  Veronica’s breath caught in her throat.


  “Could it possibly be…” she whispered.


  Her fingers began frantically turning pages, her heart racing in her chest. Without knowing precisely what she sought, her trembling fingers desperately scanned for any mention of the wilderness. Once she began her deliberate search, references to the strange phenomenon appeared with startling frequency.


  Karta, the Holy City, was a paradise promised by God. It stood as an inviolable sanctuary, forever protected from invasion.


  But as she contemplated the ancient texts, Veronica realized a crucial distinction—the prophecy had spoken of safety and eternal peace in the “Holy City,” but never explicitly named that city as Karta.


  And the Holy City was where God lived, not merely where the Pope resided.


  So then, the true Holy City might be…


  Raising her head, Veronica caught her faint reflection in the window glass. Her pupils had dilated dramatically, pulsing with each rapid heartbeat—frantic with the earth-shattering truth she had just found out.


  * * *


  Leon had yet to pledge his loyalty to the princess, so in the eyes of the realm, he remained unbound by any oath or allegiance—and free from all responsibilities.


  But that also meant that he was adrift between the Imperial Court and the Papal Office, belonging to neither of those opposing powers.


  “So you want my help to access the archives?” Heinz asked gruffly, mopping his gleaming bald head with a handkerchief that had seen better days.


  Having been appointed to lead the extermination expedition alongside Vice Commander Philip von Wittelsbach, Heinz had unexpectedly risen to high command after Mecklenburg’s entire contingent perished. For a man who preferred lurking in the shadows of authority, this promotion was an unwelcome burden.


  “One more thing,” Leon added, his voice deceptively casual as he swirled the ice in his wine glass. “I’d appreciate it if you included Oscar Berg in the extermination party too.”


  “And who might that be?”


  “The Pope’s bastard son.”


  Heinz gaped at his old friend for a moment before releasing an exaggerated sigh that seemed to deflate his entire frame.


  “By God, Leon! Don’t drag me any further into this unholy mess,” he growled. “Have you forgotten that I’d already protected your hide at that inn?”


  “It’s hardly an unreasonable request,” Leon countered, stretching his long legs before him and tilting his head back casually.


  No other guest would dare display such flagrant disregard for protocol in Baron Kraus’s formal reception chamber. Heinz shook his head in disbelief before draining his goblet in several undignified gulps.


  In truth, neither accessing the archives nor adding Oscar to the expedition roster presented any real challenge. What really troubled Heinz was his inability to understand Leon’s inscrutable motives.


  “Why bother with the archives at all?” he asked. “I’m sure you must have committed every sacred text to memory long ago.”


  Leon had endured the monastery’s rigorous discipline more severely than any other, so surely he already had the contents of the Papal Office’s most sacred documents in his mind. So this request seemed superfluous—perhaps a confirmation of conclusions already drawn.


  “Hmm,” Heinz mused, studying Leon’s impassive face. “Judging by your evasiveness, you’ve already formed your conclusion. So, what do you think about the Corrupted’s claim? Do you truly believe that God has deigned to inhabit mortal flesh?”


  Leon, his gaze fixed on the ceiling, offered no immediate response. His prominent Adam’s apple bobbed once, but he maintained his silence for a long time.


  Only when Heinz had nearly reached the breaking point of his patience did Leon finally speak. “The possibility cannot be dismissed. As written in the Book of Revelation: ‘He witnesses the world through the eyes of trees, beasts, and the lowliest insects,’ and ‘The divine eye that appears at midday heralds His search for a new dwelling.’”


  Heinz tilted his head in confusion. “The divine eye at midday?”


  “Almost certainly a reference to a solar eclipse,” Leon explained. “When darkness veils the sun, the corona forms a perfect ring—like the watchful eye of God.”


  At the mention of an eclipse, Heinz immediately recalled that fateful summer twenty years ago. There had been a solar eclipse then, too—on the very morning the statue in the wilderness lost its head.


  “So God searched for a new dwelling when darkness fell upon the world? I suppose it does fit the Divine Text,” Heinz mused.


  “But is such a thing truly possible?” Leon questioned. “The notion that God would inhabit mortal flesh?”


  “Does your doubt stem from theological impossibility, or from your unwillingness to accept the implications?”


  Leon retreated once more into pointed silence. Heinz set down his empty goblet with a decisive thud.


  “I’ll investigate your requests, but temper your expectations,” he conceded. “Personally, I’m more intrigued by how those abominations distinguish humans who were in the wilderness.”


  “Why don’t you capture one and interrogate it yourself?”


  “Why go to all that trouble?” Heinz scoffed. “The extermination party will include a Corrupted already. Using that woman for our experiments would be far more—”


  Heinz’s words died in his throat. The transformation in Leon was instantaneous and terrifying. The knight’s piercing gaze, previously fixed on the ceiling, now impaled Heinz with glacial intensity. The murderous intent radiating from those eyes sent a chill down Heinz’s spine.


  “God above, Leon,” Heinz breathed. “Tell me you haven’t developed some misguided attachment to the creature?”


  “Attachment?”


  “No, forget I said anything,” Heinz backpedaled hastily. “I apologize, Leon. I know that you, with your lack of interest in—I mean, your devotion to God, would never succumb to such… impropriety.”


  “What I’m feeling is far too impure to be dismissed as mere attachment.”


  “I beg your pardon?” Heinz’s face contorted in disbelief.


  Leon’s lips curved into the ghost of a smile. “I know you heard me.”


  “You cannot possibly be serious.”


  Heinz found himself incapable of returning that hollow smile. Despite the whispered rumors of Leon’s fall from grace, he had never once considered him capable of such moral compromise. This man had been the champion of Tyran, the last hope in these apocalyptic times. Heinz couldn’t deny his profound disappointment.


  “…Unbelievable,” he finally managed. “During the expedition, you are to keep your distance from the Corrupted.”


  “That’s why I requested Oscar Berg’s inclusion.”


  “Damn it. So that was what you meant.”


  Heinz drained his remaining spirits in one burning gulp. He should have known from the moment Leon mentioned sharing a room with the woman. Heinz could sympathize, of course, as a man well-acquainted with carnal desire himself—but with the world teetering on the brink of annihilation, such distractions were catastrophic.


  “So that explains your haunted expression,” Heinz remarked after a moment, attempting to lighten the oppressive atmosphere. “Besotted with a woman, of all things?”


  Leon’s lips stretched into a laugh. Such an expression seemed foreign on his face—Heinz couldn’t recall seeing something like it since their youth. He hesitated, setting down his empty glass as fresh perspiration beaded across his scalp.


  Wiping it away with his handkerchief, he considered what he could say to his friend.


  “Well, since we’re alone,” he started, in a quiet voice, “there’s no harm in reviving our old confessional tradition from our apprentice days.”


  The invitation to unburden himself hung in the air between them. Leon caressed his glass contemplatively, maintaining his stoic silence. Heinz had resigned himself to receiving no further confidences when Leon’s low, gravelly voice startled him.


  “It’s nothing much. I just found myself imagining her still alive when this apocalyptic nightmare finally ends.”


  Heinz remained respectfully silent.


  “In another time, another world,” Leon continued, “she might have lived a normal life—gotten married, built a family. I see her dining with her family in a modest cottage, chattering about inconsequential matters by the window on a sunny morning.”


  Heinz glimpsed, unbidden, the idyllic scene Leon’s words had conjured. He saw a verdant meadow beneath a blue sky, and a rustic wooden house nestled against the landscape. White linens danced on a clothesline, and at a table beside a window adorned with flowering plants, two figures were seated in domestic tranquility.


  Of course, Leon hadn’t gone into such details, but Heinz knew that all men dreamed of similar things.


  “My, my,” Heinz muttered, shaking his head in disbelief. “That’s the most damning confession I’ve ever heard. I expected talk of forbidden passion, not domestic fantasies.”


  As Heinz clicked his tongue in disapproval, Leon laughed out loud—a sound more hollow than before, devoid of any genuine mirth. Tragedy, Heinz reflected, invariably began when humans yearned for that which remained forever beyond their reach.


  Just for this one night, Divine One, turn Your merciful gaze from the transgressions of Your servant, Heinz prayed. He shall remain Your most devoted disciple, offering up even his despair as a sacrifice upon Your altar.


  Like any true confession, this conversation would remain sealed until Heinz stood before the Divine One’s judgment. The tender vision of domestic bliss and Leon’s unguarded vulnerability would never reach another living soul.


  * * *


  Veronica scoured the archives with painstaking thoroughness. Despite spending the entire night searching, she’d barely scratched the surface of the overwhelming collection. After the records of the wilderness, there was little of interest, forcing her to trudge through mind-numbingly tedious accounts while fighting to keep her eyes open. Her efforts had granted her an encyclopedic knowledge of Kaisenmier’s history, but the combination of overwork, injuries, and sleep deprivation left her head feeling ready to collapse.


  No. Not yet. You can’t collapse yet.


  Amid her reeling thoughts, one fact stood out with crystal clarity—that throughout history, the wilderness had never once been breached by enemy forces.


  Logically, this made sense—who would covet such a barren wasteland? But what if it wasn’t mere coincidence, but proof of the prophecy?


  Who can I tell about this?


  She gnawed anxiously at her fingernails, sinking deep into thought.


  Leon? No, I can’t bear to face him right now. Oscar? No, he lacks the power to do anything.


  She needed someone who could orchestrate the relocation of a million souls from Karta to the wilderness, but who had such power? The Pope? The emperor?


  Every name she could think of belonged to someone far beyond her reach. Who would heed the desperate warnings of a mere Corrupted? Who would sacrifice today’s prosperity to avert tomorrow’s calamity?


  In the end, she had no choice but to resort to the one person she did know, even though she had little hope of being listened to.


  “So the rumors are true—you really did spend the entire night in the archives.”


  Princess Johanna stifled a yawn as she addressed Veronica, who had sought an audience with her at the earliest hour possible. Veronica had feared the princess might be irritated by the early intrusion, but after casting a glance at Veronica’s limping leg, Johanna’s lips curved into a satisfied smile.


  “Well? Did you find what you were looking for?”


  “No, Your Highness. I didn’t uncover the specific records I sought, but I’ve discovered something troubling that compelled me to request this audience, despite knowing full well how inappropriate the hour is.”


  Veronica carefully outlined her findings before the princess, presenting each piece of evidence one after another. Despite her bone-deep exhaustion, her mind grew sharper with each word spoken. In her effort not to stammer, her voice quavered instead, betraying her urgency.


  Meanwhile, Johanna sipped her steaming tea, her expression growing increasingly glacial as she listened to Veronica.


  “What an utterly fantastical tale,” she said curtly, but—Veronica hoped—not entirely dismissively. “But given the gravity of these allegations, I suppose I could mention it in passing to His Imperial Majesty.”


  “Truly, Your Highness?”


  Veronica’s eyes widened with hope, and Johanna offered a casual shrug of her delicate shoulders.


  “After recent events, how could I simply dismiss your insights out of hand? But temper your expectations. As I said, it’s an incredible story. Preposterous, really. I’ll merely relay the message—nothing more.”


  “That’s all I need. Thank you so much, Your Highness.”


  Events were unfolding more favorably than Veronica had dared dream. As she repeatedly bowed her head in gratitude, the princess made a dismissive gesture, indicating their audience was concluded.


  But just as Veronica straightened her back, Johanna opened her mouth again.


  “Oh, and should you encounter Sir Berg today, would you be so kind as to deliver this to him? It’s a token meant for fortune in battle. I’m afraid I fell asleep last night before I could properly bid him farewell.”


  It was a white handkerchief—a traditional token noblewomen bestowed upon knights venturing into battle, imbued with wishes for their safe return.


  Veronica hesitated before accepting the delicate fabric. Suddenly, her gaze caught the rumpled sheets at the edge of the bed, and the princess’s previous words resurfaced in her mind.


  I’m afraid I fell asleep last night before I could properly bid him farewell…


  The implication hit her like a bucket of ice water, leaving a foul taste in her mouth. After rejecting her, he had apparently come here afterward. The realization cut deeper than humiliation—it was soul-crushing.


  Liar. You swore that even if you fell in love, you would never break your sacred vows.


  Though she desperately fought to banish such thoughts, her traitorous mind conjured sordid images that tormented her. Only when she met the princess’s calculating gaze did Veronica hastily avert her eyes.


  Johanna knew everything. She must have detected Veronica’s feelings for Leon, and this was deliberate torment—just like when she had exploited Veronica’s injuries for her own amusement all day yesterday. Veronica clenched her fists tightly, struggling to mask the indignation and shame burning within her.


  But at least the princess had promised to mention the wilderness to the emperor. That was what mattered now. This was no time for personal heartache. She wouldn’t abandon Karta as she had Asseldorf, Veronica promised herself. Never again would she turn her back on innocents and live with that crushing regret.


  As she bowed and took her leave, she repeated “Asseldorf” like a protective mantra. But like any hollow incantation, it held no real power, leaving only bitterness on her tongue.


  * * *


  She bathed and snatched a few precious moments of rest in a guest chamber of the imperial palace. When a maid roused her, the sun already blazed high in the sky. Every limb felt as though it might detach from her body at any moment.


  The azure sky shone with blinding brilliance. Regardless of Veronica’s personal suffering, the world continued its relentless march forward. It was in moments like these that the truth struck her most profoundly—that humans were mere specks of dust in the grand tapestry of existence.


  The maid had procured her armor from somewhere, the same one she had shed after the duel. As she donned it, memories of Leon helping her with the fastenings flickered painfully through her mind. Stepping outside, a waiting soldier curtly ordered her to follow.


  No one bothered with explanations of their destination or her purpose. Veronica had become a mere object, shuttled from place to place according to others’ whims.


  The carriage delivered her to the grand plaza before the Papal Office, where she beheld the Holy Knight Order arrayed in perfect formation, their immaculate white armor and crimson crosses emblazoned on their chests shining in the sunlight. She felt a surge of self-loathing as her eyes instinctively scanned the ranks for a glimpse of Leon.


  She had never witnessed such a gathering—not merely a handful of knights, but an entire battalion. The cold aura emanating from their armor sent shivers down her spine. Despite the large number of soldiers mounted on horseback, there was no idle chatter, nor any undisciplined movement. Perhaps that was why the citizens maintained a respectful distance, content to observe from afar.


  “Vice Commander, I’ve brought the Corrupted as instructed.”


  The soldier who had disembarked from the carriage with Veronica led her to the front of the formation. Two men who had been deep in discussion simultaneously turned toward her. One was a silver-haired knight with princely features, the other a fierce-looking warrior whose beard seemed to have claimed all the hair that should have been on his head.


  They regarded her as one might examine an exotic creature in a menagerie. When she instinctively hunched her shoulders under their penetrating gaze, the silver-haired knight extended his hand with fluid grace.


  “I am Philip von Wittelsbach, vice commander of the Holy Knight Order. It’s good to meet you.”


  Veronica was momentarily stunned. Such a conventional greeting was unprecedented in her experience.


  But also, if his introduction was true, then…


  “So you’re the one who pronounced my death sentence.”


  The words escaped her lips before she could contain them.


  Philip arched a single silver eyebrow. Lowering his hand, he replied nonchalantly, “The verdict stands unaltered. When His Imperial Majesty’s protection expires, you will mount the scaffold.”


  With features that might have graced tales of gallant princes and knights on white chargers, Philip spoke of her execution with casual indifference. His reputation as the knight renowned for his unwavering adherence to sacred law hadn’t been an exaggeration at all.


  “Then what does my future executioner want with me now?” Veronica asked.


  “You have one job—to aid in our extermination efforts. Should you sense any disturbance among the Bahamuts, report immediately to the nearest knight.”


  “Do you make these demands because you place stock in my prophetic visions?”


  “You are His Imperial Majesty’s strategic asset. I’m merely affording you the treatment your current status warrants.” His tone remained clinical. “However, should you pose any threat to our forces or demonstrate sympathy toward the Bahamuts, you will be dispatched without hesitation.”


  If not for the aristocratic disdain glinting in his eyes, his expression could have belonged to a porcelain automaton. Veronica nodded, bile rising in her throat.


  “I understand you don’t know how to ride a horse. Fortunately, one of my knights has volunteered to share his mount with you. Proceed there.”


  With a subtle gesture of his chin, Philip summoned the soldier who had guided her earlier. Apparently, the vice commander had only wanted to make sure she was still of sound mind.


  As she prepared to depart, struggling to ignore the bald knight’s unrelenting scrutiny, a flash of flame-red hair caught her eye. With his midnight-black warhorse and a fur-lined cloak of equal darkness, Leon stood out like a sore thumb amid the pristine white ranks of his fellow knights.


  “Just a moment, please. I need to go over there for a second.”


  The escorting soldier pretended not to hear her. Biting her lower lip, Veronica tried a different approach.


  “It will take just a moment. By the royal decree of Her Highness Princess Johanna, I have to deliver something important.”


  The soldier finally deigned to acknowledge her, his expression sour with annoyance. Veronica unfolded the meticulously folded handkerchief beneath his suspicious gaze.


  “Her Highness commanded me to present Sir Berg with this token of fortune in battle. Should she discover he never received it, that responsibility will fall on you.”


  The soldier’s eyes flashed with barely contained hostility. But once the princess’s name was mentioned, he had no choice but to escort her toward Leon.


  Leon noticed Veronica’s approach and fixed her with a flat, unreadable stare. The weight of his gaze made her acutely conscious of her own movements. Veronica forced herself to walk normally despite the searing pain, determined not to reveal any weakness through a limp.


  “I don’t think it’s me you’re looking for.”


  When she finally came within earshot, Leon’s cold voice cut through the air between them. Feeling the intensity of his gaze like a physical heat, Veronica wordlessly extended the handkerchief toward him.


  But rather than accepting it promptly, Leon stared at the delicate fabric as if it were some foreign artifact. Seeing his confusion, Veronica reluctantly broke the silence.


  “It carries wishes for your victory and safe return.”


  With golden suns embroidered along the edge, there was no need to tell him whose it was. Leon’s brow furrowed as an unreadable expression crossed his features before he silently accepted the token. When his large hand briefly brushed against hers, Veronica flinched as though burned. When she dared a glance upward, what she saw struck her like a physical blow.


  His eyes held a luminous radiance she had never seen before. His gaze caressed the handkerchief as if beholding a priceless relic.


  Though he was merely looking at the fabric, the truth was unmistakable—those were the eyes of a man consumed by love. His customary glacial demeanor had melted away completely. With Veronica standing forgotten before him, he reverently tied the handkerchief to his sword with deliberate movements. Her heart constricted painfully in her chest. Could his feelings for the princess truly run so deep? Deep enough to shatter a lifetime of sacred vows?


  Compared to his cruel rejection of her feelings—telling her that he wished for her death—this display crushed what remained of her pride. Veronica bit her lip hard enough to draw blood, desperate to contain the tide of anguish threatening to overwhelm her. She felt her accumulated wounds approaching their breaking point. One step further down this path, and even the stubbornly persistent Veronica might finally surrender to despair.


  “The march commences shortly. We must take our positions,” the soldier who had guided her interrupted with poorly concealed impatience.


  Asseldorf. Asseldorf. Asseldorf.


  Veronica desperately chanted the name like a shield against her pain as she whirled away.


  A profound sadness washed over her. In that moment, she realized that everything—all her suffering, all her longing—had begun in that doomed city when he had tenderly wiped away her tears.


  * * *


  “How did you get injured?”


  Veronica’s eyes widened in alarm as Oscar helped her mount the horse. Somehow, in the brief time since she’d last seen him, he had acquired a white bandage wrapped around his head.


  “It’s nothing to worry about,” he assured her. “But I must say, you look even worse than I do.”


  “I’m just tired. I’ll rest when this is over.” Veronica forced a smile, trying to appear casual despite her exhaustion. “After all, we’re only circling the city once, right?”


  Oscar handed her a sword and corrected her. “Half a circuit, to be precise. The extermination party will exit through the southern gate and split into two battalions. The vice commander’s unit will proceed clockwise, while Sir Kraus’s forces will move counterclockwise. Both will reconvene at the northern gate.”


  “Sir Kraus… you mean that bald knight at the front?” Veronica asked, her voice carrying too far. “He looks quite experienced—is he Sir Mecklenburg’s deputy?”


  A nearby knight glanced in their direction. Oscar cleared his throat with a forced cough.


  “Bald… I mean, Sir Kraus is actually the same age as Sir Berg.”


  “Wait—are you trying not to laugh? And did you say the same age as whom? Leon?”


  Veronica’s jaw dropped in astonishment. She’d been absolutely sure that he must have been around Mecklenburg’s age.


  “Sir Kraus does look older than he is,” remarked the knight who had been eyeing them.


  Though his face remained hidden behind his helmet, the unexpected hint of humor in his voice betrayed his humanity.


  So these holy knights are human after all, Veronica thought.


  “Mind your tongue,” Oscar replied with twitching lips as he donned his helmet.


  Soon after, war drums began to echo across the formation, transforming the atmosphere entirely. The knights snapped to attention, while those bearing lances struck the ground in perfect rhythm. Veronica instinctively straightened her posture as well. The procession began moving from the front, and Oscar gripped the reins.


  “Hold tight,” he warned.


  The Holy Knight Order proceeded down the central avenue known as the Key Road toward the city gate. Before long, citizens had gathered along both sides, their cheers rising like a tide. Veronica spotted red-faced men shouting blessings, women waving with shy admiration, and children leaping excitedly as they chased after the knights. People peered from windows along the cobbled street, proudly waving palm branches to invoke divine protection and victory.


  “Veronica!”


  A familiar voice pierced through the crowd. Veronica scanned her surroundings until she spotted Hannah enthusiastically waving both arms, and her face brightened with genuine joy. Since protocol demanded all knights face forward, she could only greet Hannah with her eyes instead of returning the gesture. Beside Hannah stood Emmett, who was visibly concerned that his wife might be jostled in the dense throng. A spirited wife and an anxious husband—the perfect portrait of domestic bliss.


  Focus, Veronica. Things are different now. I have to fight if I want to protect all of them.


  When she had first fled Bayern, she’d believed Leon was her only ally in this world. But that wasn’t true anymore. Now she knew she could forge bonds with others and create connections that mattered.


  Of course, her determination couldn’t completely banish her anxiety.


  The battle strategy was simple—or rather, it was barely a strategy at all. They would circle the fortifications and dispatch any monsters that entered their field of vision. But the real question was whether they were genuinely aware of Veronica’s presence.


  What’s going to happen when I venture outside like they seemingly want me to? If they’re really looking for me, then…


  A trumpet’s clarion call blared from atop the battlements. The southern gate creaked upward with an ominous groan. In the restricted area in front of the gate, there was no sound of the citizens cheering—only a palpable tension. Veronica swallowed hard, her throat as dry as parchment.


  As the gate fully opened, the vast expanse of the Karta Plains revealed itself. In a silence so profound it assaulted her ears, Philip drew his sword with the endless plains as his backdrop.


  “Cui Deus oculos aperit (To whom does God open His eyes)?”


  Every knight unsheathed their blades with a collective metallic symphony. The thunderous response shook her to her core, echoing across the land.


  “Ad filium! Ad militem! Ad populum (To His son, His knight, and His people)!”


  Powerful hooves pounded the earth as the knights split into four perfect columns. Blood surged through Veronica’s veins with anticipation and dread.


  Veronica clutched the modest blade Oscar had given her and felt the wind lash against her face. Vice Commander Philip led their vanguard, while Leon appeared to have been assigned to the opposing flank.


  Her heart hammered against her ribs. At last, they were beyond the walls.


  “We’ll purge them methodically, beginning from the southwest,” Philip commanded. “Maintain formation at all costs!”


  The moment she beheld the landscape, Veronica understood why cannons had proven futile against the threat. The Bahamuts were positioned at measured intervals, all huddled with their knees drawn up and limbs wrapped around themselves like abused children, concealing the crimson eyes embedded in their hearts.


  Unless their accursed red eyes were shattered completely, they would regenerate eternally. No amount of artillery fire could vanquish them.


  “Encircle them with oil and set them ablaze!” Philip ordered, trying to force the creatures into movement.


  Oil, fire, luring them in… A flash of inspiration struck Veronica. She turned her head abruptly.


  “Oscar, take me to the vice commander.”


  “Why so suddenly? Have you sensed something?”


  Veronica was about to answer with the truth—that the Bahamuts were after her—but Leon’s warning flashed in her mind.


  “I can draw them together,” she said instead. “I can make them move.”


  By then, the elite vanguard had engaged the Bahamuts in combat. Each time a blade infused with holy power pierced their grotesque hide, the bone-chilling sound of rupturing flesh echoed across the battlefield.


  Warhorses stamped their hooves in a battle frenzy as consecrated weapons carved through the air. The Holy Knight Order’s martial prowess was truly awe-inspiring. She had thought the same when witnessing Mecklenburg’s troop in her vision at the Blasen Mountains.


  Yet those knights had never returned from their mission, overwhelmed by sheer numbers.


  “You don’t want to die a meaningless death right here, do you?” Veronica pressed. “Besides, the vice commander ordered me to report immediately if I sensed anything unusual.”


  Oscar appeared ready to question her further but seemed to decide it would be futile, swiftly guiding his mount toward Philip’s adjutant instead. After reporting that they had urgent intelligence to discuss, considerable time passed before Philip acknowledged her presence.


  “What is it?” Philip asked with barely concealed disinterest. “Did you have another vision in this short time?”


  Veronica shook her head. “No. I merely wanted to tell you that continuing this battle strategy will result in numerous casualties before we reach the northern gate.”


  Philip, who had been observing the meticulously orchestrated battle, furrowed his brow and turned to face her.


  “Your knights are holding up admirably now,” Veronica continued, “but they’ll be exhausted quite soon if more Bahamuts come. This strategy won’t work.”


  “And what would you propose instead? Some miraculous tactic? The current formation is optimal when engaging scattered adversaries.”


  “I can gather them to a single place.”


  Philip fell silent at Veronica’s bold assertion. She drew a steadying breath and spoke with conviction.


  “If I serve as bait, I can lure them to one location. Then your forces could vanquish all the Bahamuts at the same time. They’ll be so fixated on me they won’t even acknowledge your knights.”


  In truth, she had been formulating this from the moment they began their expedition, even though the specifics of the plan had only come later, when she saw the oil being poured onto the monsters.


  If it’s true that they want to meet me, she thought, I want to talk to them and ask them why, as well.


  As her gaze drifted toward the oil unit, Oscar drew in a sharp breath behind her, while Philip’s eyes narrowed to calculating slits.


  “Are you offering yourself as a sacrifice?” he asked.


  “No.”


  If the Bahamuts had wanted her dead, they would have killed her already. Instead, they had corrupted her. There must have been a reason.


  “There is no guarantee that the Bahamuts would flock to you,” Philip said. “Also, your suggestion to set fire to them while claiming it requires no sacrifice does not make sense, either.”


  “Just trust me this once. Your investment in this plan amounts to merely a single horse.”


  “A single horse?” Philip’s penetrating gaze shifted to Oscar.


  Veronica added with firm resolve, “I’ll ride alone. I don’t need to be skilled at riding for this—I only need to charge forward and draw their attention.”


  “Absolutely not!” Oscar interjected, his face drained of color.


  But when Philip raised a commanding hand to silence him, no further protest escaped Oscar’s lips.


  “Sir Berg, dismount and surrender your horse to her.”


  “Vice Commander, I must object—”


  “This is a battlefield. Defy my command and you’ll face discipline according to regulations.”


  The unspoken threat hung in the air—further defiance would result in execution. Yet Oscar remained steadfast.


  “I cannot dismount. I will accompany her.”


  “Remove him from the saddle.”


  At Philip’s terse command, the knights beside them pressed their sword tips to Oscar’s throat, forcing his compliance. A low groan—part resignation, part frustration—escaped his lips as he dismounted. Meanwhile, Philip observed Veronica with calculating suspicion.


  She drew a deep breath and met his gaze unflinchingly. “I have a condition. If my strategy succeeds without a single casualty among your knights, be on my side just once, when I need it.”


  She swallowed hard, awaiting his verdict. Philip measured her with his penetrating stare, then slowly opened his mouth.


  “As a holy knight, I cannot assist someone corrupted by a Bahamut. However, in the name of House Wittelsbach, I would help you not once but ten times over.”


  Veronica nodded, satisfied. She knew that moving to the wilderness would require allies.


  “I’m sorry. Truly sorry,” she whispered, stroking the horse’s mane. A lump formed in her throat.


  Despite speaking confidently, she was terrified. Her limbs trembled like aspen leaves, and her heart pounded violently in her chest. She knew that this might be suicide born from recklessness. The innocent horse might die for nothing. Still, if this could save more lives…


  Veronica drove her heels into the horse’s flanks. Startled by the sudden command, the animal whinnied sharply before launching forward, hooves pounding against the earth. Veronica leaned forward, pressing herself against its neck.


  Run. Stretch your legs freely—until we reach the truth about the Bahamuts.


  Since being corrupted, she had felt as if there was an extra eyelid inside her own. When it opened involuntarily, she saw visions; when she deliberately opened it, the Bahamuts became aware of her presence.


  Veronica’s heart beat painfully as she opened her red eyes.


  And they saw her.


  * * *


  The Bahamuts charging toward the knights suddenly froze in their tracks.


  Philip sounded the retreat trumpet, commanding his knights to fall back. Meanwhile, the horse carrying Veronica shot across the plain like an arrow from a bow.


  “What in the name of… They’re actually following her.”


  Philip’s adjutant muttered in stunned disbelief. The Bahamuts, which had been surrounding the walls, were now surging toward her en masse, abandoning all previous patterns. It was like the Pied Piper from church stained glass windows had come to life—a children’s tale manifesting before their very eyes.


  “What are you waiting for? Grab the oil barrels and pursue. We won’t even need to go to the north gate now,” Philip said with glacial calm, stroking his chin.


  He alone maintained his composure in the face of such an unnaturally chilling spectacle. The only thing he was thinking right now was that the Bahamuts were gathering in a cluster, which presented a perfect opportunity to set them ablaze all at once.


  After a desperate gallop, Veronica’s horse panicked upon seeing Bahamuts closing in from all directions. As it thrashed wildly, Veronica—who had been clinging to its neck with the last of her strength—was violently thrown off. The Bahamuts stretched their gnarled hands toward her as if they’d been waiting for this moment, swarming like worshippers at a prayer meeting, desperate for even a scrap of divine blessing. The woman and horse vanished beneath the surging wave of reaching, hungry hands.


  “While they’re occupied, encircle them with oil!”


  The most agile knights of the order charged forward on horseback. They rode in wide, practiced circles, dousing the spring-bathed field with glistening oil. The Bahamuts were the kindling, and the Corrupted woman was the sacrifice—a masterpiece of tactical butchery.


  “Ready your arrows! Draw, and fire!”


  Dozens of flame-tipped arrows sliced through the sky in deadly arcs. As fire erupted with a thunderous whoosh, the mass of monsters appeared to writhe as one hideous, burning body.


  * * *


  It burns. It’s too hot. Someone save me.


  After being thrown from the horse, Veronica’s world plunged into darkness. She curled into herself as her consciousness blazed with pain. She had pushed her wounded body beyond its limits—dancing when she should have rested, staying awake through the night, enduring strain upon unbearable strain. This was the bitter price of her reckless bravado.


  Is this really how I die? Without ever discovering where the Bahamuts came from or what they truly desire?


  She forced her eyes open, heart clenching with the bitter injustice of it all. Then she saw them—twinkling points piercing a pitch-black void, white and golden motes of light. No, they were stars. She was looking at a vast cosmos of flowing galaxies and brilliant stars.


  Veronica drifted among them, falling through the infinite. This must be the realm beyond the sky, she realized. As she thought this, a blue sphere swirling with a myriad of colors grew larger, drawing closer. Veronica recognized it as her world. She recognized sandy golden deserts and emerald forests, earthen lands and sapphire seas. They were beautiful.


  These were the first Bahamut’s memories, she realized.


  What captured her attention wasn’t the azure expanses dominating the orb, but the golden wasteland stretching across one continent.


  It was a vast wilderness, teeming with countless lifeforms—each one uniquely formed, distinct from all others. Veronica stared at them for what felt like an eternity, losing all sense of time’s passage.


  A Bahamut’s crimson eye could perceive anything it desired: faces magnified far beyond natural sight, sweat beading from individual pores—even a curled fetus nestled in a mother’s womb.


  What is this feeling coursing through me?


  Was it wonder? Joy? Bitter envy and soul-deep sorrow? Rage, resentment, and burning indignation?


  No, the closest she could describe it was jealousy.


  She was feeling jealous; jealous of beings blessed with a self, of being unique and precious, and one of a kind in all existence. Did those fragile beings realize what an extraordinary blessing they possessed? To have an individual soul in this vast, interconnected cosmos?


  But I’m… I…


  “…Wake up.”


  A voice sliced through her consciousness, penetrating the void. The celestial orb she’d been witnessing shattered into countless fragments, scattering into the darkness. This was the second time he had interrupted her—he’d interfered like this when she first underwent corruption, too.


  He was clutching her desperately to his chest, as if trying to anchor her soul from departing. The suffocating pressure of his embrace felt strangely comforting.


  “Please, wake up. You can’t—not like this. Damn it all to hell.”


  She felt calloused fingers tenderly wiping her cheek. Veronica let her tears flow freely. Surprisingly, they weren’t tears of pain or fear, but of compassion for the Bahamuts, and a sorrow that pierced her very heart.


  “Don’t cry.”


  The entire world seemed drenched in sorrow. The voice of the man cradling her trembled with an emotion she’d never heard from him before. Though the voice was achingly familiar, it sounded transformed, as if she were hearing it for the first time. This had to be a dream. Otherwise, why would Leon be holding her with such desperate tenderness?


  “Leon…”


  Veronica whispered his name to confirm if this was merely a dream. But her lips expended the last reserves of her strength, and her consciousness tumbled helplessly into a bottomless abyss.


  * * *


  The knight division assigned to Karta’s eastern sector detected something unusual shortly after passing through the gates.


  “Have these damned creatures collectively lost their minds?” Heinz growled, his weathered face creased with concern.


  True to his observation, the Bahamuts were charging in one direction like possessed vermin. Leon observed their path with hawk-like intensity.


  “I’m going after them,” he said.


  “What? Have you forgotten our standing orders?” Heinz’s brow furrowed deeply. “Remember, our mission isn’t to exterminate every Bahamut but to secure the city perimeter and return safely with our men. Also, they could be luring us into a trap. They may lack proper brains, but they’ve shown cunning before. You might not have heard, but the knights dispatched to Bayern apparently fell victim to an ambush.”


  “Then I’ll go alone,” Leon cut through Heinz’s objection, giving him no chance to interject. “I’m here as the emperor’s reinforcement, not as part of your knight order, so your protocols don’t bind me.”


  Strictly speaking, reinforcement or not, he was operating within the extermination team and should avoid solitary action. But the premonition gripping his gut overrode such considerations with iron certainty.


  



  “They came looking for me. I heard It say, clear as anything, that it had found me.” 


  



  By grim coincidence, the Bahamuts were charging directly toward the sector where Philip’s extermination team was positioned.


  Something catastrophic was unfolding. The black smoke billowing into the sky like a funeral pyre confirmed his worst fears. Leon dug his spurs into his mount’s flanks, driving forward with grim determination.


  When he finally crested the ridge to witness the scene below, even he—a veteran of countless blood-soaked battlefields—was rendered speechless. Bahamuts were hurling themselves into a roaring inferno like moths to flame. The knights circled methodically, continuously feeding the blaze with more oil and fire. Leon drove his mount straight toward Philip.


  “What in God’s name have you done here?”


  Philip seemed momentarily startled to see Leon, who should have been patrolling the opposite sector, but swiftly regained his composure.


  “The Corrupted served as bait and sacrificed herself for the greater good.”


  Leon froze in his saddle, blood turning to ice.


  Philip’s violet eyes gleamed, reflecting the dancing flames. “Though belated, I admit the Corrupted you delivered has proven to have remarkable tactical value after all. You were wise not to execute her on the spot.”


  Leon slowly turned to behold the hellish spectacle—a festival of fire climbing toward heaven.


  The knights worked with mechanical efficiency, pouring endless streams of oil as more Bahamuts continued their mindless charge into the flames.


  After staring at the infernal scene for a moment more, Leon’s hand moved to the divine sword at his waist. At the distinctive metallic hiss of the blade leaving its scabbard, Philip instinctively turned, doubt flashing across his features.


  “What are you doing?”


  Leon offered no response. But as he wheeled his mount toward the inferno, his intentions became crystal clear.


  “Have you lost your mind?” Philip’s voice rose sharply. “Even someone of your caliber cannot survive in that hellscape. Not even Sir Mecklenburg himself could withstand such numbers!”


  “If you know that, then make sure no one follows me,” Leon’s voice rumbled like distant thunder. “I’ll have no more blood on my conscience today.”


  The inverted cross hilt in his hand caught the sunlight with an ominous gleam. It was Apocalypse—the voracious blade that could cleave through anything, but would consume all nearby life force if its hunger went unchecked.


  Philip was right. Mecklenburg would never survive that, for he was a knight who embodied restraint, who would never unleash the divine sword’s full wrath.


  On that tragic day in Tyran, had Mecklenburg stood in Leon’s place, he would have sheathed the unpredictable blade and chosen a warrior’s death rather than risk innocent lives. That was why the celebrated hero of the Holy Knight Order had never returned from Blasen.


  But Leon was cut from a different cloth.


  “Sir Berg!”


  A desperate cry echoed behind him. He paid it no heed and spurred forward. Each time his blade severed a massive Bahamut blocking his path, crimson blood sprayed, and the nauseating stench of corroded metal filled his nostrils. His black steed leaped fearlessly across the roaring flames.


  Merciful God, please spare the woman. Not yet. Please, not yet.


  He slashed through the wall of fire with his divine sword and vaulted from his panicked mount. He felt his flesh searing beneath his melting armor, but he didn’t care. As long as his heart continued beating, his body would regenerate.


  But the woman—she would…


  For the first time in his life, Leon bitterly regretted his sacred vows as God’s knight.


  Had he been merely a mortal man, he could have bargained with the heavens, offering everything he possessed for one more chance to see her face. But he didn’t even have that right, having already surrendered everything to his divine oath. He had no sacrifices to make, and no bargain he dared propose.


  Regret was a terrible sin, especially since it meant that he had come to love someone more than God Himself.


  “Comedite me (Consume me).”


  He raised the divine sword skyward and intoned the ancient words. The sacred blade hungered for life force. Devour as you will, he commanded it silently, and carve me a path through this hell.


  In his childhood, priests had taught that the abyss of hell was a perpetually burning flame—a pit where damned souls suffered for eternity.


  But it didn’t seem so terrible to Leon now. As long as they could burn together in that eternal fire—as long as they could finally become one, and dance forever in those never-extinguishing flames.
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  There will be signs in the sun and moon, and on the earth, nations will be in anguish and perplexity at the roaring and tossing of the sea… Truly I tell you… that day will come upon all those who live on the face of the whole earth.


  


  



  


  —Evangelium secundum Lucam 21:25-35


  


  * * *


  As Veronica’s heavy eyelids fluttered open, a wave of bitter resignation washed over her.


  God, I’m utterly sick of waking up to unfamiliar ceilings.


  They say repetition was the soul of comedy, but she’d exhausted a lifetime’s worth of fainting spells in these past few miserable months alone.


  “Water…” she rasped, her throat as parched as desert sand.


  The maid in the room shrieked as though she’d witnessed the resurrection of the dead the moment Veronica’s cracked lips parted. How long had she been unconscious this time?


  After desperately gulping down water, falling into another brief slumber, and awakening once more, she managed to consume a bowl of bland, easily digestible porridge.


  Glancing out the window, she noticed the snow that had lingered in the imperial palace’s shadows had all but vanished. More surprising than spring’s swift arrival was the bewildering fact that Karta hadn’t yet fallen to ruin.


  “The Foundation Festival is around the corner,” Oscar explained when he came to see her. She must have been unconscious for quite some time.


  “They’re extending you an invitation to the imperial banquet in recognition of your contributions to the expedition.” His voice carried an unusual note of excitement. “Do you understand the magnitude of this honor? Never in Kaisenmier’s long history has a commoner attended the Foundation Festival.”


  Oscar’s face lit up with vicarious pride, like someone celebrating a friend’s success as his own. But unfortunately, Veronica couldn’t care less about such trivial matters right now.


  “What happened to the extermination team?” she asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.


  Oscar hesitated, his expression freezing momentarily before he carefully composed himself.


  “The extermination teams have ventured forth several times since then,” he reported. “But it appears the initial damage was significant enough that the Bahamuts no longer approach our walls. You were the one who accomplished that. There have been injuries, naturally, but within acceptable parameters—nothing worth noting.”


  They no longer came near the walls?


  Veronica furrowed her brow, a cold knot forming in her stomach. Despite being objectively good news, an ominous foreboding crept up her spine.


  “Does something trouble you?” Oscar asked.


  “No, it’s just…” she hesitated, “before losing consciousness, I glimpsed something that looked like the Bahamut’s memories.”


  Oscar’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, his posture straightening as though he was about to transcribe her every word as valuable intelligence. Veronica shook her head.


  “It’s nothing of tactical value,” she clarified. “Just fragments of its past—like the profound jealousy it experienced upon first beholding our settlements.”


  “Jealousy?”


  “Remarkably human, isn’t it?” Veronica’s gaze drifted. “In truth, it was a sentiment far more sorrowful than mere jealousy. That’s why I felt… compassion for it.”


  Veronica, who had been speaking almost to herself, suddenly sensed the temperature in the room drop. She closed her mouth abruptly.


  Oscar was regarding her strangely.


  “Compassion?” he repeated. “For those abominations?”


  Oh no. The gravity of her mistake crashed down upon her.


  “Were you perhaps completely corrupted in the fire?”


  It was a fatal misstep. She’d revealed an emotion no soul could comprehend without experiencing it firsthand.


  Oscar’s suspicious gaze dissected her face with clinical precision. He was clearly contemplating summoning someone—a physician to examine her, or worse, soldiers to restrain her.


  “No, that’s not—” she backpedaled frantically. “I’ve expressed myself poorly. The medicine must still be clouding my judgment.”


  Veronica hastily feigned weakness, touching her forehead in a theatrical display of disorientation before pulling the blanket up to her eyes. Oscar’s lips parted and closed repeatedly, clearly wrestling with conflicting thoughts. Her performance must have been convincing enough, though, for he eventually released a weary sigh and withdrew, if reluctantly.


  “Regaining consciousness is merely the first step,” he cautioned. “Restoring your physical strength is important too. I will return tomorrow when you wake. For now, rest is your most important duty.”


  “Yes, yes,” she murmured obediently, nodding meekly beneath the blanket. “I’ll heed your sage advice.”


  But as Oscar turned to go, a voice buried deep within her memory suddenly surged forth with startling clarity.


  Someone told me to wake up, she remembered.


  “Oscar,” she called out.


  He paused mid-turn, glancing back with a questioning look. Veronica lowered the blanket slightly, revealing her eyes.


  “That day… was it you who pulled me from the flames?”


  “…Yes,” he said, hesitantly. “It was me.”


  Veronica’s eyes softened with concern. “The flames must have been merciless. Were you badly burned?”


  “I sustained some burns,” he admitted stiffly, “but those blessed with holy power can mend their own wounds. I’ve recovered completely.”


  His face remained unnaturally rigid. Perhaps revisiting that searing pain was more difficult than he wished to acknowledge.


  A wave of guilt washed over Veronica. “Thank you,” she offered sincerely. “I owe you my life.”


  “God guided my hand. But in the future, I hope you give some warning before rushing headlong into such danger.”


  With this plea disguised as admonishment, Oscar turned away. The door closed with a hollow click that echoed in the empty chamber. Despite receiving the answer she had expected, an inexplicable emptiness gnawed at her heart.


  Why did I foolishly think it might be Leon? she chastised herself. He was assigned to the opposite expedition team—it made no logical sense whatsoever. Her stubborn attachment clearly possessed a remarkable talent for self-deception.


  Leon had returned her clumsy confession with cruel rejection. She knew he wouldn’t have spared her a moment’s worry, let alone visited her sickbed. He wasn’t the gallant knight she had foolishly built up in her mind. So there was absolutely no reason to keep offering her heart up, only for him to keep wounding her.


  She curled into herself, burying her face in the plush pillow as she desperately chanted a mantra: Asseldorf, Asseldorf, Asseldorf. The name of that town became a shield against threatening tears.


  Veronica solemnly vowed that if Leon ever deigned to visit, she would treat him as coldly as he treated her. After all, Leon was a man bound by duty above all else; surely he would visit at least once to share his precious holy power with her, if nothing else.


  But, to cut straight to the bitter truth, Leon never came, not once, during the entire span of Veronica’s recovery—not even as she progressed to eating proper meals and taking tentative walks through the imperial gardens. It was as though she had been thoroughly erased from his mind.


  Considering that Princess Johanna and even Vice Commander Philip had made time to visit her bedside, Leon’s absence was a particularly cruel slight. No, “slight” was far too mild a word. Veronica felt a hollow ache of abandonment, and her heart broke just a little more.


  “I was informed Your Highness summoned me.”


  “Ah, impeccable timing,” Princess Johanna’s melodic voice lilted through the chamber. “Come closer.”


  As the Foundation Festival drew nearer, Veronica found herself increasingly summoned by none other than Princess Johanna—a development that continued to baffle her. The princess constantly had Veronica shuttling back and forth on various pretexts related to festival preparations. Her unclear motives behind such apparent kindness left Veronica perpetually on edge.


  “What do you think? Do you like it?” the princess asked.


  Today, she had summoned Veronica to show her a stunning crimson gown. The bodice and sleeves were designed to accentuate the figure, while below the waist the fabric billowed out in luxurious cascades. It was truly a work of art, vivid and breathtaking.


  “This exquisite creation was commissioned solely for you,” the princess explained. “I realized you might lack suitable attire for the Foundation Festival and took the liberty of arranging something appropriate.”


  “A gown… for me?” Veronica stammered, eyes widening in disbelief.


  Though she had worn elaborate costumes during her dancing days, she had never touched fabric of such magnificent quality. The red didn’t merely catch the eye—it seduced it, drawing the gaze into its depths like a lover’s promise. As Veronica stood transfixed, the princess signaled to a woman who could only be the royal seamstress.


  Donning such finery proved a complex ritual unto itself. After being laced, pinned, and squeezed into the garment with considerable assistance, the handmaidens proceeded to adorn her like a precious doll—attaching ruby earrings to her ears and experimenting with various tiaras.


  The princess observed this transformation with barely concealed amusement, issuing occasional directives while Veronica fumbled awkwardly under the attention.


  “I’ve caught whispers among certain nobles expressing their displeasure at a commoner being invited to the sacred Foundation Festival banquet,” Johanna remarked.


  Veronica, who had been mesmerized by her transformed reflection, abruptly snapped back to reality and lowered her head in deference.


  “I apologize for causing such discord, Your Highness.”


  “Nonsense,” the princess dismissed. “Those who dare question His Imperial Majesty’s judgment simply cannot comprehend the magnitude of sacrifice you’re making for Karta’s salvation.”


  The princess uncrossed her elegantly positioned legs and rose with fluid grace, her fingers reaching out to caress Veronica’s hair. The hair that had barely reached Veronica’s shoulders when she fled Bayern had now grown long enough to brush against her collarbone.


  “Is this elaborate transformation meant as a display for those skeptical nobles, then?” Veronica asked before she could catch herself. She’d meant to keep that observation locked safely in her mind.


  Though momentarily flustered by her own boldness, Veronica was relieved when the princess merely smiled rather than taking offense.


  “Well, that’s a part of it,” Johanna mused. “But my genuine desire to care for you runs deeper than court politics. I want to thank you, not necessarily for your past contributions, but for your… future sacrifice.”


  Future sacrifice?


  As Veronica hesitated to respond to the princess’s cryptic statement, Johanna’s face transformed with a smile so radiant it was almost blinding.


  “The fate of the Corrupted is truly heartbreaking,” she said. “Leon appeared so troubled by it that I’ve kept the secret until now, but recent events have convinced me that you’re not the type to run away even when confronted with the brutal truth.”


  At those words, a fragment of their past conversation resurfaced in Veronica’s mind—specifically, Johanna’s strange question about whether Leon felt any pity for horses destined to perish on the battlefield.


  “They say when one Bahamut falls, all its offspring perish in succession,” the princess continued. “Did you know this, too?”


  Veronica managed a careful nod, the heavy ruby earrings swaying precariously with even that slight movement. Johanna’s lips curved into a satisfied smile, as though Veronica’s understanding made her task easier.


  “Then what becomes of the Corrupted?”


  Veronica’s blood turned to ice in her veins.


  “When the source of the corruption is slain, what do you think happens to those humans it has corrupted?”


  The question hung in the air with terrible simplicity. Its meaning was unmistakable. And yet…


  



  “I don’t name animals that are just going to die.”


  



  The memory of Leon’s words struck her with the force of a physical blow.


  The puzzle pieces that had been scattered suddenly aligned with devastating clarity. She understood everything now.


  



  “The only thing I can tell you is… that even at this very moment, I wish for your death.”


  



  “So there’s no need to waste any tears on me. And don’t you dare forgive me. Not ever.”


  



  How had she been so blind for so long?


  Veronica was livestock, being carefully tended and nourished over long months for the inevitable day of slaughter.


  He had saved her life solely to kill her—rescued her, only to destroy her. It was the most cruel irony she had ever encountered in her wretched existence.


  As the terrible realization drained all strength from her limbs, Veronica’s knees buckled, and the handmaidens rushed forward to catch her swaying form. If this were a dream, it would undoubtedly be a nightmare. But as she had learned through bitter experience, the things she most desperately wished were dreams often proved to be the harshest realities—just as Bayern had burned while she watched helplessly.


  At that precise moment, as though orchestrated by some cruel fate, a servant’s voice resonated from beyond the chamber doors.


  “Sir Leon Berg requests an audience, Your Highness.”


  Princess Johanna gazed down at Veronica’s ashen face, her lips curving downward in what seemed like pity.


  “Let him in.”


  With a flick of her finger, Princess Johanna commanded the door to open.


  Veronica stared at Leon as he entered, feeling like she was looking at someone she barely knew. The black knight’s uniform suited his fierce demeanor perfectly, the dark fabric complementing his dangerous aura in a way that gold or white never could. As if sensing her gaze, Leon immediately turned his head in her direction. Their eyes met across the chamber. Her heart constricted painfully.


  His normally impassive face betrayed rare emotion at the sight of her. His penetrating gaze traveled from her crown to her feet. His eyes burned with such intensity that she felt her flesh melting beneath his stare.


  “Sir Berg,” the princess interjected with feigned amusement, “I’m the one you’re going to be swearing your loyalty to. No matter how prettily she has been adorned, it wounds me when you have eyes only for her.”


  At that, Leon slowly turned away from Veronica. When he finally stepped forward, passing close enough that Veronica caught his familiar scent, she found herself holding her breath.


  “The vibrant colors merely caught my eye for a moment, Your Highness,” Leon replied, dropping to one knee before the princess. His voice was flat and emotionless. “No matter how anyone might be adorned, there exists no woman more beautiful than Your Highness in all the continent.”


  Disappointment and despair crashed over her in equal measure. Leon was wearing pristine white gloves today, she noticed, as he pressed his lips to the back of the princess’s hand where she sat enthroned in her chair.


  Johanna cast a triumphant glance at Veronica, savoring her victory. In her eyes, Veronica read cruelty, possessiveness, excitement, and pleasure—but no love.


  The princess was acting like a child, showing off an expensive doll to her friends. She didn’t love the doll—she was only using it to prove her superiority to others. Come to think of it, if it had been genuine love, she would have ensured that any woman who desired her man would be kept far away, never allowed to cross his path.


  The princess wanted to witness Veronica’s pain. So Veronica knew she must feign composure.


  Though her mind understood this perfectly, controlling her expression proved nearly impossible. She had long since moved beyond mere misery. Now, Veronica trembled with the primal terror of death.


  And the one who might wield the blade against her was the very man to whom she had surrendered her heart.


  The voices of the pair engaged in their intimate conversation grew distant and muffled in her ears. As she stood helplessly watching them, the princess eventually lifted her head and tilted it with mock concern.


  “My, you look rather pale,” Johanna remarked. “Is the gown uncomfortable?”


  Only when Leon also turned toward her did Veronica realize the question had been directed at her. Through her rising panic, she barely managed to shake her head.


  “No, Your Highness… I believe I’m not fully recovered yet, so I tire easily. I beg your forgiveness.”


  I thought I had grown stronger, Veronica thought. I truly believed I had developed enough calluses to withstand any torture.


  “Is that so? I had hoped to spend more time together today. What a pity. Well, the Foundation Festival is nearly upon us, so you should conserve your strength. You may keep the gown on when you leave.”


  Johanna dismissed her with an expression devoid of genuine regret.


  It was strange to Veronica that a woman blessed with everything, like Princess Johanna, didn’t possess a gentler soul. In fairy tales, princesses were always vivacious and lovable—the villains were invariably the wicked queens who desperately craved the king’s affection.


  But maybe everyone harbored a void within their heart. Maybe there was no such thing as a person without deficiencies in this world.


  The door slammed shut behind Veronica, echoing like the scream of a guillotine blade falling.


  As she was walking toward her chambers, she halted before a window offering a particularly clear view of the Blasen Mountains. Today, the western tower where the princess resided was unusually deserted—so much so that not a soul approached to address her as she stood in the corridor.


  That was likely why she remained motionless despite her quarters being mere steps away.


  Veronica stood still as a statue, watching the trees swaying beyond the glass, waiting for the man who would inevitably pass this way.


  She knew she was being foolish and desperate, but she needed to confront him face to face.


  * * *


  Even after the door closed behind Veronica, Leon remained lost in thoughts of her.


  He had believed he might never see her again. When he had charged in to rescue her from the flames, what he’d witnessed was the Bahamuts protecting her. The creatures had encircled her like a living shield, their massive bodies preventing the serpentine tongues of fire from reaching her. Beyond the monsters’ shield, she had lain limp as if she were dead.


  Though still pale, the face he hadn’t gazed upon in so long definitely held more vitality than it had then. Those upturned eyes, those crimson and moist lips—Leon had found himself bewitched, unable to tear his gaze away.


  Just a moment more, he told himself. After enduring her absence for so long, surely this small indulgence was permitted.


  “Rise and sit beside me.”


  The princess’s commanding voice pierced through his reverie. Leon lifted his head to meet the icy blue eyes that regarded him from above.


  “If Your Highness would permit, I’d prefer to complete the oath rehearsal first.”


  “Planning to rush through your duty and flee?” Johanna’s lips formed a pout. “We can do that at the end.”


  The princess shrugged her delicate shoulders and patted the seat beside her invitingly.


  When Leon remained unmoving, a lady-in-waiting approached with silent grace. An intricately carved silver goblet and bottle of wine appeared on the small table beside them.


  “You come to see me after such a long absence, and continue to act so disappointingly cold?”


  The princess’s face darkened with the first signs of displeasure.


  Veronica hadn’t been the only one confined to a sickbed. The scars still marked his skin where Leon’s armor had melted into his flesh. He stared at the white gloves he had so troublesomely donned, then slowly rose to his feet. The princess herself didn’t frighten him, but the one she might take her anger out on certainly concerned him.


  “Have a drink,” she offered sweetly. “I hear you quite enjoy your spirits.”


  A clear, musical pouring sound accompanied the sweet aroma that filled the air between them.


  “Has Sir Kraus been reporting unfavorably about me to Your Highness?” Leon asked. “If so, tell him he’s hardly in a position to criticize.”


  “Oh, certainly not.” Johanna’s laughter tinkled like glass. “I didn’t hear it from Sir Kraus. I heard it from my dear friend who just left the room.”


  The goblet that had touched his lips froze momentarily. Leon silently drained the glass, his expression unreadable.


  The princess didn’t so much as brush a fingertip against her own goblet as she watched his throat work, swallowing down the sweet poison she had offered.


  “In truth, I find the wines of the southern continent distasteful,” she continued conversationally. “All products that come from the south carry an impious taint. Don’t you agree? Even those potatoes that have become so fashionable among the commoners lately are suspect.”


  When Leon emptied his glass completely, the hovering maid immediately refilled it. The dark purple liquid cascaded down like blood.


  “Is it because they aren’t mentioned in the Divine Text?” Leon asked.


  “Precisely. In some ways, aren’t they akin to the Bahamuts? I’m told they reproduce through roots rather than proper seeds. That very peculiarity proves they’re the Devil’s vegetation.”


  Instead of agreeing, Leon silently raised the wine to his lips again. From the princess’s seemingly casual words, he detected the harbingers of an impending religious war.


  Now I understand all too well the fundamental reason why those in power don’t fear the Bahamuts. It’s because they’ve never feared war to begin with.


  Even if every Bahamut were to vanish tomorrow, by the following year, blood would still stain some corner of the continent in yet another conflict.


  Even Chesania and Tanbia, who had ended up converting to Kaisenmier’s religion in order to avoid further bloodshed, would likely stand their ground this time. After all, an edict to burn crops would threaten their very survival.


  A bitter smile touched Leon’s lips, realizing that despite contemplating such grave matters, his mind kept returning to the woman.


  It was when they had barely known each other. She had stubbornly refused to eat until she’d finally surrendered to the temptation of a few humble potatoes. When she had blushed crimson and shyly asked him to offer it to her one more time, Leon had thought for the first time that she was rather adorable.


  “What thoughts bring such an expression to your face?” Johanna inquired.


  The princess’s soft hand turned his face toward hers. Leon set down his empty goblet and lowered his eyes.


  “As Your Highness said, I was contemplating the wicked nature of those southern crops.”


  Offering pleasing words was simple enough for Leon, who had endured the Pope’s presence for years. The true problem lay elsewhere. Leon’s brow furrowed as he observed the princess’s satisfied smile.


  A strange heat was spreading through his body. His veins tingled as if liquid fire flowed through them instead of blood. He recognized this urge all too well—the desire he had ruthlessly suppressed during every moment spent with Veronica at the inn.


  “Is that so?” Johanna leaned closer. “Then our minds are perfectly aligned.”


  Ah, it’s the wine.


  Leon’s gaze darted around the chamber. Somehow, both maids and servants had vanished without a trace.


  Normally, he would have noticed such a suspicious circumstance immediately, but thoughts of Veronica had clouded his vigilance. When the princess’s hand slid down to his collar greedily, Leon seized her wrist, his lips curling with disgust that crawled across his skin like insects.


  “Your Highness, forgive my impertinence, but it appears some dishonorable individual has tampered with the wine,” he stated coldly. “It would be prudent to summon the guards to investigate immediately.”


  “Leon…”


  Before she could continue, he pulled away and rose unsteadily to his feet. He couldn’t afford to wait until the drug took full effect. Noticing his vision beginning to swim, Leon silently cursed. He had no idea how potent the concoction was, but four glasses had been enough to affect him this severely.


  “Whoever dared orchestrate such a vile scheme must be identified, even if we must search the entire palace,” he declared, fighting to keep his voice steady. “I shall return for the oath rehearsal early on the morning of the Foundation Festival.”


  He attempted to avoid an accusatory tone, though he couldn’t be certain of his success. His words, which effectively named the princess herself as the “dishonorable individual,” constituted an unmistakable rejection. Johanna’s face, which was beginning to blur and double in his vision, contorted with humiliation.


  Shouldn’t I be the one feeling shame in this moment? Leon wondered.


  “Sir Berg,” she commanded sharply. “Do not open that door.”


  “For the sake of Your Highness’s reputation, the knights outside must be informed of this treachery.”


  “If you leave now,” she hissed, “you will surely regret it.”


  Regret? I’m already drowning in it.


  Mercifully, Johanna didn’t go so far as to rise and pursue him.


  He flung the door wide open and stumbled into the corridor flooded with golden sunlight. The hallway stretched eerily empty before him, as if the princess had dismissed even the servants who normally attended outside her chambers. His stomach began to churn violently. This was no simple aphrodisiac. He couldn’t imagine where she had acquired such a vile substance.


  Leon muttered curses under his breath as he forced himself forward. He descended the stairs with careful deliberation. His stride faltered when he glimpsed what seemed like a vision—the woman standing motionless in his path.


  From bad to worse.


  Leon roughly raked his fingers through his hair and attempted to brush past her. Or rather, that was his intention.


  “Wait, please.”


  His steps halted at the slender hand that caught his arm. He stared down at the delicate hand that he could have easily shaken off if he’d truly wanted to. Yet he stood transfixed, like a man whose very soul had been captured.


  “We need to talk.”


  The woman, glancing nervously around the deserted corridor, whispered the words so softly they barely reached his ears. Then Veronica pulled him away from the princess’s domain, and despite everything, he followed.


  As she hurried along, her raven tresses undulated like midnight waves. The ebbing and flowing darkness of her hair possessed a dangerous allure, like the night sea beckoning sailors to their doom.


  “The princess’s spies lurk in every corridor,” she said, her voice low. “And I have absolutely no intention of becoming her latest court spectacle.”


  Leon devoured her profile with his gaze as she spoke with her head slightly turned. Her countenance seemed more subdued than usual, a shadow of resignation darkening her features.


  Of course, she was breathtaking regardless. Not because of the queenly attire or royal ornaments adorning her form—in truth, she had been captivating from the very beginning, from that moment he’d found her collapsed amidst the ashes of Bayern. She possessed some indefinable quality that made it impossible to look away. He should have simply passed her by then. He should never have dared to touch a being so clearly beyond his reach.


  “I have something I need to ask you,” she said.


  The woman, who had led him to some private chamber, hesitated as she was closing the door. Her elegant eyebrows arched with suspicion.


  “…Are you even listening to me?”


  Leave now, his reason commanded. But his body, heavy with desire and fever, refused to obey. The moment he realized he had lingered long enough to lose all semblance of control, he roughly rubbed his eyes, trying to banish the haze. When he attempted to retreat, his back met the door. He had reached his limit.


  “Don’t touch me,” he growled, the warning rumbling from deep in his chest as she reached toward him. His breath came hot and ragged as he furrowed his brow. Her expression was unreadable through his blurred vision.


  Please, don’t let me hurt her again.


  After a moment of tense silence, her incredulous voice cut through the fog in his mind.


  “Do you even know the state you’re in right now? Your eyes are bloodshot and unfocused. You’re clearly unwell, so how can you possibly pretend nothing’s wrong?”


  She moved closer, the scent of her filling his senses. Real fear gripped him. If she touched him now, he would…


  “What happened to you?”


  His thoughts cut off abruptly. It wasn’t because of her intoxicating scent, but because of the ghastly visions materializing behind her.


  The fallen knights of Tyran stood in silent accusation.


  They always appeared when his defenses were low—when his mind was weakened or his body betrayed him with illness. But perhaps because the drug had clouded his judgment, today they didn’t feel like mere hallucinations. They filled the chamber, spectral swords drawn, and their hollow eyes burning with hatred as they glared at the woman.


  Damn it all to hell.


  “Leon, what in the—”


  His only coherent thought was to shield her from harm. He pulled her small frame into a crushing embrace, his arms enveloping her completely. He heard her startled cry pierce the silence.


  I’m sorry. Just stay like this for a moment.


  He slid down against the door until he was sitting on the cold floor, still clutching her to his chest.


  “Not yet,” he muttered to the phantoms. “When the time comes, I’ll end it with my own hands. Leave her be.”


  His arms around Veronica stiffened with tension, muscles coiled like steel. A curse escaped between his clenched teeth.


  These were the damned aftereffects of the battlefield. His drinking habit, too, had only begun after Tyran. The symptoms he’d foolishly believed were improving had actually worsened ever since he was dispatched to the Blasen Mountains.


  No, to be more exact, it was after he received word of Mecklenburg’s death. Sleep had abandoned him, leaving him prey to these waking nightmares. Now he even doubted whether these phantoms were really his hallucination; perhaps they had been following him all along, just beyond the veil of sight.


  “End what?” Veronica mumbled, her voice muffled against his chest.


  When he offered no answer, she wiggled free from his iron grip and placed her cool hands on his burning forehead and feverish cheek. Her composure in the face of his madness was remarkable.


  “You’re burning with fever,” she said. “You’re clearly unwell. Let me go—I’ll postpone our conversation for another day.”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  Silence hung between them, heavy with unspoken truths.


  “If you don’t tell me what’s happening, I swear I’ll scream loud enough to bring the entire palace running.”


  “If I tell you,” he said with a bitter laugh, “you’ll say I’ve truly lost my mind.”


  Leon caught her retreating hand in his much larger one. When he rested his face against her small palm, her warmth spread through him like a healing balm. Finding it darkly amusing how she tensed at his touch, he slowly guided her hand across his own face, tracing its contours. In truth, he had been starving for her touch. Their hands moved in tandem—from his furrowed eyebrows, across the jagged scar, to the sharp bridge of his nose, and finally his parched lips.


  “I won’t call you mad,” she promised, her voice soft and soothing. “Please, tell me what it is.”


  It was strange. He had always thought of her as a mere girl, innocent and naïve, but she didn’t seem childlike at all today. If anyone was childish, it was him—seeking comfort like a frightened boy. For the first time, he understood why people sought solace in one another. If it felt this comforting, this much like coming home to a place he’d never known before…


  In his wavering vision, only Veronica’s crimson eyes remained clear and bright, gleaming like blood-red rubies in the darkness. They were like precious gems only he knew about. Perhaps it had been their fate to end up entangled like this from the moment he first confessed his past to her—secrets he’d never shared with another living soul.


  Leon opened his mouth, the confession spilling forth without his conscious decision. “I can see my fallen brothers from Tyran.”


  Veronica’s silence was absolute.


  “Knights who want to kill you fill this room,” he continued, “even as we speak. One with his neck half-severed, another missing his arms.”


  Still, she remained silent, her eyes never leaving his.


  “That’s why I can’t let you go,” he finished.


  The woman’s eyes widened in shock, and he felt her hands tremble against his cheek. Leon’s lips stretched into a mirthless grin as he leaned closer.


  “Tell me I haven’t lost my mind,” he said.


  Please, tell me I’m not mad for wanting you—that I haven’t betrayed my sacred duty by dreaming of a future with you at my side.


  “You’re not mad,” Veronica whispered.


  Before he realized what was happening, the tension drained from his rigid arms. She rose to her knees and cradled his head against the softness of her chest. Leon froze, unable to move, unable to breathe.


  “It’s all right,” she murmured, her voice steady as a heartbeat. “There’s nothing there. No one will harm us.”


  The sanctuary of her embrace was disarmingly soft and warm. Had anyone ever held him like this before? The memories of his childhood had long since faded, and as he’d grown into the warrior he now was, there had been no one brave enough—or perhaps foolish enough—to hold him like this.


  A moment of perfect silence enveloped them. Leon instinctively encircled her waist with his arms and buried his face deeper against her. The thunderous drumming of her heart offered a strange sense of peace.


  I’ve fought so desperately to avoid this, but in the end…


  “What a mess we are,” he murmured with a hollow laugh.


  Her heart’s rhythm quickened beneath his ear. That was why he buried his face in the delicate curve of her neck instead—because if he continued listening to that enticing heartbeat, he might confess every forbidden thought that had ever crossed his mind. When he dragged the bridge of his nose across her throat, she released a trembling breath. The intoxicating scent of her skin, the melody of her breathing—every sensation was exquisite torture. He teetered on the precipice of madness.


  “You rake,” she accused. “You just came from the princess’s chambers…”


  She clearly believed he’d been intimate with Johanna. Leon didn’t bother correcting her misconception. He lacked the clarity of mind for explanations anyway. His head swam in a molten haze while his treacherous heart pumped liquid fire down his body. The craving for her was almost painful in its intensity. Leon only realized he had bitten down on her neck when her soft moan reached his ears.


  Dear God…


  Her barely audible whimper shattered what remained of his control. He continued teasing the skin of her neck until he left it red and swollen. Then he raised his unfocused gaze to her face, and his eyes caught sight of her lower lip caught between her teeth. When he caught her chin and claimed her mouth with savage hunger, he tasted the metallic tang of blood. Like a starving beast finally tasting forbidden fruit, his reason abandoned him completely.


  He needed to possess her, completely.


  What he felt was both familiar and foreign to the possessiveness he’d felt in his youth. This wasn’t mere ownership he craved—it was knowledge. He wanted to know everything about her—her name, the foods that brought her joy, her favorite season, the month of her birth…


  A maddening sense of blasphemy scorched his heart. He was a sinner for desiring to know her more deeply than he knew his God.


  His sinful thoughts multiplied endlessly, until Leon found himself perversely grateful that the Bahamuts had descended upon their realm. He was also grateful that Bayern had burned and the woman had been corrupted—because without those tragedies, their paths would never have crossed. They would have passed through life as strangers.


  He couldn’t recall if she had tried to push him away or welcomed his advances. There was only the hazy awareness that he was drowning, sinking into a forbidden swamp. He pulled down the fabric of her gown and buried his face against the valley between her breasts, tasting her skin like a man starved. Her curves were as sweet as forbidden fruit.


  Try to save me again, his soul cried, as if you’re my only deity.


  Each time his consciousness flickered like a dying candle, returning from momentary darkness, he found the woman beneath him, her face flushed with desire, breath coming in gasps. She had definitely been sitting upright when this began, but now she lay beneath him on the carpet. Because of the carpet’s rich crimson hue, so similar to her dress, she appeared to be submerged in a pool of blood.


  Leon found it darkly amusing how he kept checking that his trousers remained fastened, as if that thin barrier somehow preserved his honor. He was seeking proof that he hadn’t completely betrayed his vows to the divine—even though moving against her like a beast in heat, with just those few layers of fabric between them, meant he had already fallen as far as a holy knight could.


  “Why did you save me?”


  It was when their passionate chaos had reached its fevered peak. She asked the question between ragged breaths, her crimson eyes searching his face. He wondered which time she meant, but it didn’t matter—the answer was the same regardless.


  “Because it wasn’t your time to die yet,” he answered.


  So let me protect you, at least until your final moment comes.


  He embraced her small body protectively and threaded his fingers through her disheveled raven locks. It was a gesture meant to shield her from the world’s cruelty. His fallen comrades watched from the shadows, their spectral forms bleeding ethereal blood onto the carpet. They demanded retribution. They whispered that he couldn’t abandon his duty, not even for her.


  “I see,” she whispered.


  Still lying beneath him, she turned her head to the side, her expression unreadable. Her lips parted slightly, her crimson gaze fixed on some distant point beyond the walls. She looked like someone who had already departed from this world or was preparing for that final journey.


  “You know,” she said, “when I was alone, I thought about why I was drawn to you.”


  Her words vibrated through his body like a physical touch. Leon closed his eyes.


  “I think it was because I had no one else left in this world,” she continued. “If you, the only person I knew from Bayern, disappeared too… then there would be no trace of my former life left. That emptiness—that was the snowy landscape I told you about before.”


  He understood completely. The desolate landscape she struggled to describe was the same storm that had once ravaged Leon’s soul. He’d seen it when he lost everyone in Tyran, at that moment when everything he had built over a lifetime had crumbled to ash before his eyes.


  He, too, had stood alone in that desert of grief.


  “Do you remember when I tried to light a fire in the wilderness?” she asked suddenly.


  Of course, he remembered. She had watched him start a fire with ease and said she would master the skill herself.


  “No matter how many times I struck the flint against my dagger, not a single spark would catch,” she recalled. “But you said something to me then. You told me, ‘Imagine your flame as the only light in an ocean of darkness.’”


  It had been an uncharacteristically poetic piece of advice from him. But afterward, she had indeed succeeded in lighting a fire. What had been the missing element?


  “I wanted to be the guiding flame on your dark path,” she confessed. “Just as you were for me.”


  She spoke as if that desire belonged to a past now dead and buried. His heart constricted painfully in his chest. Anxiety gripped him, and he felt like he was watching sand slipping through his desperate fingers. He knew he had come too far. It was too late to desire her love and affection.


  But then again, he’d never deserved them anyway.


  “I don’t like you anymore,” she said.


  The floor beneath him seemed to corrode and collapse, plunging him into darkness.


  “I hate you,” she finished.


  Below his feet, he could see the hell they had once promised to face together—now a chasm that would swallow him alone.


  * * *


  He kissed her passionately despite claiming she disgusted him. His eyes—the kind women dreamed of in their most private fantasies—gazed down at her as he interlaced their fingers, trapping her beneath him.


  Liar. Shameless rake. I hate you. I hate everything about you.


  Veronica awoke alone, the sheets cold beside her. Her body, freed from his overwhelming presence, burned with a stinging heat whenever she moved. Slipping beneath the blanket, she gently traced each crimson mark left on her skin with trembling fingers.


  



  “Why did you save me?”


  “Because it wasn’t your time to die yet.”


  



  That moment—that was when she finally released the last thread of hope she’d been desperately clinging to. His words that it wasn’t “yet” her time to die carried the unmistakable implication that her death was already decided.


  Is death really waiting for me at the journey’s end? Why didn’t you warn me? Were you afraid I would run away? Questions swelled within her, but she swallowed them down, burying them deep.


  Some conversations only brought pain. Veronica surrendered her resistance. She was sickened by how her body still yearned for his touch even as he trampled her heart. Unlike Leon with his cowardly masks, she had revealed every facet of herself to him.


  No lingering attachment remained in her heart. As she unclenched her fist, she imagined the love she had for Leon scattering through her fingers like grains of sand. Little by little, he faded away. If their time together had been a storybook, then the final chapter she had been savoring was now irrevocably concluded.


  * * *


  The Foundation Festival—long awaited by every citizen—finally commenced. As always, the first day dawned brilliantly clear, as though blessed by God. Even the whispered anxieties that had been spreading throughout the populace lost their foothold, at least for today. It was a day celebrating spring’s awakening and the birth of their great empire.


  Veronica fidgeted with her high collar, concealing the marks on her neck, before abruptly breaking the silence. “Oscar, if you were to die tomorrow, what would you do today?”


  They stood watching the military parade of the Foundation Festival along Karta’s grand boulevard. Sunlight glinted off the polished silver armor of Kaisenmier’s soldiers as they marched with heads held high.


  “Well,” Oscar replied, nibbling at his frozen treat thoughtfully, “I would first offer prayers of repentance for my sins, then visit those who raised me to share my final hours with them.”


  He answered with that peculiar earnestness people adopted when presented with an existential question out of nowhere.


  Veronica let out a soft sound of understanding. “You mentioned being raised by someone before joining the Order. Is it all right not to visit them on a day like this?”


  “We’re having dinner together tonight, so it’s quite all right. I’ll be staying throughout the holiday to help with accumulated household tasks anyway—it would be rather unfair of them to feel neglected.”


  “Household tasks?”


  “I’ll have to fix the leaking roof, repair the plumbing, locate the missing cat…” he sighed with exaggerated weariness. “I’ve found that the elderly can truly think of endless tasks for the young.”


  Despite his words of complaint, his tone carried unmistakable affection. Veronica couldn’t help but laugh at his unexpectedly human expression.


  So should I be spending time with family, too, then? But I don’t have anyone left.


  As bitterness crept into her thoughts, the surging crowd jostled her shoulder.


  “Step in front of me,” Oscar said, his gaze shifting from her smile. He wrapped a protective arm around her shoulder, drawing her closer. “It will shield you better.”


  When she glanced up with a whispered thanks, she noticed his ears were flushed. Though the day was still chilly despite the sunlight, he appeared overheated, even chewing on the ice from his frozen treat.


  Oscar had arrived early in the morning to personally escort her through Karta’s streets. Despite her service being recognized by the court, being a Corrupted marked her as dangerous, so venturing outside required a knight’s escort. Her heart held nothing but gratitude toward him.


  “What if you’re not dying tomorrow,” Veronica pressed, her face tilted near his chin, “but a few months later? Say you have a terminal illness.”


  Oscar kept his gaze fixed ahead as he answered.


  “Terminal illness…” he mused. “Then I believe I would abandon my knighthood and journey across the world. I long to see the ocean that I’ve only heard described in ballads…” He paused. “Of course, that would only be possible once the Bahamuts are vanquished.”


  Veronica fell silent.


  “Humanity has triumphed over devastating plagues before,” Oscar hastily added, noticing her darkened expression. “With the entire continent united in battle, we should soon develop weapons capable of defeating the Bahamuts.”


  Yet even amid the thunderous drums and triumphant trumpets, her unease refused to dissipate. Was that truly possible? Could they actually defeat these creatures?


  In merely two and a half years, the Bahamuts had metastasized across the continent like a malignant growth. The central and southern regions could be considered completely overrun. Of course, the population hadn’t been completely annihilated—most had barricaded their city gates, surrendering their lands beyond.


  Had such a calamity ever befallen the world before? “Unprecedented” seemed a woefully inadequate word to describe it.


  “Have you experienced any visions since that day?” Oscar inquired carefully.


  Veronica shook her head. She’d seen nothing whatsoever—utter darkness, as though the clandestine portal through which she once peered had been sealed shut.


  When this was reported to the imperial court, the emperor decided that the Bahamuts had completely abandoned the vicinity of Karta.


  Thus, Karta now focused on restoring public morale, disturbed more by the bombardments than by threats beyond the city walls. Karta was safe—the message proclaimed itself in the rainbow of paper confetti dancing on spring breezes. This was Kaisenmier’s grandest festival week.


  When children rushed past in peals of laughter, Veronica suddenly remembered, with an ache, racing through streets with her friends when she was young. She missed the protruding cobblestones that used to trip her feet, and even the Bayern security officers who would scold them not to run. But some moments in life could never be reclaimed—so why couldn’t she treasure them before they were lost forever?


  “Veni! Over here!”


  The call came like a phantom voice. Her head turned before her mind registered the sound. An unfamiliar woman stood there. As Veronica blinked in confusion, a response echoed from behind.


  “Heavens above! Where have you been? I’ve been searching for you so long in this crowd!”


  A woman—clearly sharing her name—rushed past. Veronica watched her retreating figure silently before lowering her gaze. She missed her friends. She felt so lonely.


  “Shall we pay Hannah a visit?” Oscar suggested, breaking his silence. His tone softened to an uncharacteristic gentleness as he continued, “Given her temperament, she’s likely irritated at being confined indoors on such a festive day. Some delicious treats would surely brighten her spirits.”


  “Do you think so?” Veronica forced a smile, attempting to appear enthusiastic. She tried to lift her spirits by envisioning lively company and a warm house. Oscar had clearly detected her melancholy.


  “Oh, but I don’t have any money,” she admitted.


  “I’ll lend you some.”


  “When would I be able to pay you back?”


  “Later, when this ordeal concludes and you secure a proper job.”


  “The interest must be huge by then.”


  “Yes. That’s precisely how I intend to finance my retirement.”


  Veronica burst into laughter at his brazen response. Oscar returned her smile. Feeling remorseful for casting gloom over such a splendid day, she deliberately lightened her step. The street where the military parade had concluded now hosted a procession commemorating the legendary hero Kaisenmier’s achievements.


  “By the way, what did you do back in Bayern?” Oscar asked suddenly as they examined a black cherry cake displayed in a shop window.


  Veronica gestured to the shopkeeper to wrap it for purchase, then countered playfully, “Why? Concerned about your investment?”


  “Of course. What if my retirement fund depends on someone who pens fantastical knight romances?”


  Veronica was still giggling when the shopkeeper presented the packaged cake. She handed it to Oscar, who reached out to carry it for her, and teased, “Take a guess. What profession do you think I had?”


  



  “You’re extremely skinny. Were you a dancer or something?”


  



  While awaiting Oscar’s response, Leon’s voice echoed unbidden through her mind. It wasn’t surprising. Despite her determination to forget, Veronica found herself recalling him at the most mundane moments—while dining, bathing, or drifting toward sleep. Soon she’d be mistaking any flame-haired stranger for him…


  Her light footsteps faltered before a weaponsmith’s shop. Veronica stared in disbelief at the achingly familiar silhouette—his towering height nearly brushing the shop’s ceiling, accompanied by broad shoulders, and fingers carelessly sweeping back unruly hair.


  Impossible. This is too much of a coincidence.


  “To be honest, I’m not sure,” Oscar mused beside her. “There’s an artistic quality about you. Perhaps you were a painter?”


  She needed to respond. She needed to avert her gaze immediately.


  The conversation’s thread had slipped from her mind entirely. Oscar swiftly tracked her transfixed stare. Simultaneously, Leon, examining a vambrace, glanced their way with a predator’s keen awareness.


  Oh.


  The imperial banquet wasn’t until evening—that was when the knight of God would be pledging his fealty to the princess. As a resident of the palace, Veronica would inevitably be compelled to attend. She’d believed herself safe from encountering him until then.


  Leon’s penetrating eyes narrowed to slits. His strangely twisted gaze swept from Veronica to Oscar standing intimately beside her, then down to the package in his hands. That fleeting look alone was enough to unleash the memories she’d fought to suppress, surging forth like floodwaters breaching a dam.


  She remembered his hoarse, restrained curses and powerful neck that had vibrated with each utterance, flowing into that masculine jawline. Leon had been utterly delirious that night, as though intoxicated with some drug from his dalliance with the princess. Remembering that sent a sharp, stinging pain through the marks concealed beneath her clothing.


  Oscar, standing protectively at her side, broke the tense silence.


  “Would you like to say hello?”


  She hastily lifted her flushed face. Her lips moved soundlessly, unable to form words, so she simply shook her head.


  Then Oscar murmured, “As you wish,” and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. The gesture mirrored his earlier protection from the crowd, yet the sentiment behind it had changed.


  Perhaps he’s guessed what happened between us, Veronica thought.


  He knew of her unrequited feelings, after all. He was the one who had told her that holy knights pledged their hearts solely to God.


  She bit her lip as belated embarrassment washed over her. Though impossible, she felt as though her most intimate memories lay exposed to his perception.


  “Right,” she said desperately, “we were guessing my former occupation.”


  But Oscar didn’t answer. More accurately, he couldn’t.


  His hand fell from her shoulder. His eyes, suddenly rigid with alarm, gazed into the distance.


  Veronica—and every citizen on the street—turned in the same direction. The saying that profound shock steals one’s ability to scream proved devastatingly true. For a heartbeat, absolute silence engulfed the streets. The procession halted abruptly.


  In that void where sound had vanished completely, beneath a sky so brilliantly clear it dazzled the eyes, the snow-capped mountain began to collapse with a thunderous roar like a waterfall.


  As though challenging the very concept of eternity, ancient snow from the summit cascaded relentlessly toward the hallowed ground below—toward Karta, the divine paradise, the sanctuary of God.
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  The mountain’s collapse began with a thunderous noise that shook the very foundations of the earth.


  “The Blasen Mountains are…” A trembling finger pointed skyward.


  “They’re c-collapsing,” someone stammered.


  “An avalanche?”


  “You call that an avalanche?”


  No, that’s no mere avalanche, Veronica thought, standing amid the panicking crowd. If my eyes don’t deceive me, that’s something far worse.


  “The entire mountain range is crumbling before our eyes…”


  The rocky mountainside gave way with an earth-shattering rumble, uprooting snow, boulders, and ancient trees that tumbled violently downward. It looked like a once-magnificent sugar castle being devoured from within by ravenous insects.


  The debris reached the sacred wall in the blink of an eye, raising a ghostly cloud of snow dust. The more quick-witted citizens hesitated only briefly before turning to flee. Oscar, his shoulder knocked by one of the fleeing citizens, looked like a bewildered puppet with its strings cut.


  “The barrier,” he said to no one in particular. “Karta has a divine barrier. We’ll be safe.”


  He stared toward the outskirts, his eyes trembling violently.


  To the people of Karta, the wall was more than stone—it was faith incarnate; faith in their God, in their paradise, and in the safety, peace, and blessed life they had always known. Yet massive rocks continued to rain down upon that very symbol of their belief. Veronica knew what would happen next.


  “The barrier will shatter soon,” she said. “We need to find shelter on top of a tall building.”


  Experience had been her cruel teacher. The tragedies she’d endured these past months had forged her into someone stronger. Unlike the woman who had once trembled helplessly on the ground in Bayern, she now assessed the situation with remarkable composure—though her hands still betrayed her fear.


  “That wooden structure won’t withstand the onslaught.”


  As she was about to enter a nearby building, someone seized her arm. It was Leon. He must have emerged from the weaponsmith’s shop when the commotion erupted.


  When she reflexively yanked her arm free, he hesitated, then murmured with a sardonic edge, “I understand you’d rather not see me. But you need to be alive to continue hating me, don’t you?”


  His gaze shifted to Oscar’s arm, which she clutched tightly—unlike how she’d rejected Leon’s touch. Rare cracks appeared in Leon’s usually flawless composure.


  Just then, a bone-chilling cracking sound reverberated from the wall—a haunting wail, like that of a frozen river splitting apart in the depths of winter. The city descended into complete chaos. Desperate cries of “Move!” and “Get out!” erupted as people stampeded in panic.


  “Follow me,” Leon commanded. “I know a good shelter.”


  There was no time to waste. Veronica gave up arguing and followed Leon. Oscar did the same, since to hesitate meant being trampled beneath the frenzied crowd.


  When she nearly lost sight of Leon in the chaos and desperately clutched at his cloak, he reached back without looking, his fingers finding hers with unerring precision. The firm grip of his hand sent what felt like forbidden lightning coursing through her veins.


  They navigated past children wailing for lost mothers and parents frantically searching for their young. The sound of women falling to the ground, and the elderly gasping for breath—the cacophony of human suffering rang in her ears.


  I once foolishly believed that everyone living in paradise would become angels, she thought. But I forgot that humans can only afford to be kind when they’re abundant and comfortable.


  This selfish instinct for survival was something exclusive to humanity—something a Bahamut could never understand.


  The wall, which had been fracturing with sinister noises, finally collapsed with a thunderous roar. Veronica glanced back, her eyes widening in horror. Through her quaking vision, she witnessed massive stones tumbling like children’s toys, crushing fleeing citizens beneath their weight.


  Did avalanches always happen this fast? Fast enough to advance this far in a single heartbeat?


  “Snap out of it!”


  Leon’s fierce command yanked her back to reality. He practically dragged her forward as they rushed into a formidable stone structure. The multi-storied building, with its labyrinth of corridors and connected chambers, was shielded by two similar structures in front—a fortress within the failing city.


  “We have to ascend higher,” Oscar insisted.


  His assertion was met with unspoken agreement from not only his companions but also the terrified refugees who had fled inside. As they climbed toward safety, mixing with the desperate crowd, Leon released her hand but remained behind her, even though he could have easily outpaced them with his long strides. Thanks to his vigilance, when the avalanche of stone struck the lower floors, Veronica found support against his solid frame rather than tumbling down the stairs.


  Those who reached the sanctuary of the top floor collapsed in the corridor, lungs heaving. The apocalyptic roaring and violent tremors continued unabated. A window at the corridor’s end offered a view of the unfolding catastrophe, and the three positioned themselves there.


  “The barrier… breached,” Oscar exhaled roughly, his knuckles white against the windowsill. “This is impossible.”


  “Impossible, you say?” Leon asked with biting coldness, pushing back his disheveled hair. “What was the sacred prophecy again?”


  Oscar’s expression crumbled into confusion. “‘The peace and tranquility of the Holy City shall be eternal. Not a single drop of innocent blood shall flow on that land.’”


  This was the divine truth the entire continent had been raised to believe—a sacred covenant proven by a millennium of peace. But Leon shook his head dismissively.


  “No, the prophecy you heard directly.”


  Oscar turned a hollow gaze toward Veronica. Though she had spoken the words, only he had heard them in their entirety.


  “It said…” he began haltingly, “that the smaller sword would be stolen. That the Bahamuts, wielding God’s divine sword, would lay waste to Karta and strip away its glory. That even as people perished and descended into unspeakable grief, God would remain deaf to their desperate prayers and anguished cries. Because He had lost His face.”


  Oscar recalled the prophecy in broken fragments, his voice wavering. The fact that he had remembered that much despite the passage of time suggested he had turned these words over in his mind countless times.


  “So does this mean that the prophecy was true?” He tugged at his hair in frustration, the bridge of his nose wrinkling in distress. “Of course, the collapse of a barrier infused with holy power would be impossible without the divine sword, but… then those abominations must still lurk nearby… damn it all. But I thought the two prophecies could not contradict one another.”


  Veronica, having caught her breath, interjected with quiet certainty. “Perhaps they don’t contradict each other at all.”


  Both men turned to her simultaneously. Leon remained stone-faced while Oscar’s thin lips parted in bewilderment, but clearly, they both wanted her to explain. Her voice must have carried, as several refugees in the corridor glanced their way. Veronica lowered her voice to a hushed whisper.


  “Think about it. The first prophecy speaks of the Holy City, while the second prophecy specifically names Karta.”


  After this veiled revelation, a weighted silence descended. It didn’t take long for the spark of realization to ignite into shocked understanding.


  “Are you suggesting the Holy City refers to somewhere else entirely?” Oscar asked, his voice quavering.


  Veronica nodded solemnly. “That’s what I believe. But it’s not that surprising, is it? God has never been confined to mere churches, after all.”


  She had been taught that God resided within the souls of true believers. Thus, Karta was merely a paradise of human construction, not of divine origin.


  Leon, who had been listening intently, broke his contemplative silence. “Then, where do you believe the true Holy City is?”


  Veronica hesitated, reluctant to speak of a place intertwined with memories of him. Finally, with her gaze deliberately fixed on Oscar, she answered, “The wilderness. Where the ancient statue stands.”


  “Your evidence?”


  “I discovered records in the imperial archives saying that no blood has ever stained that sacred soil. Admittedly, it’s fragmentary evidence, and I could be wrong—but I also confirmed that the wilderness has never once been invaded or conquered throughout its long history.”


  Leon remained silent while Oscar released a weary sigh. Meanwhile, the building continued to tremble ominously, making Veronica’s head swim. Oscar rubbed his face with shaking hands and moved closer to the window, his complexion ashen.


  As she debated whether to offer comfort, Leon said, “Leave him be. For those with family still in harm’s way, a disaster like this must hit harder.”


  The realization dawned on her. Oscar had been staring fixedly at the city’s outskirts—the area where the wall had collapsed under direct assault.


  Are Hannah and Emmett safe? Their house is on a lower level, and Hannah couldn’t possibly run very far with her pregnancy so advanced…


  As she unconsciously clenched her fist—a nervous habit—she felt the weight of someone’s penetrating gaze. She knew without looking who it was; Leon’s gaze always made her feel exposed, as though he could see through her skin. When she deliberately ignored him, he broke the silence first.


  “Doesn’t that hurt?”


  She maintained her silence.


  “I thought you would’ve grown out of that habit by now,” he murmured, picking up her white-knuckled fists, his hand big enough to engulf hers completely.


  “So you’ll neither look at me nor talk to me?”


  She maintained her stubborn silence. After a moment of electric tension between them, Leon finally released a low, hollow laugh that held more self-mockery than derision. Following this bitter sound, he lifted her chin with surprising tenderness. His touch carried an inexplicable urgency that confused her. Surely she was imagining it.


  “Look at me.”


  She kept her eyes obstinately downcast, then squeezed them shut entirely. Leon stepped closer and leaned in until she felt his warmth.


  Surely, even he wouldn’t dare kiss me here.


  Just as this thought crossed her mind, his breath caressed her ear, sending unwelcome shivers down her spine.


  The hushed words, meant for her alone, mimicked intimate phrases she had whispered to him nights ago. Her face blazed with mortification while the hidden marks on her body seemed to burn anew with remembered passion.


  Veronica’s eyes flew open in shock. “Have you lost your mind? If someone were to hear—”


  She halted abruptly, finding him impossibly close.


  “You’re finally looking at me,” Leon murmured in a low voice as their gazes locked.


  Despite his outward smugness, something desperate lurked in his expression—a yearning vulnerability at odds with his confident façade. Veronica found herself speechless, glaring at him with disbelief. The tips of her ears burned traitorously hot.


  There had been moments before when they’d looked at each other with such intensity. For example, that time shortly after their first meeting, when he’d discovered the wound on her neck, he’d declared she was precisely his type and promised to give her medicine if she’d eat a proper meal.


  Of course, it’s just about physical desire to him. That’s all the value I hold in his eyes.


  “I would’ve looked at you sooner if you had called me by my name,” Veronica answered, meeting his fathomless gaze with newfound steel in her own.


  Leon’s lips hardened into a tight line, clearly caught off guard by her unexpected response. While he struggled to find words, Veronica seized the moment to push his hand away and retreat to a safer distance.


  Leon felt as if he’d been struck by a physical blow. Veronica’s eyes were red like a wounded rabbit’s, revealing a sorrow that bordered on rage. She’d never shown her pain before, and he—callous fool that he was—had never bothered to see it.


  “Of all the people I’ve met,” she said, her voice steady despite the storm in her eyes, “only four have never bothered to learn my name, including you. His Holiness the Pope, who wielded his whip against me, Sir Mecklenburg, who wrapped his fingers around my throat, Her Imperial Highness the Princess, and you.”


  Leon’s brow furrowed as her measured words washed over him. Mecklenburg had strangled her? Had that happened before their journey to Blasen?


  The memory struck him like a blade—Veronica’s face draining of color at the imperial dueling grounds, her body seized by panic. Even then, witnessing her terror, Leon had not offered comfort but admonished her for her mistake. Now, knowing that she had been terrified for her life back then, understanding pierced his heart like a poisoned arrow.


  “They all share one quality,” she continued. “None of them considered me human.”


  To her, he was no different from those monsters in human form.


  “So why are you pretending to be kind now? Did you need an outlet for your lust because you can’t behave this way with the noble princess?”


  She yanked down her collar with defiance. Her exposed neck was a canvas of crimson and violet marks he had left behind. Her delicate skin, which bruised so easily, revealed how thoroughly he had claimed her. These were his sins, committed in moments now fragmented in his memory like shattered glass.


  Leon reached out as though drawn by an enchantment he couldn’t resist. When his finger traced a path from her neck to her collarbone, she trembled like a leaf before stepping away. He lowered his arm, not pursuing her.


  I’m beyond redemption, Leon thought. A worthless piece of garbage.


  She glared at him with her reddened eyes, then abruptly turned away toward Oscar. Instead of stopping her, Leon quietly watched her profile as she spoke to Oscar. Once, she had looked at Leon with such eyes, too—no, with a light far more radiant and lovely.


  He’d always known she would eventually grow to despise him. Each time she had shown him her whole heart, reached toward him, collided with his carefully constructed walls—he had watched fragments of her light breaking away like dying stars.


  Even as he’d pushed her away, he had selfishly prayed she would continue to adore him, to remain blindly devoted until she lost herself entirely. What a fool I was from the beginning. She was too vibrant, too real to ever lose herself to someone like him. She was everything Leon was not. Though she had mirrored his loneliness, it was their differences that had drawn him to her like a moth to flame. Because they could never truly be the same, he had coveted her soul with cruel desperation. If only he could bridge the chasm between them, even if it meant consuming her entirely…


  Damn me to hell. What a twisted creature I’ve become.


  Leon mocked his contradictory hungers. Jealousy had been an emotion foreign to him until now—but his senses had been razor-sharp since seeing her with Oscar in the street. And moreover…


  He felt his traitorous body’s response and smiled bitterly. He raked his fingers through his hair, a habit to quell the heat rising within him.


  Since that fateful day—after taking the princess’s drug and surrendering to madness—he’d been plagued by this weakness. Erotic dreams haunted him like a curse, and he had surrendered to sin repeatedly, touching himself while her image burned in his mind. Merely remembering was torment enough, but today he had faced her directly. His control had long since shattered like glass.


  In truth, Leon had no idea how to face the woman who had embraced his broken form and whispered comfort. For the first time in his life, someone had pierced his armor. The mask of cold indifference he had worn for so long had finally cracked.


  A thunderous roar shattered the moment as another cascade of massive boulders crashed nearby. The woman abandoned her post by the window and crouched alone in a corner, covering her ears like a child trying to shut out the horrors of war. Her instinct contrasted sharply with Oscar and several others who stubbornly kept vigil at the windows. She was wise—the mountain’s fury would rage for hours yet, and the windows were death traps waiting to shatter.


  Leon moved to her side with deliberate steps. If the building collapsed, being near would allow him to shield her with his body.


  “Why are you following me?” she asked, her gaze flicking toward him as he settled beside her. The cacophony was so overwhelming that he read the question on her lips rather than hearing it.


  “Because I feel like the worthless bastard that I am,” Leon answered.


  Silence stretched between them like an abyss. She turned away, staring into nothingness. He yearned to capture her gaze that seemed to be wasted on the empty air.


  “Tell me,” he said.


  There was more silence.


  “Tell me your name.”


  Her expression shifted to one of incredulity. But she had every right to be angry. He welcomed it like penance.


  “What do you want?” he pressed. “I’ll trade anything for your name.”


  Ironically, this mirrored the very question she had asked when they first met. After awakening, she had demanded to know what he wanted from her as well.


  She chewed her lower lip before speaking words he couldn’t decipher by reading her lips. When he leaned closer, her crystal-clear voice cut through the chaos around them.


  “I want to ruin you.”


  Leon’s breath caught in his throat. When he turned to face her, her eyes shimmered with unshed tears, and her face was close enough that he could feel her breath against his skin.


  “I want you to truly fall from grace,” she whispered. “To become such a complete mess that even your precious God would tremble with disgust before forsaking you entirely.”


  Leon met her gaze without flinching. He remained perfectly still as her delicate hand moved to his throat. Her fingers pressed against his pulse, constricting his breath with surprising strength. As he waited without resistance, she tilted her head and pressed her lips briefly against his before pulling away.


  Unlike their previous encounters, this wasn’t a passionate exchange or even an expression of affection. It was seduction, however clumsy—trying to pull him down to the depths of hell and destroy him completely, like she’d said.


  Ah, I’m not the only twisted one. Through half-lidded eyes, he saw only her crimson gaze, luminous even in shadow. Her madness engulfed him like a phoenix’s embrace, beautiful and terrible.


  “As you wish,” Leon whispered, his voice a dark promise. “Do with me what you will.”


  She leaned toward his ear, her lips brushing against his skin as she formed each syllable. Every word pierced his heart like a thorn from a cursed rose.


  “Veronica Schwarzwald. That’s my name.”


  Leon didn’t question why she had finally revealed it. Even if her intent was to bind him to destruction, he no longer cared. Their relationship existed in twilight—neither light nor darkness, but something ambiguous between. He didn’t particularly want anything from her, either. She was destined to die, and he was determined to keep his feelings locked away until the bitter end. But for now, until her final day…


  Weren’t other souls just distant constellations one could never truly reach anyway? Even those held closest to our hearts rose and vanished like glittering ripples on a midnight sea. Adrift in that vast, desolate ocean of existence, Leon realized he simply wanted to capture the most radiant sunlight in his hands, just for a moment, before darkness claimed them both forever.


  * * *


  The mountain’s death throes finally subsided as dusk wrapped the world in shadow. Though remarkably brief compared to the city’s thousand years of peace, those hours of destruction had stretched like an eternity, each moment an age of suffering.


  With each successive avalanche, the building they sheltered in shuddered violently, shedding stone dust. Rocks smashed through windows, and the structure tilted at sickening angles. People screamed in terror, suffered grievous wounds, became trapped beneath debris, or surrendered to death’s embrace. The air filled with sobs and whimpers—a symphony of human suffering.


  Fortunately, the corner where the three of them sat was braced against a load-bearing wall, offering some measure of protection. Yet when part of the ceiling gave way, deadly fragments rained down, forcing Leon to shield Veronica with his body as he had during the bombing. Veronica didn’t bother pushing him away. What would be the point of resistance now?


  Even if he was showing some interest in her now, it would surely be a fleeting one. After all, she was his “type”—and he had seemed disappointed when she claimed not to like him anymore. But no matter how tenderly he might act now, she would never surrender to his deceptions again. Instead of raging at him for asking her name after all this time, Veronica had whispered her curse in his ears; now that he had heard her name, it would haunt him for all his remaining days.


  “Excuse me…”


  A stranger approached their sanctuary shortly after the world outside had grown quieter. Veronica observed the stocky man struggling to maintain his balance on the tilted floor, his face etched with desperate hope.


  “Are you perhaps the legendary Red Knight?” the man asked, his eyes darting between Leon’s distinctive crimson hair and the scar.


  When Leon offered no confirmation, the man took his silence as assent and crawled forward like a supplicant before an altar, clutching Leon’s arm with trembling hands.


  “P-Please,” he stammered, terror making his voice quaver, “I beg you, sir. My wife and child remain trapped in our home. It’s not far from here. Could you please just accompany me to the Five Angels Fountain?”


  Five Angels Fountain? Veronica’s exhausted eyes snapped open, sudden clarity cutting through her fatigue. That street was where Hannah and Emmett lived, too.


  Leon exchanged a glance with Oscar before responding.


  “I can’t accompany you outside,” he stated firmly. “Remain in this shelter where it’s safe. However, when I venture out, I will search for survivors in that district.”


  His words revealed his intention to leave soon. Veronica felt blood rushing to her head as anxiety gripped her heart.


  “But…” The man began to protest before reading Leon’s impassive expression. “No, that’s enough. More than enough. Thank you, sir. Thank you so much.”


  He bowed repeatedly, his chin creating deep folds as he showed his deference.


  Veronica seized the moment to join the conversation, her voice carefully controlled despite her rising fear. “If your house is near the Five Angels Fountain,” she asked, “would that be close to Number 25?”


  “What? Oh,” the man blinked in surprise, “it’s in that vicinity—Number 26, actually.”


  “Then do you know the neighbors next door?”


  “You mean Emmett? Yes, of course. A fine, honorable young man. But…”


  Veronica’s face, which had momentarily brightened at the mention of her friend, darkened at the man’s hesitation.


  “I don’t know if he survived,” the man continued. “When we spoke this morning, he definitely mentioned staying home today… Said the festival’s opening day draws too many crowds… I’m sorry. I wish I could offer more hopeful news.”


  Unable to finish his sentence, the middle-aged man frantically rubbed his face with trembling hands.


  Leon cast a sidelong glance at her. “Emmett? Who might that be?”


  “Just someone I know. Though, of course, he learned my name before you did.”


  Leon’s eyes narrowed at her barbed remark. Oscar glanced uncomfortably between them before releasing a weary sigh. Despite his mind being consumed with worry for his family, he possessed enough tact to sense that something significant had happened between these two.


  “Regardless,” Veronica declared as Leon rose to his feet, “if you’re going out there, I’m coming with you.”


  Surveying the devastation through the shattered window, Leon replied without turning around, “You’re risking your life for ‘just someone you know?’”


  “Yes. Someone who helped me when I was going through a difficult time.”


  His expression shifted subtly. Balancing with both arms raised, Veronica stood up and approached the window to gaze directly at his profile. The emotion etched there looked like jealousy, though she dismissed the notion as impossible.


  “It’s getting dark,” Leon said quietly, his face instantly resuming its stoic mask. “Wait here until dawn breaks.”


  Indeed, darkness was beginning to claim the ruined city. In the deepening indigo twilight, Leon surveyed the mountain of rubble that had accumulated near their sixth-floor sanctuary. Even considering the building’s precariously tilted position, the fact that they could exit through windows rather than doors was a testament to how dire their situation had become. With visibility rapidly diminishing, one misstep between the jagged rocks could prove catastrophic.


  “It’s strange, hearing that from you,” Veronica remarked.


  Leon turned to study her, as though weighing the meaning behind her words.


  Veronica continued with unflinching directness, “I endured days in far darker dungeons beneath the Papal Office, as you well know.”


  A weighted silence descended between them. Leon parted his lips as if to speak, then thought better of it. Somehow, his expressionless face carried a profound sadness. When she raised her gaze, their eyes clashed like opposing blades.


  Veronica had been surprising herself since their earlier exchange. From the moment she’d resolved to give him up, she’d reclaimed her natural confidence, speaking her mind without reservation. It seemed she’d been suppressing her true self all this time—desperate to be loved, and terrified of rejection.


  She’d done so despite knowing that love built on repression was doomed to wither. Of course, in their case, it had never truly begun at all.


  Death had bestowed upon her a boundless courage. The moment Veronica knew that her fate was sealed, she released her grip on Leon in her heart.


  “I think having Ms. Schwarzwald with us is a good idea,” Oscar interjected. “She may be able to perceive what others might miss.”


  With Oscar adding his support, Leon finally shifted his penetrating gaze away. His turned back felt like tacit permission—or perhaps he simply wished to depart before complete darkness enveloped them.


  Leon stepped onto the tilted windowsill, surveyed the terrain below, and leapt down first. Veronica turned back toward the huddled survivors.


  “We’ll return with reinforcements,” she told them. “Remain here where it’s safe.”


  Only the middle-aged man who had made the initial request nodded eagerly, but she felt numerous gazes upon her. Those hiding within the building watched her with frightened eyes. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, people’s stares didn’t fill her with dread.


  I’ll never abandon anyone again. Veronica’s mind flashed to Asseldorf as she mounted the windowsill.


  Outside, rubble formed treacherous mountains, but there remained approximately one floor’s height to descend. Leon was standing atop a massive flat boulder.


  “Jump,” he commanded. “I’ll catch you.”


  Oscar was waiting behind Veronica. She didn’t want to waste precious time trembling in fear, and knew that stubborn resistance would only endanger them further. Drawing a steadying breath, Veronica stepped into the air without hesitation. A momentary sensation of weightlessness seized her before powerful arms snatched her from the air. Veronica’s eyes fluttered open amidst the achingly familiar scent and warmth of his embrace.


  “Ah, I think I broke my arm,” Leon drawled as he set her safely upon the ground.


  Any words of gratitude evaporated from her lips. Veronica stared incredulously at the man who could joke with such an impassive expression in the midst of this mess.


  “This is hardly the time for your jokes.”


  “Who said I was joking?”


  When she furrowed her brow and shot him a withering glare, Leon’s lips curved into a smile. It was an infuriatingly handsome expression—and also his unique way of diffusing tension. Memories of their time traversing the wilderness surfaced unbidden, and she bit her lower lip as she stepped away from him.


  Don’t fall for his charm. Guard your heart. His kindness is meaningless.


  Once Oscar descended to join them, they began to properly assess their surroundings.


  As expected, the once-magnificent city lay in ruins. Save for a handful of towering structures, most buildings had crumbled beyond recognition. No one dared break the horrified silence that gripped them. Of the million souls who had called the vast metropolis of Karta home, at least a quarter of them appeared to have suffered the landslide’s direct wrath.


  Gazing at the imperial palace—which had somehow maintained its regal dignity amidst the devastation—Oscar moistened his parched lips.


  “The fountain should lie in that direction,” he murmured, pointing.


  What they saw was a mountain of rubble. There couldn’t possibly be any survivors in that mess.


  Though all three shared this grim assessment, none voiced it out loud. They would have to pass the fountain anyway, since it was on the way to the imperial palace.


  They navigated the treacherous terrain with painstaking care, examining every crevice between the massive stones. Darkness descended with alarming swiftness. Multiple times, anguished moans and desperate cries reached them from beneath the rubble, begging them for help.


  Veronica covered her ears, her heart constricting painfully.


  She wished she could save them all, but they had neither the time nor the resources. The devastation was so complete, and the cries so numerous and muffled by stone, that pinpointing their origins was impossible. Even if they could locate the trapped victims, three people couldn’t possibly shift the immense piles of debris. Their best hope lay in reaching the imperial palace to summon military assistance.


  Suddenly, Leon halted his long-legged stride. His intense gaze fixed upon something in the distance. Following his line of sight, Veronica sucked in a sharp breath. The delicate tip of a stone wing fragment jutted from the rubble.


  “This is…” she whispered.


  They’d arrived at the Fountain of Five Angels. The second house on the right side of the street belonged to Hannah and Emmett.


  Disappointment and dread settled over her features as she assessed the destruction. If their home lay completely buried beneath the rubble, then the possibility of survival was…


  “Look there!” Oscar’s voice rang out with sudden excitement. “Survivors must have gathered over there! I can see flames!”


  They traced the direction of his finger. Indeed, near the collapsed city wall, pinpoints of crimson light flickered in the darkness. They ignited one by one like morning songbirds awakening at dawn, then spread in a perfect, disciplined line like a meticulously arranged battalion.


  Battalion? Wait…


  “…No,” Veronica breathed. An icy chill slithered down her spine.


  As Leon’s hand instinctively moved to his sword hilt, she added in a voice hollow with horror: “Those aren’t flames. They’re the Bahamuts’…”


  Eyes.


  Footfalls like thunderous heartbeats began to rhythmically shake the earth beneath them. The dreaded Bahamut legion had arrived.


  They were pouring through the breach in the fallen wall. Every hair on Veronica’s body stood rigid with primal fear. She had anticipated this, and yet… Had these monsters really brought a whole mountain range crashing down? Their relentless advance sent waves of terror through her, and she unconsciously retreated a step.


  What happened next couldn’t fairly be blamed on her. The treacherous stones beneath her feet suddenly gave way, and Leon lunged forward with a curse hissing through clenched teeth—but his desperate grasp came too late. His fingertips barely brushed against hers as she plummeted downward. A startled cry escaped her lips as pain lanced through her ankle when she landed hard on the unforgiving ground. Leon immediately leapt down beside her, with Oscar following close behind.


  They found themselves in a pocket of space formed where two massive slabs of stone had fortuitously fallen against each other, creating a crude pillar and roof structure.


  “Can you stand?” Leon asked.


  “I think so,” Veronica replied.


  She ignored Leon’s outstretched hand and gripped the surrounding debris to haul herself upright. In truth, she suspected she’d sprained her ankle, but refused to show weakness. Meanwhile, the Bahamuts’ thundering footsteps continued all around them.


  “This might have been for the best,” Oscar said. “We can wait here until they disperse.”


  He had drawn his sword and was gazing upward at the narrow opening above them. Even in the pale blue moonlight, beads of sweat glistened visibly across his forehead.


  “If you want to avoid looking at their eyes,” Leon suggested, his gaze fixed on Veronica’s injured ankle, “you should go deeper into the darkness.”


  His expression was stiff, as though her injury pained him personally.


  Veronica peered into the impenetrable darkness behind them. Something felt… off.


  “I have no objection to that, but… don’t you hear something?”


  At her words, everyone fell silent, straining to hear. It wasn’t her imagination after all. From somewhere in the darkness, the unmistakable sound of someone sobbing reached their ears.


  There was a survivor.


  “Is anyone there?” Oscar called out.


  The crying ceased abruptly. After a moment of silence, a woman’s voice—raw with desperation—yelled, “We’re here! Please, help us!”


  Oscar and Veronica locked eyes. That desperate voice belonged to someone they knew.


  “By God,” Oscar whispered.


  He sheathed his blade and plunged into the darkness without hesitation. Veronica followed, ignoring the throbbing pain radiating from her ankle. Had Hannah not lit a small oil lamp to guide their way, navigating the collapsed structure would have been impossible. The bedroom and a portion of the living quarters had caved in, with the invading boulders miraculously serving as support columns.


  “Oscar,” Hannah’s voice quavered. “Thank God you’ve come. Please, you must help. Emmett, he—he shielded me with his body when—”


  The lamp’s golden glow enveloped Hannah like a protective shroud as she knelt on the ground. She struggled to cradle Emmett, whose lower body remained crushed beneath an enormous boulder. His once-white garments were now saturated crimson. Oscar fell to his knees in shock, while Veronica covered her mouth to stifle a cry of anguish.


  Leon spoke softly beside her, his voice devoid of emotion: “He’s beyond help.”


  Veronica turned to him in disbelief. Even in the dim light, his sharply defined features remained cold and detached. She clutched Leon’s arm with desperate strength, her words tumbling out in frantic whispers.


  “No, it can’t be. We can save him. We have to. The two of us have to… because these people, they…”


  Her throat constricted with raw emotion. She clenched her teeth, unable to speak of Asseldorf and the innkeeper couple whose faces still haunted her dreams. Now was not the moment to burden Hannah with the weight of even more grief.


  Witnessing Veronica’s silent anguish, Leon’s eyes darkened. Drawing a measured breath, he turned away and strode forward with purposeful steps.


  Oscar immediately lunged for the massive boulder, muscles straining against the impossible weight. He knew it was futile, but his body seemed to react instinctively to Hannah’s heart-wrenching sobs that pierced his eardrums.


  Meanwhile, Leon checked Emmett’s vital signs. The scene was grim—not only was Emmett’s lower body crushed beneath the rubble, but something had impaled his thigh, leaving the floor slick with a dark pool of blood.


  Leon’s fingers lingered momentarily on Emmett’s neck before he gently lifted one eyelid. He returned his hand to the pulse point, maintaining contact for what felt like an eternity. Finally, he shifted his gaze toward Hannah. In the flickering lamplight, his expression remained unreadable—neither comforting nor urgent. If anything, it held…


  “Did your husband leave any final words?”


  He was looking at her with a whisper of sympathy.


  Oh.


  As Hannah’s sobbing abruptly ceased, Veronica’s breath caught in her throat. No, it can’t be. That’s impossible.


  Leon’s implication hung heavy in the air. Emmett was already dead and had been gone for some time. Oscar collapsed to his knees with a dull thud.


  It happened in an instant—Hannah, her lips quivering uncontrollably, unleashed an inhuman wail and launched herself at Leon, her fists hammering against his chest and shoulders. Veronica intervened, wrapping her arms around the distraught woman.


  “Shh, it’s okay, Hannah. Take a breath. Everything will be all right.”


  Veronica murmured these hollow platitudes over and over while gently patting Hannah’s back. Unable to contain her anguish, Hannah collapsed against Veronica and released a torrent of bitter sobs.


  “Let go! I said, ‘Let go of me!’” Hannah thrashed in Veronica’s embrace. “Nothing is okay! He’s not dead! He was just talking to me minutes ago. Just move that damn rock! You… you!”


  “I know. I’m so sorry. God, I’m so sorry.”


  Veronica squeezed her eyes shut and held Hannah tighter. With her swollen belly, Hannah already looked fragile enough; Veronica feared what this shock might do to her and the baby.


  “I understand, Hannah. We’ll help you through this. First, let’s focus on your breathing. In… and out. That’s it. It’s all right. I know exactly how you feel, and I’m sorry I can’t do anything to ease your pain. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry… But this was what helped me the most when I lost everything, so please, Hannah—let me hold you for a while.”


  Thoughts of Bayern flooded Veronica’s mind as she embraced Hannah more firmly, willing her own warmth to transfer between them. Tears welled in her eyes instantly. Pathetically, this meager comfort was all she could offer. She had trained so hard with the sword precisely because she hated this feeling of helplessness, but here she was—too late to save anyone once again.


  A tidal wave of indignation and sorrow crashed over her. She knew intimately the agony of losing a home and a family—of watching neighbors and friends depart this world before their time. It was the maximum suffering a human soul could endure.


  “You’re not alone, Hannah. Even when the world feels empty and cold, you are absolutely not alone.”


  Perhaps everyone encountered a desolate wasteland at some point in their life’s journey, whether it was a snow-covered plain with howling blizzards, a scorching desert with shimmering heat, or a tiny raft adrift on an endless ocean.


  It might be tempting to surrender to despair and conclude that life was ultimately a solitary endeavor. But Veronica knew that they must never forget the simple fact that humans were never truly alone. That was the divine blessing God had bestowed upon humanity. Paradoxically, it was precisely because they were separate beings that they could hold each other and share their warmth—which would be impossible if they had all been a single unity like the Bahamuts. In other words, they could only love and accept one another because they were different.


  After struggling against Veronica’s embrace for what seemed like forever, Hannah finally went limp, her resistance dissolving into convulsive sobs. Through tears and mucus, fragmented words tumbled from her lips.


  “Emmett, he… kept talking to me the whole time. Even trapped under that beam, he stayed conscious for hours. But then suddenly… suddenly he stopped answering, and when I started panicking, he just… he whispered with his eyes closed, ‘I know the future, Hannah. I’ve seen it. Our family will live happily ever after—God has blessed us.’”


  Hannah gasped for air between words as she recited Emmett’s final message. Her heart-shattering cries overwhelmed everyone present, crashing against their souls like relentless waves. Her incoherent sobbing and broken fragments of speech drifted through the stale air. The three witnesses stared vacantly into space, unable to directly confront such raw grief. Until Hannah’s eyelids finally drooped with exhaustion, nothing could be heard except her labored breathing.


  “Damn it all to hell!”


  Oscar sat with his knees drawn up, violently tearing at his hair. He had known the couple far longer than Veronica. She couldn’t begin to fathom the depths of his devastation.


  Time seemed suspended like a still life painting. Leon, who had been leaning against a table, was the first to break the tableau. After igniting several oil lamps with a flint, he rummaged through the kitchen and returned with water in a miraculously intact cup. Veronica accepted it and gently pressed it to Hannah’s parched lips.


  “You’ll become dehydrated at this rate, Hannah. Please, take a sip—if not for yourself, then for your baby’s sake.”


  Hannah, who had been limp as a discarded doll, stirred at the mention of her child. Like someone barely clinging to consciousness, she fumbled for the cup and drank with trembling hands.


  “We should move her somewhere more comfortable—a bed or a chair, perhaps. Can you help me?”


  But as soon as Veronica suggested movement, Hannah’s face drained of color, water dribbling down her chin.


  “No! I won’t leave him! I’m staying right here with Emmett!”


  “Then I’ll find a blanket or comforter for you instead.”


  Oscar rose quickly, his voice gentle as he attempted to soothe her. Leon announced he would scout the area outside. Hannah’s expression remained vacant, her eyes unfocused. The stark contrast with her normally vibrant, confident self pierced Veronica’s heart. She had always thought of Hannah as indomitable, but perhaps Emmett had been the pillar supporting her strength.


  Veronica squeezed her eyes shut and offered a silent prayer.


  Oh, Divine Lord, please show mercy to those who have lost their will to live. Grant them the strength to cling to life until the very end.


  “This is the only one that isn’t covered in stone dust,” Oscar said, returning with a blanket.


  Veronica took it from him and draped it over Hannah’s trembling shoulders. Hannah remained motionless for a moment before slowly laying her head on Emmett’s chest, one hand resting protectively on her swollen belly. It seemed best to grant her privacy for her final farewell. Just then, Leon returned, ducking through the partially collapsed doorway.


  “There are no survivors among the neighboring houses. This is the only structure even partially intact in the entire area. It’s truly…”


  He’d probably wanted to say “a miracle from God,” but refrained from uttering such words in the face of tragedy. His solemn gaze lingered on the couple—one alive, one dead—lying intertwined on the floor. His eyes revealed nothing of his thoughts.


  “What’s the situation outside?” Oscar asked.


  “They’ve infested everything like some kind of demonic plague. We should hunker down here for a few hours and monitor how the situation evolves.”


  They all understood the unspoken subject perfectly. The creatures spreading like a demonic plague across their city could be nothing other than the dreaded Bahamuts.


  “Good idea. Perhaps the Imperial Palace and Papal Office will dispatch troops in the meantime.”


  Neither Leon nor Veronica bothered to acknowledge Oscar’s hopeful statement, not even out of courtesy. By now, the military would be constructing barriers from debris, abandoning the civilians trapped within. That was the kind of decisive action they’d come to expect from the Pope and the emperor. Veronica’s thoughts swirled chaotically. At times like this, she reminded herself, she should approach it just as one would a mountain of household chores—tackle one task at a time, starting with what was immediately possible.


  “I’ll search for provisions, then. We might manage without food for a while, but Hannah will need nourishment after exhausting herself with grief. She needs to stay strong for when we make our escape.”


  “I’ll assist you,” Oscar said.


  The two of them began methodically searching through the kitchen. Unlike the bedroom that had collapsed completely, the kitchen remained mercifully intact. They uncovered bread, cheese, sausage, pickled cabbage, and fresh green beans. Leon skillfully sliced open the dense loaf and stuffed the ingredients inside. His preparation prioritized sustenance over flavor.


  Veronica repeatedly coaxed Hannah to eat, and only after watching the grieving woman force down a few bites did she allow herself to wolf down the remaining food. Strangely, despite the variety of ingredients, she couldn’t taste a single one.


  Hannah’s exhausted eyes fluttered closed as sleep finally claimed her.


  “I’ll keep watch over her now. You should rest while you can. Don’t push yourself beyond your limits.”


  Oscar’s concerned tone made Veronica suddenly aware of her dry, burning eyes and the dull throb at her temples. She nodded gratefully and relinquished her position.


  “Where’s Leon?”


  “Sir Berg is standing guard near the exit, in case something happens.”


  At the thought of the world outside, Veronica was suddenly gripped by the desperate need for fresh air. After being trapped beneath the rubble for hours, her lungs ached for oxygen untainted by dust.


  She hesitated briefly before stepping into the darkness. Ethereal blue moonlight filtered through the opening where she had slipped earlier, the silvery beam descending like divine grace.


  “Keep your distance from the edge—it’s not stable,” came a languid voice from the shadows behind her.


  Veronica froze as Leon’s measured footsteps approached. She held her breath beneath his penetrating gaze, then sensed his tall form bending down. Suddenly—


  “Ah!”


  A sharp gasp escaped Veronica’s lips as pain shot through her ankle. Leon’s hands were moving expertly over the injury.


  “With how frequently you twist these ankles of yours, I’m genuinely mystified at how you ever managed to dance on stage.”


  “…Mind your own business.”


  “How could I, when you make your injuries my concern with such regularity?”


  With practiced efficiency, he removed her shoe and wrapped something tightly around her ankle. It felt like a protective bandage, the cloth binding firmly against her swelling joint. Distracted by his ministrations, Veronica nearly toppled over, regaining her balance only by clutching his shoulder.


  “It’s because you always act so insufferably self-assured that I’ve…”


  “Fallen for me?”


  “Grown to despise you, actually.”


  Leon chuckled at her razor-sharp retort. Though she couldn’t see his expression, his amusement was unmistakable.


  “So, how exactly do you plan to ruin me?”


  His voice reverberated like they were in a cavern, infuriatingly calm and controlled. It enraged her how her confessions and emotions seemed to bounce off him without making the slightest impact.


  “And what about you?” she retorted coldly. “How do you plan to kill me?”


  His hands, in the middle of securing a knot, faltered momentarily.


  “Don’t bother denying it. The woman whom you’ve abandoned your faith for explained everything to me in excruciating detail.”


  After slipping her shoe back onto her foot, Leon slowly rose to his full height. Strangely, despite the darkness, his silhouette looked crystal clear to her—his imposing stature, broad shoulders, and powerful chest tapering to a lithe waist. Veronica’s skin prickled with awareness, tension crackling between them.


  “I genuinely have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, finally breaking his silence. “Who exactly is this woman I’ve supposedly given up my faith for?”


  Her hair rustled near her ear as his rough fingers brushed against her earlobe, lingering with deliberate slowness. Veronica hunched her shoulders at the ticklish, unsettling sensation.


  “Are you asking because you truly don’t know?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Princess Johanna.”


  Leon fell silent for a moment. Then, after a while, he let out a soft exclamation as if suddenly remembering something.


  “You thought I’d been tumbling between the sheets with that woman.”


  His tone when mentioning the princess was brazenly disrespectful. While Veronica was still recoiling from the crude expression, he continued in a low voice that rumbled against her skin.


  “I never did. Wouldn’t happen either.”


  He sounded so certain that for a moment she almost believed him—if only the image of that rumpled bed hadn’t flashed through her mind. Veronica bit her lip until she tasted copper.


  “It doesn’t matter. You can take whoever you want to bed.”


  “…Because you don’t like me anymore?”


  “No. Because you’re a liar.” Her words fell between them like a blade.


  Leon said nothing.


  “Go ahead and defend yourself if you feel wronged.” Bitterness crept into her trembling voice. “Tell me you don’t know anything. Tell me you never deceived me. Tell me I won’t die when the First Bahamut dies.”


  How pathetic that I still have hope after everything he’s done to me, Veronica thought. That I still search for truth in his words.


  Leon’s teasing fingers had long since stilled. The hand that had been gripping her hair slowly fell away. Though she had been physically released, her heart ached as if it were still roughly clutched in his fist. Silence was just another form of admission. Deep sorrow washed over her like a tidal wave. It was pathetic how she had thought of the time they’d spent together in the wilderness while comforting Hannah, when she knew that all her most brilliant memories were nothing but illusions—that her despair was merely kindling for his flame.


  “Like anyone else, I wanted to live,” she said. “Even after everything I’ve been through. There were so many things I wanted to do afterward. I… I believed that after all this was over, I could build something with you, too. Like a fool.”


  People became shattered the most painfully when they were cracked from within, not from outside pressure. That was why she had told him her name. A name was a curse, etched forever in someone’s heart.


  “Don’t you ever forget.” She met his gaze unflinchingly. “Both my name and the fact that I didn’t want to die.”


  Her name, “Veronica,” meant “the woman who brings victory.”


  She hoped it would slowly destroy his heart like diluted poison, working its way through his veins with each beat. If her existence was a sin, then he would be the one to bear the guilt—for his flame had condemned her to burn at the stake.


  * * *


  Veronica walked past the frozen Leon and returned to the others.


  Sitting in the collapsed house, memories of when she had visited this home before flooded back to her. She had heard the name of Hannah and Emmett’s unborn baby and anticipated a blessed life for the child. The hearth fire had burned cozily then, and the brown chair had been soft and plush with duck feathers. Veronica buried her face in her knees, trying to block out the present.


  That peaceful scene had shattered like glass amid the thunderous roar of an avalanche.


  Had it been sudden? No, there had been warning signs, such as the Bahamuts that had abruptly vanished from their usual haunts. People in Karta should have questioned where they had gone.


  But who could she blame? Even she had been distracted by her issues with Leon. For a brief moment, she had forgotten about the outside world while contemplating the end of her limited time.


  “This is troublesome,” Oscar said worriedly after briefly checking outside. “We need to find an opportunity to leave, but more and more Bahamuts are gathering as time passes. They appear to be searching for humans hiding throughout the buildings.”


  Were the people in the building they’d left behind still hiding safely? They’d been without water for nearly a day now. They needed to reach the palace quickly and ask for help from the royal army.


  When she tiredly raised her eyes, they fell on Emmett and Hannah. No more, she thought. I can’t bear to see any more suffering.


  “I’ll act as bait,” she blurted out. Oscar’s eyebrows shot up in alarm.


  “What in heaven’s name are you suggesting?”


  “I’ve done it before and returned unharmed.” She straightened her shoulders. “They won’t hurt me.”


  “Veronica, the reason you returned alive last time wasn’t because the Bahamuts spared you of their own accord.”


  “Oh, of course I’m grateful to you. I apologize if it sounded as though I forgot your contribution.”


  “No, I’m not seeking gratitude. Actually…”


  Oscar rubbed his face tiredly, then hesitated before crouching down closer. It seemed he had something to say that he didn’t want Leon, who was outside, to hear. As she looked up at him quizzically, a sharp voice sliced through the darkness.


  “Am I interrupting?”


  Leon appeared from behind Oscar’s shoulder, each deliberate footstep echoing in the silence as he approached them. His unnaturally cool eyes looked even more piercing in the contrast between firelight and shadows. Oscar stiffened, his words dying on his lips as he stood up.


  “Not at all. Is something happening outside?”


  Leon delayed his answer, his penetrating gaze fixed on Veronica until the silence stretched taut between them, then finally spoke.


  “Those creatures are beginning to gather around this area,” he said, delivering this chilling news with an expressionless face. “It’s an unexpected development, but given the circumstances, the sooner we escape, the better.”


  “If we’re talking about leaving, I agree,” Veronica eagerly chimed in, seizing the opportunity. “The air is foul in here, and I’m worried about Hannah’s condition. One of you should provide cover while the other helps support Hannah as we move.”


  Leon tilted his head slightly, eyes narrowing. Excluding Hannah, there were three of them. One person was unaccounted for in her plan.


  “The other one?” His question hung in the air, suspicion lacing his words.


  “I’ll be the decoy. Like when I went out with the extermination force before.”


  “No.” Leon’s rejection was immediate and absolute.


  “Why not?” Frustration colored her tone. “It’ll be safe. They won’t kill me. They might even be seeking me out, like last time. And…”


  Veronica glanced at the sleeping Hannah, her swollen belly rising and falling with each breath. She didn’t want to speak carelessly in case Hannah was awake.


  “Hannah is from Asseldorf,” she said softly.


  At this seemingly random statement, Oscar looked bewildered, but Leon’s otherwise straight eyebrows furrowed slightly in understanding.


  “She told me her parents ran an inn there.”


  This much was enough. Leon had surely pieced together why she was willing to take this risk. Hannah’s parents had died in Asseldorf, and now she had lost her husband too. Veronica saw herself in Hannah, so getting Hannah safely out was also a way of saving her past self, too.


  “If someone has to sacrifice themselves, it should be me,” she continued. “You have families who worry about you. And if they’re actually gathering because they’re searching for me, then staying here is just endangering everyone.”


  After a long silence, Oscar let out a tremendous sigh that seemed to carry the weight of his soul. With a face that suggested he wanted to bash his head against a stone, he gripped his forehead.


  “I want to stop you, but… I have no counterargument.” Self-loathing dripped from his words. “I don’t think I’ve ever despised myself as much as I do in this moment.”


  Then he unfastened the longsword at his waist, scabbard and all. The silver-plated scabbard gleamed in the dim light, the engraved lion—symbol of God’s knights—clearly visible. He held it out to Veronica, whose eyes widened in surprise.


  “I entrust this to you,” he said. “Return it to me safely when you come back.”


  “But… it’s dangerous outside. Are you sure you want to lend your sword to me?”


  “If what happened with the extermination force repeats itself, the Bahamuts won’t acknowledge my existence even if I stand before them,” he reasoned. “Besides, I can’t wield a sword while supporting Hannah anyway.”


  “Thank you. I mean it.”


  Oscar gave her a faint smile.


  Judging by his surname, Oscar had likely been nothing more than a commoner before ascending to knighthood, so she could well imagine how significant that sword was to him. With a lump in her throat, Veronica accepted the longsword and looked at Leon. The meaning was clear: now all she needed was his consent.


  He stared at her thoughtfully, his eyes unreadable, then abruptly asked, “Let’s say you can lure them away, but how do you plan to return? Are you going to bring all the Bahamuts back with you?”


  “Of course not. I have a plan. It’s difficult to explain, but think of it like having a second eyelid. When I open it, the Bahamuts become aware of me. After I’ve led them away and found shelter, I’ll close my eyes to them—become invisible again.”


  “This sounds less like a proposal and more like a decision you’ve already made.”


  “That’s right.”


  “So you’re determined to act on your plan unless someone physically restrains you.”


  “I suppose so. You’d probably have to knock me unconscious if you want to stop me.”


  When she countered without giving an inch, Leon raised the corner of his lips in what might have been admiration.


  “Fine, do as you please.” He spread his hands in mock surrender. “None of us has the right to interfere with where the others go.”


  There was something suspicious about his agreeable response. As Veronica regarded him with narrowed eyes, realization dawned on her with horrifying clarity.


  “…You’re not planning to follow me, are you?”


  “That’s exactly my intention.”


  “Have you lost your mind?” she hissed.


  “If your strategy works, the other two will be safe without my protection. And if it fails, the human I should prioritize most is the world’s only Corrupted.”


  Veronica glared at him, searching for holes in his reasoning.


  “Besides,” he added like an afterthought, “if you die now, it’ll haunt me for the rest of my life.”


  Veronica couldn’t find the words to answer that.


  “I’d also feel more at ease if Sir Berg accompanies you,” Oscar interjected. “If I’m being completely honest, I’d rather go with you myself instead of merely offering my sword, but…”


  “No,” Veronica turned her head and firmly refused. “Someone needs to reach the palace and tell them about the survivors. Remember the sounds we heard from below.”


  Oscar’s expression turned bitter, the weight of responsibility settling visibly on his shoulders.


  “If it seems like they’re reluctant to rescue the survivors,” she continued, “please tell the vice-commander to honor the promise he made during the extermination mission. Remind him that he agreed to support me once, and tell him that my request is to rescue the victims.”


  Someone had to reach the safe zone where the palace and the Papal Office stood.


  And if something goes wrong, she added silently to herself, it should be Leon Berg who dies, not Oscar.


  Oscar looked between Leon and Veronica with sorrowful eyes, then bowed his head in resignation.


  “It’s decided then,” Leon said, straightening up from his leaning position with fluid grace.


  Veronica strapped Oscar’s scabbard to her waist and slid the sword in place. It was time to move.


  * * *


  “I’ll pray for you and the baby,” Veronica told Hannah, bidding her farewell. “Stay calm no matter what, all right? Watch for the gaps between the stones.”


  When she deliberately mentioned the child, a spark of life returned to Hannah’s eyes. Veronica forced her stiff lips into what she hoped resembled a smile, then turned to leave without waiting for a response.


  “Veronica.”


  A voice raw from weeping held her feet in place. Veronica turned slowly to see Hannah looking at her with eyes like wells of sorrow.


  “What you did earlier… thank you,” Hannah whispered.


  Veronica remained silent, feeling undeserving of gratitude.


  “Thank you for holding me and telling me I wasn’t alone.”


  “…It was nothing.”


  “About the baby,” Hannah began, her voice catching on the word. She paused, swallowing hard before continuing. “If it’s a boy, I’m thinking of naming him Felix, and if it’s a girl… Veronica.”


  Veronica couldn’t speak.


  “Either way,” Hannah continued with newfound strength, “the child will live a happy life.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened. A molten ache surged through her chest—an emotion too raw, too profound to be captured by a word as hollow as “moved.”


  I don’t deserve this, not after what I’ve done in Asseldorf.


  Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, and the face of Hannah’s mother flashed before her mind’s eye. She had no right to accept such gratitude. Yet she found no justification to refuse this gift either.


  Her lips trembled with unspoken words before she finally bowed her head and turned away. The escape plan was simple enough; Hannah and Oscar would flee once she and Leon had drawn the Bahamuts away and the area was safe.


  Veronica recalled the sacred image of God, holding a longsword in one hand and a dagger in the other. The Lord’s gaze always fell upon the smaller, weaker blade.


  So if only one of our two groups can receive Your divine protection, let it be Hannah and Oscar.


  “We will meet again,” she vowed.


  As Leon stepped onto the jagged rocks and began climbing, Veronica tilted her head back to study the shattered ceiling above. The predawn air kissed her skin with icy lips. In the distant east, the sky was beginning to light up with the sun.


  “My ankle might slow us down,” she admitted as Leon reached down, his hand extended toward her. “I apologize in advance.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” he replied, his arm briefly encircling her waist as he pulled her up. “If it gets too annoying, I’ll just throw you over my shoulder and run.”


  “You’re making jokes even now?” she asked, incredulous.


  “Does it sound like I’m joking?”


  He set her down on the rock and drew his sword in one fluid motion, without warning. Veronica flinched as a Bahamut that had lunged silently toward her face was cleaved diagonally. Had he really taken the time to lift her up so calmly while the enemy was closing in?


  “If you start the slaughter now, we won’t slip away quietly,” she hissed.


  “I thought the plan was to lure them away in the first place.”


  “Yes, but I planned to get as far from here as possible before executing it,” she insisted, frustration edging her voice.


  Veronica’s complaints died in her throat when her gaze locked with a Bahamut rolling its crimson eye toward her. A chill ran down her spine as her hand instinctively drew her sword. Oscar’s blade felt unnaturally heavy in her grip, the hilt slick with nervous sweat.


  “Crush the heart,” Leon instructed, his back pressed against hers as they formed a defensive stance. “Focus only on that.”


  At that moment, the Bahamut, whose gaze had locked with hers, froze unnaturally still, then launched itself skyward with explosive force. Veronica swung her sword almost reflexively, her body responding with the kind of speed that her mind couldn’t process—just as she had practiced countless times. Her limbs moved in a deadly dance, muscle memory guiding each strike.


  Will my blade even pierce their flesh without holy power? she wondered desperately. Can it penetrate the aura surrounding their corrupted forms?


  Time stretched like honey as the trajectory of her sword and the Bahamut’s leap unfolded in agonizing slowness. Just before contact, the air rippled like disturbed water, and her blade tip pierced through the center of the disturbance. With a sickening crunch, blood erupted in a crimson fountain as her sword impaled the creature’s pulsing red eye. Reality snapped back to normal speed with jarring suddenness.


  “I don’t know who taught you,” Leon observed, “but your form is flawless.”


  Veronica caught her breath. “I taught myself. By the way, where are we heading?”


  “The return journey will be too hard if we stray too far to the outskirts,” Leon replied, scanning the horizon. “See that church?”


  “The one with the open door? Yes, I see it.”


  “Run there,” he commanded. “Now.”


  Their conversation ended abruptly as the scattered Bahamuts began turning their eyes toward the two humans who had suddenly materialized in their hunting grounds. Every five steps brought a fresh attack. Who faced which monster depended solely on the direction of approach. Though Leon’s blade swung more frequently than hers, Veronica found no respite during their deadly sprint either.


  Slice, cleave, thrust, and parry. When the tension coiled within her reached its breaking point, Veronica calculated the distance between their position and where Hannah and Oscar waited. Then she opened her mind fully, channeling the power she’d used during the extermination mission.


  Look. The human who has been spying on your kind stands before you. I know you’ve been looking for me.


  Her call resonated with greater force than she’d anticipated. Even the creatures scavenging for survivors below abandoned their search, dislodging piles of rubble with clatters as they rose. Their collective gaze converged on her like a physical weight. The Bahamuts stared, their scarlet irises pulsating—expanding, and contracting like the beating of a grotesque heart. The sensation mirrored her initial corruption. As one, they surged toward her.


  Her blood boiled in her veins, scalding her from within. The connection allowed her to anticipate their movements a heartbeat before they struck. Blood, slaughter, hunger, thirst—her mind became a chaotic maelstrom of primal urges. She killed and killed and killed again. At some point, a distant warning flared in her consciousness, but it was already too late to heed it. Her awareness dimmed. She couldn’t even be certain they were still heading toward the church. The world drowned in crimson. The azure sky and pristine clouds remained distinguishable only by subtle variations in their bloody hue.


  “What’s happening?” she gasped. “Everything’s bathed in red… Do you see it too?”


  Veronica turned around and felt panic surge through her. The companion she’d addressed had vanished without a trace. She stood utterly alone.


  “Leon!” Her cry echoed unanswered across the blood-soaked landscape.


  She forced herself to look ahead once more—and screamed. Standing mere inches away was her perfect mirror image, including the glowing crimson eyes that burned. Terror, unlike anything she had ever known, paralyzed her. Why did seeing her own face inspire greater horror than any monster?


  Perhaps because it threatened the very essence of self, the sanctity of unique existence.


  When she swung her blade, a sickening thud accompanied the severing of her doppelgänger’s head. It rolled across the ground as the body crumpled lifelessly. Witnessing her own death proved more horrifying than she could have imagined. Veronica dropped her sword with trembling fingers and stumbled backward, only to collide with something solid.


  “Leon?”


  She whirled around, and her jaw fell slack with horror. What she had bumped against was yet another version of herself. To her front, back, left, right—identical Veronicas filled every inch of visible space. When she screamed in primal terror, they mirrored her exactly, their mouths stretching wide as they echoed her cry. They multiplied until they pressed against her, crushing the breath from her lungs. She couldn’t draw air into her constricted chest.


  Suffocating under the nightmarish pressure, she felt herself begin to dissolve, melting into a viscous horror. Every copy liquefied into crimson blood, flowing downward to pool at her feet.


  They were all becoming one.


  “Face. Soul. We want those too.”


  This was what it meant to be completely corrupted. In that terrible moment of clarity, Veronica understood perfectly why the Bahamuts had hunted her so relentlessly. Her research had yielded nothing because humans never knew the answers in the first place. All truth dwelt within the monsters themselves.


  Feeling their desperate, ancient thirst as her own, Veronica clutched her chest painfully. Tears streamed down her face.


  Oh, you are…


  Her consciousness sank into the molten lake of blood.


  * * *


  “We’ve bought enough time,” Leon barked. “Snap out of it. Now.”


  Leon realized something was terribly wrong when they reached the church.


  She didn’t seem to hear him. Instead, she suddenly dropped her sword with a jarring clatter and collapsed into a defensive crouch. Violent tremors wracked her frame. Something was wrong.


  After cleaving through a Bahamut that lunged toward them like an avalanche, he seized her shoulders and shook her roughly. What he saw chilled his blood—her eyes pulsating like beating hearts. She was staring into some distant nightmare, as if she was about to depart to some unknowable realm.


  He recognized these symptoms; these were the frenzied eyes of someone in the final stages of corruption. He knew he should never have agreed to this cursed plan.


  Leon hoisted her limp form onto his shoulder and gripped his sword with his free hand. Slaughtering the relentless tide of Bahamuts with mechanical precision, he fought his way into the church. Once inside, he laid her on the floor and shut the heavy door.


  Even as the massive door closed with an ominous creak, the creatures hurled themselves against it with mindless determination. Through the stained glass windows, he glimpsed their twisted bodies pressing against the colored panes. Though the church was surprisingly sturdy for a remote outpost, even the Grand Cathedral’s hallowed walls couldn’t withstand such an onslaught indefinitely.


  With practiced efficiency, Leon parted her pale lips and forced his breath into her lungs. He had done the same in the inferno of their last battle. The crucial difference now was that the woman—as motionless as a doll—gave no response at all. She remained frozen with eyes and mouth agape, not a muscle twitching in response. Meanwhile, the impacts against the door grew more thunderous.


  



  “Don’t you ever forget. Both my name and the fact that I didn’t want to die.”


  



  With that haunting recollection piercing his heart like a blade, Leon snarled, “You think I’d let you die? After everything?”


  The truth was that a kiss was the most superficial means of transferring holy power. Leon knew exactly what ritual would save her. It was also the ultimate taboo, the greatest corruption a priest could commit—an act that could never receive divine forgiveness.


  Surrounded by the demonic horde pounding at the door, he reached toward the collar of her garment. But his fingers halted mid-air. This wasn’t merely abandoning his sacred vows. This act would negate his entire existence, everything he had built his life upon.


  



  “Forget everything that came before. From this day forward, your name is…”


  



  The Fourth Commandment stated that creation could only be performed by God’s hands. Any child born without God’s blessing received the surname “Berg.” Leon, more than anyone, knew this very well.


  “Damn it all,” Leon growled, slamming his fist against the floor beside her head.


  Just then, the church door exploded inward with a deafening roar. From the threshold, an enormous shadow loomed over them both. The creature stood more than twice the height of a man, its joints protruding grotesquely as if its skin had been stretched too tightly over its skeletal frame. In its massive hand, it was holding…


  Leon slowly turned his head. The Bahamut’s tilted face hovered in front of his eyes.


  It was the First Bahamut.


  A suffocating silence hung between them. Leon lowered his gaze to the creature’s hand.


  As expected, a sword identical to his own Apocalypse radiated a blinding divine light. It was Genesis—one of the two sacred blades of legend. That weapon had likely been what shattered the city walls with such terrifying ease as well.


  Leon’s laughter was cold and mirthless. He slowly ran his hand across his face, steeling himself. He met the Bahamut’s gaze unflinchingly as the creature tilted its head toward him. A reunion in a church—it felt like some cosmic joke orchestrated by a cruel deity.


  On the crimson carpet of the desecrated church, Leon sat between the woman and the demon, his voice slicing through the silence.


  “It’s been a while,” he drawled. “This is our third meeting already—do you even remember?”


  Though the Bahamut possessed both a head and a mouth, it offered no response. Leon, who hadn’t expected one anyway, gripped his sword and rose to his feet. The veins on his hand that clutched the twin of the Bahamut’s blade bulged prominently.


  “I should thank you for saving me the hunt,” he said. “How considerate of you to bring yourself to the slaughter.”


  The two divine swords had never gone up against each other before. After all, Mecklenburg had been both his biological father and commander. But given the opportunity, Leon would never have shied away from a confrontation.


  “I wonder,” he mused darkly, “which of us God truly favors.”


  God opened His merciful eyes toward only one sword in battle. That was why, since ancient times, duels had been considered divine judgment—the ultimate arbiter of truth.


  Apocalypse, unleashed without warning, collided with its twin in a shower of sparks. A shockwave of power expanded in a perfect circle around the two blades. Leon’s cloak and hair whipped violently in the wind, and the church’s stained glass windows shattered with a thunderous crash.


  Leon’s eyes narrowed to predatory slits. He’d dismissed it as his imagination at first, but now he saw it clearly—from the expert grip technique to the precise slashing form, the Bahamut handled the sword like a human warrior. No, more precisely, like…


  Leon’s gaze darted briefly to Veronica lying behind him. Was this the influence of her corruption with the creature? If so, that might be his salvation. Her swordsmanship was rigidly faithful to the basics. With just a bit more complexity, fatal openings would appear in movements burdened by unnecessary flourishes.


  Sparks erupted from the frantically colliding blades like angry fireflies. Leon increased his speed, pressing his advantage with merciless precision. And there—an opening revealed itself.


  He parried the creature’s heavy downward strike with brutal force, deflecting it upward before driving his blade deep into its abdomen. As he’d calculated, the Bahamut missed its chance to evade. The sensation of piercing its leathery hide transmitted through his arm with sickening clarity.


  “Ah, urgh…”


  That was the moment when Veronica’s pained moan shattered his concentration.


  The sound from behind was barely audible, yet it struck his heart like a thunderbolt. As Leon froze, the Bahamut’s blood-red eyes glanced downward.


  Damn it all to hell.


  He fought to wrench his sword free from the creature’s abdomen, but precious seconds had already slipped away. The deeply embedded blade refused to yield.


  He finally managed to extract his sword after a moment, just as a thick, grotesque leg crashed into his side. With a burst of excruciating pain, Leon was sent flying, slamming violently into a church pew.


  Coughing, he violently spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor. Leon wiped his lips with his free hand as he struggled to his feet. The foul stench of his own blood and the familiar embrace of pain made him grin with savage irony. The world around him began to blur into the sandy desert of Tyran. But instead of the corpses of his fallen comrades, he saw the woman lying vulnerable on the dunes where the merciless sand winds howled. She looked like a pure sacrifice laid upon a holy altar.


  His blood ran cold when he saw her with her eyes closed, her soft moans of pain cutting through the chaos. He couldn’t let her become collateral damage. He needed to keep the battle away from her.


  No, what difference would it make? Leon thought. If the Bahamut dies, she dies too. Didn’t I enter this battle knowing the price all along?


  



  “Go ahead and defend yourself if you feel wronged. Tell me you don’t know anything. Tell me you never deceived me. Tell me I won’t die when the First Bahamut dies.”


  



  Her sorrowful accusation reverberated through the chambers of his mind.


  Yes, he had known the truth from the beginning. He had extended his hand to her despite that knowledge. She was a means to an end, a sacrifice for the greater cause. But…


  Just then, as he took one desperate step toward her, the Bahamut—blood cascading from its abdomen—suddenly reached out for the woman. It lifted her high above its head as if offering her to some unseen god, then tilted its head back and stretched its maw impossibly wide. And then…


  Leon’s heart stopped dead in his chest. His thoughts stopped. He kicked off the ground with all his might, but it was too late—far too late. In that same terrible instant, the previously silent horde of Bahamuts surged forward like a tidal wave of nightmares. Hundreds poured through the broken door and shattered windows. Leon slashed through those blocking his path with desperate fury.


  The entire world looked devoid of color, leaving only the stark, terrible image of the Bahamut devouring Veronica burned into his vision with perfect clarity.


  With its head still tilted back, the creature abandoned its sword to use both hands to push her down its gullet. Leon had witnessed Bahamuts feed countless times before, but the sight of Veronica being consumed whole was a thousand times more horrifying than their usual habit of tearing off heads.


  Her dangling arms and her face disappeared into the creature’s pulsating pink membrane. As the Bahamut’s throat undulated with sickening rhythm, the gills where its ears should have been flapped wetly.


  When it lowered its head after swallowing her whole, Leon heard something vital shatter inside his chest like brittle glass.


  A razor-sharp madness flashed in his eyes as his sanity crumbled away. In that moment, he understood perfectly Veronica’s words about wanting to ruin him. He surrendered himself to the ruined, feral thing that clawed its way out from within him.


  With each horizontal sweep of his blade, blood from dozens of creatures erupted in a crimson mist. Viscous gore and chunks of flesh clung to his armor, yet still they charged at him as though they didn’t fear death at all. They swarmed from every direction, forming a sea of monstrous forms. Among the creatures filling his vision, the last face of It that Leon glimpsed was a nightmare of torn lips and exposed teeth, its gums gleaming wetly, and two pulsing crimson eyes that burned.


  Die. Die. Just die.


  * * *


  With each labored step, bloody footprints marked the pristine white stones. His longsword dragged between his stumbling footsteps with the mournful scrape of metal on stone, and his arms hung uselessly.


  One of his arms was shattered beyond recognition, and several of his ribs had been cracked as well. Minor wounds weren’t even worth cataloging. Yet the most excruciating torment was the price his body paid for channeling such vast amounts of life force—it felt like his internal organs were dissolving like wax over flame, his bones crumbling to dust from within.


  Leon assessed the life force he had recklessly consumed. He had once expected to live until forty, but now? He’d be fortunate to survive three more years before his body collapsed entirely.


  When he bent to cough, blood erupted from his lungs in viscous clots. Leon hunched over, bracing himself against the unyielding ground. Blood stretched in glistening strands from his lips before breaking apart. Such unbridled power hadn’t coursed through him since the incident at Tyran.


  From the church he had left to his current position, Bahamut corpses lay piled like mountains. He’d killed hundreds, perhaps thousands of them—a massacre of biblical proportions, executed by a single reckless, desperate man.


  He had surrendered to the beast within himself. His blood-soaked memories came in fragments. The only moment preserved with crystal clarity was Veronica being consumed by the Bahamut. Leon kept rewinding his memories to before the Bahamut had entered, cycling through possibilities with maddening futility. He should have lain with her. No, he should have ignored her entirely and slaughtered the creature without hesitation.


  No, all wrong. He should have simply taken her hand and fled this cursed place.


  But where could they possibly have gone? The wilderness? The endless sea?


  She had been marked for death from the beginning. Had he truly deluded himself into believing their peaceful journey could continue forever? Had he dared to hope the inevitable end might be postponed?


  Discovering the bitter irony of his own contradictions, Leon let out a hollow laugh. He stared down at the blood dripping steadily from his face, forming a growing pool at his feet. He couldn’t tell whether his reflection appeared crimson because of the blood coating his features or simply because the pool itself was already red.


  She was dead. Devoured before his very eyes while he stood helpless.


  Now there was no one to shed tears for him, no one to whisper words of affection. That gentle warmth as she held him in her delicate embrace, comforting him when no comfort should have been possible—gone forever.


  Noticing several pairs of feet surrounding the blood pool, he slowly raised his head. The comrades he had failed at Tyran stood before him. They offered no words of comfort or absolution. How could they? Everything—all of it—was his fault.


  “That wasn’t your fault.”


  As if contradicting his self-condemnation, Veronica’s voice welled up from the depths of his soul. Leon blinked slowly, his mind struggling through the fog of pain. It was unmistakably her voice, but he couldn’t place when he had heard those words.


  “Sometimes I wished someone would say that to me,” her remembered voice continued, soft as a caress. “That it’s okay, that surviving alone was enough.”


  Oh, it was that day. The day I took the princess’s elixir, and ran into her in my delirium.


  He must have confessed the horrors of Tyran during those gaps in his memory. Though only her words of disdain remained etched in his mind, it seemed Veronica had shown him tenderness even while speaking harsh truths. She had embraced his broken form and shared her warmth—something no other soul had ever offered him. She had called his name with gentleness when all he deserved was contempt.


  



  “Like anyone else, I wanted to live. Even after everything I’ve been through. There were so many things I wanted to do afterward. I… I believed that after all this was over, I could build something with you, too. Like a fool.”


  



  “…As if that would’ve been possible,” Leon murmured to himself, a bitter smile twisting his lips. With each pained smile, thin rivulets of blood trickled from the corners of his mouth.


  



  “Don’t you ever forget. Both my name and the fact that I didn’t want to die.”


  



  She must have spat those words as some form of revenge, a curse to haunt his remaining days. Yet Leon thought names held no true power. Names were merely labels, necessary only when distinction was required. To him, she would simply be “the woman”—because she was the only woman who had ever mattered. Original sin and salvation were different names for the same irreplaceable soul who had touched his heart.


  Kneeling in the blood that mirrored her crimson eyes, Leon finally confronted the truth he had been denying: he loved her.
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  “You know, they say camellia flowers bloom three times. Once on the tree, once when they fall to the ground, and once in the heart of the person who witnesses their descent. I suppose that’s because the blossom falls off intact—the whole flower falls at once.


  “But you know, I pity the camellias. Even when their stems are completely severed, they bloom on, unaware they’ve been abandoned by the tree. Why are you laughing? Are you patronizing me again? But it’s true. I mourn their death—so beautiful, yet so unaware of their fate.”


  * * *


  Leon forced his leaden eyelids open. An ornate ceiling adorned with luxurious gilded moldings swam into focus. Reality returned with crushing weight—he had somehow made it beyond the barrier.


  He had dragged his shattered body to the hastily constructed military barrier long after purging the area of Bahamuts. With useless legs trailing behind him like deadweight, he had reported his grim accomplishment to the Holy Knight Order. Their faces had blanched with horror at the sight of him as he demanded treatment. Though his divinely blessed body would eventually mend itself, having his shattered bones properly set would speed the process. The church, ever glorifying martyrdom, had generously offered him this bed to recover in.


  Despite his bone-deep exhaustion, the searing pain refused to grant him the mercy of unconsciousness. While being treated, Leon had learned about Karta’s dire situation. As he’d anticipated, the Pope and the emperor had abandoned northern Karta the moment the landslide began. The barrier had been cobbled together from building debris, forming a horizontal line connecting the imperial palace and Papal Office—sacrificing half the city to protect the privileged half.


  “Don’t let it weigh too heavily on you, though,” Heinz said, his gruff voice cutting through Leon’s thoughts. “The rescue efforts are proceeding with remarkable efficiency. Surely you don’t believe the church and the imperial family are the only powers with influence in Karta?”


  Heinz, who had come to visit Leon, was desperately trying to rekindle hope in his friend, thinking that Leon’s despair was for the abandoned refugees.


  But while despair indeed gripped Leon’s heart, Heinz had misunderstood its source. Leon cared nothing for the disaster recovery efforts. Like a man possessed, his thoughts circled obsessively around one woman—the woman he had failed to save, now preserved like a specimen in frozen twilight.


  Hearing phantom bell tolls echoing from dusk-tinted memories, Leon slowly blinked, forcing himself back to the present.


  “Powers governing Karta… you mean the nobility?” he asked, voice hollow.


  “Indeed,” Heinz replied. “Among the Holy City’s nobles, many learned duty before they learned corruption. The Marquis of Kaltenze, Count Wittelsbach—practically all nobility south of the Winter River have thrown open their storehouses and are personally leading relief efforts for the displaced.”


  Heinz spoke with the unmistakable pride of a nobleman discussing noblesse oblige.


  If this fertile realm had depended solely on those two power-hungry parasites—the Pope and the emperor—Kaisenmier would have crumbled ages ago. Leon recalled the many steadfast nobles and knights he’d encountered while preparing for the Bahamut incursion.


  Individual humans may be frail, but humanity as a whole possessed formidable strength. It wasn’t wise to fall into the trap of thinking that you were fighting alone like some tragic hero from a bard’s tale. Stories didn’t always reflect reality, and no tragedy could be overcome by a single person. Countless souls fought in shadows where glory never reached.


  “Your contribution outshines all others, of course,” Heinz continued. “Reports say not a single Bahamut remains at any recovery site. Truly masterful work. That kind of wholesale slaughter… Your reputation among the rank and file soldiers has become almost mythical…”


  Leon gazed out the window, letting Heinz’s praise wash over him unheeded. The half-collapsed spires of Blasen and the devastated cityscape presented a tableau of desolation.


  Bahamuts knew no fear. If every last one of those abominations had fled the ruins they’d been scavenging, it wasn’t Leon’s accomplishment—it was Veronica’s. It had truly been searching for her. Perhaps it had sensed her dangerous potential, or perhaps…


  No. Impossible. Leon ruthlessly crushed the hypothesis forming in his mind. In all his years, he’d never encountered any credible record of divine essence dwelling within a human vessel in any monastery across the continent.


  “At any rate, that’s the situation outside these walls,” Heinz concluded. “Anything else you’re curious about?”


  “Oscar Berg’s whereabouts,” Leon said flatly, the words leaving his lips as though fulfilling an obligation. In truth, he cared little about Oscar or Hannah’s well-being. It was simply the information Veronica would have wanted.


  “Oscar Berg?” Heinz’s brow furrowed momentarily before recognition dawned. “Oh, him? With the flood of refugees pouring in, I’m not privy to details about His Holiness’s guards. I’ll inquire whether he’s made it across the barrier.”


  “Don’t you have pressing matters to attend to?” Leon said, dismissal evident in his tone. “You should go now.”


  Heinz seemed to finally perceive Leon’s desire for solitude. He scratched his head as he studied Leon propped against the bedpost.


  “Forgive me for disturbing your rest,” he said awkwardly. “Can you lie down unassisted?”


  “Why, offering to join me?”


  Heinz’s mouth fell open, apparently at a loss for words.


  “Get out,” Leon said, his lips twitching in a ghost of a smile. “I’m not an old man who needs a nursemaid.”


  After the barbed joke, Leon turned away from Heinz’s well-intentioned parting words about recovery.


  When the door finally clicked shut, the chamber plunged back into silence. Leon held his breath, attempting to make the stillness absolute. Yet his enhanced senses betrayed him—in his ears, the sounds of bones knitting and internal tissues regenerating gnawed like insects burrowing beneath bark. Slowly releasing his held breath, he raised his uninjured hand to shield his eyes.


  With the slightest lapse in concentration, his thoughts inevitably gravitated back to her. The helpless swaying of her neck, her face repeatedly vanishing into that membranous horror—it was a nightmarish loop playing endlessly in his mind. He tormented himself thinking up dozens of scenarios where she might have survived. It was utterly pointless, of course. He had failed her. His rigid adherence to his convictions had condemned her to death. Regret for every unspoken feeling strangled him like a garrote. His breath caught painfully, as though he was being punished for keeping his heart locked away.


  At the very least, he should have thanked her for loving someone as broken as himself.


  Whenever his eyelids fell, he saw her waiting barefoot outside his inn room door. She had fearlessly thrown herself into his life, again and again, with every ounce of her being.


  The bell in a nearby tower tolled, announcing the barrier’s opening. Another wave of desperate refugees must have arrived.


  They said sound served as a warehouse for memories. The bell’s resonance flung open the doors to his recollections—Veronica awkwardly gripping a sword during her first lesson, her face radiant with joy when he presented her with custom-fitted armor, and…


  The brief yet endless time they’d spent together was lodged in his heart like shrapnel. He remembered her sending him off at dawn and greeting his return after twilight. It had been the first genuine warmth of concern he’d ever experienced. Now he understood with painful clarity that she had tried to become family to him—he who had never known what family meant—by sharing meals, quarters, and breaths.


  He had gravitated toward her warmth like a man seeking the sun, never realizing his flesh was burning, and foolishly believing he was the one using her warmth rather than being consumed by it.


  “Does it hurt terribly?”


  Leon slowly opened his eyes. Veronica sat beside his bed. Though his mind screamed that it was impossible, he stared at her, entranced. When she reached toward his face, he instinctively grabbed her wrist, desperate to prevent her from vanishing again. In that instant, the enchanting visage with raven hair and ruby eyes morphed into the golden-haired, blue-eyed princess. Leon’s expression twisted with revulsion as he released her hand.


  “How delightful to see the fierce Bahamut Hunter weeping with that savage face,” Princess Johanna purred, her lips curving into a smile. Not a trace of embarrassment crossed her features as she surveyed Leon’s battered body with undisguised satisfaction. “Had I known you were suffering so exquisitely, I would have made this little visit much sooner.”


  Leon’s face hardened into an expressionless mask as he regarded her coldly. Her countenance was inappropriately radiant for someone standing amidst catastrophe. She behaved like someone who had long prayed for Karta’s downfall. He had always known the reason for her twisted personality and perverted sadism, but had feigned ignorance and indulged her because Veronica had been her hostage. But now Karta lay in ruins, and the time for such political niceties had passed.


  “Wouldn’t His Imperial Majesty benefit more from Your Highness’s comforting presence?” he asked.


  A princess without succession rights typically served as an expensive diplomatic bargaining chip. Yet Princess Johanna, well past marriageable age, had remained in the imperial palace even at thirty. The official explanation was that the Kaisenmier imperial family cherished their only daughter due to the rarity of females, but…


  “What exactly are you implying?” Her voice carried a dangerous edge.


  “Surely, standing beside him during such hardship is the proper repayment for receiving his special ‘favor’ day and night,” Leon replied.


  Johanna’s face contorted hideously. Her lips trembled violently as her carefully guarded secret lay exposed.


  Leon’s mouth curled into a contemptuous half-smile. This was the ugly truth behind the noble blue blood. The Pope and the knight commander had raised their bastards in the church, while the supposedly pious emperor had committed the most abominable sin imaginable.


  “How dare you…”


  It was fitting that the imperial family would be cast from paradise soon, as punishment for all the sins they had committed. Too much prosperity had festered for too long in Karta’s gilded halls.


  “Do you wish to kill me, Your Highness?” Leon asked, calmly goading her. “Please, indulge yourself. Feel free to use my sword if you want.”


  He watched her trembling fists with detached amusement. The princess’s eyes narrowed to slits before suddenly widening as realization dawned. A sharp, unhinged laugh burst from her throat.


  “I just realized why you’re being so insolent today,” she said, eyes glittering with malice. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”


  Leon said nothing.


  “What a pity. I should have torn that wretched creature to bloody ribbons with my own hands.”


  This time, it was Leon who froze. The princess leaned closer, her face twisted with such maniacal glee that it was impossible to reconcile with the gentle, affectionate mask she typically wore.


  “Tell me, Sir Berg,” she whispered conspiratorially, “do you know what your precious monster’s final wish was?”


  As her lips drew nearer, the cloying scent of roses assaulted his nostrils. Her sapphire eyes widened unnaturally, bulging with barely contained madness.


  “Migration to the wilderness,” she revealed. “She begged me to suggest it to His Imperial Majesty. Can you guess what I did instead?”


  Johanna no longer resembled anything human. Her bulging eyes, nearly popping from their sockets, mirrored those of the deranged.


  “I warned you,” she snarled, “that you’d regret stepping through that door.”


  Her lips, corrupted by the taste of victory, delivered the final blow.


  “Kaisenmier ends here. This bloated empire should have collapsed long ago.”


  As suddenly as it had appeared, the madness vanished. The princess straightened abruptly, her face resuming its practiced, porcelain perfection. She offered him a flawless smile.


  “Well then, Sir Berg, I pray for your swift recovery. Since humble prayer is all I can offer, I shall proceed to the temple to beseech God on your behalf.”


  The princess turned with a graceful pivot, gliding away with elegant yet skin-crawling steps. The lady-in-waiting stationed behind her seemed desperate to communicate something to Leon, but when she caught the princess’s glacial gaze, she hastily bowed her head and opened the door.


  Catastrophe loomed on the horizon.


  * * *


  So the woman’s final wish was to migrate to the wilderness.


  Leon’s head throbbed with pain. What had once been merely difficult now seemed virtually impossible, thanks to the princess’s determination to interfere.


  Exhaustion weighed on him as he stared through the window at the gathering darkness, envisioning the war and chaos that would soon engulf Karta. He wasn’t really seeing anything—his eyes simply needed somewhere to rest while his mind wandered. In this void of feeling and sensation, only his body continued its stubborn existence, muscles tensing and relaxing against his will as it healed itself, like a prisoner enduring torture.


  Outside, wails of mourning mingled with the solemn prayers of priests. The consecration rites from the cemetery carried clearly through the still air.


  Divine Law dictated that bodies with lingering souls must be buried or burned within a day of death. Recovering all the bodies would have been a grim task, but most already lay naturally entombed beneath the rubble. The bereaved receiving consecration prayers would now observe the sacred seven-day mourning period. Seven days—seemingly long, yet cruelly brief for bidding farewell to someone cherished.


  Scenes of tragedy were nothing new to Leon. When he first became a knight and rode through blood-soaked battlefields, death had greeted him at every turn. He’d personally conducted countless funeral rites, too. Yet today, the lamentations pierced him with unbearable clarity.


  His thoughts turned to the woman who’d been neither buried nor burned.


  She had been devoured like an animal. Who would mourn her?


  As far as he knew, Veronica had no family or friends left in this world. Bayern had burned to ashes, and Karta had crumbled to dust. The only souls remaining, besides himself, were Oscar and the woman named Hannah—both with uncertain fates.


  A human life had vanished, with no one to mark its passing. No one to inform, no one to gather in remembrance. The loneliness of it cut deeper than any blade. Such a desolate end seemed a cruel mockery for someone who had burned so brightly in life.


  A knock at the door shattered his dark thoughts. Assuming it was a nun with his evening meal, he offered no response. The door creaked open cautiously. Whoever had entered drew in a startled breath, apparently thinking the room’s silent occupant was asleep.


  Leon turned, his brow furrowing as he recognized Princess Johanna’s lady-in-waiting—the same one who had left his chamber earlier.


  “Oh, um, excuse me, sir…” she stammered.


  “State your business,” he said curtly, cutting off any potential rambling. The lady-in-waiting shifted nervously from foot to foot.


  “I had intended to leave this if the room was empty…”


  He noticed she was clutching something. When his gaze fell to her hands, she seemed to gather her courage and spoke with sudden urgency.


  “It’s something the Corrupted left behind. The chambermaid found it while tending the bedchambers.”


  At the mention of the Corrupted, Leon’s previously indifferent gaze sharpened instantly.


  Perhaps sensing his suspicion that this might be one of Johanna’s traps, the lady-in-waiting hastily continued, “I struggled with what to do. My duty would be to deliver it to Her Highness, but upon examining it, I found it was a letter with the recipient’s name clearly inscribed.”


  With each word, the absurdity of her actions became more apparent. If Johanna discovered this betrayal, her fury would be legendary. Leon studied the woman’s face carefully before speaking, his voice low.


  “What proof do you have that this was left by the Corrupted?”


  “I have no proof, but…” She swallowed hard. “When I heard of her death, I felt compelled to honor her final wishes. As you must know, Princess Johanna never gave the Corrupted a moment’s peace…”


  She glanced toward the devastation visible through the window, her lips trembling as she continued.


  “Even though I was only following orders, I participated in those… those cruelties. I wish to atone. Yesterday, I happened upon a verse in the holy texts about the final days drawing near, and it strengthened my resolve.”


  Leon’s eyes narrowed. It seemed as if even those blind to the truth were beginning to sense death’s approach.


  He had no desire to condemn her late repentance. Instead, he needed to know something else.


  “What did the princess do to her?”


  “Well…”


  “I’m not looking to hold you accountable. Consider it a final courtesy—tell me what happened.”


  The lady-in-waiting watched him like prey before a predator—behavior unbecoming of nobility. It seemed a habit formed from serving under Johanna’s volatile command. Suddenly, her face drained of color; she shook her head and simply extended the letter with a trembling hand.


  A weight settled in Leon’s chest. In truth, he knew little about Veronica’s fate after she had entered the palace. He had seen only her elaborately adorned. Had she endured the same torments at the palace that she had suffered at the Papal Office? Though she had made her choice, it was Leon who had introduced her to the princess. All her suffering could be traced back to him.


  As he accepted the letter, the lady-in-waiting gave a slight nod and retreated swiftly. She clearly feared being questioned further. Leon watched the door close before slowly lowering his gaze to the crumpled parchment in his hands.


  



  Not-So-Dear Leon Berg,


  



  The moment he saw the familiar handwriting, heat rushed up his neck as though someone had poured liquid fire down his spine. Having studied the records she wrote of her visions countless times, he couldn’t help but recognize her script.


  



  Now that I’m actually writing this letter, I find myself at a loss for how to begin. I never had any friends living far enough away to write letters to, and with you as the recipient, anything I write feels hopelessly awkward.


  



  So please forgive my rambling. Not everyone possesses the gift of eloquence. And parchment isn’t exactly abundant enough for multiple drafts. I’m broke, and this sheet is a treasured prize I stole from the palace reception room.


  



  I’m told that in situations like this, people resort to discussing the weather, so I’ll describe the view from my window. The sky is brilliantly clear, with pure white clouds. Being the first day of the Foundation Festival, the entire city buzzes with excitement.


  



  That’s right. I don’t know when you’ll read these words, but today marks the beginning of the Foundation Festival—a celebration I’ve never particularly enjoyed.


  



  After my mother died, I developed a distaste for the Festival. All my friends would go with their parents, enjoying treats and festivities, while my father hated such boisterous atmospheres. When I came of age, I could attend with friends, but somehow the magic that had once enchanted my young self had faded.


  



  A common story, isn’t it? How experience numbs us to wonder.


  



  But would you understand if I told you I’m filled with anticipation once more? The truth is, I recently discovered that my remaining time is painfully limited. Strangely, that revelation has made every moment seem more vivid and clear. I’ve come to recognize how precious each heartbeat is—time I once carelessly let slip away.


  



  By now, you understand. Whatever concerns you might have had, know that running away has never crossed my mind.


  



  I’ve never run away from anything in my life. Not when dancing left my feet broken and mangled, not when I stood alone watching my father hold my half-sibling’s hand at the Festival. I pushed myself beyond human limits in practice and never stopped trying to earn even a glimmer of my father’s attention.


  



  Perhaps, as I mentioned before, surrender simply isn’t in my nature. So even now, I find myself foolishly wondering who will accompany you to the Festival this year.


  



  Death comes for us all eventually. Just because I’ve encountered life’s final adversary earlier than most doesn’t mean I’ll turn and run. Though I have some regrets, of course.


  



  Beyond this point, the writing was obscured by smears of black ink. Scattered among the darkness, place names like Whiteland and Black Forest remained partially legible—perhaps destinations she had longed to visit. Leon stared at the five lines obliterated by darkness. Traces of moisture had spread across the ink—tears shed as she’d erased dreams she knew would never come true.


  



  So it’s fine, really. I’ll embrace my descent with grace. Ah, how strange—rambling about trivial matters like the weather has naturally led me to what I truly wanted to say. It’s about my death, and my final request.


  



  Did you know? In the First Land, they believed that a person’s true lifespan existed in the memories of others. As long as someone remembers you, you continue to live and breathe eternally within their thoughts.


  



  Last night, lying in bed, I wondered who might remember me after I’m gone, and in whose memories I would wish to live on.


  



  You were the only one who fit both criteria. Ironic, isn’t it? I harbor such deep hatred for you, but I can’t think of anyone else who would remember me longer than you would.


  



  Yes. I’ve taken this winding path just to say this one thing.


  



  My name is Veronica. Veronica Schwarzwald.


  



  They say names carry power, and mine was given with the hope that victory would follow me wherever I went. And true to my name, I will bring victory to humanity.


  



  You would likely never ask my name, even until the very end. But I needed to tell you. I wanted at least one person to know that I existed. Even if no epic poems are written about me, if one person remembers me throughout their lifetime, perhaps that’s not such a terrible legacy after all.


  



  The letter ended abruptly there. Judging by the blank space remaining and the lack of any closing, it seemed she had been interrupted while writing. Or perhaps she had written it with no intention of it ever reaching his hands.


  Leon set the parchment down carefully. With a steady hand, he reached for the goblet of wine beside him. The liquid that passed his parched throat might as well have been water for all he tasted.


  The lady-in-waiting had been wrong. This wasn’t a letter but a will—a final testament packed with dreams destined to remain unfulfilled.


  A bitter laugh escaped him before he dragged his hand across his face as if to wipe away his emotions. Ragged breaths tore from his chest.


  If she’d wanted to entrust her memory to someone, she should have chosen someone with a longer life ahead of them. If she truly hated him, she should have filled her last words with curses.


  Or perhaps this is the ultimate curse—leaving me to spiral into madness with nowhere to seek forgiveness.


  The snow-covered mountain of his resolve had collapsed. Spring had arrived, and the frozen fortress of his heart stood no chance against the thaw.


  * * *


  In the depths of the collapsed Blasen Mountains, a nameless cavern gaped like an open wound in the earth.


  A gill-bearing creature lumbered through the darkness. Though vaguely humanoid, it bent its massive frame to crawl on all fours. After pushing through the suffocating darkness, it halted where a solitary ray of light pierced the gloom and began to retch violently. Its retching sound came not from its vocal cords but from its intestines and esophagus churning in unnatural spasms.


  After prolonged heaving, a woman emerged amidst viscous saliva. Raven hair framed her porcelain-white face. She coughed and groaned weakly. The earless Bahamut, deaf to her distress, observed her stirring movements with primal satisfaction.


  It knew with absolute certainty that it had finally captured God.


  * * *


  When Veronica was young, her mother would often say:


  “Veni, you can achieve anything you dream of. Always remember that there’s no one in the world as special as you.”


  “Really? What about my friends? Are they ordinary?”


  “No, your friends are special too. Actually, everyone in the world is special and precious in their own way.”


  “That’s kind of meaningless, then. Mother, do you even understand what special means?”


  Had her mother laughed at those precocious, impertinent words, or had she attempted to elaborate further? Either way, Veronica now recognized it to be her mother’s way of encouraging her, meant to bolster her self-worth and infuse her with confidence.


  “You’re special,” her mother was saying. “You’re precious. You’re beautiful just as you are.”


  But didn’t even the stars twinkling in the heavens divide into brilliant constellations and forgotten specks of light? As Veronica grew older, she naturally came to understand that the world was like a many-leveled tower. The higher one resided, the more exceptional they were.


  People admired and envied those above, while simultaneously pitying and dismissing those below them, thinking, At least I’m better than them—and finding solace and fleeting happiness in such thoughts.


  It was because everyone was fundamentally different. No matter how close someone was to her, they could never be the same person. So it was impossible for them to celebrate her triumphs as much as she did. There were times when Veronica felt betrayed by friends who couldn’t fully empathize with her, but eventually she realized the crucial truth: that the “self” was humanity’s ultimate tragedy.


  How high must one climb to find true peace? How far must they ascend before they no longer wonder about the view from above, nor feel compelled to disparage that elevated world as nothing extraordinary? Then, would one be able to befriend only those on the same level, no longer forcing themselves to gaze downward for validation?


  If only everyone were the same. If only they all dwelt together at the pinnacle of the tower.


  “Then you wouldn’t have survived.”


  As the voice answered, the perfectly metaphorical tower tilted precariously, then collapsed catastrophically to the ground. Not a single soul survived.


  Veronica opened her eyes.


  “Oh…”


  A dull ache throbbed heavily in her stomach. As she attempted to probe for wounds, her arm rose halfway before freezing in place.


  A massive, unblinking eye stared at her from mere inches away. Holding her breath, she gazed back at the creature lying beside her, its head propped on its arm—a perfect mirror of her own position, not even a fingertip out of alignment.


  Icy tendrils of horror crawled across Veronica’s skin. Save for its hairless form and the gills that replaced its ears, the creature bore an uncanny resemblance to a human, which made its appearance all the more revolting.


  She raised my hand extremely slowly, as one might approach a feral beast. When she touched her stomach, the Bahamut mirrored her precisely, its hand following her movement in perfect synchronization.


  She could see no blood on her fingers. Just as she examined her palm, the Bahamut scrutinized its own in the same way. The sensation was so profoundly grotesque that it bordered on unbearable. Veronica recalled the haunting voice that had invaded her consciousness during the corruption process: “Face. Soul. We want those too.”


  The Bahamuts hungered for individual identity—to be different from the collective.


  After a suffocating tension, Veronica summoned her courage and drew a deep breath.


  “…I know what you want from me. I’ve read all your thoughts.”


  Her voice, barely a whisper at first, echoed throughout the cavern like a ghostly proclamation. Too terrified to meet its gaze directly, she lowered her eyes and continued.


  “You believe God slumbers within my mind. You probably became convinced when I controlled your actions at the Blasen Mountains.”


  Back then, she had manipulated the monster to target Mecklenburg instead of Leon. She had gone through the complete corruption process without her mind shattering—a feat no other human had accomplished before. She’d also survived without holy power, had the ability to manipulate atmospheric currents, and could open and close the hidden eyelid within her own to see through the Bahamuts’ eyes.


  All those impossible feats had been manifestations of the divine presence within her.


  It seemed inconceivable, but it confirmed the suspicions she’d been harboring. At this point, denying the truth of it would be like challenging the divine truth.


  “Do you want to become like the creatures of this world?” she asked, her voice tinged with melancholy.


  The air hung heavy with the briny scent of the ocean depths—a scent she knew all too well. The Bahamut was an otherworldly entity from beyond known existence, which had first adapted to the ocean before crawling onto land in pursuit of the celestial divine.


  It was, without a doubt, the truly extraordinary being that she had sought throughout her childhood; a singular existence, unique in all creation.


  But for reasons she couldn’t articulate, she found this realization profoundly saddening. It was a strange feeling. Though it was undeniably the enemy that had slaughtered her family and friends, she also felt an inexplicable compassion for it. It was a creature of infinite loneliness, desperately struggling to forge a connection with the world through the most primal method—consumption.


  “But I can’t help you. I’m sorry. I don’t know how, and whatever divine essence might be sleeping inside me, I’m still just a human. I know nothing about God. I’m simply myself.”


  Whether that hadn’t been the answer it wanted, or it simply didn’t understand what she said, it remained perfectly motionless, maintaining its mirrored pose.


  Unable to confront that repulsive visage directly, Veronica stole only occasional glances. But then the instant their eyes met, she found her gaze captured by those abyssal black pupils and crimson irises that danced like living flames, pulsing rhythmically.


  A trance-like state descended upon her, as though she were mesmerized by dancing flames in the midnight hour. She lost all sense of time, falling helplessly into those hypnotically beautiful flames like a moth irresistibly drawn to fire. A profound sense of security enveloped her, akin to a child nestled in its mother’s protective embrace. How long had it been since she’d experienced such perfect serenity, devoid of thought or concern? It felt like returning to her home, a place where she truly belonged.


  As their breathing and heartbeats synchronized into perfect harmony, all tension and vigilance gradually dissolved. The sunlit cavern transformed into a crimson sanctuary, and like during her first corruption, memories cascaded before her eyes—predominantly the hardships she’d endured since Bayern’s fall.


  She saw Leon pressing a blade against her throat, the hostile inn patrons who’d attempted to hold her back, the savage bandits of the wilderness, the Pope denying her humanity, the dull-witted emperor, the sadistic princess…


  Veronica’s mind released all lingering anxieties, such as Leon’s whereabouts or whether Hannah and Oscar had escaped unharmed. Such trivial concerns didn’t matter now.


  What mattered now was… the annihilation of the repulsive human race.


  Her eyes swept around the room and halted upon a corner illuminated by golden sunlight, where a divine sword with a lion emblazoned on its hilt lay—Mecklenburg’s sacred heirloom. The hallowed blade reflected brilliant white light, as if beckoning to be wielded. She stared at it in hypnotic fascination, then unconsciously raised her upper body. She reached out.


  * * *


  “Devoured whole by that… thing?” Oscar’s voice cracked with disbelief, his face ashen. “What does that even mean?”


  Leon offered no further explanation. Oscar had arrived to report that he and Hannah had crossed the barrier safely, only to be blindsided by this devastating revelation.


  “She’s dead?” Oscar muttered. “You can’t just say she’s dead and not explain anything. Tell me more—the circumstances, the context…”


  “She was consumed by a Bahamut and died,” Leon replied with brutal finality. “That’s all there is to it. Nothing else matters anymore.”


  Oscar, momentarily struck speechless, soon clenched his jaw in anger.


  “I trusted you to keep her safe,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “I saw the aftermath of your rampage among those ruins. Quite the spectacle of destruction. Are you really telling me that, despite having all that power, you failed to save one woman? And you still dare to call yourself the Messenger of God?”


  Oscar’s eyes blazed with fury as he pressed on, but then he suddenly faltered. The terrible realization dawned upon him.


  Leon hadn’t failed to save her despite the massacre; he had painted the earth with blood precisely because he couldn’t save her.


  “Damn it…”


  Unable to contain his anguish, Oscar crumpled to his knees, clawing violently at his own hair.


  “Why… Why does God inflict such suffering upon the innocent?”


  Leon’s gaze traveled dispassionately over Oscar’s black mourning attire and his gaunt, wasted frame. It looked like his family had been found dead, after all.


  Indeed, the entire city had been plunged into mourning for the lost loved ones. Such profound grief was natural—entirely natural.


  “Were you aware of Ms. Schwarzwald’s feelings for you?” Oscar’s voice sliced through Leon’s contemplation.


  Leon said nothing and quietly met his accuser’s gaze. Whatever Oscar saw in those eyes made him shake his head in disgust.


  “You’re cruel,” he declared.


  



  “I love you.”


  



  Veronica’s tender confession and Oscar’s bitter accusations alternated in Leon’s mind like a torturous melody. He turned his gaze toward the window.


  “During her time in the Black Corridor, she constantly sought you out,” Oscar continued relentlessly.


  



  “I’ve waited for you all this time because I love you.”


  



  “Yet you never deigned to visit her until the very end. Not until she sought you out herself.”


  Leon offered no defense against these barbed accusations. Oscar’s words contained no lies. And because of Leon’s arrogant pride, he now found himself sinking alone into an abyss of emptiness, without even a solitary ember to light his way.


  A sudden, overwhelming desire to reverse time seized Leon’s heart. Back to their first encounter, back to Bayern. If granted another chance, he might betray even God Himself. No—he knew he certainly would.


  For on that fateful day, it wasn’t Veronica who had been saved, but Leon.


  “I hate to intrude upon this somber exchange,” came a gruff voice, “but there’s an urgent matter requiring attention.”


  It was then that Heinz strode through the open doorway. His impatient demeanor, so uncharacteristic of nobility, alerted Leon that something was amiss. When Leon cast him a cold, questioning glance, Heinz surveyed both men before exhaling heavily.


  “We’ve found a Corrupted,” he announced grimly. “You need to confirm if it’s her.”


  * * *


  One week. That was how long he had believed she was dead. Today was the seventh day, the final day of mourning for the departed.


  Exactly seven days ago, Leon had witnessed the woman being swallowed whole by a Bahamut. And the creature that had devoured her—


  “What was she holding when she appeared?” Leon demanded.


  Heinz released a weary sigh. “I’ve told you repeatedly. The Corrupted appeared while wielding Genesis. There couldn’t possibly be another such blade in existence. Damn it—if there had been three of them, I’d have claimed one for myself.”


  “It could be a forgery.”


  “Are you questioning my expertise?” Heinz bristled. “Are you suggesting that I—who can tell you precisely how many strands the lion on the sword has in its mane—couldn’t recognize a counterfeit?”


  “How many strands, then?”


  “Sixteen.”


  At the immediate response, Leon’s lips curved into a smirk. He donned his armor with practiced efficiency, fastening his sword belt with a decisive click. Though his internal organs remained damaged, a week of regeneration had erased any outward signs of injury. Oscar watched from the corner, his expression a mixture of bewilderment and concern.


  “What exactly is happening?” Oscar asked. “Didn’t you report that Ms. Schwarzwald had died?”


  “Yes,” Leon replied flatly. “That’s precisely why I’m arming myself. A supposedly dead woman has appeared carrying a sword that belonged to a Bahamut. Logically speaking, what are the odds such a being remains human?”


  “…You think the Bahamut has stolen her form?” Oscar asked, his face draining of color.


  Leon’s hand, which had been sliding his sword into its sheath, paused momentarily before resuming its fluid motion.


  “It’s more rational than believing it regurgitated a human it consumed and sent her back armed with a divine blade,” Leon replied. “In the southern continent, they believe consuming something makes it part of oneself. Who knows? Maybe the Bahamut has adopted such customs as well.”


  “But—”


  Before Oscar could finish his objection, Heinz cut in with a raised hand. “No, whatever else it might be, the Corrupted is human. I was going to wait until I heard the full account from her myself, but…” He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I can tell you that, according to witnesses, she slaughtered an entire horde of Bahamuts.”


  A spark of intrigue flashed in Leon’s eyes. When he raised a questioning eyebrow, Heinz elaborated.


  “A swarm of Bahamuts materialized before a group of refugees heading for the barrier. Things had been quiet since your rampage, so our defensive forces were spread thin. The knights fought bravely, but being so few, they couldn’t hold the line. But just as the monsters were about to reach the civilians, a woman appeared and cut through them with a single stroke of her blade. They report that her skill seemed divine.”


  Both Leon and Oscar exchanged subtle glances at this revelation. There was certainly no precedent for a Bahamut turning against its own kind.


  “We should talk to her in person,” Leon concluded.


  A picture was worth a thousand words, after all. The three men exited the room and strode purposefully down the corridor.


  Leon, who had been lost in contemplation, suddenly broke the silence. “How many refugees witnessed this? A significant number?”


  “More than that—within hours, tales of her will spread throughout every corner of Karta,” Heinz replied.


  A slender woman had slaughtered the Bahamuts that even trained knights couldn’t hold back—that contrast would make this story all the more dramatic. She had written in her letter that she could never be the protagonist of an epic tale, yet now fate seemed to have other designs. The Corrupted of common birth might rise as a beacon of hope in these chaotic times.


  Reaching that thought, Leon suddenly realized he was hoping for this very outcome, and let out a wry laugh at his own expense.


  I shouldn’t get my hopes up. This could all be an elaborate ruse by a cunning Bahamut. Or the Corrupted might be someone else entirely.


  Steeling himself against inevitable disappointment, Leon strode purposefully toward the entrance of the Papal Office.


  They encountered knights marching in formation on the descending white marble staircase. After the knights saluted Heinz and parted ranks, a flash of midnight black against pristine white armor caught Leon’s eye. He froze at the sight of this beautiful fragment of night.


  The woman, who had been gazing downward at the stairs, sensed his piercing stare and slowly lifted her head.


  Leon’s eyes widened. The two of them became captivated by each other’s gaze from opposite ends of the staircase. He drank in the sight of her ruby eyes, revealed between cascading raven locks, and her lips parting in silent recognition.


  At that moment, Leon heard something crack inside him.


  The hardened void within his chest splintered into countless fragments and scattered like dust. The pieces, melted by an unexpected flame of emotion, pooled at his feet, creating a warm tide of relief that threatened to overwhelm him.


  Veronica Schwarzwald—the woman who had left him, leaving only her name etched in his memory, now stood before him in impossible flesh and blood.


  * * *


  “I don’t remember anything,” Veronica stated firmly. It felt as though she had repeated those same words a thousand times to deaf ears.


  “I truly remember nothing,” she continued. “My final memory was luring those creatures away with Sir Berg. While wielding my sword, I began experiencing strange visions, and then I lost consciousness. When I opened my eyes again, I found myself sitting alone in that same place. Instead of Oscar’s blade, I was holding the divine sword Genesis.”


  “Describe again the vision you witnessed before losing consciousness,” Philip commanded dryly.


  Veronica’s throat ached from repetition, a sense of injustice burning in her chest. Except for Oscar, who had displayed unmistakable joy at her return, everyone regarded her as though she were some abomination wearing human skin. Even Oscar had been ordered to wait outside, leaving her feeling utterly isolated. Veronica cast an accusatory glance at Leon, who had so readily reported her death, before continuing.


  “No matter how many times you interrogate me, my answer remains the same,” she replied, unable to fully mask her frustration. “I saw reflections of myself everywhere. My vision was filled with countless versions of me, packed densely as far as my sight could reach. I screamed in terror, and then we all melted together into nothingness. I remember nothing beyond that moment.” She gestured toward the sword with resignation. “If this is about the divine sword, you can take it. It wasn’t mine to begin with.”


  At the mention of the sword, the knights’ gazes hardened like frost on steel. Philip’s brow stayed furrowed deeply for a long moment before he answered in a measured tone, “Even if we wanted to do that, taking it from you would be impossible.”


  They can’t take it? Why not? Veronica’s mind raced with confusion. Wasn’t the divine sword a sacred treasure of the church?


  “Why is that impossible?” she asked.


  “You have become this sword’s chosen wielder,” Philip explained. “A divine sword that has selected its master functions as little more than a common kitchen knife in another’s grasp.”


  “Can I not transfer its allegiance to another?”


  “It will select a new master only upon your death. In other words, this development has confirmed Sir Mecklenburg’s demise beyond question—as witnessed by countless refugees.”


  The implication was clear: the public would be unsettled by their hero’s death. But to Veronica’s ears, it sounded more like bitter disappointment that they couldn’t simply kill her now that so many refugees had witnessed her.


  Philip released a weary sigh that seemed to carry the weight of centuries.


  “Regardless of circumstances, since you now wield the divine sword, you must fulfill the sacred duty that accompanies such power. Your ultimate fate will remain undetermined until His Holiness makes his judgment. Your extraordinary circumstances and your service in saving innocent lives will be taken into account as well. Until then, you will participate in all battles to defend Karta. Report immediately should any memories resurface.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Sir Berg, who wields Apocalypse, will be responsible for both your protection and surveillance.”


  Judging that no further information would be forthcoming, Philip rose from his seat. Taking measured steps toward the door, he paused only to turn his head slightly and add, “And never forget that the Holy Knight Order is filled with those who have trained since childhood merely for the privilege of touching that sword.”


  His pristine white cape billowed as he vanished through the doorway. The muttered voices of knights following Philip reached her ears in fragments.


  “Vice Commander, are you truly going to leave her be with such power?”


  “End times indeed, how did both divine blades slip beyond the Knight Order’s grasp?”


  The heavy door closed with a resounding thud.


  Despite their thin veneer of righteousness, their jealousy was as transparent as crystal. Veronica gazed quietly at the magnificent sword resting on the table before her, a legendary blade that any knight would sacrifice their limbs to possess. She was just as bewildered by her situation as they were suspicious of it. This was unmistakably the sword Mecklenburg had wielded, so why had it chosen her? Where had she been during that week of missing memories? Her clothing and body were clean and neat, and she felt no hunger despite the supposed passage of days.


  “People believe that when power is bestowed upon you, responsibility naturally follows.”


  Veronica, who had been lost in contemplation, jerked her head up in surprise. She had thought everyone had left, but one figure remained in the chamber—Leon Berg, leaning against the wall and studying her intensely, just as he had when their eyes first met on the staircase.


  “Yes,” she responded with a forced lightness, lifting one shoulder in a shrug. “Surprisingly, I think I’m beginning to understand the crushing weight of the burden you’ve carried all this time.”


  Her deliberately casual gesture was partly intended to counterbalance the dark, oppressive aura emanating from him like a physical force.


  He hadn’t been able to tear his gaze from her since the moment they met again. The emotion swirling in those eyes was too profound and complex to be mere surprise. Rather, it reminded her of a lost child who, after wandering through endless darkness, suddenly glimpsed the warm light of home.


  Leon said that he had witnessed Veronica being devoured by a Bahamut. He had been certain of her death and had reported it as fact. Now that the livestock he’d so carefully raised for slaughter had inexplicably returned alive, what thoughts raced behind those eyes? Relief that his valuable tool hadn’t been lost? Or perhaps suspicion that she wasn’t the same creature he’d so meticulously groomed for sacrifice?


  They stared at each other in charged silence, like adversaries measuring each other’s resolve before a duel.


  “Why are you looking at me like that?” Veronica finally challenged, breaking the suffocating silence. “Are you disappointed I’m not dead yet?”


  The expressionless mask he wore cracked, his features contorting in what appeared to be genuine anguish. Before she could fully register his uncharacteristic display of emotion, Leon straightened his posture.


  “No, nothing could be further from the truth,” he replied. “I am genuinely happy that you returned.”


  He crossed the distance between them, approaching her chair and dropping to one knee before her. His hand reached carefully toward Veronica’s ankle, his touch feather-light. He began unwrapping the handkerchief that had secured her injured ankle before they had parted at Hannah’s residence.


  It looks strangely familiar in this light, Veronica thought. Wait—could this be the handkerchief the princess gave him for good fortune? But why is the edge singed, as though it survived a fire?


  As these questions flickered through her mind, Leon finished unwrapping the cloth and slowly raised his gaze to meet hers. Because he had been leaning forward, when he lifted his head, his face suddenly came within inches of her own. The contours of his angular eyes and the straight bridge of his nose were so close that she could trace every detail. A rich, masculine scent enveloped her senses. From within that intoxicating proximity, he spoke two words she’d never expected to hear.


  “I’m sorry.”


  I’ve always thought that his eyes are like a hunter’s snare—deceptively beautiful but deadly. The more I struggle to break free, the deeper the barbs sink into my flesh.


  “What exactly are you sorry for?” Veronica asked.


  Leon looked as if she’d posed an impossible riddle with a hundred different answers. His already sharp jawline appeared even more chiseled as he tilted his head, the hollows of his cheeks suggesting he’d lost weight during their separation.


  “For failing to save you.”


  Leon’s response was simple and short, despite his long contemplation.


  Veronica found herself mentally echoing it. For failing to save you?


  “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m still very much alive,” she said.


  “Yes, thank God for that mercy,” he replied, twisting his lips into what might have been a smile, though his voice plunged into darkness. “I thought you were dead.”


  The gloomy dampness in his eyes was utterly foreign to the man who typically faced all situations with infuriating nonchalance. This sudden apology, this uncharacteristic gravity—none of it aligned with the Leon Berg she knew.


  Their gazes locked like interlocking gears. Leon couldn’t tear his eyes away, as though she might vanish if he blinked. Then he carefully tied her handkerchief to his sword hilt.


  Even tattered and stained as it is, he insists on keeping it.


  It was then that her attention fell upon Apocalypse with sudden, jarring awareness. The legendary blade she had mostly ignored throughout their travels now seemed to gleam menacingly.


  No, more precisely, she thought she wanted to shatter it into a thousand pieces.


  “I realized my regrets too late,” he admitted, voice low and rough. “I understood far too late that there were things I should have told you.”


  Had she been alone, she might have lunged for the sword. Instead, she had to sit silent as he continued in that same haunted tone.


  “I’m sorry that I never warned you about what happens to the Corrupted. I’m sorry for dragging you into this without telling you anything, and for deliberately hurting you even though I knew exactly how you felt about me.”


  Veronica stared at him, frozen in disbelief. His words crashed over her like ice water, shocking her senses into painful clarity.


  I take back what I thought about him acting strangely, she thought.


  In some ways, this was quintessentially Leon—offering belated apologies while boldly demanding forgiveness. How perfectly, infuriatingly typical. He had always messed her up like this, plunging her into chaos the moment she managed to find something like acceptance.


  “Of course, I don’t intend to leave things this way anymore,” he continued. “There must be a path forward if we search hard enough. We just need to discover a method to sever the corruption bond.”


  Leon made it sound so easy, even though Veronica knew it was impossible. No one had found such a method in three whole years. She clenched her fist with such force that her nails carved crimson crescents into her palm, hard enough to draw blood.


  Leon’s gaze flickered downward. With surprising gentleness, he placed his large, calloused hand over her pale, trembling one. Veronica flinched at the familiar warmth that sent electric currents racing up her arm.


  This treacherous reaction wasn’t her fault. The body remembered what the mind wanted to forget—it hadn’t yet received the message that she’d decided to stop loving him.


  When she bit her lower lip to center herself, Leon’s unreadable gaze fixed on the gesture, intensifying the charged atmosphere between them.


  “I’ve been thinking about this constantly,” she finally said, disgusted by the tremor in her voice. “But I simply can’t understand you.”


  When the final moment came, he’d make the same choice again anyway. There was no point in showing bitterness or rage when his betrayal was inevitable.


  “When I confessed my feelings, you said you wished for my death,” she reminded him. “So why this sudden change of heart?”


  At the mention of their painful past, the man’s handsome features hardened like cooling steel. He must be seeing the same haunting memory—that twilight moment when her outstretched fingers finally brushed against his, that fleeting instant of salvation as the sun bled into darkness.


  It was a pitiful, wretched memory, utterly humiliating to recall. Leon’s brow furrowed as though he could read the shame written across her face. Though she was the one who should have been drowning in sorrow, his expression reflected even greater agony.


  I don’t even recognize which face is your true one anymore.


  “Just tell me honestly what you want,” she demanded, pulling her hand from beneath his warm one. “Have you discovered some new use for me?”


  He attempted to recapture her retreating hand but froze when Veronica met his gaze and deliberately leaned forward, bringing their faces dangerously close.


  “Is this what you want?” she challenged.


  She moved close enough that their noses nearly touched, gripping his broad, unyielding shoulders for balance. The familiar scent of him made her heart ache with a longing she thought she’d buried.


  He had always craved physical contact with her. Even while claiming disgust, his body had invariably betrayed his true desires. Veronica watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard, confirming her suspicion. He’d merely been disappointed that his favorite plaything had vanished from his side.


  His silence stretched between them like a drawn bowstring. But just as she prepared to declare her victory in exposing his true motives, he said, “No. I want your forgiveness.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened in genuine shock. His words rang with such sincerity that they momentarily pierced her carefully constructed defenses. It defied all logic, yet the eyes of the man before her reflected genuine regret for the relationship he had destroyed with his own hands.


  But I won’t be deceived again.


  



  “I said those things because it made you easier to manipulate. Since I went to the trouble of making you fall for me, there was no reason not to play the devoted suitor for one more day.”


  



  “Liar,” she accused, the word sharp as a blade.


  I refuse to nurture even the slightest hope where you’re concerned.


  “I don’t believe you.”


  Veronica enunciated each syllable with cutting precision as she stared into his darkening eyes.


  “What, did you expect me to accept your apology immediately? Do I seem that easy to you?”


  Ripples disturbed the surface of his eyes that reflected her image. Leon remained silent.


  Veronica rose from her seat. Her thoughts and emotions were already a tempest without him stirring the waters so violently. The mysterious lost week of time, the divine sword that had appeared from nowhere, her inexplicably enhanced combat abilities—those were all pieces of a puzzle she couldn’t solve.


  As she moved to leave the room, Leon rose and caught her arm. Though his grip was loose enough that she could easily break free, Veronica suddenly found herself transported to another moment, a memory that made her shudder violently. It was the night he had consumed that strange elixir and lost all reason. He had begun with gentle kisses, but had transformed into something wilder, more dangerous, after her gown had slipped below her breasts.


  The memory flooded back—her captured wrists and his soothing whispers against her skin. What she hated most was how her treacherous body had responded to his dominating presence, heat blooming under his touch despite her mind’s protests.


  I refuse to be manipulated by him or my own desires ever again.


  Trying to banish these haunting images, she wrenched her arm away with more violence than intended. Startled by her fierce rejection, Leon froze. He stared at his empty hand before slowly lowering it to his side. Something akin to genuine hurt flickered across his features.


  Hurt? Him, wounded by my rejection? How absurd.


  “Don’t touch me without permission ever again,” she said. “I’ll request Oscar or another knight to serve as my guard instead. I had no choice but to stay with you during the landslide, but now I have no desire to see your face again.”


  She had intended to maintain her composure, but her carefully constructed façade was crumbling, her voice betraying her with a telltale tremor as she retreated step by careful step.


  “You’re not easy,” Leon murmured, breaking his silence.


  Only after several heartbeats did Veronica realize he was answering her earlier accusation.


  “You’ve never been easy to understand or to deal with,” he continued gruffly. “So impossibly complex that I know no way to atone except through brutal honesty.”


  His face showed rare vulnerability and confusion. Only his unwavering gaze remained constant, piercing through her defenses.


  This is utterly unfair. He’s always been direct in a way that other proud men can’t be—simultaneously childlike yet mature. I’ve never learned how to reject an apology offered with such raw sincerity.


  Frustrated by her own weakness, Veronica shook her head and snapped, “That’s not my concern.”


  She turned away, desperate to escape his gravitational pull. She needed to flee his presence before her resolve weakened. Perhaps she could have, if she had acted quicker—but as she took one step backward, the window suddenly shattered with a deafening crash as something burst through the glass. Both instinctively turned toward the creature tumbling across the floor. It was a long-distance messenger bird.


  “What in the—”


  Her startled exclamation vanished beneath the frantic beating of powerful wings. The magnificent hawk thrashed about as though pursued by some unseen predator. It appeared to have crashed through the window while fleeing something terrifying. As she stood there, stunned and speechless, it was Leon—having regained his composure first—who untied the letter from the leg of the frantic bird.


  Why didn’t she seize that moment to leave? Was she curious about the news this frantic creature carried? Or had she been subconsciously troubled by the ominous storm clouds that had been gathering since she first opened her eyes this morning?


  Whatever the case, her instincts were screaming warnings—something was approaching, a tempest of catastrophic proportions.


  Veronica moved toward the shattered window as though entranced. Below, the once-peaceful plaza teemed with desperate people. The fountain square, where children once played with carefree laughter, had transformed into a makeshift refugee camp. Tents and blankets carpeted every available inch, upon which sat haggard, dirt-streaked people consuming meager rations. The white doves that once peacefully pecked at scattered breadcrumbs now wove between human legs, cooing insistently as they begged for morsels from those who had little to spare.


  “Tanbia’s capital Reniche has fallen,” Leon’s voice resonated from behind her, deep and grave as he read the missive. “Requesting immediate reinforcements in accordance with Church Law, Article 3, Section 1.”


  Tanbia has completely fallen to the Bahamuts? Impossible! In my last vision, their forces were holding the defensive line with fierce determination…


  Through her stunned thoughts, the ominous rumble of thunder penetrated like a divine warning.


  In that moment, the doves—which had stubbornly ignored even the kicks of irritated refugees—suddenly took flight in a panicked flurry. Initially, Veronica assumed they feared the approaching storm, but she quickly discerned the true cause of their terror.


  Another hawk sliced through the storm-darkened sky, flying toward the Grand Cathedral with desperate speed. By sacred law, news from each kingdom must first reach the Cathedral before anywhere else, so the refugees paid little attention to these messengers. But in the next breath, even those who had spent lifetimes in Karta gaped in stunned disbelief.


  “Mommy! Look there! More birds are coming! So many of them!”


  A child’s piercing cry carried to their upper floor with unnatural clarity. All eyes instinctively turned skyward toward the distant specks materializing at the horizon’s edge. Not one growing dot, but many—as if the child’s innocent observation had been a divine summons, more than a dozen messenger birds converged from every direction simultaneously.


  Something catastrophic was unfolding across the entire world, as if God had finally decided where to cast His judgment.
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  On April 15, Divine Year 1522, letters arrived from various cities in Whiteland, Chesania, Tanbia, and Kaisenmier. Though their formats differed, the content was identical: their defensive lines had collapsed, so they were requesting Karta’s support.


  “We’ve received no communications from Ruega and the Rom Archipelago, which are not bound by Church Law. However, we believe the situation there is similarly dire,” said Philip, seated at the head of the oval table.


  The high-ranking knights gathered around the table all wore grave expressions, knowing what would come next.


  “The Bahamuts have begun their final all-out offensive.”


  Thunder rumbled overhead as rain lashed against the windows.


  Leon stood with his back to the window rather than sitting at the table, his status as a non-member of the Order keeping him at its periphery. Lightning flashed across the rain-drenched night sky, briefly illuminating his hardened profile. This was no ordinary spring shower—the heavens themselves seemed to be preparing for war.


  “Half an hour ago, the Bahamuts’ approach was confirmed near Karta as well. The estimated number is at least 50,000, approaching from all directions.”


  “Damn it all to hell,” muttered one of the knights. “They’re really going for our throats this time.”


  Sighs rippled across the table as the horrifying numbers sank in.


  In weather like this, even the wall-mounted cannons would be useless. Fire arrows couldn’t be launched, and armor and weapons would become leaden with moisture, as heavy as waterlogged cotton. These were the worst possible conditions for human combatants.


  It felt as though heaven itself was siding with the Bahamuts. No one voiced this thought aloud, but it hung in everyone’s mind. Dozens of cities had collapsed overnight. This wasn’t normal. The tide of war couldn’t turn so suddenly—not unless divine power was at work.


  “We’ve finalized our strategy with the Imperial Army,” Philip continued, his voice slicing through the knights’ unrest. “Regular soldiers without holy power will not be placed on the front lines, as they risk corruption. The proud knights of God will stand at the vanguard to protect the Holy City.”


  The previously restless room fell into sudden silence. “Full deployment” and “front lines”—no one misunderstood what those words truly meant.


  It meant death. Death was staring them in the face. Perhaps everyone seated here would never see tomorrow’s dawn.


  “His Holiness the Pope has also approved full deployment. The apprentice knights who have not yet been ordained will take on the duty of protecting His Holiness and ensuring the citizens’ safety.”


  The damp air hung as still as a tomb. Leon understood why Mecklenburg had chosen Philip as his successor. Only someone as dry and cold-blooded as him could ignore the downpour and press forward with such unwavering resolve. The young knight truly embodied the dignified bearing expected of nobility—a perfect vessel of duty.


  “The one fortunate circumstance is that both divine swords remain in our possession. We need only focus on the collapsed section of the wall. As long as we have the holy power accumulated over a thousand years, those creatures cannot scale any wall on the east, west, or south sides.”


  After saying this, Philip suddenly turned his head as if remembering something. Leon met the gaze directed at him unflinchingly.


  “Additionally, His Holiness has given orders regarding the divine swords—but first, Sir Berg, what is your assessment as someone who knows the Corrupted well? Do you believe she would betray us if placed on the battlefield again?”


  He was asking whether the Corrupted woman sided with humanity or the Bahamuts, from the perspective of someone who knew her intimately.


  Philip’s eyes were dry as desert sand, yet beneath that arid surface lurked a flood of ambition—the hunger for victory at any cost. Leon realized that Philip wanted to use Veronica as bait once more. It made sense. The previous extermination battle, where not a single casualty occurred, must have left a profound impression on him.


  In truth, the answer was simple. The truth had been made clear in Leon’s mind since the moment he saw her on the steps before the Papal Office—Veronica was undoubtedly the same woman he had known. However…


  “The Corrupted is dangerous, sir,” Leon stated flatly, his extended silence broken by this deliberate lie. His expression remained perfectly still.


  All eyes turned to him. The formal speech felt like an ill-fitting garment on his tongue. It had been years since he had spoken with such polite deference.


  “She’s too unreliable to trust with our backs. I believe it would be wiser to wait until her lost memories return.”


  The woman didn’t understand the divine sword yet—that ravenous power that devoured surrounding lives and consumed even its wielder like a starving beast.


  “Is that true?” Philip asked.


  The actual truth behind Leon’s excuse was his determination to never again place her in danger’s path—but Leon merely nodded, his face betraying nothing.


  “This is troublesome. His Holiness quoted an ancient record stating ‘Victory shall be where God’s sword is,’ and ordered that at least one divine sword must be present on the battlefield.”


  Philip drew out his words meaningfully.


  The rain intensified, hammering against the windows as silence descended upon the room. No one dared intervene in the silent confrontation between the two knights.


  Leon’s body had not yet fully recovered from his recent rampage. Even the Pope knew that pushing him further would endanger his life. Despite his numerous infractions against regulations, Leon remained an undeniably faithful servant of the church—therefore, the Pope’s directive was clearly meant to send the Corrupted to battle, not him.


  “Sir Berg—”


  “I will go in her place, sir,” Leon interrupted, cutting Philip off mid-sentence as he was about to explain the Pope’s intentions. “As long as a divine sword is on the battlefield, it doesn’t matter which one, correct?”


  A flash of lightning illuminated the room, as though heaven itself acknowledged his decision, casting everything in stark white before plunging it back into shadow. As surprised gazes turned toward him, a delayed rumble of thunder filled the silent chamber.


  * * *


  After a particularly violent crack of thunder, the downpour seemed to increase in volume. The night was terrifyingly loud. Veronica covered her ears and pulled the blanket over her head.


  Shortly after Leon had hastily departed, she’d been escorted to new quarters. Outside, nearly a dozen soldiers stood guard in his place.


  If Oscar hadn’t stopped by to spend time with her, the evening would have stretched into an unbearable eternity. He had shared news of Hannah’s well-being and described Karta’s recent efforts in rescuing refugees and providing aid to those displaced by the conflict.


  Until then, she had managed to keep her composure. Everything had seemed manageable. After all, despite losing a week’s worth of memories, hadn’t she returned physically unharmed? Tanbia may have fallen, but being a southern country, it had always been a matter of time anyway.


  It’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.


  But after finishing dinner and retiring to bed alone, anxiety began to slither through her mind once more. Every time she closed her eyes, the fluttering of birds’ wings felt like an omen of impending disaster.


  What’s happening out there? Where did Leon go, even abandoning his watch over me?


  She wanted to believe that her trembling body was simply reacting to her dislike of storms. Veronica had feared thunderstorms her entire life. It might seem childish, but she couldn’t help it.


  On stormy nights like this, the sea of Bayern would roar like some primordial beast. Her father always returned home late, leaving young Veronica to curl up alone in bed with her eyes closed, ears covered, blanket pulled overhead, and breath held tight. She had believed that if she exhaled, the monster would detect her solitude. Then it would open the front door just in time for thunder to swallow her screams.


  Just then, she heard a low rumble of thunder, then the unmistakable click of a doorknob turning. The sound penetrated her consciousness, sending a chill down her spine that made her freshly washed hair stand on end. Strange—there had been no challenge from the guards outside. What was happening? Straining to listen, she detected no movement, which only deepened her dread.


  Finally unable to bear the suspense any longer, Veronica drew a deep breath and flung the blanket aside. A dark figure stood directly beside her bed. A startled scream escaped her lips, only to be muffled by a large hand that quickly covered her mouth.


  “I didn’t expect you to be awake,” said Leon, looking somewhat taken aback as he furrowed his brow and settled on the edge of the bed. Veronica’s eyes widened in shock before she pushed his hand away and snapped at him.


  “Why did you sneak up on me like that? You scared me half to death!”


  “Oh? Were you waiting for someone else?” he teased, the corner of his mouth lifting in that infuriating way of his.


  No, you idiot, I thought you were a monster.


  But if she said that, he’d just tease her as if nothing had ever happened between them.


  Unwilling to engage in another of his glib exchanges, she pressed her lips together and remained silent. She had explicitly told him she didn’t want to see him again, yet her wishes clearly meant nothing to him—a realization that stung her. As she deliberately turned away, she felt his gaze lingering on her profile. After a moment of heavy silence, Leon finally spoke.


  “The Bahamuts’ approach has been detected. A major battle will break out by the walls within an hour or two.”


  Veronica’s shoulders tensed at this unexpected news. Glancing sideways, she noticed his silver armor gleaming in the darkness like moonlight captured in metal.


  “So you’ve come to tell me to prepare for battle?” she asked.


  “No. You can rest tonight.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  Leon fell silent, his face half-hidden in shadow. Just as Veronica considered repeating her question, he answered, “To warn you about the divine sword.”


  “Warn me?”


  “During today’s battle, you pushed the sword to its limit. That weapon isn’t some miracle that grants power freely. It’s a blade that harvests your life force in exchange for the power it bestows.”


  It drains my life force?


  Her attention sharpened instantly, the storm temporarily forgotten.


  Leon methodically explained what she needed to know: that she should be wary of moments when power surged unnaturally through her body, and that her enhanced sword skills weren’t truly her own but borrowed at a terrible cost. Captivated by these revelations, Veronica found herself nodding unconsciously as she absorbed his words.


  The sound of rain faded from her awareness. Their eyes met in the darkness. Leon suddenly halted mid-explanation and stared at her intensely. When she gave him a questioning look, he gazed at her as if entranced before smiling and running his fingers roughly through his hair.


  “Ah, sorry. Actually, that was all just an excuse,” he admitted.


  “What?”


  “Before I go out there, I wanted to see you one more time.”


  She couldn’t believe her ears. Her mind went blank, the world narrowing until only his face remained in focus.


  Then Leon, who had been laughing softly at his own candor, murmured with the boyish smile that had first captured her heart, “Yes, I missed you.”


  * * *


  Yes, he had wanted to see her. He had longed for her—not just for a week, but for twenty-nine agonizing years. Leon Berg had spent his entire life searching for someone to pull him from the bottomless abyss within himself.


  He’d been drowning in a pitch-black ocean of isolation, a lonely swamp that clung to his feet like tar. Before he met her, he hadn’t realized that the dark solitude he’d been desperately trying to escape had already risen past his knees, crept over his shoulders, and now coiled around his throat like a noose.


  



  “Sometimes I think that the tears I’ve swallowed are accumulating somewhere inside me. Piling up and up until one day they reach eye level, and then I’ll have no choice but to cry for the rest of my life.”


  



  As he was drowning in that endless darkness, she had seized his flailing hand and pulled him toward the light. He’d exhaled his frozen breath and inhaled the burning air of life. Everything had been the opposite of what it seemed. She had been his salvation, teaching his lungs to breathe again.


  



  “Shall I cry for you instead?”


  



  She had been his miracle, his salvation—the first deity who had truly seen him.


  But Leon, like the idiotic disciple in the Divine Text, had betrayed his only God for mere silver. He had let precious gold slip through his fingers carelessly like worthless sand. He had lost her and failed to reclaim her. During that time, his carefully constructed mask had shattered into countless fragments. In the profound darkness where even embers had faded to nothing, he had clutched his face and learned the cruel lesson of love too late. He regretted his actions with every fiber of his being, wishing desperately to undo them, even knowing that time’s arrow flew in only one direction.


  “Before I go out there, I wanted to see you one more time,” he confessed.


  The feeling tormenting him wasn’t the sweet, poetic love that minstrels sang about in ballads. It was pathetically, brutally transparent—so nakedly obvious that he couldn’t even pretend to hide it.


  In truth, he yearned to say something far more profound than that. Since their paths had crossed again, a confession had been boiling inside him—one he would have blurted out long ago if he were still the reckless nineteen-year-old he once was. But he also knew with bitter certainty that he must remain silent. Not because of his divine calling, but because he would soon face death on the frontlines.


  If Leon perished tonight, his burning passion would remain branded upon her soul like a curse. He couldn’t burden her with such a selfish desire. So instead of speaking the words that threatened to burst from his heart, Leon confessed once more.


  “Yes, I missed you.”


  “I miss you”—what tragic words, born of profound longing; words that passed from mouth to mouth between lovers who were kept from their love.


  Veronica looked startled by his confession. Her crimson eyes flickered like flames caught in a sudden gust. Leon hungrily devoured her subtle changes in expression, committing each micromovement to memory. He didn’t want to miss a single detail. He wanted to engrave her face on his retinas and lock it away in the vault of his memory. Whether she showed anger or disgust mattered not, as long as hers was the face that would haunt him at the end.


  But Veronica, who had shown momentary agitation, quickly swallowed her emotions as if suppressing a rising tide. Instead of lashing out or demanding explanations, she regarded him with distant eyes and bit her lower lip. Then she turned away with a resigned expression, as if he weren’t even worthy of a response. That silence was her answer. She was too exhausted from emotional turbulence to summon anger. Refusing to expect anything would shield her from further pain.


  Earlier, she’d told him that she never wanted to see his face again. His heart throbbed with agonizing pain as he recalled their bitter exchange.


  



  “I simply can’t understand you. When I confessed my feelings, you said you wished for my death, so why this sudden change of heart?”


  



  He had no defense. Leon helplessly watched as the lies he had once spewed returned like arrows to pierce his own heart. He felt a violent urge to hunt down and destroy the version of himself who had uttered those cruel words.


  “I know I’m being utterly shameless,” he admitted. “I know things can never return to what they once were. But just allow me to remain by your side.”


  He longed to capture her gaze and turn it toward him, but her earlier command not to touch her held him in check. Leon desperately wanted to be different this time, to be worthy of her. His hand that had been resting on the bed slowly curled into the sheets, knuckles whitening with restraint.


  “I’m not asking because I want something from you,” he clarified. “I’m not foolish enough to ask you to care for me again. You can despise me with every fiber of your being, and that would be perfectly just. You can strike me whenever painful memories surface, wound me as I wounded you, inflict whatever punishment you desire—just until all of this reaches its end.”


  Veronica remained silent, her face unreadable in the dim light.


  “Just stay with me until then,” he pleaded.


  He would pay any price she named. Whether she commanded him to kneel and lick the dirt from her feet, or if she ordered him to go through agonizing rampages until death claimed him, he would embrace his fate gladly. Just as long as she remained within his sight. He didn’t have much time left anyway.


  The silence that stretched between them like an eternal void finally shattered.


  “If I refused you,” Veronica asked, her voice small yet cutting through the drumming rain, “would you actually listen to me?”


  She slowly raised her head, crimson eyes locking with his as she continued, her gaze unwavering.


  “For this to truly be a request rather than a command, my words must have genuine power. If I told you to leave this instant, do you honestly believe you could obey?”


  A suffocating silence descended as if she had thrust a dagger into his very soul. Leon’s face went utterly blank as her question echoed in his mind. His resolve wavered like a candle in a storm. Only after a cold realization pierced his chest did the uncomfortable truth wrap around his entire body like winter’s embrace.


  I promised myself I wouldn’t be selfish again, he thought bitterly, but even this desperate plea is an act of selfishness toward her.


  If he truly meant to pay any price, he should honor her wish completely, even if she concluded that she never wished to lay eyes upon him again. Even if he was condemned to orbit her from the shadows forever.


  “If that’s what you truly wish,” he finally answered.


  Veronica’s eyes widened slightly at his response, clearly surprised. Leon couldn’t help but chuckle ruefully as he rubbed his eyes.


  “Why are you laughing?” she asked.


  “Because I regretted those words the instant they left my lips,” he admitted with painful honesty.


  His candor drew a peculiar expression from her. For a while, only the rhythmic drumming of rain filled the silence between them. Veronica stared blankly at the window, seemingly lost in thought, before suddenly breaking the silence.


  “Did you know that a bucket containing sea crabs requires no lid?”


  “…What?”


  “The crabs instinctively pull down any that attempt to climb to freedom,” she explained, “so there’s no need to seal the container.”


  Leon remained silent.


  “Sometimes I think that humans who have fallen to the depths aren’t so different from those crabs,” she mused.


  A brilliant flash of lightning suddenly illuminated the chamber, casting stark shadows across their faces. Leon had no time to formulate a response. By the time the delayed thunder finally arrived and the darkness returned, her lips were already pressed against his. Leon froze, too shocked even to close his eyes.


  “I want to utterly ruin you,” Veronica whispered. “I want you to become so thoroughly ruined that even God would tremble in revulsion and cast you away.”


  He had heard these words before, during their desperate flight from the landslide. It was the day she had finally told him her name. Leon hadn’t fully comprehended her meaning then.


  “When I think about it,” she continued, her fingers working at his armor, “you haven’t lost anything at all, have you?”


  Pieces of his armor came undone one by one, clattering to the floor. Leon reflexively moved to stop her, but halted himself mid-gesture. He could see Veronica’s slender shoulders trembling slightly.


  “Actually, I think I understand what’s been happening to me this past week,” she confessed. “I haven’t felt hungry at all, and everything I managed to eat for dinner came back up almost immediately.”


  Leon remained silent, dread pooling in his stomach as he listened.


  “I haven’t been able to sleep at all this time, and the visions that used to come to me have vanished completely,” she continued. “I can’t open my inner eyelids like I used to either. Something is terribly wrong with me.”


  Her voice trembled like a leaf in a storm, fragile and desperate.


  “I’ve been trying so hard not to acknowledge it,” she whispered, terror evident in every syllable. “But right now, I truly feel like I’ve become nothing more than an ordinary Bahamut—a monster without humanity.”


  She uttered these last words with such raw horror that Leon could no longer restrain himself. He pulled her slender shoulders into a fierce embrace. He knew he shouldn’t touch her, but he couldn’t help himself. If he didn’t hold her now, she seemed like she would dissolve into the storm.


  “It’s okay,” he murmured, embracing her with crushing strength.


  Arms wrapped around his neck with practiced ease, and in the dark, that familiarity felt all the more intoxicating. There wasn’t an inch of space between them; their bodies pressed close, breath mingling. He could hear the sound of heartbeats. He felt thirsty again. What had begun as a promise to see her just once twisted, in the blink of an eye, into a yearning to share her warmth.


  “If I’ve truly become a Bahamut, then anyone who lies with me would be committing the greatest blasphemy imaginable.”


  She was right. Even God would turn away in disgust from the corruption of a holy knight lying with a demon.


  “Hold me tonight,” she commanded softly. “And then let us never lay eyes upon each other again.”


  Her cruel enchantment settled against his ear like frost. Leon slowly traced her trembling spine with his fingertips, from her neck down to the small of her back.


  “Didn’t you once promise we would descend into hell together?” she reminded him.


  She was demanding he sacrifice his most sacred belief—his very faith. Moreover, no matter what he surrendered to her, he would receive no love in return. It was an absurdly unfair bargain, yet Leon knew with absolute certainty that he could not refuse her. Because that was the true nature of faith—unconditional devotion and merciless sacrifice.


  His fingers tangled in her raven hair, gripping the silken strands possessively. He tilted his head to press his lips against the vulnerable curve of her neck before claiming her parted lips with fierce hunger. Her mouth tasted as sweet as forbidden wine. He caressed her perfect teeth with gentle strokes before pressing his tongue against the roof of her mouth, coaxing a response from her. When a soft moan finally escaped between her full lips, something primal awakened within him. He transformed instantly, wrapping around her tongue and claiming her with savage intensity. There was nowhere for her to retreat. Deeper, ever deeper, he invaded her mouth as if to touch her very soul. Each time the wet sounds of their kiss subsided, her quiet sobs escaped into the darkness. His large hand slipped beneath her thin white chemise, gripping her bare skin with desperate strength. She gasped—half in pain, half in pleasure.


  This act has always reminded me of murder, he thought darkly. In the sadistic way that it makes one wish for death.


  Outside the window, the relentless storm continued to rage.


  * * *


  Before she knew it, her back was pressed against the bed. Strange, intimate sounds escaped her lips as his mouth claimed hers from different angles. Veronica couldn’t understand why such embarrassing noises were spilling from her throat. It hurt—her tongue and lips being devoured until they tingled with numbness—yet her body betrayed her.


  This is terrible. I can no longer distinguish between pain and pleasure.


  The man braced himself above her on his arms and finally broke away from her lips. Their eyes met through labored breaths.


  “…Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Because you’re beautiful.”


  In that moment, his cool bare hand painfully gripped the soft curve of her breast. Veronica reflexively winced. Leon watched her intently, maintaining his firm hold.


  He’s discovered it. From the very first kiss, he’s noticed how pain and pleasure evoke the same response in me.


  No, don’t look at me.


  “Don’t turn away.”


  As she attempted to escape his gaze, he captured her chin and slipped two fingers between her parted lips. Heat bloomed at the corners of her eyes. Helplessly captive to his stare, she watched as he caressed her tongue, exploring and conquering every soft recess and ridge of her mouth. His fingers probed deeper, their rhythmic movement an explicit promise of what was to come.


  The wet sounds echoed the rain pattering against the windows. Her mind spun dizzily. Fearing she might lose consciousness, Veronica tentatively began to move her tongue. When she bit and licked his fingers, Leon watched her with darkened eyes. She liked the deep furrow between his brows. His completely transformed expression thrilled her.


  Deeper, deeper. Make me forget we’re in a sacred place.


  “Ah…”


  As an incoherent sound escaped her throat, Leon withdrew his hand and buried his face beneath her chemise that had ridden up. The sight of him sucking and devouring her until his cheeks hollowed was intensely stimulating in itself. Veronica, overwhelmed by a strange sense of sacrilege, clutched his crimson locks between her fingers. He seemed childlike, she thought. The sensations were strange and ticklish enough to make her toes curl. How much raw, explicit desire lurked behind such a seemingly childlike action?


  “You taste like snow. Like freshly fallen snow that children catch on their tongues during winter.”


  His voice resonated in her ear. Veronica absently turned her head toward the window where raindrops pattered steadily. Strangely, she wasn’t afraid anymore. Until he arrived, the rain had seemed so frightening, as though a monster were rampaging through the world.


  “Lift your arms. I’ll help you undress.”


  Naturally, Veronica was quicker to disrobe. She had only managed to remove his gauntlets and vambraces, so Leon belatedly raised himself to unfasten his remaining armor piece by piece. His gaze remained fixed on her exposed white skin. Feeling the heat of his stare, Veronica reached for the nearby blanket.


  “Don’t look at me like that.”


  “Ah, sorry. It’s my first time seeing a woman’s body.”


  “First time? So the rumors about royalty spending nights fully clothed are true?”


  “I wouldn’t know. Surely you don’t still believe I bedded the princess?”


  “You didn’t?”


  “You’re the first woman I’ve ever done this with.”


  Leon answered firmly, clearly bothered by her misconception. Come to think of it, he had said the same thing before. After briefly wondering if his words were true, Veronica dismissed the thought. What did it matter?


  “I don’t particularly care if it’s a lie.”


  A crease instantly appeared between his handsome brows. Having finally removed the black under armor beneath his plate, he leaned over the bed and murmured, “Is that so? Because I care.”


  Shadows played across his masculine torso. Veronica unconsciously traced the broad, angular shoulders and the muscles below with her eyes. Old scars were visible in places.


  “What exactly do you care about?”


  “Everything you did in my absence. Whether you merely shared breaths or did more. Whether you enjoyed it or hated it. Every single detail haunts me.”


  The man revealed his jealousy now without any shame. In truth, he had been this way since their first meeting—brutally forthright, as though embarrassment was a foreign concept, stealing her breath with his directness.


  “Whatever you imagine, I’ve been with no one.”


  “Ah, shall I borrow your favorite phrase now?” Leon smirked as he pulled away the blanket shielding her from his view. “Liar.”


  His masculine, wild scent enveloped her completely. As his cool skin pressed against hers, gooseflesh erupted across her body, and nerves she hadn’t known existed awakened. The contradictory sensations of danger and security mingled intoxicatingly. Instinctively, Veronica reached for the man hovering above her.


  “It’s the truth. I thought I would die after you left, but somehow my body adapted without your holy power. Perhaps that’s when the full corruption began its slow progress.”


  From the moment you abandoned me.


  In other words, had he remained, the Bahamut’s corruption would never have progressed within her. Of course, then she wouldn’t have mastered the beast’s strange powers, and the imperial palace duel and the extermination operation would have ended in disaster as well.


  Leon’s expression hardened. Veronica observed his reaction silently before changing the subject.


  “But no matter how I consider it, it sounds like a lie. Not about the holy power, but that you’ve never held another woman.”


  Doubt gnawed at her. If this truly was his first experience, why cross this sacred line now? Did he desire her forgiveness so desperately that he would forsake his holy vows? When she had asked him to hold her, she had naturally assumed that his beliefs already lay shattered. Her intent had been to corrupt him further, not to be his first temptation. She had believed the rumors of his nights with the princess.


  Why now?


  Since their reunion, he had behaved differently—desperately. He anxiously bared his emotions to her, as if she might vanish at any moment.


  “You don’t have to believe me, but doesn’t my nervousness lend some credibility?”


  “You’re nervous?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “It already hurt when you touched me while kissing.”


  Leon fell silent for a moment, flustered. Then he murmured, “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be sorry. I asked you for this because I wanted the pain anyway.”


  His handsome face subtly tightened. Veronica lowered her gaze and continued speaking.


  “When it hurts, I can’t hear the rain as well, which is nice. So you don’t need to be as gentle as before. We don’t have much time left anyway.”


  She meant he shouldn’t waste time on foreplay. Though inexperienced, Veronica possessed basic knowledge about carnal relations. Street-raised commoner girls naturally acquired more practical education on such matters than sheltered noblewomen. She’d heard that aristocrats received an extensive education on everything except the most essential aspects of life. It made no sense to her.


  “I’m told the first time hurts equally for all women.”


  “Even so, if it becomes unbearable, tell me immediately. I’ll stop at once.”


  His deep voice wrapped around her with seeming indifference. It was always the same with him—he was so carelessly kind.


  “Even after you’ve… put it in?”


  “…You keep surprising me with those unexpected comments.”


  “I heard somewhere that once men start, they can’t stop themselves.”


  “What? You think we get stuck like dogs or something?”


  Leon chuckled mockingly before pressing his lips to her forehead, the bridge of her nose, and briefly to her lips. His fingers caressed her protruding collarbone before skillfully gliding lower. It seemed impossible that this was his first time. Did everyone become so naturally adept when they were old enough?


  Perhaps being a commoner had exposed him to knowledge despite his monastery upbringing, she thought fleetingly as their breathing grew increasingly ragged.


  “Oh…”


  He ventured where no one had touched before. The overwhelming sensation crushed her nerves, causing her to instinctively dig her nails into Leon’s shoulders.


  This is unbearable, but not in the way he thinks. He told me to speak if it became too much, but what’s truly intolerable is his tenderness—I didn’t want to make love; I only wanted us to fall from grace together.


  “Just do it, please. Stop with this and just take me now.”


  She meant to speak firmly, but her voice trembled beyond her control.


  I hate this. I hate that it feels so good.


  “Veronica.”


  “Just break me already!”


  Their gazes tangled messily. It was the first time he had called her by name. Even knowing this, she had deliberately responded with those harsh words: break me. Leon’s expression contorted.


  She thought it was unfair. Why do humans get hurt even as they hurt others? Perhaps we were born as one, like the Bahamuts…


  Then everything disappeared except for sound.


  The patter of rain, the creaking bed, their gasping breaths, and the rustling sheets as she thrashed like a fish out of water filled the air—the pressure, the constriction, and her nerves melting into mindless waves.


  It hurts. It feels strange. Please.


  The rain, which had briefly subsided, began pouring fiercely again. The violent wind rattled the windows, and somewhere distant came the splintering crack of a tree breaking. Even lost in a trance, the sounds brought her back to reality.


  They were doing this in a church. She was lusting after God’s son in His house. Even through his quiet moans, she could feel his anguish through her skin. She had expected to feel immense joy at corrupting him, but instead she felt bone-deep sorrow.


  Veronica collapsed onto her stomach, her body limp. Immediately, his lips found her thin back. Leon carefully traced her back like a boy with a broken doll. No, more precisely, he was caressing not her back but her “glorious” scars, the wounds she had received in the place he had abandoned her. The Pope had commanded it, and God’s knight had wielded the lash—so her wounds were truly deserving of the modifier “glorious.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  His deep voice fell upon her back. His apologies had already numbered in the dozens. He kept whispering that everything was his fault, that he should never have left her, and that she should never forgive him.


  How foolish. Even without his pleas, she had no intention of forgiving him. Yet with each drop of his words falling upon her, her sorrow seemed to fade slightly. Perhaps the heart truly was like water.


  I wish the rain wouldn’t stop. I wish it would rain forever and ever.


  Strange, Veronica thought as she curled her exhausted body under the sheets. Shouldn’t getting dressed take much longer than undressing?


  She watched Leon don his sacred armor with practiced efficiency. A chill crept across her skin now that his warmth no longer enveloped her. Remembering those strong arms that had held her so completely and the broad shoulder where she’d buried her face, she wondered if she might catch a cold at this rate.


  But can a Bahamut even catch a cold?


  Lost in these idle thoughts, she gazed up at the holy knight who had finished preparing to leave. He would turn now and walk through that door, and he would never return to her. Because they had sworn—promised never, ever to meet again.


  This was what she had wanted from the beginning: to strip away the sacred vows Leon cherished so deeply, to shatter his convictions, to corrupt his holy spirit, and to push him away so he could no longer make her resolve waver.


  Yet achieving what she had so desperately desired left her hollow. It hurt like having a limb severed from her body. As she rubbed her swollen eyes, still raw from weeping, Leon leaned down beside the bed.


  “Veronica,” he murmured. “Before I go, I have a request.”


  His low voice washed over her like the night sea, deep and fathomless.


  “When it’s all over, may I come see you just once more?” He tucked a stray lock of raven hair behind her ear. “I have something to tell you, and something to give you.”


  The husky timbre of his voice was achingly gentle. It was unmistakably a plea. Slowly, light returned to Veronica’s dull, hazy eyes.


  Just once more. Those words lodged in her mind like a sweet poison.


  “Do you mind?” he asked.


  The face of the man asking this suddenly came into focus. The calm, languid mask he always wore had been cast aside, and he was looking at her with the same haunted expression she had glimpsed in the wilderness. He looked so utterly desolate that it chilled her to her core. Veronica recognized the desperation and anxiety in his gaze, and her heart plummeted. There was that same helplessness she had once felt toward him.


  If she said no, their relationship would end right there. The absolute power of decision rested in her hands alone. It was an intoxicating sensation—having the emotional upper hand.


  When she gave no answer, Leon waited silently, caressing her face with reverent tenderness, from her forehead to her eyebrows, the bridge of her nose, her lips, chin, and back to her soft cheeks. Veronica unconsciously held her breath. His touch was so achingly slow that it made her drowsy. She had the dangerous illusion that if she kept her mouth shut, he might never leave. If she begged him to stay, he might forget about the war and the Bahamuts and remain by her side.


  Is this how it always is? she wondered. Do men always act as if they would carve out their own hearts for you after sharing just one night of passion?


  Every place his lips had touched now smoldered with a bittersweet ache. Her feet, calves, thighs, the flat plane of her stomach, and the sensitive tips of her ears—her entire body throbbed with remembrance.


  “I won’t force you to answer now,” he whispered. “But if you promise me now…”


  She waited, breath caught in her throat, but he didn’t continue. Leon closed his mouth. His penetrating gaze slowly traveled down to linger on her swollen lips.


  She feared she might believe the lie—afraid she might start believing there was genuine affection there, not just the primal urge that men commonly felt.


  But the two of us, and you, and tonight’s forbidden communion—


  At that moment, a bell’s chimes rang out from outside like divine intervention. They both remained frozen in silence until Veronica finally spoke, pretending nonchalance.


  “Go now. You need to leave,” she commanded, pushing his arm away with trembling fingers.


  Her words were clearly more than enough of an answer to his request. His piercing gaze was so intense that it made her heart flutter traitorously. Veronica deliberately looked away.


  I won’t be deceived again, she told herself fiercely. I won’t allow myself to hope. If I yield even an inch, I’ll only end up shattered again. I’m sick of crying alone in the darkness of my chambers.


  “You said you didn’t want to force me, but you’re not even listening to me. Leave now. I have no further need of you.”


  She spat the words with glacial coldness and squeezed her eyes shut. The bell chimes echoed longer than before, as if urging them to part, but Leon remained sitting beside her for what felt like an eternity without saying anything. She sensed him bowing his head in defeat. His breath whispered close to her skin. But ultimately, his lips never touched her and withdrew. Her fingertips ached, and she clenched her fist, slowly releasing the breath she’d been holding.


  When she dared to open her eyes while listening to his retreating footsteps, the last thing she glimpsed was Leon’s scarred hand as he pushed himself up. His hand, not yet covered by the sacred gauntlets, bore burn marks.


  She had wanted to ask about those scars. Where had he gotten them? He’d carried no such burns before coming to Karta.


  He lingered as though he were about to confess something, but finally turned away, faced with her stubborn refusal. With a hollow thud, he departed, and the door closed, leaving behind a deafening silence.


  Veronica remained curled up for a while before suddenly leaping up and rushing to the window. Without thinking to cover her alabaster skin, she stepped on the fallen sheet and looked outside where the rain had ceased. She waited desperately to catch one last glimpse of his retreating figure. Something warm trickled down between her thighs.


  * * *


  Leon had lain with a woman—in God’s sacred sanctuary, no less. He had indulged in the greatest sacrilege a holy knight could commit.


  Having devoted his entire life to the divine order, the weight of that sin crushed down upon him with unbearable force. He had known the consequences from the beginning. He had been fully aware of his transgression when they joined bodies. He had abandoned his sacred vows and betrayed God’s teachings. As he descended the stairs covered with crimson carpet, the gradually revealed statue of the deity seemed to pierce his soul with its accusatory gaze. Leon slowly turned away from the cross, unable to bear its judgment.


  The first name his birth mother had bestowed upon him had been Noah. It meant “rest given by God.” It was now painfully clear that this name was a cruel irony. Neither in this mortal life nor in the hereafter would he be granted the peace of paradise.


  The temple’s organ resonated with the haunting notes of a requiem for the dead, while the Grand Cathedral overflowed with the faithful at prayer. Above this hallowed space, he had coupled with a woman tainted by Bahamut’s corruption. At the very pinnacle where earnest prayers ascended to heaven, he had indulged in the most intimate and profane act. He harbored no regrets. Even if he could turn back time, he would surrender to her again without hesitation. Therefore, redemption remained forever beyond his reach.


  When he reached the bottom of the stairs, a knight in gleaming white armor approached him.


  “I bring a message from the Vice Commander. You are to take charge of the central rampart. He ordered you to take responsibility and let not a single abomination breach our walls.”


  Ignoring the knight’s disciplined bow, Leon strode directly toward the exit. Behind him, the majestic requiem followed.


  “Dies iræ, dies illa, solvet sæclum in favilla (The day of wrath, that day, when the world dissolves in ashes).”


  As he crossed the temple’s vast expanse, both the sacred hymns and Veronica’s passionate gasps invaded his mind in torturous harmony. The crimson carpet reminded him of her tear-reddened eyes, and the rain-soaked plaza recalled the tears she had shed in his arms.


  He had longed to remain with her until dawn broke. No, not just until morning, but for countless days more. He despised himself for taking her and then abandoning her like a coward.


  But Leon knew the agonizing truth that pierced his heart. She didn’t want him to stay.


  “Juste judex ultionis, donum fac remissionis, ante diem rationis (Righteous judge of vengeance, grant me the gift of absolution, before the day of reckoning).”


  She had wanted nothing from him except mutual destruction. She wished only for him to commit the ultimate sin and then vanish, leaving behind corruption, ruin, and desolation. Leon didn’t even possess the right to kneel and beg for her forgiveness. Respecting her decision was the cruelest punishment he could endure.


  Leon couldn’t simply weep and plead like other sinners. Veronica had forbidden even that small mercy. She had declared she never wanted to see his face again. It felt like having his still-beating heart ripped from his chest and trampled underfoot. His unspoken feelings festered like an infected wound in the hollow of his chest.


  “Oro supplex et acclinis, cor contritum quasi cinis (I pray, suppliant and kneeling, my heart contrite as ashes).”


  As he mounted the midnight-black warhorse that had been waiting, the beast pawed the ground with a shrill whinny. Leon galloped across the plaza and thundered down Key Road. The soldiers parted before him like the miraculous dividing of the sea. In the distance, he could see the jagged ramparts shrouded in darkness.


  Other soldiers kept their distance, knowing that getting caught in Leon’s battle fury meant certain death. He welcomed the solitude of combat. However, his sense of foreboding intensified as he approached the rampart. Despite sensing the movement of countless creatures beyond, not a single gleaming eye pierced the darkness.


  The Bahamuts’ eyes had always shone like hellfire even in the blackest night, so this absolute darkness was an ill omen. Leon drew his blessed sword and took his position on the highest section of the rampart. The dawn air that followed the rain cut through him like a frozen blade. Behind him glimmered the lights of the city, and before him yawned an abyss darker than the deepest night.


  “Lacrimosa dies illa, qua resurget ex favilla, judicandus homo reus (That day of tears, when from the ashes shall rise, the guilty man to be judged).”


  The requiem that had echoed like a prophecy in his mind was reaching its final notes. Ominous vibrations rattled the stone beneath his feet, traveling upward through his armored legs. Leon held his sword at the ready as he recalled the delicate warmth that had nestled in his arms. He remembered everything in perfect clarity—their first meeting, the snow-covered inn, the vast wilderness where they had been alone, the Great Temple, and finally Karta. She had whispered that she wanted to be his flame in the darkness. But such dreams were dangerous folly—flames must consume themselves to provide light for others.


  Now he thought that snow blossoms suited her far better—blooming with defiant beauty even in the harshest winter. Flames would be nothing but poison to them if they got too close.


  “Pie Jesu Domine, Dona eis requiem (Merciful Lord, grant them rest).”


  “Amen,” Leon whispered.


  Suddenly, from the impenetrable darkness, something erupted like a writhing swarm of spiders. Leon froze in horror at the sight of the abominations crawling up the stone barricade. The Bahamuts had evolved—they now had grotesque heads sprouting from their bodies. Their heads resembled unformed fetuses, with sealed eyes, a mockery of human life yet to be born.


  * * *


  When Veronica closed her eyes, Leon’s face filled her vision. Those eyes had met hers as he’d exhaled shallow breaths, his brow furrowed as if struggling to contain something primal—in that moment, the world beyond them had ceased to exist. It was just the two of them, alone. Together they’d trembled like wildfire consuming dry brush, like waves crashing against shore, and then…


  “Veronica,” he’d whispered, her name a prayer on his lips.


  “Fifty thousand?! That can’t possibly be true!”


  The panicked shout from beyond her door startled Veronica awake. A chill slithered down her spine.


  “Keep your voice down, you fool!” another voice hissed. “I swear it’s true—I heard Sir Dane report the numbers myself during the war council.”


  “Impossible. It was pouring rain and pitch black—how could anyone count them?”


  “Goodness, are you truly this dense? The imperial mathematicians aren’t simpering idiots who count on their fingers. They calculated based on the timing of the messenger birds and territorial spread.”


  The knights’ voices sounded quite young. They must have changed the guard rotation during the night, Veronica thought.


  Outside her window, dawn had painted the world with blue-tinged dew. There was still no sign of the army’s return. Veronica picked anxiously at the wound on her palm, straining to hear more of the conversation.


  “Fine, but you didn’t need to call me a fool for that... But surely they can’t breach our walls? The entire Holy Knight Order stands between us and them. There’s also Sir Berg.”


  “Who can say? Even after that bloodbath last month, they assigned him the central wall—alone. Even the legendary Berg might not withstand this onslaught.”


  “If the high clergy knew the danger, why send him to certain death?”


  “Well, from what I’ve gathered…”


  The knight’s voice dropped frustratingly low. Veronica moved closer to the door, blanket clutched around her shoulders. She caught another whispered fragment.


  “…They’re sacrificing him. Once he falls in battle, the divine sword will choose another knight—one more obedient to the church. So from the Pope’s perspective…”


  “…Our turn won’t come, will it?”


  Her heart plummeted. As she held her breath waiting for the next words, a trumpet blast devoured the soldiers’ whispered conversation.


  Veronica whirled around, her legs trembling as she frantically gathered her scattered clothing. She flung open the window, searching desperately for where the defensive barriers should be visible. The horizon remained empty—not a single returning soldier in sight.


  Then what was that horn? she wondered.


  As she squinted against the biting wind that whipped her hair across her face, the door behind her burst open. Veronica’s hand flew instinctively to Genesis, the divine sword propped beside her bed.


  “Place Genesis on the floor and turn around immediately,” commanded a stern voice. “Any unauthorized movement will result in immediate restraint.”


  At first, she thought she’d been caught eavesdropping—the voice belonged to one of the knights from the hallway. But multiple sets of armored footsteps entered her chamber. After a moment’s calculation, she placed the sword down and slowly turned to face them.


  One of the knights approached, snatched up the divine blade, and passed it to someone behind him. Then he bound her wrists painfully tight, as if handling something tainted by corruption. Veronica surveyed the knights surrounding her—barely more than boys, their faces still smooth with youth.


  “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded, fixing her gaze on the youngest-looking knight. “Where are you taking me?”


  But the apprentice knight binding her wrists acted as if she were beneath acknowledgment.


  Should I fight them? she considered briefly. No, they’re wearing the sacred armor of the Holy Knight Order. It’s not wise to make enemies of them now.


  She allowed herself to be led away, mind racing through possibilities. They guided her down winding staircases and through the towering doors of the Grand Cathedral. Though spring had arrived, the morning air bit at her skin with winter’s lingering teeth.


  Veronica squinted as they emerged from the cathedral’s shadows into the harsh morning light. The murmur of a crowd grew louder with each step. Despite the early hour, the plaza overflowed with the faithful who had maintained their vigil throughout the night—people with glazed eyes and fervent hearts, their sense of time dissolved by spending the night awake.


  “Halt here.”


  Just before descending the final stairs to the plaza below, the procession stopped. Veronica finally had a moment to survey the scene, and the blood in her veins turned to ice. Her mind spun with disbelief.


  A wooden stake rose toward heaven. Inquisitors in red robes stood in formation, and a bound prisoner—herself—was to be presented before the hungry crowd.


  This is a religious trial.


  “The peace and tranquility of the Holy City shall be eternal. Not a single drop of innocent blood shall flow on that land.”


  I’m being put on a religious trial.


  Feeling numb, Veronica turned her head toward the inquisitor whose voice thundered with divine authority. Beside him sat the Pope, whose once-serene face had aged a decade since she’d last seen him. She felt as though she’d stumbled into the final act of a tragedy already in motion.


  “However, the blessed age of divine oracles ended twenty years ago, and now we stand precariously upon the shattered fragments of divine promise. What calamity has brought us to this precipice?”


  Veronica scanned the sea of faces. Though she’d never seen these citizens before, they glared at her with the familiarity of ancient hatred.


  “Has God abandoned His chosen people, as the blasphemous whispers claim? Has Karta fallen into irredeemable corruption, like the First Land?”


  Eyes gleamed with zealous fire. The heat of righteous anger rose from the crowd like steam. Malice brewed like storm clouds, and resentment sought release.


  “For twenty years, the Papal Office has searched tirelessly for the reason behind the silence of the divine oracles. And now, standing before us is the devilish incarnation who has summoned these calamities upon our blessed lands.”


  This makes no sense, Veronica thought. Why were they doing this all of a sudden?


  She had always believed that such momentous events should have harbingers—clues that might have warned her of the coming storm. Then suddenly, the whispered conversation from earlier echoed in her mind.


  



  “…They’re sacrificing him. Once he falls in battle, the divine sword will choose another knight—one more obedient to the church. So from the Pope’s perspective…”


  



  Had Genesis been the catalyst? Had the wheel of fate begun its merciless turn the moment she returned with the divine sword clutched in her hand?


  “This woman was born twenty years ago, when the sacred statue in the wilderness lost its head,” the inquisitor continued. “From that moment, she cultivated demonic power to summon the Bahamuts to our sacred land. Behold the proof—those blood-red Bahamut eyes that betray her human disguise! It isn’t that she survived corruption—she has simply been masquerading as human for twenty years!”


  The absurdity of it left her speechless. The wilderness statue had been beheaded in summer, while Veronica had been born in winter. Countless other inconsistencies riddled the accusation as well. Yet the inquisitor ranted with such violent conviction that his ceremonial hat nearly flew from his head, his chest heaving with righteous fury.


  “After infiltrating our Holy City, she whispered curses of destruction upon Karta from within the sacred shadow of His Holiness the Pope himself! She commanded Bahamuts worldwide through an unholy communion that defies our understanding. His Holiness the Pope, Baron Quihiller, and Sir Dane have all testified to witnessing this!”


  When these respected names were invoked, the crowd erupted in horrified gasps. The inquisitor pressed his advantage.


  “Some among you may have encountered this demon-woman during the evacuation procession. But her seeming acts of mercy were merely a calculated deception to conceal her true nature. She murdered Commander Mecklenburg of the Holy Knight Order and stole the blessed sword Genesis.”


  Shocked murmurs rippled through the crowd.


  They were preposterous lies, but surrounded by hostile gazes converging upon her, Veronica couldn’t force a single word past her lips. Would anyone hear her truth over their thirst for a scapegoat? Reality seemed to warp around her. Long-buried nightmares resurfaced—those eyes that followed her everywhere.


  “Therefore, I demand she be purified by sacred flame for the crimes of murdering God’s servant, practicing heretical arts, and inciting rebellion among the faithful! Once this devil’s vessel is reduced to ashes, the divine protection of Karta will be restored, and all these calamities and sufferings shall be banished from our lands!”


  In that moment, clarity struck her like lightning. Truth had never been the objective, she realized. They needed a sacrifice to appease the terrified masses—a witch to burn.


  So there couldn’t have been any warning signs. This was a desperate scheme hastily concocted early this morning by frightened men in positions of power.


  “If my accusations are false,” the inquisitor declared, raising his arms dramatically, “may divine judgment strike me down where I stand!”


  Veronica didn’t see the judge and the Pope making their decisions, but she didn’t need to. The verdict became evident through the rough hands that dragged her to a wooden stake and bound her with sanctified rope.


  Perhaps she was being punished for the sin of dragging down a son of God to fall alongside her into damnation. She had heard that crowds typically pelted the condemned with rotten food and vicious insults, but these gaunt refugees did neither. They simply watched with exhausted eyes.


  Strangely, instead of defiance, memories of the previous night flooded her mind.


  Did Leon know this was coming? she wondered. Was that why he held me, as a final farewell?


  She didn’t know. Everything felt distant and hazy, her thoughts drifting like smoke.


  “Bring forth the purifying flames!”


  A soldier approached with a blazing torch. Veronica closed her eyes, surrendering to her fate.


  Then came a strange, crunching sound.


  A crunching sound?


  Veronica’s eyes flew open when a piercing scream sliced through the air. The inquisitor—who had just invited divine judgment—lay sprawled on the cobblestones, his throat torn out in a crimson spray. Then Bahamuts leaped down from the Grand Cathedral’s roof behind her, with some remaining perched alongside the apostle statues. They blew war horns with mouths that shouldn’t exist on their faces—just like humans would.


  The sound was not a signal of retreat but a battle cry mimicking humans. The crowd dissolved into chaos. Screams, desperate prayers, and the wet sounds of slaughter filled the air.


  How have they grown heads with faces? Veronica wondered in horror. How did they breach the ancient walls rather than the newly constructed barriers? Has the thousand-year protection of accumulated holy power failed? Has God truly abandoned us?


  “Untie these ropes!” she shouted.


  Snapping back to her senses, Veronica kicked the knight who stood frozen in terror, torch trembling in his grip. It was the same apprentice knight who had bound her hands.


  “Release me right now!”


  He stumbled backward, dropping the torch as he stared open-mouthed at his fellow knights falling like wheat before a scythe. Righteous fury surged through Veronica’s veins. Her blood felt like it was boiling with exhausted sadness.


  This isn’t Asseldorf, she reminded herself. I won’t be helpless again, bound or not. I’ll fight with whatever means I have!


  With a thunderous crack, the head of the Bahamut that had pounced on the young knight exploded into crimson mist. In that moment, a miracle witnessed by more souls than any other in Karta’s thousand-year history unfolded before them.


  “It was like divine fire igniting in the darkness,” a survivor would later testify. “The heads of hundreds of Bahamuts throughout the square exploded simultaneously, as if crushed by the very air.”


  * * *


  “The heads… Th-They just…” the fallen apprentice knight couldn’t even finish his sentence.


  It was the power of the First Bahamut—the ability to command the very air itself.


  Warm blood trickled from Veronica’s nostrils, its metallic scent hanging thick in the aftermath of destruction. In the wake of the tempest, a palpable shockwave lingered. Not a soul failed to recognize who had obliterated hundreds of monsters’ skulls. The ripples in the atmosphere had emanated from a single origin point, like concentric circles spreading across a still lake after a stone’s impact.


  She was a seemingly fragile woman, dragged before them without warning, utterly ordinary save for those crimson eyes—a docile creature who had never even shown defiance. She had done all this.


  The heresy inquisitor who had invited divine punishment should his words prove false had his head torn clean off before finishing his sentence.


  Even wailing infants and groaning elders who had fallen gazed up at her in reverent silence. Every person regarded Veronica, her breath coming in ragged gasps, as though she were God Himself.


  That was when a new Bahamut materialized atop the roof. At the epicenter of the overwhelming shockwave, Veronica’s voice rang out like a battle cry: “Untie me, now!”


  In that heartbeat, time, which had stood frozen, began to flow once more. The knight who had been sitting dumbfounded sliced through her bonds with a vacant expression. The moment she was freed, she lunged for Genesis, which had fallen beside a corpse.


  With a satisfying slice, the charging Bahamut was cleaved in two. Veronica leapt down the stairs and dispatched another beast that was about to pounce on a whimpering child. Perhaps when she had closed her eyes obediently moments before they were to set her ablaze, some primal instinct had whispered the truth—that this was not where her story would end.


  “Protect His Holiness the Pope!” The knights’ shouts pierced the air as they regained their senses.


  Veronica gritted her teeth in disgust. What about the citizens? Who would protect the innocent?


  Bahamuts poured into the square from every direction. A place densely packed with humans with nowhere to hide was nothing short of a feast laid before these predators. Terror seized the masses as they witnessed Bahamuts emerging from every street and alleyway. Veronica swung her blade with desperate fury for their sake—slashing, impaling, sometimes exploding their heads.


  Just as she felt her strength failing, her body instead became weightless, as though ethereal wings had unfurled from her shoulder blades.


  



  “That weapon isn’t some miracle that grants power freely. It’s a blade that harvests your life force in exchange for the power it bestows.”


  



  Leon’s warning about the divine sword echoed in her mind, but she dismissed it. Even Leon wouldn’t have sheathed his blade in this hellscape.


  The sole mercy was that the Bahamuts, whose eyes still remained closed, couldn’t corrupt humans. They hunted by scent and sound alone. Naturally, they swarmed toward Veronica as she fought. How long could she endure? Could she hold them off until the Imperial Army or the Holy Knight Order arrived?


  A trumpet’s deep bellow resonated from behind. No—she couldn’t be certain she’d actually heard it. Perhaps she only remembered hearing it.


  She turned to see the joyous faces of the people she’d saved. Thank God—that was her final conscious thought. Her body, which had felt as light as a feather, suddenly tilted at an unnatural angle. The sword she attempted to plant into the ground slipped from her grasp.


  There was a time when she wanted to be shattered completely, as though such destruction would transform her into someone he could love.


  Have I finally fulfilled that requirement now?


  * * *


  Every inch of her body screamed with pain.


  “Drink.”


  Leon’s command was the first sound to penetrate the darkness. A cup pressed against her cracked lips, and something cool slid down her parched throat. As she swallowed the liquid, his low voice offered rare praise: “Yes, just like that.”


  She struggled to open her eyes, but consciousness slipped away, dragging her back into the dark, viscous, and clinging void. There, Veronica’s body entwined with a man’s, endlessly and relentlessly. She rocked beneath him, pressed down as though submerged in the deepest ocean trench. The man who had buried himself in her whispered her name with each passionate sound that escaped his lips.


  “Veronica,” he would breathe, like a lighthouse calling to a vessel lost at sea, guiding her home through treacherous waters.


  Through her hazy vision, the man’s face materialized before her. She had told him never to show himself to her again—had explicitly forbidden him from coming near her.


  She closed her eyes after glimpsing the cool flame burning beneath his furrowed brow. If she were safely tucked in bed, the city must have survived the attack. So there was no reason to engage in any conversation with him.


  As she kept her lips sealed in stubborn silence, Leon brought another cup to her mouth. Despising the sensation of liquid trailing down her chin, she parted her lips slightly. With unexpected tenderness, he wiped away the escaped droplets with his fingertips.


  Perhaps it was some kind of pain-relieving elixir. Was that why her limbs felt leaden, and why she’d been drifting in and out of consciousness? As this thought crossed her mind, she attempted to shift onto her side. Immediately, excruciating agony coursed through her entire frame. Her muscles spasmed uncontrollably. Though her skin remained unmarked, it felt as though invisible blades had carved her flesh into ribbons.


  When a small whimper escaped through her clenched teeth, Leon broke his silence.


  “Why didn’t you stop?”


  It was a question utterly unlike his usual self. She had expected him to begin with a smug ‘I warned you about this.’ Veronica moved her parched lips with effort.


  “There’s no reason to be careful, is there?” she asked. “I was always meant to die to save others. That has been my fate all along.”


  Leon said nothing. Veronica, who had been waiting for his retort, pushed her eyelids open in confusion. Contrary to her expectation of meeting his piercing gaze, Leon was fixated on her limp hand resting atop the blanket. A nail on her second finger had broken—had she damaged it while clutching the sword in desperation?


  She glanced upward, studying his profile. His straight nose and firmly sealed lips created sharp angles in the dim light. His crimson hair was uncharacteristically disheveled, and exhaustion rolled off him in palpable waves. The fatigue blended seamlessly with the decadent aura he naturally exuded.


  “No, that’s not… this isn’t what I intended…” he murmured, his voice as muffled as if he were speaking underwater before trailing off abruptly.


  Leon rubbed his eyes as though trying to hide his expression. A profound despair clung to each labored breath he drew.


  Why? she wondered. Why are you the one drowning in despair?


  Veronica impulsively reached toward him. When she pulled his hands away from his face, she confronted eyes that seemed wounded. Her lips moved of their own accord.


  “Why do you look like that?”


  After choosing me as your sacrificial pawn to prop up the world, why do you look as though the heavens themselves are crashing down?


  In response to Veronica’s question, his normally frigid gaze rippled with barely contained emotion. He regarded her with such intensity it felt as though he might devour her whole, then delivered an answer that bore no relation to her question.


  “I should never have set foot in Bayern,” he said.


  That had been last winter—too early for spring’s warmth to have thawed the frost.


  “Then I wouldn’t have crossed your path. I could have lived in blissful ignorance of your very existence.”


  She seized his hand as he attempted to withdraw, pressing her lips against his skin. Every nerve in her body focused on that single point of contact. Veronica recalled the first day she’d laid eyes on him.


  “So I could have died there instead?” she whispered.


  For the first time in her life, she witnessed firsthand what it meant for color to drain from a person’s face. His features contorted as though he were trapped between an advancing inferno and a sheer cliff face. He ceased breathing as if invisible hands constricted his throat, then squeezed her fingers with surprising force.


  In this cruel world, there was a concept called fate. If he was destined to save her, then surely she was born to die. She had to believe that. What purpose was there in questioning the causes behind the world’s tragedies when all paths inevitably lead back to God’s mysterious intentions?


  “Tell me,” she said, abruptly changing course. “Isn’t holy power supposed to possess healing properties? Though you’ve been too preoccupied with preventing my corruption to tend to my injuries until now.”


  Leon offered no response. Perhaps he had already divined her next words.


  “Then help me heal,” she said.


  



  “This is what you really came for, isn’t it?”


  



  The memory of his cruel words echoed between them.


  “Take me,” she commanded softly.


  “…What?”


  “This is what you really came for, isn’t it?”


  With savage precision, she extracted the blade that had once pierced her heart and plunged it into him with all her remaining strength. Inflicting pain, she discovered, wasn’t nearly as satisfying as she had imagined. Anyone who attempted it would learn the same bitter lesson.


  “Are you hesitating?” she taunted. “Because I’m not pretty enough for you in this state?”


  “Veronica.”


  “Don’t you dare speak my name,” she hissed, her voice cracking.


  Leon’s mouth clamped shut. A suffocating silence descended between them. Veronica struggled to keep the venom from her tone, continuing as evenly as possible.


  “You’ve come to me knowing that I never wanted to see you again, so surely there must be some benefit in it for me. I mean, that’s the lesson you taught me, after all.”


  Why pretend ignorance? she thought bitterly. Why this charade of concern, when you knew the consequences all along?


  His belated regret changed nothing. All it accomplished was that it ignited a treacherous desire to live within her.


  “If you don’t want to, then don’t trouble yourself. I can always request assistance elsewhere.”


  Her words carried resignation, not provocation. But when Leon’s brow furrowed, a perverse thrill akin to triumph surged from the depths of her chest. She savored the ripples of reaction spreading across his features, like stones cast into still waters.


  I must be truly broken now. Something fundamental shattered within me last night, beyond any hope of repair.


  “Someone else?” Leon echoed, in his distinctive low timbre.


  Veronica continued with feigned nonchalance, “I could always scream for help. If another knight responds, I’ll make my request to him instead. Since I’ve proven my value in battle, they’ll likely determine my swift recovery serves their interests.”


  Stop this. Cease these empty provocations. Despite her internal pleas, her treacherous lips continued to move.


  “Oscar would certainly oblige without hesitation,” she added.


  “You have a remarkable talent for driving people mad,” Leon growled.


  The instant another man’s name crossed her lips, he released her hand and attempted to rise from his chair. But Veronica held him back with a whisper.


  “The pain is unbearable, though.”


  He stood frozen in place, tension visible in every line of his body.


  Veronica continued, her voice hoarse, “It hurts so terribly that I feel like I might die.”


  Will you still abandon me now?


  Had he muttered a curse under his breath? Perhaps he had. Her memory captured only the fierce hunger in his expression as he leaned over her. Also, the shallow breaths that escaped his lips, and the wild pounding of her heart that threatened to burst from her chest.


  When she drew his exploring tongue deeper into her mouth, Leon tilted his head and claimed her more roughly. She wondered if he was truly unaffected by this exchange. Or was this a mutually destructive ritual, like two parched souls drinking each other’s blood in a desperate bid to quench an unquenchable thirst?


  His kisses always fill me with a strange sorrow, she thought. Because they make me yearn to live. Because they force me to confront my fear of death.


  * * *


  She had told him she never wanted to see him again. She said that no matter how much he regretted his actions, those feelings were his burden alone—that forcing his presence on her was nothing but selfish violence.


  Leon knew this. Those words had pierced him like a blade. And he’d been utterly convinced he could honor her wishes too—until last night, when his treacherous feet refused to carry him away. Until he witnessed her collapse, crimson blood spilling from her lips. Yes, everything had been crystal clear until that moment shattered his resolve.


  As the war trumpets wailed outside, an icy chill ran down his spine. When he had seen Veronica collapse after returning from the battlements, Leon finally understood what it meant to feel the ground crumble beneath his feet. Like a fool, it had taken witnessing her broken body for the truth to pierce his heart.


  He couldn’t let her go. Even if it meant circling her like a shadow until his dying breath, he needed to remain by her side. No matter how desperately he tried to masquerade as a noble soul, the contemptible desire coiling within him refused to be hidden.


  “Perhaps it’s better that you’re completely corrupted now,” Leon muttered, his gaze tracing the delicate features of the sleeping Veronica. “Because now you’ll need me every time you get hurt.”


  She seemed more comfortable now, her face serene and unguarded. Despite the nuns’ diligent efforts to cleanse her, she had sweated profusely the moment she regained consciousness. It had been worth it, though. Leon’s holy power was flowing through her veins, mending her broken flesh.


  “Don’t go…”


  The plea escaped her lips when he briefly moved away to check her complexion. Veronica whimpered in her sleep and nestled closer, seeking his warmth. The corners of her eyes were flushed red, her lips parted like a flower at dawn. She curled her frail shoulders into a protective ball.


  “I won’t. I’m not going anywhere,” Leon promised, his calloused fingers caressing her cheek—not merely pale but ghostly white.


  The mere thought that another’s eyes might have witnessed this vulnerable face made his nerves stand on edge. There was something about her that reduced him to a possessive child. Whenever her gaze drifted away from him, the primal possessiveness he’d thought long buried would rear its ugly head. A childish jealousy would surge within him—a desperate need to possess her, to ensure no one could steal her away.


  As he buried his face in the alabaster curve of her neck, the subtle, intoxicating scent of her skin aroused his lower half without effort.


  He could scarcely believe human skin could be this delicate and soft. No, more unbelievable was the reality that such a small, fragile woman had somehow taken him.


  He held her tightly against him, this woman who seemed as fleeting as a dream, and slowly traced the elegant curve of her spine with his fingertips. When his hand moved down to the hollow just above her pelvis, her waist twitched. Leon exhaled sharply at the stimulating curve beneath his touch.


  The cannons’ distant roar yanked him back to the harsh reality beyond their sanctuary. Tonight, the Imperial Army would defend the castle walls. But tomorrow, the Holy Knight Order would have to march back to the blood-soaked battlefield once again.


  No matter how many they slaughtered, the horde seemed endless. The Bahamuts kept surging forward, wave after relentless wave, their numbers undiminished by the mounting corpses. And now that everyone knew what she could do, Veronica would definitely have to return to battle as soon as she recovered as well.


  Today, she had single-handedly vanquished hundreds of Bahamuts that the Imperial Army had failed to stop. This was different from her modest assistance with the refugee procession. Now all the citizens would know her name. Veronica was a commoner, a woman, and younger than the battle-hardened knights. The masses always cheered loudest when the underdog rose to glory—just as they had when Leon, bearing the Berg name, had captured their adoration.


  But Leon knew that was no blessing. She would be crushed beneath the weight of their expectations.


  



  “There’s no reason to be careful, is there? I was always meant to die to save others. That has been my fate all along.”


  



  No, she was wrong. She was not meant to be sacrificed like that.


  Really? Then how should she have died? the darkness within him whispered, slithering through his thoughts like a venomous serpent.


  Leon offered no answer. The term “self-deception” surely existed because humans were creatures who lied even in the sacred privacy of their own minds.


  I never wanted to kill her.


  As he repeated this desperate mantra, memories flooded back of when he’d encountered the First Bahamut in the church. The moment he’d thrust his sword deep into its hide, Veronica had let out a pained moan. In that moment, he had nearly become her executioner.


  Admit it. You felt elation coursing through your veins. You rejoiced at finally fulfilling the mission that had weighed upon your shoulders.


  No, that wasn’t it. He had wanted to save her. That was why he’d let the chance to end the tragedy slip through his fingers when it was within his grasp. Every life lost afterward was a burden upon his soul.


  His mind thrashed painfully in the pitch-black dilemma that engulfed him. Guilt burned like hellfire no matter which path he chose. Leon buried his face against the woman he clutched so desperately and gasped for breath like a drowning man. He was glad that she was asleep. She needn’t witness how utterly miserable a life without purpose could become.


  His fingers spasmed beyond his control, betraying his weakness. The aftermath of sharing his holy power despite his exhaustion was slowly seeping into his bones, like poison spreading through his veins.
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  “And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it He rested from all the work of creating that He had done.”


  



  —Genesis 2:3


  * * *


  Veronica was burning up. She pushed away the offending blanket, but invisible hands covered her again.


  It’s too hot—I’m suffocating in this inferno.


  This time, she kicked violently, sending the blanket flying. Yet somehow, the heavy weight returned to smother her. Irritation flared within her chest. Instead of fighting the persistent covering, she needed to escape entirely. Flailing her limbs like a desperate swimmer, she wriggled free and finally tasted sweet freedom. And at that moment, her body tilted precariously.


  Veronica’s eyes flew open in sudden awareness. I’m falling, I’m fall—


  “What the—”


  Before she could finish her thought, a powerful grip seized her arm, and Veronica found herself yanked upward in one swift motion by the scowling man above her. Leon stared at her with eyes still clouded by sleep as she dangled above the precipice of the bed, then glanced down at his own arm where corded tendons stood out beneath his skin.


  “Why were you all the way over there?” he asked.


  “…Someone must have pushed me,” she mumbled shamelessly.


  Veronica slipped from his grasp and quickly sat upright, putting distance between them. As she rubbed her sleep-crusted eyes, she felt the weight of his gaze upon her. Noticing that his eyes lingered on the exposed curve of her chest, she belatedly clutched the blanket to herself.


  “Don’t look at me,” she demanded.


  “A bit late for modesty, isn’t it?” he replied with maddening nonchalance. “I even cleaned you up while you slept.”


  Mortification surged from deep within her chest, setting her entire body ablaze as though touched by fire. The man, who had been absently combing his tousled hair back with his fingers, paused when he noticed the flush spreading to the tips of her ears. Desperate to escape his penetrating gaze, Veronica turned away and spoke first, seizing control of the moment.


  “Just bring me my clothes.”


  Fortunately, Leon seemed disinclined to torment her further. Without another word, he rose and gathered his own garments that lay scattered beside the bed. Veronica fixed her gaze determinedly on his broad back, refusing to allow her eyes to wander lower. She traced the sculpted contours of his shoulder blades, the straight, deep valley of his spine, and the mesmerizing dance of muscles beneath his skin as he moved. Her trance was broken when he suddenly glanced over his shoulder.


  “Aren’t you hungry?” he asked.


  “I don’t need to eat,” she replied. “My body would reject it anyway.”


  She sensed that she could now exist without food, perhaps even without sleep. Though she had no evidence for this belief, the certainty resonated within her transformed body.


  “But you seemed to sleep well enough,” he observed, his tone unreadable.


  Veronica remained silent, unable to determine whether he was teasing or simply making conversation. As he noted, she had indeed slept, if only briefly. It hadn’t seemed necessary, yet the protective embrace that had cradled her had offered her a sense of peace.


  Once Leon had made himself presentable, he brought her clothes, and Veronica retreated beneath the blanket to dress away from his piercing gaze. Her limbs felt remarkably lighter and more responsive than yesterday. As she had anticipated, breathing in his divine essence had accelerated her healing.


  While she was still wrestling with her garments beneath the covers, she heard footsteps retreating and the door closing. Veronica froze mid-motion, her heart suddenly still. Long moments passed in silence until finally, the door creaked open once more.


  “I thought you’d left,” Veronica said quietly, emerging cautiously from beneath the blanket.


  “I’m not quite that impolite,” Leon retorted as he set a plate of food on the nearby table.


  “You always used to leave without a word,” she countered, the old wound evident in her voice.


  At her pointed remark, Leon turned to face her, his brow furrowed in concentration as he searched his memories. Seeing his confusion, Veronica gave him a knowing look tinged with resignation. Of course, he didn’t even remember—their shared days at the inn after escaping the Papal Office must have been insignificant to him. He would always slip away like a shadow unless she made the effort to rise and bid him farewell first. In all that time, she had grown accustomed to waking alone in a cold bed.


  “Never mind if you don’t remember,” she murmured.


  After securing the final knot in her clothing with nimble fingers, Veronica rose from the bed. As she attempted to walk past the now motionless man, his hand shot out, capturing her wrist.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I want to know what the situation is outside.”


  “Just ask me,” he countered. “I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”


  “No, thank you. I’d prefer to hear it from Oscar.”


  As she had anticipated, at the mention of the name that had provoked such a visceral reaction yesterday, Leon’s eyebrow twitched. When he spoke, his voice had dropped to a dangerous timbre.


  “Lately, I find myself hearing that name with irritating frequency.”


  “That’s because I mention him often. Release me. I want to ensure he wasn’t injured in yesterday’s battle.”


  “Why?”


  Veronica looked up in genuine confusion at the terse question. Leon, radiating a sudden, dangerous energy, asked again with deliberate slowness.


  “Why do you need to verify his well-being at the crack of dawn?”


  She hadn’t even realized the early hour. In truth, she had no immediate plans to seek out Oscar. She simply couldn’t bear to remain in this intimate space with Leon any longer. She feared that if they continued this dance of familiar conversation, they might slip back into old patterns that would only lead to more heartache.


  “Well, perhaps because I care for him?” she suggested flippantly, the words escaping before she could consider their impact.


  But as she attempted to look away, something in his expression made her flinch and look up at him properly.


  She never would have imagined witnessing such naked pain on his features. Had she known, she would have chosen her words with greater care, would have made it clear how different this was from the heartfelt confession she had once offered him. So he could continue to conceal the depths of his own heart, as he had always done.


  Veronica held her breath, transfixed by the face of a man whose carefully constructed mask had shattered completely. In the terrible, suffocating silence that descended between them, she found herself facing a broken boy whose heart lay bleeding before her.


  “You care for him?” Leon asked, after a profound silence.


  Suddenly, Veronica remembered what her mother had said when she brought home a rag doll that someone had thrown away. She’d told her that a doll that had been abandoned once always showed the scars—that it shattered beyond repair when the same circumstances arose.


  Veronica held her breath, her gaze locked with his, unable to look away. A pool of darkness had formed before her—one she knew she shouldn’t step into.


  “Since when? Oh, perhaps…”


  The man she had longed to touch—both in mind and body—took a step closer to her now. He slid his fingers between hers, intertwining them, before bending until his face hovered mere inches from her own.


  “Was he the one you were waiting for on that rainy night?”


  With the cabinet pressing against her back, there was nowhere to retreat. Veronica tilted her head back to gaze at the man who seemed wrapped in shadows.


  How arrogant she had been to think that she could save him in one twilight-soaked moment. How self-centered to imagine they shared the same kind of emptiness.


  She had never truly been abandoned, so her void was fundamentally different from his. This man’s heart wasn’t merely wounded—it was a hollow vessel, emptied of everything that should have filled it.


  “Why aren’t you saying anything?” Leon murmured. “Are you frightened again, like when we first met?”


  Though his exterior was as rough-hewn as weathered stone, his tone held unexpected tenderness. Veronica squeezed his hand tightly, remembering their first encounter—and how she had trembled then.


  “…You’re the one who’s afraid,” she whispered.


  His crimson eyes wavered, as if she had pierced his armor with a well-aimed strike. Today, the scar across his face resembled a frozen tear. The sight made her chest ache with pain. The boyish vulnerability that occasionally crept into his hardened features hurt her more deeply than any blade could.


  Why? Why are you so terrified? What are you so afraid of?


  “Don’t leave me,” Leon breathed, the words barely audible. His voice was as deep and raw as when he had spoken to her when she was asleep, when he told her he wasn’t going to go anywhere.


  Before she could answer, his lips claimed hers with desperate hunger. Hands warm and gentle enough to bring tears to her eyes cradled her face. What began as careful exploration deepened into yearning that bordered on worship. His free hand pulled her waist against him, erasing any space between their bodies.


  A sharp rapping sound shattered the moment. “Sir Berg, are you in there?”


  The soldier’s urgent voice carried through the door, but Leon didn’t stop. He was attuned only to her, deaf to the outside world. If the air surrounding them hadn’t cracked, allowing reality to seep through the fissures, they might have remained trapped in that abyss forever. That was how profound and impenetrable their shared darkness had become.


  When the door wailed once more with another thunderous knock, Veronica finally mustered the strength to push him away.


  “There’s an urgent request for support from the city walls!” The soldier outside bellowed.


  Only then did Leon seem to hear him, straightening his posture and muttering harsh words she couldn’t comprehend—it sounded like a Tyran dialect. He gazed at Veronica’s flushed face with darkened eyes.


  But it was only for a heartbeat before his hand instinctively found his sword. He was truly a man who had lived his entire life as a knight—duty was etched into his very bones.


  Wait, is he leaving just like this? He hasn’t even properly rested since his return.


  “Eat your breakfast before it grows cold,” Leon commanded as he strode toward the door, wrapping his midnight cloak around his shoulders.


  The vulnerable boy had vanished, replaced by a man with features carved from stone. He cast one final glance in her direction, his eyes drinking her in as though committing her to memory—just like that day of the storm.


  He didn’t wait for an answer as he wrenched open the door. Or perhaps he believed no answer would come.


  With a resounding bang, Veronica was left alone in the blink of an eye, breathing heavily as she stared at the plate on the table. It contained easy-to-digest soup and soft white bread. The white steam rose and dissipated into nothingness, just like the warmth that lingered on her skin where he had touched her.


  * * *


  Karta might fall this very day.


  Leon immersed himself in strategic thought, desperate to cool his heated body and focus his mind on the threat at hand.


  The holy walls had betrayed humanity. They no longer shielded the faithful from the encroaching darkness.


  To put it simply, God had turned His face away from mankind.


  Others would condemn such words as blasphemy, but Leon was now convinced beyond doubt. All evidence pointed to one conclusion: God had once taken shelter within Veronica. That explained everything—why the Bahamuts had corrupted only those who had gazed upon the statue twenty years ago, the strange voice she had heard whispering “found you,” and her unique ability to harness her corruption rather than succumb to it.


  The Bahamut had been hunting for God all along and had finally found Him.


  It had devoured the woman and extracted God from her mortal vessel. The reason for releasing both the divine sword and Veronica remained a mystery, but perhaps the creature had judged that she no longer posed any threat. She had already been completely corrupted, making her part of the evolved humanity.


  Veronica had returned on the seventh day. Knowing the sacred texts as he did, he should have recognized the significance immediately. Instead, he had merely suspected that a Bahamut might be wearing her skin like a disguise, forgetting that it took the Creator seven days to fashion the world.


  The world had been silently reconstructed while the humans remained blind to the transformation. The Bahamuts had God on their side—the proof manifested in the heads now beginning to sprout from their monstrous forms. Scripture taught that God created humans in His divine image. Therefore, the development of heads resembling humans was evidence that the Bahamuts were evolving to mirror the divine.


  Even accepting all this, the true problem remained…


  “It’s the southwestern wall, sir,” reported the soldier, breaking into Leon’s thoughts. “Archers are holding the line, but they’ll withdraw the moment you arrive.”


  Leon abandoned his theological musings and boarded the pulley lift that would carry him up the massive wall. He had no desire to delve deeper into these disturbing theories anyway. His stomach churned with dread. No human in the world understood a Bahamut’s ecology better than he did. During his stay in Tyran, he had experimented on Bahamut specimens, researched their biology, and identified their physiological weaknesses.


  A species that had come to this realm for survival wouldn’t have suddenly developed religious yearnings. No, for all living creatures, ensuring their continued survival took priority before anything else.


  The Bahamuts had sought God because they wanted to sever their hive mind connection and survive as individuals.


  Wasn’t that the true purpose of faces? They were the features that distinguished one human from another, granting individual identities.


  Back in Tyran, a fellow knight had said that even if the Bahamuts conquered the world, they would still face mortality—so when the original Bahamut eventually aged and perished, the entire species would vanish from existence as well.


  But if the Bahamuts could break the connection between progenitor and offspring, no longer existing as a single consciousness, they might preserve themselves as a true species. They would truly become the new humanity to replace mankind.


  “…God has two swords,” Leon muttered to himself as he stepped onto the massive city wall. “One is Genesis—the blade of creation and origin—and the other is Apocalypse—the weapon of destruction and end.”


  The wind was savage, making his hair dance like flames.


  “Excessively fitting names for what’s to come,” he added grimly.


  Time was running perilously short.


  If they failed to end this before the Bahamuts developed true faces—before they completed their metamorphosis—both species would follow the fate embodied by the two divine blades: one born anew, and one destroyed forever.


  * * *


  The divine sword leaning against the wall slipped suddenly to the floor with a loud clatter. Veronica, who had been setting down her empty dishes, flinched at the sound and turned sharply toward where the sacred weapon had stood.


  Perhaps because it was the day after the storm, the wind howling through the window was unnaturally fierce—strong enough to topple the heavy sword and send the wall mirror crashing down, shattering it into glittering shards.


  Veronica stared at the fragments of broken glass scattered across the floor and whispered, “A bad omen…”


  Her heart fluttered. The expression Leon had worn before departing kept flashing in her mind. She had almost forgotten her resolve to keep her distance, nearly surrendering to the urge to embrace him. His face had held such naked vulnerability—the kind that made it impossible not to reach out, hold him close, and promise that everything would be all right.


  “This isn’t the time for such thoughts,” she scolded herself.


  Shaking her head to dispel the lingering images, Veronica sighed deeply and left the chamber to return the dishes.


  As she had forced herself to eat the meal, she had contemplated her purpose in this unfolding drama. Why had the divine sword chosen her specifically? What did God intend for her to accomplish?


  Combat was commonplace—any knight with proper training could wield a blade in battle. No, she needed to do something beyond mere swordplay, something extraordinary, something only she could do.


  Reflecting on recent events, Veronica suddenly realized that amid the chaos following the landslide, she had completely forgotten about the wilderness and what she had found out about it.


  I need to learn more. I need to share what I know before it’s too late.


  As she placed her plate on the corridor floor and rose to her feet, Veronica’s eyes widened at the sight of the knight standing guard beside the door. He looked equally startled to face her so suddenly.


  “Oh, you’re the one from yesterday…” she said.


  It was the apprentice knight who had bound her wrists and later released her. Among the holy knights, he had appeared closest to Veronica’s age.


  The young man, now rigid with obvious terror, blurted out an apology before she could finish her thought. “I-I apologize.”


  “I thought you had died,” Veronica said.


  “…I apologize for surviving.”


  No, that’s not what I meant at all.


  Veronica blinked in confusion, momentarily speechless.


  She was dumbfounded by the transformation in his demeanor. Yesterday’s arrogance had evaporated, replaced by fearful deference. When she attempted a reassuring smile, his expression grew even more terrified. The situation was absurd. Since these knights were tasked with guarding the divine sword, shouldn’t they be questioning why she was lingering outside her room?


  But the knight before her wasn’t the only one rendered mute by her presence. All of the soldiers stationed along the corridor wore identical expressions of fear. Veronica felt heat rise to her cheeks as she realized they all likely knew that Leon had spent the night in her chamber—and what that implied.


  But anyway, fear is power. How can I use this to my advantage?


  Deep in thought, Veronica studied the knight’s face more carefully. His genial features reminded her of a childhood friend from Bayern, a lost warmth she would never experience again. The resemblance softened her approach.


  “Excuse me, can I ask you something?” Veronica’s voice wasn’t loud, but it echoed clearly down the stone corridor. “If I wished to seek an audience with His Holiness the Pope, where should I go?”


  Perhaps it was because she spoke not merely for herself, but as the voice for countless others affected by the Bahamut crisis.


  * * *


  Veronica despised the Pope. His cruelty made her skin crawl. But if she weighed that against the crisis before her, her personal feelings hardly tipped the scales.


  The chamber she was guided to was surprisingly modest and intimate. It must have been the Pope’s office. Though truthfully, Veronica had only a vague notion of what purpose such spaces served. The affairs of the powerful existed in a realm far removed from her own.


  “Thank you for granting my sudden request for an audience, Your Holiness,” Veronica said, discreetly wiping her clammy palms against the folds of her dress. The small chamber felt suffocating with the sheer number of armored knights lining its walls.


  “If I may dispel any misconception, I harbor no ill intent toward Your Holiness,” she continued. “I sought this audience purely to discuss a matter of personal significance.”


  Veronica awkwardly mimicked the formal cadence of knights she had overheard in her travels. The atmosphere demanded such formality, and the knights’ suspicion prickled against her skin like the point of a blade.


  “So… there’s truly no need to fear me.”


  Seated with his back to the clouded window, the Pope’s features remained obscured in shadow. The backlighting shrouding his face was made more mysterious by his half-turned chair.


  After remaining so perfectly still that Veronica wondered if he was dead, the Pope finally broke his silence with a disarmingly gentle tone. “My child. Do you believe I stationed these knights because I fear you?”


  “…Don’t you?”


  Caught off guard by the unexpected question, Veronica slipped back into her natural manner of speaking. The Pope erupted into hearty laughter, seemingly amused by the stark contrast with her initial formality.


  “These are knights of the divine who volunteered to protect me. They stand here out of genuine concern for my well-being, not because they were commanded to obey.”


  The revelation startled her. Veronica glanced around at the stone-faced soldiers. Judging by the unwavering conviction in their eyes, the Pope’s words were true.


  “The papacy, the Papal Office, religion itself—all exist for one purpose alone. To relieve people’s concerns.”


  Religion existing to serve humans rather than God—it was surprising that such heretical words were falling from the lips of Karta’s supreme religious authority himself. Veronica waited in fascinated silence, wondering what revelation would follow.


  “Yesterday’s unfortunate incident followed the same principle. I bear you no malice, my child. But you were a spark that could ignite catastrophe merely by your existence. From the moment you survived corruption to your entrance into Karta bearing that ominous prophecy—you were always a flame waiting to consume us all.”


  After delivering these words, the Pope rose from his seat, leaning heavily on his staff. He approached with measured steps, as if desiring a closer look at Veronica. Remembering the choking grip around her throat from their last encounter, she fought the primal urge to retreat.


  “Yesterday’s incident claimed the lives of three inquisitors and five judges. Whispers now spread through the streets that divine retribution struck those who dared condemn a saint. It’s an understandable conclusion, I suppose—among that vast crowd, only those who orchestrated your trial perished.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened at this revelation. The common folk had escaped with mere injuries. That was certainly a blessing, but—


  “So that’s why you accepted my request for an audience,” she said, pieces falling into place.


  “Indeed, clever child.”


  “What do you want from me?” Veronica asked, her wariness unconcealed.


  The Pope remained silent, his expression contemplative, before finally speaking. “The faithful need a beacon of solace in these dark times.”


  At first, Veronica assumed this was a justification for the hasty trial—that they had rushed justice to stabilize the panicked masses, and that she should forgive them for it. But his subsequent words left her utterly perplexed.


  “When the final days loom, hope outshines faith in importance. Something like… a divine saint to safeguard the Holy City, perhaps.”


  The Pope was truly a master of veiled implications. Was this what happened with age? As Veronica processed his cryptic words, the realization struck her like a bolt of lightning, sending an icy chill down her spine.


  A divine saint, rumors, solace…


  “Surely you can’t expect me to actually become your saint?” she asked, desperately hoping for denial.


  In response, the Pope merely offered a gentle smile, his eyes narrowing until only the black pupils remained visible. She thought he appeared almost demonic, then immediately felt a stab of guilt. Whatever he had done to her, the Pope remained the father of the church, a figure of lifelong authority in her heart.


  “That’s absurd,” Veronica declared, shaking her head emphatically. “You… no, Your Holiness tried to have me executed just yesterday. And today you completely reverse your position, asking me to become the church’s puppet?”


  “As I explained, I harbored no personal animosity toward you even yesterday. The circumstances merely demanded we quell the rising tide of public unrest. But as you’ve witnessed, the narrative has… evolved.”


  They had attempted to suppress chaos with a public trial, only for a genuine miracle to manifest before all eyes. For the Pope, who desperately needed hope in these apocalyptic times, this unexpected turn was a blessing disguised as disaster. It was precisely what one would expect from the Papal Office—masters at controlling information and molding public sentiment. This was the same Pope who had ushered in the Inquisition after the age of divine oracles faded. In truth, if the church truly desired it, even a stable hand’s wife could transform overnight into an angel dispatched by the divine.


  Veronica felt a bone-deep chill at this proposal—something simultaneously preposterous yet terrifyingly practical. How many had been deceived by such manipulations throughout history? How many souls had been sacrificed on the altar of control?


  She clutched her garments tightly, forcing her racing mind to focus on what she might gain by accepting, and what she would certainly lose by refusing…


  Could I truly play this dangerous game?


  “I notice you haven’t asked why I sought this audience in the first place,” Veronica said, finally reaching her decision.


  The Pope’s eyebrows arched in surprise, as though he had completely forgotten she had requested this meeting. She wondered if age had simply dulled his memory, or if he had never imagined she would dare ask anything of him.


  “I cannot predict how you’ll receive this, Your Holiness. But I implore you not to consider my forthcoming question as blasphemy.”


  Upon reflection, the Pope was likely the only living soul who knew the true location of the Holy City. Veronica recognized this rare opportunity to uncover history too dangerous to be recorded in any manuscript.


  I must discover if the wilderness is the true Holy City. I must convince him to evacuate everyone there.


  Perhaps she’d need to don an ill-fitting mantle of sainthood, but if the charade saved innocent lives, it was a gamble she was willing to take.


  * * *


  Each time his divine blade severed flesh, the sound echoed in Leon’s ears like thunder. Blood misted the air around him as he fought with a single thought burning in his mind: I must return alive. I can’t die here.


  It was new to him—this desperate clinging to life was entirely foreign to his nature. In twenty-nine years, he had never once considered his life too precious to lay down for duty. Unflinching sacrifice was the cornerstone of knighthood. Search as he might through his blood-soaked memories, he couldn’t recall a single moment of hesitation while wielding his sword.


  Yet now he faltered before the divine blade’s calling. Pathetically, shamefully, he yearned to live just a little longer. He wanted to return to her—his only source of warmth in this cold world. Even if she despised him for what he’d done, he needed just one more day… one more hour in her presence.


  Like a relentless column of ants scaling a fortress wall, the Bahamuts advanced without pause. They trampled their fallen brethren, never uttering so much as a whimper despite the scalding oil, flaming arrows, and thunderous cannons raining destruction upon them. The most terrifying aspect of the Bahamuts was their absolute fearlessness in the face of death.


  Each time Leon’s blessed sword cleaved the air, brilliant arcs of energy—like captured lightning—claimed dozens of lives. After hours of endless slaughter, time itself seemed to fold and repeat, creating an infinite loop of butchery. No man could find meaning in such a wholesale massacre. Human or monster, the endless river of crimson eventually drove all men to madness.


  As Leon teetered on the precipice of insanity, a distant sound reached him—church bells gripping the nape of his neck like a physical force. The moment he turned toward the sound, the cacophony and carnage of battle vanished as if it had never existed.


  Suddenly, Leon found himself standing in a forgotten alleyway of Karta. This was the city before its fall, when the Holy City still radiated beauty and tranquility. Recalling his recent battle, he glanced down at his hands, but the divine sword had vanished without a trace.


  Once again, the cathedral bells tolled. Amid the gathering shadows of despair, Leon instantly recognized this memory. This was the fateful evening he had slipped away from the monastery to visit his mother. Twilight bathed the impoverished outskirts of glorious Karta.


  Slowly turning his head, he saw the house he’d been looking for. It was a dilapidated dwelling with rusted hinges and a splintered doorframe.


  Like a man surrendering to predetermined fate, Leon approached and pushed open the door. The hinges protested with a mournful creak as gentle light pierced the darkness within. The first thing visible was a pair of skeletal legs—thin and swaying lifelessly in the stale air, suspended from the ceiling by a rope…


  Suddenly, warm fingers clasped his hand from behind. Leon spun around, his eyes wide with disbelief.


  “Then why tell me to wait? You said next time we would journey together. Even in the wilderness, you said you wanted me to like you. So I…”


  It was Veronica—a woman who couldn’t possibly exist within this haunted memory—confronting him with accusations. Staring into her eyes, Leon found himself echoing words he had once spoken with such cruelty.


  “I said those things because it made you easier to manipulate. Since I went to the trouble of making you fall for me, there was no reason not to play the devoted suitor for one more day.”


  Tears welled in her eyes. Leon felt as though his very soul was being torn asunder.


  “I love you,” she whispered.


  The crimson sunset bled across the horizon.


  “I love you,” she repeated, as if she were prepared to declare it a hundred times more if necessary. Her fingers remained intertwined with his, refusing to let go. “I’ve waited for you all this time because I love you.”


  The tears that had gathered now cascaded down her flushed cheeks.


  “Surrender isn’t easy for me.”


  Don’t cry for me, Veronica. Please don’t waste such precious tears on a wretch like me.


  He reached toward her face, trying to wipe away her tears.


  “Veronica…”


  Please, just let me reach her. Just this once.


  “I…”


  Just then, the ground beneath his feet suddenly gave way with a loud crash, plunging him into absolute darkness. Cannon fire thundered with such ferocity that it threatened to shatter his eardrums. Leon’s eyes snapped open to harsh reality. The fortress wall’s stone floor materialized before him, and Apocalypse lay just beyond his trembling fingers. A violent cough wracked his body as he doubled over, and crimson blood poured from his mouth and ears in horrifying abundance.


  The blood wouldn’t stop flowing. He realized he might not make it back alive.


  After raging like a madman, this was his pathetic end. Finding it grimly fitting, Leon spat bloody saliva and grinned, then delivered a powerful horizontal slash to the head of a Bahamut climbing the wall. The procession of monsters crawling up the wall like a ladder tumbled down in a long cascade.


  During his momentary lapse of consciousness, a fresh wave of Bahamuts had reached the top of the wall.


  Using his sword tip to brace against the ground, Leon rose to his feet, dripping thick blood beneath him as he staggered toward the beacon to signal for reinforcements. He had reached his limit. The flint kept slipping from his blood-slicked hands. Blood was like fire in a way—consuming everything, leaving only destruction.


  Just as he had done.


  “…Damn it all.”


  With a whoosh, the flames finally caught, but in that same moment, a massive Bahamut claw seized his ankle in an iron grip. Leon muttered a curse as he plunged his sword into the creature’s head and wrenched it free. Blood erupted like a fountain.


  He barely managed to stagger backward. A coughing fit erupted from his chest, his back spasming in agony.


  He forced his eyes wide and fought for breath. His limbs twisted and contorted against his will. But rest wasn’t an option. If he failed to hold this position until reinforcements arrived, the streets would become a slaughterhouse just like before. And he had no intention of letting her risk her life again.


  He had no choice but to kill, kill, and kill again—even if it cost him his life.


  When he wiped his clouded vision, blood seeped from his eyes, too. Leon smiled coldly and muttered to himself, “If I’d known it would end like this, I would have held her one last time before marching out.”


  He’d always known morning would come someday, but had wanted to grasp the trailing edge of the fading night. If he could have stayed in that twilight dream, he wouldn’t have minded if the sun never rose again.


  He recalled a night in the wilderness, lying beneath the stars, just the two of them. Their quiet murmurs beside the campfire, her vibrant face looking up at him. Now he thought it was better this way—better that he’d been difficult, and better that he’d never told her he loved her. He hoped she would grieve less for him this way. But that tender-hearted woman would surely shed tears over his death. The thought filled him with bittersweet joy.


  She had been his deity for a very long time. And Leon Berg was God’s knight.


  Hot droplets fell onto his blood-stained, trembling hand. Leon’s eyes widened, then curved into a twisted smile.


  It was then that dozens of hands hooked over the battlements like grappling hooks. He raised his head like a warrior sensing his final hour. Round faces appeared over the wall one by one. Leon slowly readjusted his grip on the sword he had let hang at his side.


  * * *


  A bird crashed violently against the transparent window. Veronica stopped mid-sentence, startled, and watched as the pigeon plummeted downward. With such a violent impact, it must have died instantly.


  Unbidden, the memory of her shattered mirror from that morning flashed in her mind. As these unmistakable ill omens accumulated, a nameless dread crept up her spine like a winter chill.


  “So what you seek to confirm is whether the wilderness is the Holy City.”


  Had the Pope not broken the silence, she might have forgotten their conversation entirely, drawn instead to check if the bird had survived. Veronica, who had been staring transfixed at the impact mark on the window, snapped back to attention and turned to face him.


  “…Yes. Beyond a single line in the imperial records, I haven’t found any supporting evidence, but I hoped Your Holiness might know.”


  “And if I provide this answer, you’ll serve the church?”


  “Yes,” Veronica answered with resolve.


  The answer she had failed to find despite searching through the archives all night was right before her. The Pope maintained an agonizing silence until her tension reached its peak, then drooped his eyebrows in an expression of regret.


  “I apologize, my child. I know what you want to hear, but I know nothing about such matters. The true Holy City existing elsewhere? That’s the most absurd thing I’ve heard in my life.”


  She could almost hear the sound of her inflated hopes deflating like a bubble. Veronica allowed her shoulders to slump in defeat.


  What? He denies it? Then was the prophecy really wrong? Was it just a delusional hypothesis after all?


  Sunk in disappointment, she bowed her head deeply. Then, as her gaze fell absently to the floor, something caught her attention, and she froze.


  Wait a moment.


  Her heart pounded heavily.


  The world’s sounds faded away, and all she could see was the ring on the Pope’s fourth finger. Veronica’s eyes widened. A passage about the papal ring she had read in the imperial archives struck her mind with force:


  



  The Pope, who must not speak falsehood before God, is given the Fisherman’s Ring, which bears the image of an apostle catching fish. When the ring’s owner speaks a lie, the apostle’s image disappears. It is said that Emperor Heinrich II would fix his gaze solely upon the Pope’s ring whenever granted an audience.


  



  There was no net, no boat, no apostle’s form remaining on the oval ring’s surface. It was completely bare. That could only mean one thing—the Pope had just lied.


  “The wilderness is not the Holy City,” he declared once again, as if to confirm her suspicions.


  The ring remained smooth and unmarked. Veronica clearly remembered the ornate image that had adorned the ring when she first entered his chambers. If that was the case…


  Her heart thundered in her chest. Without the imperial records, she would never have known this divine test of truth. Feeling grateful for her past self for being so thorough and persistent, Veronica slowly raised her head, careful not to reveal her discovery.


  “Thank you for informing me. As promised, I’ll do whatever I can to comfort the citizens. But to do so, I need evidence of Your Holiness’s acknowledgment to show the knights who still view me as a monster. Could you grant me a small token?”


  Now that she knew the truth, what she needed to do was clear.


  Whether as a saint or a Bahamut, I must become whatever is necessary to relocate humanity to the Promised Land prophesied by God.


  * * *


  “Since I’m outside, I’d like to look around and get some fresh air. Would that be all right?”


  The moment they exited the office, Veronica addressed the apprentice knight accompanying her. His attention was completely captivated by the cross necklace now hanging around her neck—a treasured relic of the church and the ultimate symbol of papal authority. While she was wearing it, no door within the Papal Office or the Grand Cathedral would remain closed to her.


  “Yes. As long as you stay within the Papal Office grounds.”


  “Excellent. There’s a place I’ve wanted to visit for some time.”


  Leaving the Papal Office behind, Veronica directed her steps toward the Grand Cathedral. Following her memory, she climbed the building’s stairs and walked along the corridor at the top level. Though she appeared confident on the outside, her hands and feet were trembling with nervousness. She needed to act quickly, before the Pope discovered what she had done and flew into a rage.


  He probably thought lending a mere necklace posed no threat.


  Veronica knocked firmly on the door next to the room where the messenger bird had burst in earlier. While the knights who followed her exchanged puzzled glances, an elderly priest opened the door. Bird calls, flapping wings, and the smells of feed and droppings mingled in the air. The old man raised his eyebrows at the unexpected visitor.


  “What business brings you here?”


  “By His Holiness’s command, there’s news that must be sent across the entire continent. Please prepare all the birds in the Grand Cathedral for release. Feed them well with food and water, as they’ll embark on a journey from which they won’t return.”


  At the end of her words, Veronica removed the cross necklace as proof. The priest’s expression changed as he recognized the sacred object.


  “If it’s a long and important epistle, I should call for a younger priest.”


  “No. There’s no time to call anyone else. It will be a brief message.”


  “What could be so urgent?”


  Veronica took a deep breath. She understood the weight carried by messages sent from the Grand Cathedral. Her words would reach not only the faithful lands of Whiteland, Chesania, and Tanbia, but even the distant Rom Archipelago and Ruega, where followers of multiple deities lived.


  “Karta has fallen. The wilderness is the true Holy City prophesied by God. Those who wish to live should journey to the Promised Land.”


  * * *


  The wall was chaotic with weapons being carried and the wounded flooding in. Even amid this turmoil, the magnificent spectacle of birds filling the sky made everyone pause and look up at the cloudy heavens.


  Birds taking flight from central Karta spread in all directions—north, south, east, and west. Philip frowned at their unprecedented numbers. For something of this magnitude, he should have been informed, but he had no idea what was happening.


  “Vice Commander. His condition has worsened since the last time. We’ve administered poppy extract, but he vomited it all, so it likely won’t provide much pain relief.”


  A medical officer approached and reported in a lowered voice. Philip cast a dispassionate gaze toward one of the tents. Today, the divine sword might find a new master.


  “Continue administering it anyway. We cannot let a son of God depart in agony. Make arrangements so he can be alone in his tent as much as possible.”


  That was all Philip could do as acting commander. Leon Berg had fulfilled his duty and done his best as a knight. With their forces so depleted that even civilian men were being conscripted, what Leon had done—using his last flame to annihilate the Bahamuts near the wall—would buy the army several days.


  “There’s something else, sir.”


  Philip was about to turn away when the medical officer’s careful words stopped him.


  “He kept calling for someone named Veronica. If she’s a survivor in Karta, it might be good to let them meet one last time.”


  Philip instantly recognized the name. After sending a gaze mixed with pity and contempt toward the tent, he shook his head slightly and said, “Send someone to the Papal Office. Have them bring the Corrupted here.”


  * * *


  “The city walls?”


  Veronica’s question hung in the air, laced with suspicion. The soldier stationed before her chamber door offered only a curt nod.


  “The vice commander requests your presence.”


  “For what purpose?”


  “You’ll discover that upon arrival.”


  At first, Veronica feared her scheme had been discovered, but the vice commander couldn’t have known about it already. Also, heeding his summons now might derail whoever would come to arrest her soon.


  “…Very well, lead on.”


  She acquiesced while her thoughts raced to the Pope, who must surely have sensed something amiss by now. She had bullied the elderly priest into secrecy by invoking His Holiness’s name, but under direct questioning, the old man would reveal both the correspondence’s content and who had commissioned it.


  Fortunately, Philip’s business appeared urgent. The soldier moved with practiced efficiency, having already arranged for a carriage to await them before the Papal Office. One of the vice commander’s soldiers and an apprentice knight accompanied Veronica inside. Additional escorts followed on horseback.


  What would the Pope do upon discovering her deception? Surely he wouldn’t execute her outright. The deed was done, and she still held value as their propaganda piece.


  The gentle rocking of the carriage matched the uneven rhythm of her heart. Veronica stared out the window, her fingers twisting nervously in her lap.


  “Already scraping the bottom of the armory, I see,” she murmured, watching a military procession pass along the main thoroughfare. The soldiers presented a ragtag appearance—their mismatched armor and weapons betraying their hasty assembly.


  “They’re civilian militia,” Philip’s subordinate explained with clinical detachment. “All men between eighteen and sixty-five have been conscripted and will be deployed to guard the city walls and barricades starting today. Since the Bahamuts don’t have eyes now, corruption is no longer a concern.”


  Veronica couldn’t tear her gaze from the seemingly endless column of men.


  All males between eighteen and sixty-five?


  Karta’s population exceeded a million. Even excluding those lost in the landslide, plus women, children, and the elderly… the numbers must be staggering.


  “Then I suppose the holy knights will finally enjoy a respite from their endless duties,” she muttered to herself, and her words vanished beneath the carriage’s rumble.


  She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t thinking of Leon now. In truth, worry for him gnawed at her insides like a persistent beast. He had looked so weary before his departure.


  



  “Don’t leave me.”


  



  The phantom sensation of his touch between her fingers made her clench her fist. He had burned with jealousy toward Oscar despite having no right to such feelings. Since his return, his tenderness had seemed so genuine that it left her questioning his sincerity. He couldn’t possibly be sincere. No—he shouldn’t be. If she was destined to die, genuine affection would only wound them both.


  That was why she had fought so hard to push him away and told herself over and over again that she wouldn’t be deceived again.


  I can’t bear another heartbreak. I’ve finally made peace with it—I refuse to foolishly yearn for a life I cannot have.


  Suddenly, teardrops splashed onto her pale hands. Bewildered by her own reaction, Veronica’s eyes widened in shock. Her body trembled violently as though winter itself had seeped into her bones. She felt the knights’ startled gazes upon her.


  “Outside… those dogs,” she stammered, “wandering masterless through the streets.”


  Veronica met their stares blankly before turning back to the window, cobbling together a nonsensical excuse. Indeed, emaciated hounds with curled tails wandered aimlessly among the soldiers. Her tears continued their relentless descent, falling with the sorrowful abandon of someone who had suffered tragedy yet couldn’t recall the cause of their own grief.


  “We’ve arrived.”


  The carriage halted, mercifully ending the awkward atmosphere. The escorting soldier disembarked first, while the apprentice knight extended his hand to assist Veronica’s descent.


  “This way, please.”


  She hastily wiped her eyes and followed him through the throng of people. With each step, dread blossomed within her chest.


  Why? What’s going on?


  The soldier halted before a weathered tent, lifted the canvas flap, and nodded curtly. His meaning was clear—she was to enter.


  “Alone?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  Veronica stood frozen for a heartbeat before willing her reluctant feet forward. And then…


  She stopped dead in her tracks, her heart plummeting.


  In the deathly stillness of the tent, crimson droplets sliced through the air and splattered upon the ground. Veronica’s hollow gaze followed the blood back to its source. She saw a bed saturated scarlet, and atop it lay an unmoving figure, deathly still.


  “No… this can’t be.”


  This isn’t real. It’s a nightmare. A hallucination—a cruel deception.


  Taking one faltering step backward, then another, Veronica tried to flee. But before she could escape, Philip swept into the tent, blocking her retreat.


  “Ah, how fortunate you’ve arrived in time.”


  Philip regarded Veronica—who had turned as ashen as if death himself had brushed against her—with clinical detachment.


  “Veronica. That is indeed your name, is it not?”


  She offered no response. Yet silence, in most instances, served as a tacit affirmation. Philip appeared to interpret it thus and continued without awaiting confirmation.


  “He’s considerably calmer now, but earlier, while writhing in agony, I’m told he called your name repeatedly. I ask that you remain by his side until the end. Thanks to Sir Berg’s sacrifice, there will be no immediate battles to contend with.”


  “…I don’t understand what you’re saying,” she managed to whisper, the words scraping her throat raw.


  Philip exhaled heavily, averting his gaze, and after a prolonged silence, responded, “He channeled too much power through Apocalypse. That’s all there is to it.”


  Veronica stood speechless.


  “I request this of you despite your reluctance. Perhaps you’re unaware of this, but today, and previously as well, Sir Berg’s deployment—despite his unhealed wounds—was all in your stead. Originally, the divine sword His Holiness commanded to send into battle was yours.”


  Her mind was spinning into chaos. She couldn’t grasp a single word he was saying. Veronica could only shake her head in mute denial.


  “He can’t possibly die from something like this.”


  This was utter madness. He was Leon Berg, the divine knight who had rescued her from Bayern’s smoldering ruins—the Crimson Knight who traversed the continent slaughtering Bahamuts. How could such a man fall to the very divine blade he wielded?


  “Naturally, there exists a possibility he might heal his internal injuries by himself,” Philip conceded. “However, even for a knight of his caliber, I doubt his holy power is limitless enough to perform such a miracle three times.”


  “Three times?” Veronica’s brow furrowed as she looked up at him questioningly. Recognizing her silent demand for explanation, Philip, who had been preparing to depart, began recounting past events with methodical precision.


  “The day he rescued you from the inferno during the extermination battle, his rampage when he believed you had perished, and now today. In retrospect, every instance of Sir Berg’s unleashed power has been linked to you.”


  From the moment she heard the first words, Philip’s voice seemed to fragment, reaching her in disjointed pieces. The sound of blood dripping thundered in her ears, drowning out everything else. Unbidden, the memory of a bird crashing against a window and plummeting to earth flashed through her mind. Had that fragile creature survived its fall?


  * * *


  A bird’s descent was tragic precisely because it possessed wings. Witnessing a creature born for flight tumbling broken to the earth was a sight of unfathomable despair.


  Open your eyes, I beg you. Return to the heavens where you belong.


  The Leon that Veronica knew was a man entirely incompatible with sickbeds and suffering. She kept expecting him to flash that insufferable smirk of his and confess it was all an elaborate joke; to rise with casual grace and tease her about how delightful it was to provoke her, as he had once remarked. But these were mere phantoms of Veronica’s desperate imagination—no matter how long she waited, not even a finger twitched.


  Her gaze drifted naturally along his long, elegant fingers.


  She saw the angry burn marks marring the back of his hand and forearm, and the handkerchief with singed edges.


  How could I have been so blind all this time? Everything was laid bare before me.


  As one mystery unraveled, the most profound question sank like a stone into the depths of her soul.


  “Why…?” she whispered.


  Why would he sacrifice himself for me?


  Veronica watched his chest rise and fall with shallow breaths, then lifted her gaze higher. His sharply defined eyes remained hidden beneath black cloth—they said his dilated pupils suffered even from the faintest illumination. Beneath his nose, labored breaths escaped from slightly parted lips.


  The air hung heavy with the metallic scent of blood. He might truly die. She had convinced herself that she didn’t care for him, that she despised him. And yet…


  Her eyes burned with unshed tears as she gritted her teeth against the tide of emotion threatening to overwhelm her. She tilted her face toward the ceiling, repeatedly swallowing the knot in her throat. Then, a voice whispered in her memory:


  



  “Why are you trying so hard to hold back? Just let it go.”


  



  Veronica realized with startling clarity—somewhere along her journey, her tears had reclaimed their freedom. The mental shackles that had been holding her back had shattered during that distant winter. She had forgotten how to restrain her emotions. He had released her from those shackles. The moment this truth dawned upon her, tears cascaded onto the sheets, pouring forth in an unstoppable torrent. No amount of resistance could stem their flow.


  She was searching for something to dry her tear-streaked face when her eyes fell upon something familiar.


  Beside the sword laid on the table, there was a piece of parchment—one of the possessions kept within his armor. As though guided by an inescapable destiny, her hand moved of its own volition. She unfolded the crumpled paper and beheld the familiar script.


  



  Not-So-Dear Leon Berg,


  



  Her heart pounded with such violence that it threatened to shatter her ribcage.


  



  “I’m sorry… For failing to save you.”


  



  The letter he had carried melded with the apology he’d offered upon their reunion.


  



  “I realized my regrets too late. I understood far too late that there were things I should have told you.”


  



  “I wanted to see you one more time.”


  



  “Yes, I missed you.”


  



  She recalled his shameless confession, delivered while raking fingers through his tousled hair.


  Confession. Yes, that’s exactly what it had been.


  



  “I know I’m being utterly shameless. I know things can never return to what they once were. But just allow me to remain by your side.”


  



  “I’m not foolish enough to ask you to care for me again. You can despise me with every fiber of your being, and that would be perfectly just. You can strike me whenever painful memories surface, wound me as I wounded you, inflict whatever punishment you desire—just until all of this reaches its end.”


  



  Love didn’t solely exist within words of affection. Perhaps he had been declaring his love continuously through every action—confessing his regret at losing her, revealing his agony when he believed her dead.


  “A liar until the very end…”


  The injustice of it all crushed her. The tears she had fought against erupted like a dam breaking. Her vision blurred until the world dissolved into watery shadows.


  She had wanted to ruin him completely. She had believed that breaking him into fragments and cradling those pieces within her heart would bring satisfaction. Yet now that she embraced those feelings fully, they overflowed helplessly.


  I love you, I love you, I love you.


  She now realized that his every deed had spoken of love when his lips would not.


  Divine Father, she prayed, I shall covet nothing more. I ask but a single blessing. Please spare your son’s life.
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  Philip burst into the tent just as Veronica was wiping away Leon’s blood.


  “What have you done now?”


  From his irritated tone, Veronica could sense the Pope’s wrath simmering behind his words.


  “Come out. His Holiness has commanded your immediate return to the Papal Office.”


  A predictable development, she thought. And I’ve already prepared my counter.


  “Vice Commander,” Veronica asked with deliberate calm as she placed the bloodstained cloth in the bucket, “do you remember your promise during the extermination campaign?”


  Philip arched an eyebrow, as if retrieving a memory from the distant past.


  “You pledged to take my side once. Not as a knight of the church, but in the name of House Wittelsbach.”


  She had believed that her opportunity had been spent during the landslide incident, but Oscar had informed her that House Wittelsbach had already been aiding the refugees without prompting. The reward for her risk-taking remained unclaimed—a precious chance she’d been saving for the perfect moment.


  “That time is now. Please help me,” she said, her voice steady but urgent. “Not as the vice commander of the Holy Knight Order, but in the name of one of Karta’s most powerful noble houses.”


  Philip tilted his head back with a resigned sigh, the memory of his oath clearly surfacing. His noble violet eyes reflected both irritation at being outmaneuvered and a hint of reluctant admiration for her audacity. Veronica was undeniably clever.


  Had that promise been made in his capacity as vice commander, Philip could have easily refused her. For a knight sworn to God, the Pope’s orders superseded all else. But that oath had been sworn on his family name.


  “To think you’d invoke it at such a critical time…”


  Philip massaged his temple in exasperation, then fixed Veronica with a penetrating gaze. His appraising look lingered, making their verbal exchange briefer by comparison. After a moment of silent deliberation, he roughly pushed aside the tent flap and strode out. A chill breeze slipped through the opening, swirling around the tent.


  Veronica—outwardly composed but inwardly tense—released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Though Philip had said nothing, his decision was clear from the fact that he hadn’t forcibly removed her. Philip was a nobleman who valued honor; when it came to sworn oaths, he would grant her time rather than make excuses.


  Left alone in the tent, Veronica continued her ministrations with trembling hands.


  She carefully administered opium poppy extract to numb his pain, then cleaned his battered body before transferring him to fresh bedding.


  For the heavier tasks, she’d required assistance from the field medics, but it was Veronica alone who had meticulously washed away the congealed blood from his skin and hair. Time evaporated as she anxiously monitored each labored breath that passed his lips.


  When she briefly ventured outside to eat, the world was bathed in violet twilight. Returning to the tent, Veronica carefully lay beside Leon, who felt as cold as a corpse. She nestled close to share her warmth, just as they had done during those nights in the wilderness.


  Leon remained deathly still except for occasional spasms of agony, during which he released such bone-chilling groans that the hair on her nape stood on end. Never had she heard such haunting sounds of suffering. They resembled the death throes of a mortally wounded beast.


  Fearing he might slip away during the night, she immediately checked for the faint rise and fall of his chest whenever she woke. Even the heavens seemed to mourn, as raindrops fell sporadically before giving way to a torrential downpour.


  * * *


  A clatter jolted her from slumber in the dead of night. When Veronica’s bleary eyes fluttered open, sleep vanished instantly as she assessed the situation. Leon, who had been lying motionless on her right, was now propping himself up with one trembling arm, desperately reaching toward the table on Veronica’s left. Shrouded by his looming shadow, she called out to him urgently, concern eclipsing relief.


  “Leon?”


  That was when his massive frame, barely supporting itself, collapsed entirely. With a thunderous crash, objects scattered across the floor as Veronica let out a startled cry, pinned beneath his substantial weight.


  “What are you reaching for?” she gasped. “The pain medicine?”


  His ragged breathing scorched the nape of her neck. No response came. He seemed lost in a realm of pain beyond the reach of words.


  Veronica frantically stretched her arm and grasped the cup he’d been desperately seeking. But trapped beneath him, she faced an impossible dilemma—she couldn’t administer the medicine, yet he was far too heavy to push away.


  There’s only one way to do this, isn’t there?


  After a moment’s hesitation, Veronica held the bitter herbal extract in her mouth. Without swallowing, she cradled Leon’s head with gentle hands and pressed her lips to his. The liquid didn’t transfer as easily as she’d hoped—most trickled down her own throat, and Leon showed no response.


  Still, she persisted, entwining her tongue with his, determined to deliver the healing elixir. His response emerged gradually. The man who had been merely twitching suddenly began to suck blindly at her tongue with desperate intensity. The sensation of him thoroughly exploring her mouth sent electric shivers cascading down her spine.


  “Ah, mmph, wait—just a moment,” she gasped.


  She barely managed to break free, but the instant she took another mouthful of poppy extract, he captured her lips again with surprising strength. The medicine trickled from the corners of their mouths with a slick sound. Despite her innocent intentions, this intimate connection felt more sensual than any kiss they had shared before—partly because his pupils were so dilated they consumed the color of his eyes. Leon was looking at her, yet seeing through her.


  As she repeated this intimate ritual several times, Veronica felt heat blooming throughout her body. She pressed her thighs tightly together as she panted, feeling a molten warmth pooling low in her abdomen. The rainfall outside felt like a reminder, echoing their first night together. She squeezed her eyes shut as memories flooded back—being pinned beneath him, clutching his bare shoulders as the storm raged outside.


  Rain makes people wet, she told herself firmly. That’s all this is. Nothing more.


  * * *


  The rain whispered against the canvas with a soft, steady rhythm.


  Darkness had weight. The deeper one sank, the more impossible escape became.


  Leon plummeted through the abyss, falling endlessly into the void until he struck bottom. A brilliant flash of lightning painted his vision stark white, blinding him momentarily.


  He stared with haunted intensity at the pale, exposed back of the woman moving beneath him. The bed frame creaked rhythmically. Though his hips moved with primal urgency, he knew with crystal clarity this wasn’t reality. This was a memory entombed within his soul, of the night the rain had poured down like God’s tears of judgment—the moment he’d begun to fracture into pieces.


  “It hurts… it hurts so much,” she whimpered.


  Tears saturated her voice between broken moans. Her pale nape tensed visibly between waves of swaying hair. Leon tilted his head, vision swimming. He couldn’t recall his response. Had he whispered apologies? Begged for more? Or had he simply panted like a rutting beast? What remained seared into his consciousness from this moment was—


  Another flash of lightning transformed night to day, and Leon stared directly into the mirror mounted above the bed. There, reflected in merciless clarity, was his unmasked self, the true face she had yearned to see—eyes glinting crimson with savage hunger. There lurked the countenance of a corrupted soul—defiled, hideous, rejoicing in finally possessing what he had coveted. He writhed with self-loathing even as he reveled in his transgression, thrashing between ecstasy and disgust. He exulted like a demon granted flesh.


  I want to possess her entirely. She can be mine, at last. I’ll cherish forever what I’ve desperately craved.


  “Liar.”


  The woman beneath him turned her tear-stained face, anguish etched into every feature.


  “You’ve ruined me,” she whispered, holding his gaze as he froze in horror. “Go ahead and defend yourself if you feel wronged. Tell me you don’t know anything. Tell me you never deceived me. Tell me I won’t die when the First Bahamut dies.”


  Not a single word of defense crossed his lips. He had deceived her while knowing everything. He had rationalized her sacrifice by placing the world and humanity’s fate on the scales against her life. His heart plummeted, withering as it tumbled across the floor, twisting into something grotesque and unrecognizable. He exhaled a ragged breath and buried his face in his hands.


  “No… not anymore,” he confessed. “Far from wishing your death, if only you could live, I’d sacrifice all of humanity without hesitation.”


  Something shattered with a violent crack. The mirror splintered, fracturing his reflection into a thousand distorted pieces. Leon stared at his broken self in the darkness, then slowly lowered the hand that had been shielding half his face. He was unraveling. His destruction had been predetermined from the start.


  From the moment he chose her over humanity before the First Bahamut, from the instant he turned his back on his stolen God and embraced her instead, his fate had been sealed. His soul was damaged beyond redemption, bleeding out like an unstaunched wound. He could never walk beside her again.


  Veronica added with sorrowful finality, “Besides, I don’t even love you anymore.”


  “I know,” he whispered.


  He understood precisely how much she despised him. Though he had frantically apologized upon their reunion, not a single day had passed when he hadn’t dwelled on her resignation. He retraced their history obsessively, drowning in regret. He remembered each instance when he’d mocked her for being love-starved, each time he’d deliberately appeared friendly with another woman while watching her heart fracture. The only reason he hadn’t detailed each transgression was because he feared inflicting fresh wounds atop the old.


  I’ll regret losing you until my final breath.


  



  “Some people let their true love slip away even after making eye contact like this.”


  



  “True love,” Leon echoed with a bitter chuckle.


  Merely having encountered her was a miracle enough.


  “I don’t mind if you hate me,” he murmured.


  But I’ll sacrifice everything for you, so you must escape this sinking ark.


  Even if Karta crumbled to dust, a remnant of humanity would survive somewhere on the continent, as they always had throughout history. They would forge a new relationship with the Bahamuts, whether as allies or adversaries. At least one person would remain by her side.


  The knowledge that it couldn’t be him pierced his heart like a blade. He would never witness her grow older. In his memory, she would forever remain that bold, fearless twenty-year-old. No—in truth, he was the child between the two of them. The mere thought of another standing where he should be drove him to the edge of madness.


  Collapsed upon the bed, Leon claimed her lips with desperate ferocity. He devoured her with suffocating intensity, as if to quench the thirst of his desiccated heart with her essence.


  Celestial fire flashed white across his vision. As darkness reclaimed the room after the lightning’s departure, Leon withdrew his lips from hers. This was no longer the cathedral of his nightmare—reality had returned with cruel abruptness.


  * * *


  “…Leon?”


  Veronica noticed something amiss when his lips froze against hers mid-kiss. She caught her breath as she met the vivid crimson eyes studying her, their focus suddenly sharp where moments before they had been clouded with fever. His gaze lingered on her face before drifting downward.


  “The cross…” he murmured.


  Only then did Veronica realize the sacred pendant still hung around her neck.


  “Oh, this is from the Papal Office… Don’t tell me it actually helped you?”


  “Somewhat,” Leon answered quietly as his features contorted with pain that seemed to cut deep.


  Considering how deathly pale he’d been when she first found him, the mere fact that his eyes were open felt like divine intervention. He surveyed the tent as if gathering his bearings before his crimson gaze settled on her once more.


  “Why are you here?”


  “That’s what I should be asking you,” she retorted. “If you hadn’t gotten yourself injured so spectacularly, I wouldn’t have had to come all the way to the wall…”


  She began grumpily, heat rising to her cheeks at the memory of their kiss, but fell silent as she recalled the moment she’d first entered the tent. The image of his blood-soaked body flashed before her eyes—she’d truly believed he was slipping away. Even now, the memory felt like a waking nightmare. When sudden grief closed her throat and she couldn’t continue, Leon studied her face, his calloused thumb gently caressing her cheek.


  “What? Did you think I was going to die?”


  “You clearly don’t understand—it wasn’t that I thought you might die. You were at death’s door, Leon.”


  “I won’t die. I told you before. I still have things to say and something to give you.”


  How strange. Why did her anxiety persist even as she looked into his open eyes? It felt like an omen—a shattered mirror or a bird striking glass. Her heart wouldn’t stop hammering against her ribs, as if sensing impending calamity.


  “What do you need to say?”


  “Later. I’ll tell you later.”


  Leon’s voice was threadbare with exhaustion as he buried his face against the curve of her neck. Though he appeared alert, his breathing remained shallow and irregular. Veronica’s eyes widened when she saw his broad back convulsing beneath his shirt. She drew in a breath, ready to call for a medic, but Leon seemed to have sensed her intention.


  “Don’t call anyone,” he whispered. “Healers can’t help during the regeneration process anyway.”


  “But still…”


  “If you’re worried, just stay beside me. Like you said, the cross seems to have helped.”


  Relief and anxiety crashed through her simultaneously. How treacherous the heart was—accommodating two warring emotions at once. While it was fortunate that the pendant had somehow protected him, Leon was by no means recovered. It seemed more like he was suppressing waves of agony because of her presence.


  Veronica anxiously worried her lower lip between her teeth before impulsively wrapping her arms around his neck. Outside, rain continued its gentle symphony against the canvas.


  “I remembered,” he murmured against her skin. His voice emerged hoarse and strained, the unmistakable timbre of someone enduring great pain. “I remembered when I left you alone.”


  At first, she couldn’t follow the abrupt shift in conversation. But as he continued, Leon’s meaning became clearer.


  “It was when we stayed at the inn after leaving the Papal Office, wasn’t it? I didn’t wake you when I left because I wanted you to rest longer. That’s all it was. I never imagined it would hurt you.”


  Veronica felt dazed at his matter-of-fact confession. She could scarcely believe that after nearly dying, his thoughts dwelt on their morning conversation. Apparently, what she’d said before he left had haunted him throughout his ordeal. That morning, Veronica had told Leon that she’d assumed he’d simply abandoned her—as he always did—when he’d gone to fetch her breakfast.


  “I’m sorry,” Leon apologized softly. Again, as if the words would never wear thin on his lips.


  Sorry, Veronica echoed in her mind, the apology she’d heard countless times already. Why did that simple word pierce her heart anew each time? When she closed her eyes, the scent of rain permeated the air so strongly it made her nose ache.


  “When I was young and praying at the monastery,” he continued, “the other boys would only confess the sins they’d committed, but I always added at the end that I wanted forgiveness for sins I couldn’t remember, too. I was terrified that divine judgment would find me for transgressions I’d never even recognized. It’s the same with you. That’s why I keep going over everything in my mind.”


  His hand delved into her hair. His long fingers, trembling slightly, slowly stroked through the silken strands. Veronica had always admired those elegant yet powerful hands, even the prominent veins and the web of scars. She adored every inch of them.


  “Why are you crying?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Veronica shielded her swollen eyes with the back of her hand, though it did nothing to stem the tears coursing down her cheeks.


  There was so much she wanted to ask him. Where had he discovered her letter? Why had he kept it close to his heart? Why had he wielded the divine sword so recklessly when he knew its danger?


  But she feared such questions would shatter this fragile moment of connection. She couldn’t bring herself to speak, terrified that this precious, delicate instant would fracture into a thousand irretrievable pieces. And letting these hard-won feelings slip away would be too cruel a fate.


  The rhythmic patter of rain echoed above their silence. In the strangely peaceful atmosphere, slumber slowly enveloped them in its gentle embrace.


  * * *


  Their light slumber was broken by the sound of muddy footsteps approaching through the downpour. In the misty dawn as soldiers began to stir, the telltale clanking of armored footfalls halted directly outside their tent.


  “If you’re awake, please come out. Sir Oscar Berg requests an audience.”


  The voice of the sentry drifted through the gap in the tent flaps. Veronica, who had been floating in that hazy realm between sleep and wakefulness, snapped fully alert at the familiar name.


  …Oscar? Has he left his post at the wall to come here?


  As she attempted to rise, Leon’s arm snaked around her waist with surprising strength, pulling her back. She collapsed back onto the bedroll without fully rising, and his low voice slithered into her ear.


  “Hand me the pain medicine.”


  His tone was languid yet chilling. Flustered, Veronica hesitantly glanced toward the tent entrance. In response, his arm tightened like a vise around her waist, pressing her firmly against him. In truth, with his longer reach, he could easily grab the vial himself.


  But her thoughts scattered when she felt the unmistakable evidence of his desire pressing against her. Heat bloomed across her face as she desperately whispered, “Let go, then. I need to stand anyway since I can’t reach the table from here. It would be better for you to take your medicine sitting up, too.”


  “How did you give it to me yesterday?”


  “Yesterday… circumstances were dire, so I transferred it mouth-to-mouth.”


  Her throat turned to dust as memories flooded back—the medicine passing between their lips, the dampness of the sheets beneath them. Desire was like a well. The deeper you dug, the more water sprang forth—and once you fell in, climbing out became nearly impossible.


  “Ah.”


  Leon made a sound of appreciation as he reached effortlessly for the table. He retrieved the vial with such ease that she couldn’t fathom why he’d asked for her assistance at all.


  He held the vial to her lips, his eyes darkening as he asked with feigned innocence, “Don’t you want to help me today?”


  What woman could possibly say no to him? Veronica released a hollow laugh. Even recognizing that his true motive had nothing to do with medicine, she parted her lips as if under an enchantment.


  The moment the bitter liquid touched her tongue, Leon captured her face between his palms and turned it toward his. The vial tumbled to the floor with a soft thud, and beyond it, she registered retreating footsteps. Of course, neither of them paid any attention. Only their passionate communion filled the space between them.


  His chiseled jawline and Adam’s apple worked hypnotically each time he drank from her. Was it truly proper to engage this way with someone so gravely wounded? Just as the question formed in her mind, his predatory kiss finally relented. Veronica, breathless and flushed crimson, studied his face before pressing her palm to his forehead.


  Just as she feared.


  “Even with fever burning through you like wildfire, you still want to do… that?”


  “If I hadn’t done that, you would have left me for him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Leon offered no response, but Veronica was far from stupid. His razor-sharp aura clearly targeted Oscar, and he made no attempt to disguise his territorial display.


  Her heart fluttered traitorously in her chest, prompting her to blurt, “If you seek female companionship, you’d be wiser to look for someone with a longer life expectancy than mine.”


  It was bait cast with trembling hands, not a genuine rejection.


  “Because if we grow more attached, we’ll only shatter each other’s hearts in the end—”


  “Veronica.”


  Her name on his lips severed her next words like a blade. Their gazes locked, and Leon looked directly into her soul as he declared, “I have no interest in other women.”


  One heart impaled another. The penetration occurred in a single breathless moment.


  Veronica fell silent as she gazed up at him, her eyes unable to hide their vulnerability. Beholding his smile—too devastatingly handsome despite the pain etching his features—she wondered silently:


  So, do you truly have feelings for me?


  Had Leon not winced suddenly, his brow furrowing in agony, perhaps the question might have escaped her lips. As the searing pain from his internal wounds surged anew, he released a low groan and buried his face against her shoulder.


  “Wait just a moment,” Veronica urged, rising swiftly from the bed. “I’ll fetch more pain medicine and nourishment.”


  The herbal tincture was now depleted. She needed to procure food, fever remedies, and fresh water for bathing his wounds. In truth, she should have done this earlier, but his alert demeanor had masked the severity of his condition. Veronica hastily exited the tent into the rain-soaked morning.


  Before she could take more than a few steps, a familiar voice halted her.


  “Where are you going?”


  Turning, she recognized the apprentice knight who had shadowed her since the Papal Office. His youthful features appeared haggard from maintaining his vigilant post throughout the night.


  “Oh, Sir Berg has awakened, but we’ve exhausted our supply of pain medicine.”


  “Awakened? That’s impossible… No, please allow me to retrieve them. You mustn’t leave the tent.”


  “Your concern is unnecessary. I have no intention of escaping. Where could I possibly go anyway?”


  “That wasn’t what I meant,” the young knight replied. “Didn’t the vice commander instruct you to stay with him for his final moments? I just want someone to remain at his side during his passage.”


  His boyish face hardened with solemn determination. In that moment, Veronica understood whom he truly wished to help. This was an act of reverence for the legendary knight who had sacrificed his own flesh to protect the city—the Red Knight whom all of Karta had once adored.


  “Ah, I apologize for the misunderstanding. I didn’t mean to question your concern.”


  The apprentice knight awkwardly shook his head. His words answered one of Veronica’s lingering questions: why Leon hadn’t stopped using the divine blade despite knowing its danger.


  It’s because of people like him, she realized. People like this young man who trust and depend on Leon. The one who stands as a vanguard can’t retreat.


  “This might sound rather abrupt, but I just realized we haven’t properly introduced ourselves. What’s your name?” Veronica asked, smiling in a friendly manner, after studying him curiously for a moment. Though the knight probably belonged to Karta’s nobility, her current position made such distinctions meaningless.


  “Just your given name,” she added, “without all the ‘von’ and the family name. I’m Veronica.”


  When she extended her hand, the knight cautiously accepted it, his expression guarded. He had likely never encountered a commoner bold enough to request only a nobleman’s first name.


  “Joachim.”


  “Joachim,” she repeated, committing it to memory. “I’ll tell Leon your name as well. And that you helped him.”


  Joachim’s eyes widened with surprise. Whether shocked by her casual way of addressing the famed holy knight or by receiving kindness from the woman he had dragged to trial, she couldn’t tell.


  Veronica offered him a warm smile. “Then I’d like to request your assistance. We need painkillers, fresh water for washing, and a light breakfast that won’t upset his stomach.”


  The well-groomed young nobleman nodded uncertainly, pale golden hair framing his face. There was something endearingly human about his bewildered expression that made Veronica’s lips curve into a gentle smile.


  When Veronica returned to the barracks, Leon’s low voice greeted her, saying, “Sometimes I can’t tell if you’re genuinely kind or just naïvely trusting.”


  He had managed to sit upright, his head resting against the headboard.


  “If you overheard everything, I suppose there’s no need to relay his name. You did hear us, didn’t you? His name is Joachim.”


  “I heard those apprentice knights dragged you to some makeshift trial while I was unconscious.”


  “He doesn’t seem like a bad person. Look how eagerly he’s trying to help you now.”


  Leon lowered his head expressionlessly. His fiery red hair cascaded forward, casting shadows across his eyes. Without thinking, Veronica reached out. The silky strands she had washed yesterday twined around her fingers. Leon remained perfectly still under her touch.


  “I learned it from Oscar and Hannah,” she said. “Forgiveness and compassion, I mean. I want to be that kind of person, too.”


  Leon’s shadowed eyes flashed briefly at the mention of forgiveness before darkening again. Veronica withdrew her hand from his hair and casually changed the subject, trying to mask her nerves.


  “I found the letter I wrote to you among your possessions.”


  Leon’s face tensed slightly, as if he was remembering the letter’s content.


  “Where did you find it?”


  “…The princess’s lady-in-waiting delivered it. She wanted to make amends for how she treated you.”


  The princess’s handmaiden? I didn’t expect that.


  Even as surprise flickered through her, Veronica quickly managed to recall the woman. She had guided Veronica to the archives and had given her those thorn-embedded slippers. Veronica had assumed she was happy enough following the princess’s commands, but she should’ve known that people were more complicated than that.


  “Why did you keep it with you all this time?”


  “I wanted to remember until the very end.” Unlike his hesitation with the first question, this answer flowed freely from his lips. “Remember what I did to you.”


  A profound silence descended between them. Veronica clenched her fist as she met the gaze of the man staring directly at her. There were no masks between them anymore. They were finally facing each other with naked honesty, without avoidance or rejection—they had at last moved beyond that tedious time of pretense.


  “I sincerely wish for your survival and happiness, Veronica.”


  Leon’s tone was low and achingly mature. Veronica recognized it as resignation. The boy who had lost countless loved ones and things had grown into a man who understood the bitter taste of acceptance.


  He continued, “That’s why I’ve abandoned my quest to slay the First Bahamut.”


  “What are you—”


  “If the birth of a new humanity is divine providence, then all we can do is bear witness to its unfolding. What remains for me is to defend Karta until its final hour.”


  Wait, hunting the First Bahamut was your life’s mission, Veronica thought confusedly. Humanity’s very survival hangs in the balance, and now you’re simply surrendering that quest and waiting for the inevitable end?


  “I know you want us to migrate to the wilderness, but realistically, it’s impossible to evacuate all citizens at once. Someone must remain behind as the rearguard. I can’t betray the expectations others have placed upon me. That’s simply the man I am.”


  Just one more time. Give me one last chance.


  From the moment he’d miraculously opened his eyes, Leon had prayed for the regeneration of his body. It wouldn’t even grant him three years to live—this would likely be his final regeneration—but he believed that would suffice. In his dreams, he had made his choice. The scales of judgment had tipped irrevocably toward one woman.


  He couldn’t bring himself to kill her, even with humanity’s fate hanging in the balance on the opposite side of the scale. No, regardless of what was there, his heart’s verdict remained unchanged. The only way to honor his fallen comrades was to remain in doomed Karta until the bitter end. He was a paladin sworn to protect the weak and defend the holy church. He would shield those unable to flee the Holy City until his final breath—until he could ensure Veronica’s escape among the refugees.


  That narrow path was the only one his heart would allow him to walk.


  “So if you stay with me until it’s time for you to leave, I couldn’t ask for more. Though I don’t know whether you’d want to be with me,” Leon calmly concluded as he gazed at Veronica, whose complexion had turned ashen.


  She felt her breath catch painfully in her throat. “Why must you always…”


  The words struggled to form. Her tightly clenched fist trembled with emotion.


  “Why do you always do whatever you want? Why do you decide everything without me?”


  Fury coursed through her veins.


  But what exactly am I so angry about?


  “First, you were determined to kill me, then you arbitrarily decide to spare me. ‘Until you leave?’ Why are you the one deciding I’ll flee to the wilderness?”


  As her voice wavered with emotion, the composure slowly drained from Leon’s face.


  Staring at his cool, expressionless mask, Veronica unleashed the thoughts she’d held captive. “Why can’t you believe I’d choose to stay with you? Isn’t it obvious from how I rushed to your side when you collapsed? Can’t you see how I’ve stayed beside you, crying until my eyes were swollen raw?”


  Regardless of what logical decision her mind had reached, her foolish heart still yearned for him. That was the immutable truth. What woman would cling to a man she didn’t love and beg repeatedly to be held? Yet it was maddening that someone so perceptive could feign such blindness.


  “Because you said you liked Oscar, even if it was just out of spite.”


  His low voice sliced through her fury like a blade. Veronica froze.


  “This camp is full of knights with holy power, while I have nothing left to offer you. I’m not irreplaceable. Anyone could take my place. And the others haven’t hurt you like I have.”


  Veronica stood stunned. She couldn’t fathom the deep insecurity woven through his tone.


  “I don’t care about usefulness,” she said, the words bursting forth like water through a crumbling dam. Veronica shook her head vehemently. “You think I’d act like you? Don’t worry, I’m not someone who only keeps people around when they’re useful. I could never be that cruel.”


  Some words wounded others regardless of intent. Seeing Leon freeze at her final sentence, Veronica instantly recognized her misstep. But though her lips parted, no redemptive words emerged—she felt betrayed by her own tongue.


  After a weighted silence, Veronica eventually murmured in a voice made hoarse by emotion, “I think we both need some time apart to think.”


  As she retreated one step, then another, her path changed direction when she collided with Joachim, who was entering the tent. Without knowing where to go, she pushed aside the canvas flap and fled. Her mind, reeling from their confrontation, mirrored the churning mud beneath her feet.


  * * *


  After delivering the painkillers, Joachim departed to search for Veronica.


  Leon watched the knight’s retreating figure, then let out a harsh, bitter laugh as he clutched his face in his hands. The burning possessiveness consuming him—even through excruciating pain—seemed absurd. It was a primal hunger for ownership. He wanted to possess her completely, body and soul. The most chilling desire a human could harbor—that desperate need to claim even her soul—clawed at him with frenzied intensity. Years of suppressed passion had erupted so violently that even the young knight merely performing his duty provoked irrational jealousy.


  It was a strange, inappropriate jealousy. Had she never been corrupted by a Bahamut, she would have met a man her own age and lived a normal life filled with uncomplicated love.


  A peaceful existence—that was a happiness forever beyond Leon’s grasp. His thoughts twisted into dark, unfamiliar shapes. Love rooted in tragedy whispered poisonous truths to his fractured mind: Without the Bahamut’s cursed blessing, would you have ever dared to hold her in your arms? Even disregarding his religious convictions, he was a Berg, and nine years her senior.


  Leon felt his sanity slipping away. His thoughts, flowing like water following the path of least resistance, were collapsing slowly like a sandcastle at high tide. In his mind, Veronica’s voice echoed relentlessly, professing affection for another man.


  What if those words hadn’t been spoken in spite? What if, even as she embraced him and pressed her lips to his, her heart belonged elsewhere? His nerves sharpened like a freshly whetted blade. The anxiety of potentially losing her spawned venomous doubts.


  Had she truly cared for him that winter? Had it perhaps been merely an illusion similar to the hallucinations one experienced at life’s lowest depths? Was it like the brain’s merciful deception that dying soldiers experienced in hypothermia—a phantom warmth that existed nowhere but in the mind?


  Suddenly, a violent cough seized him, and Leon doubled over, expelling dark crimson blood. In rhythm with the raindrops striking the tent roof, thick blood poured onto his hands and thighs.


  Unbidden, the memory of an enormous hourglass he’d seen while stationed in Tyran materialized in his mind. In Tyran’s central plaza stood a year-long timepiece, engraved with a king’s golden wisdom: “Time once passed never returns.”


  The blood resembled sand in that hourglass, irreversible and finite. Time was rapidly dwindling.


  Both his lifespan and Karta’s fate hung by threads. Leon stared at his blood-stained hands before leaning his head back against the wall, struggling to steady his ragged breathing. He raised his hand before his eyes, slowly clenching and unclenching his fingers. The agony of his collapsed organs reconstructing themselves was exquisitely, brutally raw.


  A dark swamp was consuming his soul, devouring it bit by bit. His clouded pupils fixed upon his involuntarily twitching hand before he let it fall lifelessly onto the bed.


  * * *


  This is such utter nonsense. Giving up on the First Bahamut? Why now?


  Veronica bit her lower lip as she cut through the throng of busy soldiers, the bitter taste of frustration rising in her throat. No matter how many times she questioned it, the answer remained painfully clear: it’s because of her.


  Just as Leon couldn’t retreat before for the sake of the citizens who trusted him, now he couldn’t flee because of her.



  



  “I sincerely wish for your survival and happiness, Veronica.”


  



  As his words echoed in her memory, Veronica halted abruptly in the middle of the bustling military camp, lost and adrift like an abandoned child.


  “You acted as though you’d follow me into the depths of hell itself,” she muttered, stepping into a puddle of rainwater.


  Ripples spread around her boot, distorting her reflection. Perhaps he would never speak the word “love” to her. That was the kind of man Leon Berg was—one who would choose to let go rather than risk destruction, who could no longer bear to watch someone he cherished break before his eyes.


  “How foolish.”


  The metallic tang of blood bloomed on her tongue from her bitten lip. Leon’s logic was absurd. To abandon their opportunity to annihilate the Bahamuts… It meant he was willing to ignore the sacrifice of countless millions to save just her. The scales were impossibly unbalanced. It was too heavy a burden for one person to bear. The guilt would be too crushing for him to shoulder alone.


  She was sick of crying, yet her eyes burned traitorously, forcing her to shield her face with trembling hands. Everything lay in ruins. This wasn’t the honest conversation she had hoped to have when she awoke. She had only wanted to confirm his feelings, to hear the truth from his lips. Why had it all unraveled so disastrously?


  “I’ve been searching everywhere for you.”


  Just as she was sinking into the quicksand of her thoughts, someone seized her shoulder with urgent force. Startled back to reality, Veronica looked up to see Joachim, his youthful face flushed crimson. He was breathing heavily, clearly having sprinted throughout the camp in his search for her.


  Oh, I fled without a word to anyone.


  “I’m sorry. I wasn’t in my right mind to…”


  Her words died on her lips as something beyond Joachim’s shoulder caught her attention. Veronica’s eyes widened in disbelief. The scene before her was so shocking that it momentarily banished even thoughts of Leon from her mind. Joachim followed her gaze. Against the backdrop of snow-white fortress walls, war horses strained as they pulled a procession of black iron cages that rattled ominously as they moved. And within those massive barred prisons…


  “What in heaven’s name is that…?” Veronica whispered, her voice barely audible.


  It wasn’t a question born of genuine curiosity. Her narrowed eyes desperately wanted to deny what she was witnessing. The cargo bound tightly in enchanted chains were unmistakably real, living Bahamuts. Not just one solitary beast, but a caravan of over ten sturdy cages was lined up in a macabre procession.


  “Captured Bahamuts,” Joachim answered, his gaze fixed toward the fortress walls. “They’re being transported to the palace.”


  “The palace? Whatever for? Are they conducting research?”


  “If only it were for such a productive purpose…”


  His words trailed off as the black cages drew closer. By now, soldiers throughout the camp had abandoned their duties to gawk at the extraordinary procession. As the rattling iron bars approached, Veronica found herself holding her breath.


  Even with their limbs and necks completely bound by restraints, their massive chests rose and fell with labored breaths. Onlookers flinched each time one of them, eyes still closed, opened its maw to release a stream of viscous saliva. The dissonant chorus of curses and prayers created a truly unsettling harmony. She dared not contemplate how many brave souls had perished to capture these creatures.


  Surely there must be some vital purpose, right?


  “They’re being taken to serve as entertainment at a royal feast.”


  Veronica whipped her head around quickly. Now she had to doubt her hearing as well as her vision. When she fixed Joachim with a demanding glare, he elaborated with obvious distaste.


  “The palace has been hosting lavish feasts every day since the landslide. They’re indulging in the wines and delicacies prepared for the Founding Festival, accompanied by orchestral performances and jesters’ antics. Not all of Karta’s nobility accept these invitations, of course. Today, I hear they plan to pit the captured Bahamuts against the imperial knights in some grand spectacle.”


  Despite his clear enunciation, his words seemed to reach her as if through water, distant and distorted. Stunned speechless, Veronica released a hollow laugh. It was an absurdly dangerous notion. What madness had possessed them to bring living calamities into the heart of the capital? Had no one considered that these horned beasts might soon awaken fully?


  It felt like the cruelest of jokes. Leon had nearly died defending the wall that protected them all while these privileged few, ignorant of his sacrifice, laughed and reveled, treating deadly combat as mere amusement.


  She couldn’t believe it, yet simultaneously had no choice but to accept it, for there was something disturbingly familiar about the tale. After all, Veronica had experienced that barbaric spectacle firsthand.


  As memories of her duel at the palace resurfaced, her shoulders trembled with disgust. Rage boiled within her at this decadent upper society and their callous diversions. Outside Karta’s walls, countless innocent people wandered homeless and starving because of these very creatures.


  How strange to discover that anger so profound can actually trigger laughter.


  Humans truly were fascinating creatures. Perhaps God endured eternity simply by watching his children’s endless capacity for both nobility and depravity.


  “Feasts? When Karta itself might crumble at any moment? Have they lost their minds?”


  “Hush,” Joachim whispered, glancing around nervously. “You misunderstand—they revel precisely because everything might collapse. At the last feast, His Imperial Majesty even quoted Friedrich II, declaring that ‘Pleasure is the sovereign of apocalypse.’”


  “He was a notorious tyrant,” Veronica shot back.


  Joachim merely shrugged, his expression carefully neutral. He appeared to have little interest in defending the imperial family or their sycophantic nobility.


  “Now that your curiosity has been satisfied, we should return to the barracks immediately. We’ve ventured dangerously close to the walls—too far from safety.”


  “But…”


  “I’d rather not incur Sir Berg’s wrath, since I personally hold him in the highest esteem.”


  At these loaded words, Veronica glanced up sharply. His youthful face wore a slightly teasing smile. She had initially assumed he’d be similar to Philip or Oscar based on his cautious demeanor, but perhaps he was more socially adept than she’d given him credit for.


  Seeing his good-natured face, something crystallized in her mind—a lightning bolt of realization, or perhaps an intuitive suspicion that had been forming beneath her consciousness.


  “Then perhaps you should avoid provoking me first. Who knows what tales I might share with Leon?”


  “Tales? What do you mean?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Like how a certain apprentice knight, sworn to divine service, has developed an inappropriate infatuation and shadows my every move.”


  Joachim’s smooth expression transformed instantly into a mask of utter disbelief. Veronica rewarded him with a honeyed smile, mirroring his earlier expression.


  He belonged to the Holy Knight Order, an institution composed exclusively of blue-blooded nobility. The fact that he had personally led Veronica’s arrest suggested he hailed from a particularly distinguished lineage. The fact that he seemed to possess intimate knowledge of today’s feast arrangements—which wouldn’t be available to just anyone, even if they were of noble birth—confirmed her suspicions.


  “Before we return to the barracks, I want to ask you something.”


  Joachim had the same golden hair and azure eyes as Princess Johanna, as well as the same gentle, aristocratic features that radiated charm. She couldn’t fathom how she had failed to recognize these unmistakable traits until this moment.


  * * *


  “This is absolute madness.”


  “I’m well aware. That’s precisely why I dispatched a confession to the vice commander before we entered. I informed him that I coerced you into this scheme through blackmail, so you don’t have to worry about consequences.”


  Stepping into the hallowed halls of Karta’s imperial palace after so long felt surreal. Or perhaps the true source of her disorientation was the fact that she walked alongside the princess’s half-brother.


  Stripped of his lengthy formal titles and reduced to the name and surname, the apprentice knight was Joachim von Kaisenmier, the twenty-second prince of the realm, no less. His position in the succession was too distant to inspire any serious political machinations, which was why his mother had wisely placed him in a monastery at a tender age. As a paladin, he could at least secure some measure of honor in service to the divine.


  “I don’t mean leaving camp—I’m saying that you willingly walking into this viper’s nest is sheer lunacy. Are you deliberately seeking another forced duel?”


  “How did you know?”


  When Veronica responded with cool indifference, Joachim tilted his head, regarding her with the bewildered expression of someone confronting a truly deranged individual. She caught his glance and laughed—a sound wholly inappropriate for their precarious situation.


  Leon would be furious if he knew what I was doing, Veronica thought. This dangerous gambit defied all reason, like Joachim said. But she felt like she had no choice—the foreboding in her heart was too powerful to stand by and do nothing.


  Fleeing the barracks at dawn had been a good decision in hindsight. By now, the soldiers assigned to monitor her movements were undoubtedly combing every corner of the military camp in growing panic. Her successful escape had only been possible because she had darted from the barracks unexpectedly.


  “Why are we descending underground?” Veronica asked. “I recall the previous duel being staged at the palace’s highest tower.”


  “Because this venue must remain secure even if a Bahamut breaks free, and as you’re well aware, this is precisely the sort of spectacle that would cause a disturbance among the common folk if word escaped these walls,” Joachim explained as he followed the silent servant down the winding staircase.


  She was glad that she’d saved his life during the trial, not least because Joachim was now risking his position and possibly his life to repay his debt to her. Despite his royal lineage, being the twenty-second son born to a foreign consort wouldn’t necessarily ensure his safety if he were ever found out. Just as she resolved to avoid causing him further trouble, Joachim suddenly pivoted to face her.


  “By the way, I’ve been burning with curiosity—how did Sir Berg’s condition improve so dramatically?”


  “Oh, I think it’s thanks to this cross necklace.”


  As her fingers caressed the ornate cross pendant, Joachim’s eyes widened to perfect circles. His previously amiable expression vanished instantly, replaced by one of shock.


  “But that cross is…”


  The cross is what?


  She waited expectantly for his revelation, but his words were abruptly drowned by a swell of orchestral music that poured through the opening door before them. Both of them turned their eyes forward simultaneously, and Veronica’s question evaporated from her mind at the astonishing spectacle that unfolded before them.


  Oscar’s excited voice was the first to echo in her memory.


  



  “They’re extending you an invitation to the imperial banquet in recognition of your contributions to the expedition. Do you understand the magnitude of this honor? Never in Kaisenmier’s long history has a commoner attended the Foundation Festival.”


  



  So this is what the pinnacle of power looks like, she thought as her worn leather boot touched the mirror-polished marble.


  The banquet hall sprawled before her, impossibly vast with soaring ceilings and breathtaking beauty. Everything shimmered with an otherworldly radiance, as if she had stepped into a realm beyond mortal creation. Majestic string melodies intertwined with the intoxicating aromas of exotic delicacies, overwhelming her senses, while the gentle laughter of nobles floated around her like delicate birdsong. Her presence here, even after everything, felt like a twist of fate—it seemed that some things were destined to unfold no matter what.


  The aristocrats, resplendent in their tailcoats and flowing gowns, fixed their gazes upon her one by one, recognizing an outsider by her clothing alone. Her cheeks flushed crimson as she became painfully aware of her plain white tunic and commoner’s yellowish-brown trousers. Joachim had secured her entry, but navigating the rest was entirely her burden to bear.


  Her eyes darted across the lavish hall, seeking the epicenter of attention—the most coveted position in the room. That was where Johanna would hold court.


  But in the end, Johanna found them first.


  “Oh my, Joachim?”


  That honeyed voice—unheard for so long—sent icy tendrils down Veronica’s spine. As she turned, a kaleidoscope of colors assaulted her vision, nearly stealing her breath away.


  “You’ve brought an unexpected guest.”


  Chandelier light cascaded down, shattering into brilliant fragments across honey-gold tresses. A sapphire necklace nestled against pale skin, matching her deep blue gown. In her equally blue eyes swirled emotions beyond mere hostility—it was pure malice. Blue, Veronica realized, was truly the hottest part of a flame.


  “Your Highness?” Joachim’s voice emerged hoarse, strangled by the same suffocating pressure Veronica felt.


  Johanna’s smile bloomed with practiced radiance. “How thoughtful of you to bring my dear friend—though I don’t quite remember inviting her.”


  “I requested his assistance myself, Your Highness,” Veronica declared, summoning her courage to step forward.


  Johanna’s eyes narrowed, though her smile remained perfectly fixed as she folded her ornate fan with a decisive snap.


  “While I can hardly compliment your… provincial attire, I admire your determination to attend regardless. The rumors surrounding you have provided such delicious entertainment. Returning from death’s embrace—how very fitting for a saint. Your tale mirrors divine history rather poetically, doesn’t it?”


  Johanna’s barbs, though elegantly delivered, failed to penetrate as they once had. Why had Veronica once trembled at her every syllable? Why had she envied her so, unable to tear her gaze away? Because she was beautiful? Because she seemed to have everything one could desire?


  Even if those things were true, Johanna remained a pitiable creature who could only feel alive through inflicting pain upon others. Veronica felt unexpected compassion for this broken, beautiful monster.


  At last, she could believe Leon’s words that he’d never loved Johanna. Love was an act of mutual fulfillment, but Johanna possessed no capacity to nourish another soul. Instead, she harbored a void within—a ravenous black hole, deeper and more vast than any other, consuming everything and everyone in its path.


  “I know you’re naïve, but never a fool,” Johanna purred, leaning closer with serpentine grace. “Last time, you sought access to the imperial archives. What prize do you hunt today?”


  Like a viper preparing to strike, she thought, but kept her expression neutral as she met the princess’s gaze without flinching.


  “When we last met, Your Highness promised to mention the wilderness migration to His Imperial Majesty. I wonder if you recall our conversation?”


  “The wilderness?” Johanna’s sigh stretched long and theatrical as her mouth curved downward. “Yes, I did broach the subject. But one must be practical, mustn’t one? Even if this wilderness were the sanctuary you claim, mere arrival doesn’t ensure survival. What of water? Sustenance? Could our people endure even a single day in such desolation? Perhaps perishing in Karta, devoured by Bahamuts, would be a kinder fate.”


  “Have you ever studied ‘The Miracle of the Wilderness’ in the Divine Text, Your Highness?” she countered.


  Johanna’s tongue clicked against perfect teeth. “You mean that charming fable where sustenance descended from heaven, enough to feed everyone for forty years? Oh, my sweet, naïve girl—that’s merely myth. How disappointing that you still cannot distinguish between church fabrications and reality.”


  Veronica abandoned further attempts at persuasion. To be honest, it was a matter she herself questioned. Yet if the wilderness truly was the promised sanctuary, perhaps mortal concerns about survival were irrelevant. Wasn’t worry itself the province of the Divine?


  “Does His Imperial Majesty share Your Highness’s skepticism?”


  “So you seek an imperial audience?”


  “Yes.”


  “And what will you offer in exchange for such an extraordinary privilege?”


  She had become the princess’s “friend” to access the imperial archives, and delivered Leon’s handkerchief to ensure that the wilderness would be mentioned to the emperor. And today…


  “I will enter the arena and face the Bahamuts in combat.”


  Johanna’s eyes widened like an owl spotting defenseless prey. The distant trumpet’s clarion call and the princess’s gloved hand seizing her arm occurred almost simultaneously.


  Her grip felt like talons digging into flesh, poised to tear. Veronica remained still, knowing resistance would only drive those claws deeper.


  * * *


  The underground banquet hall stretched as vast as the palace above, its center hollowed into a circular arena. Originally designed for pitting foreign captives against each other or hosting formal knightly duels, today it would showcase a different spectacle.


  Veronica stood alone at its center, the weight of countless gazes and the harsh glare of chandeliers bearing down upon her like physical pressure.


  Even the mightiest Bahamut couldn’t possibly reach the spectator galleries, she reassured herself while being introduced as the murderer of an imperial knight. None of the finely-dressed onlookers bothered to inquire about her name—the Corrupted, rumored saint of the church, red-eyed death row inmate—these titles were more than sufficient for their entertainment. Not a soul in all of Karta remained ignorant of who she was now.


  She lifted her gaze to meet Emperor Leopold’s, who lounged upon the highest seat in the hall. Ancient and corpulent, he rested his jowled face against one bejeweled hand.


  After the lengthy introduction concluded, he waved liver-spotted fingers and proclaimed, “Be as cunning as serpents and as pure as doves in your combat.”


  Though quoting sacred scripture, his words rang hollow and inappropriate. Still, Veronica bowed with perfect deference before grasping her sword’s hilt.


  If things go according to my plan, this display will spread the truth about the wilderness to the nobility. But even if it doesn’t, I’ll have at least prevented the Bahamuts from killing anyone else.


  Unlike her previous encounter, victory felt within reach today.


  When the trumpet’s note reverberated through the chamber, an unnatural silence descended. The hush grew so profound that even a swallowed breath or falling pin would have echoed like thunder. In that stillness, she recalled the savage, drooling faces of the monsters she’d encountered before. Could they sense her right now?


  From the shadowed recesses, iron bars groaned open as ponderous footsteps approached. Presences far larger than any human emerged from all directions—one, two, three…


  Veronica’s gaze snapped to Johanna, who was leaning precariously over the railing. The princess had promised a single Bahamut, but had released her entire menagerie.


  More than ten monstrous forms lumbered from the darkness. After surviving the plaza massacre, this number might have seemed manageable, but the calculated malice behind the betrayal chilled her to her core. The princess had orchestrated her execution, nothing less.


  Remain calm. Focus. Delay as long as possible, let the emperor enjoy his spectacle, and then—


  But before she could finish her thoughts, a Bahamut lunged unexpectedly—not toward her, but toward the galleries. Startled, she stared in bewilderment at the creature now sprawled on the arena floor. Nobles scattered from that section with shrill cries of alarm.


  “What? Why…” The words escaped her lips in confused fragments.


  Why aren’t they attacking me?


  All ten beasts repeatedly hurled themselves toward the human spectators, only to tumble back down, as if Veronica were invisible to their senses. Amid the growing chaos, she lowered her blade, tension giving way to dawning comprehension.


  Do they think I’m one of them? Is that why they’re not attacking me?


  Reflecting on the battle at the plaza, she realized they had never initiated aggression then either. She sheathed her sword and approached the nearest Bahamut. As she planted herself firmly before it, the creature hesitated mid-leap, slowly rotating its massive head toward her.


  Veronica held her breath as the beast—hunched so low its arms nearly brushed the ground—brought its face level with hers, joints grinding audibly. It seemed to be scenting her, assessing. Its grotesque visage, nearly twice the size of a human’s and grotesquely hairless, gaped with a cavernous mouth. Hot breath washed over her face, stirring strands of her hair as if drawing them inward. Where once she’d detected the briny scent of ocean depths, now she could smell the unmistakable reek of raw flesh. Holding her breath grew increasingly insufficient.


  How much longer could I—


  “…Oh.”


  The sound escaped her unbidden—a moment of terrible recognition.


  Its eyes were open.


  The creature was looking directly at her.


  Since when? How long have its eyes been open?


  Her eyes widened as her heart thundered painfully against her ribs. A desperate realization crashed through her. In one fluid motion, she drew her blade and slashed upward across the monster’s throat before spinning around to scream a warning:


  “Everyone, close your eyes!”


  As always, her cry came too late. Nobles with newly crimson eyes plummeted from the galleries as if bewitched, their movements eerily deliberate. No panicked screams accompanied their descent. They collided with sickening impacts as bones shattered against marble. The Bahamuts snatched these falling offerings with massive claws, tearing into their flesh with savage delight.


  Veronica’s blade became a silver blur as she fought desperately. Blood and viscera painted the arena floor, yet the true horror lay in the Corrupted themselves—she could not bring herself to kill them. The knights who had rushed from the banquet hall’s edges stood paralyzed as well, ashen-faced at the sight of their lords and ladies.


  Dizzying vertigo threatened to overwhelm her amid the nightmarish tableau. Everything had inverted with cruel irony—now she alone stood as spectator while the elite of society became the grotesque entertainment. It was almost like divine retribution, or bloody revolution made manifest—as if the natural order had been violently reestablished.


  Gritting her teeth against the horror, she frantically searched for Joachim among the chaos. But when her desperate gaze finally settled, an icy terror seized her heart.


  A blood-curdling scream pierced the cacophony.


  There, the crimson-eyed princess was methodically butchering the blue-eyed emperor. It was truly a scene of desecration—the ultimate taboo brought to life before her eyes.


  The emperor flailed his withered limbs, gasping for mercy, but Johanna—drenched in crimson—showed no restraint. She plunged her dagger downward repeatedly until the knights finally dragged her away.


  Blood, tragedy, devastation, and then more blood—it was a crimson tapestry of royal downfall.


  Johanna’s eyes blazed like molten rubies, a jarring contrast against her sapphire gown. As she writhed, the way her limbs twisted in violent spasms eerily mirrored the dance Veronica had once performed with thorns piercing her flesh.


  Divine retribution, she thought.


  “…Ah.”


  The moment Veronica felt a forbidden thrill of satisfaction stirring in the depths of her chest, nausea washed over her, and she covered her mouth in horror. Self-loathing churned her stomach like poison.


  This is terrible. Taking pleasure in someone else’s misfortune? When did I become this kind of person?


  “Veronica!”


  Just then, Joachim threw down a sand-colored rope from above as imperial knights burst into the banquet hall in a storm of steel and purpose. The uncorrupted nobles, trembling and collapsed on the marble floor, huddled under the protection of drawn swords. Watching them, Veronica had a sudden question:


  Wait—why had the princess succumbed to corruption?


  The emperor and nobles were supposed to be immune to the Bahamuts’ influence. The holy power flowing through the bloodlines of the founding families shielded them from corruption’s touch. There had never been a reported case of someone with holy power becoming corrupted. Those nobles who had leapt to their deaths must have been those who had purchased their titles with gold, not those born with ancient blood.


  Which meant…


  A chill slithered down her spine as the realization made every hair on her body stand on end.


  “She’s not the emperor’s daughter…”


  Veronica slowly lowered her sword as she watched the knights descending into the arena, their armor catching the torchlight. Witnessing another’s hidden shame was always unsettling. She decided not to dwell on why the princess, consumed by bloodlust, had chosen the emperor as her first victim.


  Villains weren’t born from nothing—they were forged. The cruelest punishment was to hate them without knowing the wounds that shaped them.


  * * *


  “It’s quite fascinating to repeatedly find the same individual at the center of controversy,” Philip remarked.


  “I went there precisely because I feared something like this might happen,” Veronica defended herself. “I even sent word to you in advance, Vice Commander, in case of potential complications.”


  “Whether you anticipated it or not holds no interest to me. What matters is that you abandoned your post without authorization and still failed to prevent this catastrophe. Your actions mirror someone else’s quite remarkably. Perhaps you’ve been taking private lessons from him?”


  Veronica pressed her lips into a tight line, swallowing her retort. Though fury smoldered within her at his insult to Leon, the atmosphere was as biting as frost, leaving no room for objection.


  “His Imperial Majesty has perished during these already turbulent times,” Philip continued coldly. “Can you even fathom the chaos that would erupt if this reached the common folk? The incident today will remain classified for the time being, so you will not breathe a word of it to anyone. If you truly wished to advocate for venturing into the wilderness, you should have at least protected the emperor as someone who could unite everyone.”


  “How could I have—”


  “Take her away.”


  Philip, having unleashed his venom, cut her off without mercy. She wanted to demand how he knew about the wilderness, but doubted he would deign to answer even if she pressed. With no other recourse, she turned away, and Joachim wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and guided her out with gentle hands.


  Outside, a fine drizzle was falling softly. As Veronica walked beside Joachim, her shoulders slumped at the prospect of facing Leon after their earlier quarrel.


  “Joachim, do you think it’s impossible to just pretend nothing happened after an argument?”


  Joachim, his footsteps creating gentle splashes beside her, tilted his head before asking, “An argument with whom?”


  “Just… hypothetically. Anyone.”


  “Well,” he considered, “you could ignore it, but that would only be a temporary fix. What needs to come out will eventually come out, no matter how deeply buried.”


  She knew he was right. She kept walking with her head bowed, rain misting her hair.


  “Oh, by the way,” she said, suddenly remembering, “what was that about the necklace you mentioned earlier?”


  “That’s…” Joachim hesitated. “Nothing of consequence. Please don’t trouble yourself over it.”


  Despite his obvious deliberation, his answer was dismissively vague. Veronica glanced at his averted gaze but didn’t press further, her mind already elsewhere.


  I wonder if Leon is okay. Worry gnawed at her as she recalled his burning skin beneath her palm when she’d left him earlier.


  Veronica stared at the golden light filtering through the canvas of Leon’s tent before offering a perfunctory farewell.


  “Thank you for everything today, Joachim. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


  After exchanging brief nods with the knights who had accompanied her, she pulled back the tent flap anxiously. Her heart plummeted at the sight of the empty bed, but when she quickly turned toward a soft sound, she froze in place.


  The first thing she noticed was the water cascading down damp locks of hair as he bathed. A black tunic was draped carelessly over one arm, revealing the sculpted contours of his bare torso.


  When her eyes met his, she couldn’t look away, as if captured by an invisible force. His dark crimson eyes stared at her intensely before slowly looking her up and down. Though familiar, there remained something about Leon’s penetrating gaze that made her tense.


  She attempted to break the spell after a while, about to mention their earlier encounter—but then he spoke first, his voice a low rumble that seemed to vibrate through the air between them.


  “You took your time thinking.”


  While Veronica stood frozen in awkward silence, Leon calmly finished dressing. Looking more closely, she realized he wasn’t in the middle of bathing but had already finished and was dressing himself. His voice carried its usual casual timber, as if their heated exchange earlier hadn’t happened at all. Veronica finally shook off her trance and rushed forward, her concern bursting forth in a flurry of questions.


  “Should you even be up? Has your fever broken? Is cold water really appropriate right now?”


  “Yes, no, yes,” Leon answered with playful precision, the corner of his mouth quirking upward.


  Veronica tried to match his answers to her questions and frowned deeply when she deciphered his meaning.


  “You’re bathing in cold water when your fever hasn’t broken?” she scolded, her voice rising. “Wiping yourself with a damp cloth would have been enough. You’re being reckless.”


  “I don’t like feeling unclean,” he replied with casual dismissal.


  “Even so—”


  “That’s enough. If you continue, I might mistake it for genuine concern.”


  “It is concern.”


  Leon’s expression shifted subtly. “For someone supposedly worried about me, you certainly took your time returning.”


  The barbed comment struck its target as he cupped her face with familiar possessiveness. His long, elegant fingers felt cool against her skin—perhaps from his bath, or perhaps because her own cheeks burned with emotion. The scent of cedar and clean skin enveloped her.


  After studying her flushed face for a weighted moment, Leon asked in a low voice, “What happened at the palace?”


  It was the kind of voice that could extract secrets from stone. Veronica’s lips parted slightly before pressing firmly closed as she gazed up at him. She marveled at how he immediately sensed something was wrong despite her deliberate change of clothes to hide any evidence. No, what truly amazed her was how being near him felt like returning to a hearth she’d always known.


  It’s so strange.


  “…The vice commander forbade me from speaking of it,” she murmured, her gaze sliding away from his.


  Leon released a dry laugh that held no humor.


  “Of course he did. Wittelsbach should carve those words into his family crest.” His voice deepened as he mimicked Philip’s formal cadence, “The citizens would be thrown into disarray if they knew. This matter is classified until further notice. Mind your words and actions lest false rumors spread.”


  Though Leon’s voice carried more depth and resonance than Philip’s, his imitation matched their earlier conversation so precisely that Veronica couldn’t contain her laughter. She tried to stifle it, knowing it was inappropriate given the gravity of the day’s events, but the more she struggled, the more her lips betrayed her. Leon watched her intently, his gaze unwavering. He studied her until her laughter faded into self-consciousness. Their eyes locked in silent communication, and he finally lowered his head toward hers.


  The kiss claimed her like a tide claiming the shore—inevitable and all-consuming. Her heels lifted from the ground, her fingers clutching his tunic with desperate need. Though he kept the kiss gentle, not deepening it with his tongue, the intensity was enough to make her grip tighten on the fabric beneath her fingers. The dizzying sensation of sharing his breath made her head swim in delicious vertigo.


  When she tilted her head back, seeking air, Leon pulled away just enough to whisper against her lips, “Tell me everything. Philip’s ‘classified information’ directive is meant for the common folk.”


  Though she knew he was right, something held her back. Sensing her hesitation, Leon studied her mouth for a moment before slowly straightening his posture. Then, as if granting her time to gather her courage, he unbuckled the sword belt at his waist. As the weight of the weapon passed from his hands, she felt a curious lightening of her own heart.


  “I thought you weren’t coming back to me.”


  The confession fell from his lips without warning. Veronica’s head jerked up in surprise. His expression remained composed, making her wonder if she’d misheard. But of course she hadn’t. The vulnerability was there—not in his face, but in the words themselves.


  As his earlier words echoed in her memory—about the camp being full of knights blessed with holy power while he had nothing left to offer her, about not being irreplaceable—a vise seemed to tighten around her lungs.


  He’s been dwelling on it too. I wasn’t the only one.


  Joachim was right—ignoring the wound would only make it fester.


  “I want to be by your side,” she said, the words spilling forth before she could consider them.


  Leon’s hand froze mid-motion while leaning his sword against the tent wall. Veronica felt her stomach flutter with nervous energy as she forced herself to continue, striving for calm despite the thundering of her heart.


  “Did you know?” she asked softly. “They say the people you meet at the end of your life become family.”


  I’m not good with words. But I hope it gets through to him. I just want him not to be sad anymore.


  “Family can’t be replaced,” she continued. “Even when they hurt you, even when they have nothing material to offer.”


  He turned his head slowly, his expression transforming into something she’d never witnessed before—a raw hunger in his eyes that spoke of years of solitude and unmet yearning.


  “They’re irreplaceable,” she whispered, holding his gaze.


  If it was humans who could cast others into hell, it was only humans who could pull them back out, too.


  “I’m not going anywhere, Leon. I’ll remain in Karta until the very end.”


  Veronica offered him the same words that had once saved her from despair. He had once told her the same thing—that he wasn’t leaving her, that he wasn’t going anywhere—on that desolate snowfield, when all hope seemed lost.


  Perhaps recognizing his own promise returned to him, his eyes widened before darkening to midnight depths. Everything seemed to happen simultaneously after that—the sword clattering to the ground, Leon moving to kiss her, and Veronica throwing herself into his arms.


  Amid their embrace, one chilling realization flashed through her mind with terrible clarity.


  Today, the Bahamuts hadn’t attacked her as they should have. If someone must ultimately destroy the First Bahamut, it could only be her—the sole being capable of passing through the Bahamuts’ forces unharmed. In essence, it would be suicide; killing the Bahamut would kill her too.


  Please, she prayed silently as she surrendered to his embrace, let this precious warmth between us endure until that final day comes.


  * * *


  Neither of them had ever burned with such fierce desire before.


  Leon’s grip encircled her waist and the nape of her neck as he bowed his head to claim her lips in a hungry kiss. The wet, obscene sounds of his tongue plunging deep—almost to her throat—sent shivers down her spine.


  Veronica, petite as she was, hung from his neck with her head and waist arched backward. Just as her trembling calves—strained from standing on tiptoe—threatened to give out beneath her, he cupped her bottom and lifted her effortlessly against him.


  Wrapping her legs around his waist was pure survival instinct—a desperate reflex to avoid falling. Her mind went blissfully blank, refusing to acknowledge just how wanton the position truly was.


  Leon carried her to the bed, his teeth grazing her flushed earlobe before his tongue soothed the sting. The sensation sent delicious tingles through her body. Electric currents shot through her neck as he sucked hard enough to brand her with his mark. Her breathing grew ragged and desperate of its own accord.


  When she clung to him with frantic need, gasping and whimpering, he sat on the bed with her still in his arms rather than laying her down. Veronica arched and twisted as his hands traced a torturously slow path down her spine. His firm hands slipped beneath her clothes, mapping the delicate wings of her shoulder blades and the gentle curve of her waist.


  It felt divine. Her body was heating up slowly but surely, to the point where this unfamiliar, wanton version of herself almost frightened her.


  “Don’t stop,” she pleaded. “It feels so good.”


  She mumbled helplessly with her face buried in his chest. Since she was still clothed, the shape of his hands was clearly visible through the thin white fabric as they moved across her body.


  Leon’s hands glided over her as if he were a deity molding his most precious creation. He traced her slender stomach, her narrow waist, and her prominent collarbone—every touch a form of worship.


  But no matter how desperately she waited, he wouldn’t touch the places she truly ached for. As his hands circled tantalizingly without making contact where she needed it most, Veronica clutched his black tunic so tightly it might tear, her breathing shallow and uneven.


  I want him to grip me until I bruise, she thought wildly. Until the sweet pain makes me feel undeniably alive.


  When she lifted her head, their eyes met at intimate range. His crimson eyes observed her flushed face for a moment before covering her lips with his own, as if he’d been waiting for this precise moment of surrender.


  She moaned against his mouth.


  Clearly, he was waiting until she begged him to touch her—until she whimpered that she was going to lose her mind without his touch.


  With glazed eyes, Veronica slowly released her grip on his clothes. She pulled at his arm with needy insistence. Her wordless plea guided his hand to where she burned for him. The moment he finally touched her tender flesh, a predatory fire ignited in his darkened eyes. The dizzying pressure of his touch snapped her reason as well.


  Her back met the sheets as her clothes rolled upward, exposing her skin to the cool air. His breath caressed her sensitive flesh like a phantom touch. His intoxicating scent stopped her breath and heartbeat, making her head spin with delirious want.


  This, right here, is probably the eye of the storm, she thought. One wrong step and we’ll be swept away by forces we can’t control.


  * * *


  Strictly speaking, Leon Berg had never spoken of love. And clearly, he never would—not ever.


  But that had nothing to do with his feelings. A knight of God must never love a human, and for some people, faith wasn’t a choice—but a destiny carved in stone.


  Even though she knew all that, Veronica found it a little heartbreaking. The human heart was truly a treacherous thing. Not long ago, she had begged just to be allowed to live, promising to want nothing more from him or fate, but now she wanted to steal even his sacred love from God Himself.


  “Ah…” She let out a deep sigh.


  Veronica lay on her side, curling her body into a protective ball. She tightly embraced the head of the man still buried against her chest. Her sensitive body, still quivering in the afterglow of pleasure, struggled against the persistent sensations that tormented her so exquisitely.


  His hair was already a wild tangle from her clutching it while she was gasping for breath, refusing to let go. Veronica threaded her fingers through his disheveled locks again, groaning softly. She felt powerless to resist the fire in him—that flickering, brilliant vitality.


  Perhaps that was why her moment of clarity had come so late. In the heated frenzy, she’d forgotten her anxieties for a moment—like whether it was safe for him to exert himself while feverish, or if such a miraculous recovery after being so deathly ill made any sense at all.


  Now that she was thinking about it with a clearer head, she found many suspicious aspects. Joachim had told her it was nothing, but she’d heard whispered warnings that all sacred objects of the church demanded a price from those who used them.


  She had just parted her dry lips to ask Leon about this when her stomach rumbled embarrassingly loudly, swallowing his name before she could finish saying it. Leon froze, and a deathly silence fell between them. Her earlobes burned hot with mortification. Veronica screamed internally.


  You clueless stomach! Read the mood, would you?


  And as if in defiant response, her stomach growled again, even louder and more enthusiastically than before. Veronica surrendered to her fate, closing her eyes and mumbling, “I just realized I haven’t eaten anything since morning…”


  Leon maintained his silence for a moment. Finding it strange that a man who should be teasing her mercilessly was so quiet, she cracked open one eye. “Leon?”


  Just as worry began to rise that he might still be in pain from his recent injuries, she caught sight of his slightly shaking shoulders. Veronica narrowed her eyes suspiciously. His broad shoulders trembled, and then a low, rich laugh emerged, washing over her heart like warm honey.


  When he raised his head, she saw that he was laughing like a carefree child—a sight she had never witnessed before. His usually cool, guarded face had completely transformed, lit with genuine mirth.


  Veronica’s already flushed face turned crimson as she muttered, “It’s a perfectly natural bodily function. Stop laughing at me.”


  “If you were that famished, you should have said something,” he teased.


  “How could I possibly mention food during such… such, well, an intense moment between us,” she stammered.


  Leon’s lips quirked into a smile as he looked at her, then turned his head toward a table covered with a silver lid.


  “Come on, get up. I actually set something aside for you.”


  He immediately straightened and pulled her hand. Veronica sat up in surprise, her eyes wide and questioning. There’s food set aside? No, more importantly, how can he switch from passionate lover to practical caretaker so quickly?


  Her own body remained hot and tingling with unfulfilled desire, but Leon moved with such swift efficiency that it seemed almost impossible he was the same man who had just been driving her wild.


  Having hastily pulled on his pants, he hung bread and a pot over the brazier to heat them up. Veronica tilted her head curiously.


  “…I’ve been wondering, do you possess some extraordinary patience? Or perhaps some special holy knight technique for cooling your passions?”


  “Do they look cool to you?” he challenged, his voice dropping to a husky timbre.


  Her words caught in her throat at his provocative question. Her gaze, which had been sliding downward of its own accord, shot back up in alarm when Leon turned to face her, one eyebrow raised knowingly.


  “There are certain techniques, too, of course. Mainly reciting sacred prayers, or if that doesn’t work…”


  “If that doesn’t work?”


  “Thinking about His Holiness the Pope.”


  Veronica had just taken a sip from a nearby cup to wet her throat, but choked and coughed frantically at his unexpected answer. The liquid she’d assumed was water turned out to be potent liquor. As she stared at him in disbelief, tears gathering at the corners of her eyes, Leon’s lips curved into a devilish grin.


  “It’s quite a renowned method within the Order,” he explained with mock solemnity. “Even a century-old lust would cool instantly at the thought.”


  Her lingering cough soon dissolved into helpless laughter. Veronica giggled and then murmured, “Sometimes you truly sound like a madman, you know that?”


  “Thank you.”


  “How on earth did you take ‘madman’ as a compliment?”


  “In the sense that being a little mad makes living in this wretched world easier,” he replied with philosophical calm, then sat back down on the edge of the bed. His profile as he stared deeply into the dancing flames of the brazier made him appear almost otherworldly—like a man born from fire itself. Entranced, Veronica observed the intense primary colors of his copper hair and crimson eyes, the flickering shadows playing across his features, and his bare, sculpted torso.


  “It’s better for humans to be a little mad,” he mused, as though he was talking to himself. “Whatever that might look like.”


  As he took the cup of liquor she had been holding and drank deeply from it, Veronica repeated his words in her mind. She wasn’t sure what he meant by “better,” but it was true that people who were madly absorbed in their dreams or their work did seem happier. Humans were most beautiful when they loved something with their whole heart, whether it was God, family, friendship, or hobbies. Madness, then, included a certain degree of love.


  Silence fell between them until the pot began to bubble and steam. Silence often bred awkwardness, but Veronica felt an indescribable sense of peace instead. It’s always like this with Leon, she realized. Time passes naturally even without conversation, as if we’ve known each other forever.


  “The emperor held a combat spectacle with the Bahamut,” she said suddenly.


  The words burst out, encouraged by the intimate atmosphere between them. Leon shifted his piercing gaze slightly toward her.


  “Then the creatures opened their eyes… and the emperor died, stabbed through the heart by the corrupted Princess Johanna.”


  “Why were you there?”


  “I went because I feared something like that might happen,” she explained. “Though I couldn’t prevent the tragedy, of course.”


  Leon swirled the liquid in his cup before silently draining it to the last drop. His strong throat bobbed once as he swallowed. That was his entire reaction.


  “You don’t seem surprised,” she observed. “Even though I just told you the emperor was murdered.”


  “It’s hardly what I’d call a true loss,” he said dismissively. “You weren’t hurt in the chaos, after all. That’s what matters.”


  Watching his tongue moisten his lips, Veronica let out a hollow laugh. His reaction was the complete opposite of Philip’s frantic response, who had ranted about the catastrophic implications of the emperor’s death for the empire.


  “But the princess and several high nobles have been corrupted,” she continued. “They’re still alive for now, but they’ll die soon. If you wished to say goodbye to any of them… this would be your last chance.”


  Only after saying this did Veronica realize that Philip’s order to stay silent hadn’t been the only reason why she had been reluctant to tell Leon about the whole thing. It was simply because she didn’t want Leon to go to Johanna. The thought of him rushing to the princess’s side made something twist painfully in her chest.


  “Why would I need to visit any of them?” Leon asked quietly.


  Thinking that his voice somehow seemed tinged with displeasure, Veronica raised her head to study his expression.


  “I know you claim nothing happened between you two,” she ventured carefully, “but you still cherish the gift she gave you.”


  “Gift?”


  “The handkerchief you received during the extermination campaign,” she clarified, nodding toward the singed cloth still tied to his sword hilt.


  Following her gaze, Leon’s brows drew together in a deep frown of confusion. “What are you talking about? You were the one who gave…”


  Silence fell between them in that moment. As their eyes met, confusion and dawning realization crossed simultaneously in their gazes.


  “No way.” Veronica’s voice trembled slightly. “Did you truly believe all this time that I gave you that handkerchief? But… but it bears the imperial crest. Logically, I could never afford such a luxurious item.”


  “You never said it was from Johanna either,” Leon replied.


  Veronica was struck speechless. He was right. Back then, she’d been so uncomfortable in his presence that she’d hastily handed it over, desperate to escape.


  All her assumptions collapsed like a sandcastle before a rising tide. This can’t be. Then the reason he looked at it with such devotion, and why he treasured that handkerchief even when it was tattered beyond repair, was all because of…


  “And here I was, completely clueless,” she muttered, burying her face in her hands. “I thought you had feelings for Princess Johanna.”


  Leon’s brow instantly creased into a scowl. The corner of his mouth twisted as he replied with biting contempt. “Even if she were the last woman on earth, I’d never fall in love with her.”


  His disdain was so palpable it almost felt like contempt for the very concept of love itself. Though Veronica knew her reaction was irrational, a corner of her heart frosted over. Leon likely hadn’t noticed her expression as he rose with the empty plate.


  “I’m beginning to wonder which of us is truly the patient here,” she said, quickly changing the subject to mask her feelings. She accepted the stew and bread Leon had brought.


  Leon’s lips quirked into a slight smile as he settled beside her with his own plate.


  “Who knows? Maybe you are a patient. Is there anything wrong with you?”


  “Oh, my monthly cycles have actually stopped,” she blurted while absently stirring her stew.


  The implications of her words didn’t register until she felt the silence settle between them. Looking up, she caught Leon’s rare expression of bewilderment, and she hastily waved her hands.


  “No, not like that! Heavens, absolutely not. It’s been far too brief a time for… that sort of reason!”


  “…That sort of reason?” Leon echoed.


  “What I mean is,” she clarified, “my cycles have been absent for two years now. I tend to stop eating when anxiety takes hold, and that’s likely the cause.”


  In her rush to explain, she’d confessed a secret she’d never intended to reveal. Never before had she shared something so intimate with another soul. Mental afflictions always made one appear more pitiful than they really were. The last thing she wanted was to seem broken. She couldn’t fathom why she was suddenly baring her soul to him.


  Feeling his gaze shift into something different from before, Veronica deliberately focused on her meal. She wanted him to see that she was eating properly now. The watery stew tasted bland, the flavor diluted. The military camp had clearly begun rationing its provisions.


  “What drove you to starve yourself?” Leon asked directly. He wouldn’t let the matter rest, apparently.


  Veronica quietly stirred her stew before answering with feigned nonchalance. “Two years ago, I doubted my ability to join the theater troupe. In Bayern, joining the troupe was the only viable option for a dancer. Failure meant exile from the city.”


  “No,” Leon pressed, his gaze unwavering. “I’m asking about the trigger.”


  Veronica’s spoon trembled slightly. The word “trigger” had evoked memories so painfully cold they made her shiver to her core.


  She remembered one winter night when howling winds rattled the shutters. It was not long after her mother’s passing. Her father would vanish for days at a time, leaving Veronica utterly alone in that empty house. She would curl beneath the blankets, listening to the sea’s mournful wailing beyond the walls.


  “I suppose…” Her lips barely moved. “I wanted my father to notice me?”


  As memories of her foolish childhood surfaced, a bittersweet mixture of sadness and self-mockery washed over her.


  “When you’re young, you foolishly believe that destroying yourself is the perfect revenge against parents who’ve wronged you,” she said. “You think, ‘I’ll refuse food, I won’t sleep a wink, I’ll never speak another word—I’ll make them worry until their hearts shatter with guilt.’”


  It had been so childish and naïve in hindsight. Veronica’s father hadn’t even noticed as she wasted away to nothing.


  “I didn’t understand then,” she concluded with a self-deprecating smile, “that such tactics only work on those who actually care about you.”


  After that confession, Veronica focused intently on cutting and eating her bread. The silence stretched between them until Leon finally broke it.


  “That must have been hard for you.”


  Feeling a sharp throb in her heart, she froze mid-motion and looked up at him. When their gazes locked, she felt a piercing sensation as if his eyes had penetrated straight through her carefully constructed defenses. Only then did Leon slowly lower his gaze and begin eating.


  Her stomach fluttered with an unfamiliar sensation. It was like watching a single droplet of dew fall from a cave ceiling into a perfectly still lake, creating gentle ripples that spread outward in perfect circles. It wasn’t an overwhelming surge of emotion, but just one drop of understanding was enough for their hearts to bridge the distance between them.


  They continued their meal in companionable silence. Veronica scraped her plate clean, not leaving a single crumb. Despite being watery with pitiful amounts of meat, she found it inexplicably delicious for the first time.


  They carried their plates outside, then brushed their teeth side by side. Then they washed their sweat-dampened bodies with olive soap and cleaned their swords using the bed as a makeshift chair. It was only afterward that their conversation hesitantly resumed.


  “I never realized until now,” Veronica admitted, “but that’s likely why I bristled so much at being called childish. It was hard to think of myself as a real woman, somehow.”


  Too much time had elapsed to naturally continue their earlier topic, but Leon made no comment about the abrupt return to their previous conversation. Setting down his polished sword, he corrected her misunderstanding with gentle firmness.


  “I don’t see you as a child. If anything, lately I find you more mature than myself.”


  “My, isn’t that going too far?” She let out an exaggerated sigh and playfully rolled her eyes. “You’re a bit too weathered to be pretending you’re younger than me.”


  Leon’s lips curved into that crooked half-smile that always made her heart skip.


  “Ah, you’ve caught me,” he said. “It was the perfect opportunity to shave a decade off my age.”


  “A decade?” Veronica’s eyes widened in surprise. “So you’re twenty-nine?”


  Leon nodded with his characteristic air of casual indifference. “Yes. Had I never mentioned it?”


  “Not once! I thought you were maybe five or six years older than me at most.” Her eyes sparkled mischievously. “Goodness, I should have employed those techniques the senior dancers taught me.”


  “What techniques?” Leon’s interest was instantly piqued.


  Veronica, who had been excitedly speaking without a filter, clamped her mouth shut in mortification when she realized what she’d revealed.


  “Oh, it’s nothing,” she demurred. “Just some advice the more experienced dancers shared…”


  Her voice trailed off as crimson bloomed across her cheeks, while Leon watched her with undisguised fascination. Veronica pressed her lips together before firmly declaring, “I refuse to elaborate. It feels terribly one-sided that I’m the only one sharing secrets. Don’t you have any secrets of your own?”


  “An exchange, then?”


  When she nodded, Leon stared contemplatively into the dancing flames of the brazier, lost in thought. Then, suddenly, he brought up a name she hadn’t expected at all.


  “Do you recall the name Noah Berg?”


  “Noah Berg… the alias you used in the wilderness?”


  “Yes.”


  “I remember it, but why? Is it the name of someone significant to you?”


  “No,” he said quietly. “That’s my true name.”


  “What?”


  “It’s what I was called before Mecklenburg bestowed a new identity upon me—a secret known only to two souls in the world. The person who once called me by that name has long since departed, but it’s still my most closely guarded secret.”


  They say a person’s destiny followed their name. Was it because of this name that he could never find rest, branded as the Messenger of God? As her initial shock subsided, a shadow of melancholy fell over her heart.


  “Should I call you Noah, then?”


  “No. This name is good enough for me.”


  She was about to ask why when Leon added quietly, “Because then it would be as if I’d received nothing from Mecklenburg after all.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened. A heavy silence descended between them, so thick she couldn’t move a finger.


  Leon maintained his casual tone, which somehow made his words all the more desolate. Perhaps sensing the somber atmosphere, he turned to her with that practiced, composed smile. Fortunately—or, perhaps, unfortunately—she didn’t need to ask what he had received from his mother. The scars his mother had left were plainly visible.


  Can we ever truly become adults when we still desperately hunt for traces of love even as we age? Veronica wondered. Perhaps adulthood itself is nothing but an elaborate illusion, and we’re all merely deceiving ourselves. Perhaps there are no adults in this world—only children loving other children while pretending to be grown-ups.


  “Is that enough?” Leon asked playfully. “Have I earned your secret yet?”


  Veronica gazed up at him with eyes still glistening from unshed tears and extended her hand—not as if for a handshake, but as though placing it against an invisible mirror.


  “Do you want to compare hand sizes?” she asked.


  “Hand sizes?” he echoed, puzzlement evident in his voice.


  Still, he readily offered his palm against hers. She had always been aware of the difference, but seeing their hands directly compared, she realized that his dwarfed hers completely. Scars and calluses mapped his life story across his sun-bronzed skin. His prominent veins and tendons spoke of strength and survival.


  “My fellow dancers advised me to do this when I found a man I liked,” she explained. “They said my delicate hands would awaken a man’s protective instincts.”


  Leon remained speechless, his eyes fixed on their joined hands.


  “There were other strategies as well. Let me think… Ah, yes—maintaining eye contact while smiling.”


  Leon, momentarily entranced, found himself unable to tear his gaze away when she met his eyes and offered a radiant smile. Veronica continued speaking in that melodic cadence about other techniques—laughing more enthusiastically at his joke, feigning accidental touches…


  When she paused mid-sentence, he tightened his fingers around hers, interlacing them firmly.


  “What else?” he demanded. “What other secrets did they share?”


  Veronica hesitated before pointing at the brazier with her free hand.


  “Look over there,” she said.


  The moment Leon turned his head, she leaned forward and pressed a swift kiss on his cheek before retreating just as quickly. The contact was fleeting—just enough to make a soft sound. Having acted on impulse, Veronica’s cheeks flamed crimson when his intense gaze returned to capture hers.


  Leon stared at her with darkening eyes, parted his lips slightly, then rubbed the bridge of his nose as he muttered, “This is driving me mad.”


  A dangerous smile played at the corner of his mouth.


  “Was it that terrible?” Veronica asked, her heart fluttering.


  “Yes, it was,” he growled, his eyes darkening further. “It’s completely ineffective. So don’t you dare try such tricks with anyone but me.”


  Her captured hand was suddenly pushed backward until her spine met the sheets. Leon moved over her in one fluid motion, his powerful frame caging her beneath him as he lowered his head to claim her lips. Two flames intertwining in a dance as old as time. Each time his heated breath mingled with hers, delicious shivers cascaded down her spine like lightning.


  There was a saying: the calm before the storm.


  This was their final night of tranquility before the tempest struck, a precious record of the last moment of peace they enjoyed.


  * * *


  “Want to run away with me?”


  The whispered invitation drifted through the haze of Veronica’s dreams.


  That deep, velvet voice seemed to promise escape—as if she only needed to say a simple “yes” to flee to the sapphire depths of the ocean or beyond the crescent moon hanging in the night sky. That was how she knew it couldn’t be real.


  The two of them weren’t the kind of people who could flee and find happiness elsewhere. Even if they did end up running away to the end of the world, they’d probably just clasp hands and jump off a cliff together, unable to bear the guilt about all they’d left behind.


  Sometimes, free will meant nothing when pitted against deep-seated principles.


  * * *


  After a short reprieve of two days, the church summoned them again.


  As Veronica emerged from the tent on the second morning, her gaze traveled upward from the pair of polished boots waiting outside, and her eyes widened in recognition.


  “Oscar? It’s been ages! Have you been well? No injuries? And what about Hannah?”


  Veronica fired questions in rapid succession. Oscar offered an awkward smile before answering each query with measured precision.


  “I’ve been perfectly well. No injuries to report. As for Hannah, I’ve arranged special accommodations with a noble family of my acquaintance, so she should be quite comfortable. I’m relieved to see you looking so well, Veronica.”


  “I’ve had no reason not to be.”


  “When I went to visit you, I was informed you had sustained injuries so severe that your life hung in the balance. I was rather concerned.”


  “Injured? Who, me?”


  Baffled, Veronica pointed at her own face. Oscar nodded solemnly. After a moment of confusion, comprehension dawned as she recalled her arrangement with Philip, and she let out a soft sound of understanding. This was clearly the excuse he had fabricated to shield her from meeting the Pope. The thought that avoiding His Holiness required a near-death injury was darkly amusing.


  “Ah… well, yes, I’ve made a miraculous recovery. Must be the divine blessing from the sacred relic bestowed by the church.”


  She played along with Philip’s lie while fingering the necklace at her throat. Her spirits were especially high today after finally enjoying a restful night’s sleep.


  Oscar visibly stiffened at the sight of the cross necklace. Finding his reaction curious, Veronica absently rubbed her neck before suddenly recalling the passionate marks that might still linger there from the previous night. Heat flooded her cheeks.


  It was at that precise moment that Leon emerged from the tent. Veronica turned to see him clad in light battle armor and felt her heart skip.


  “Surely you’re not heading out already? Your fever flared again at dawn. You need to rest.”


  “A slight fever is nothing. I’m not rushing into battle, merely taking watch.”


  “Even so…”


  “Now that the Bahamuts have started opening their eyes, the civilian militia is useless. More importantly, what brings you to our doorstep?”


  Leon tucked a strand of her lengthened hair behind her ear, his gaze flicking dismissively toward Oscar. His fingers casually swept across her neck, chasing the evidence of their night together, and Veronica’s shoulders tensed at his possessive touch.


  “…It has been some time, Sir Berg. I heard you were gravely ill, but witnessing your recovery brings me indescribable joy.”


  “Indeed. Truly a miracle from the divine. Now, state your purpose.”


  “My business is with Ms. Schwarzwald.”


  The exchange was superficially civil, yet the atmosphere crackling between the two men was charged with unmistakable hostility. Veronica glanced up at Leon in bewilderment. Was he still troubled by her previous claim of affection for Oscar? Surely by now, he recognized that as nothing but words spoken in anger.


  “His Holiness commands the presence of Ms. Schwarzwald.”


  “And are you privy to the purpose of this summons?”


  “Forgive me, but my heart is not so hardened as to question His Holiness’s intentions. After all, I have not been cast aside by the church yet.”


  Unexpectedly, it was Oscar who first took a shot. Leon’s expressionless lips curved into a predatory smile.


  “Rest assured, I doubt you need to fear abandonment in the future. Why would His Holiness discard the son he’s been keeping safe at his side since the landslide?”


  Veronica was genuinely shocked by Leon’s barbed words.


  Does that mean that Oscar didn’t participate in the battles at the barriers and the city walls?


  Oscar clearly viewed his sanctuary beside the Pope as shameful. When he caught her gaze, his pale complexion flushed crimson. Veronica instinctively sensed a devastating verbal counterattack brewing and hurriedly intervened for Oscar’s sake.


  “Leon, enough. I knew His Holiness would summon me sooner or later, and I intended to answer it when he did,” she whispered while tugging gently at his cloak.


  Leon’s piercing gaze softened as it settled upon her. The concern lurking in those eyes melted something within her chest, spreading warmth like honey through her veins.


  “Don’t worry about me. Remember what I told you yesterday? I sent that letter and used the sacred relic’s power without permission. It’s only right that I answer for my choices,” Veronica continued, her voice a soothing melody. “It’s no different than you attempting to man the walls when you’ve barely recovered. I’ll be back before you know it.”


  When she playfully extended her pinky finger, Leon’s frosty demeanor thawed visibly. She grabbed his hand and intertwined their smallest fingers. Despite the childish gesture, Leon yielded without resistance.


  In the Rom Archipelago, they believed that the pinky finger formed a bridge between souls. So this simple act was, in essence, a binding of spirits.


  “Just promise me you’ll return safely,” Leon said, voice dropping. “Nothing else matters.”


  His tone suggested that if she refused to promise, he might spirit her away himself, consequences be damned.


  “Of course,” Veronica answered easily. “I promise.”


  * * *


  In retrospect, Leon had been the wiser of the two, since her promise to return “soon” had been impossible from the start.


  From the moment she crossed the threshold of the Papal Office, Veronica transformed into something entirely different. She was suddenly hope incarnate, sent by God to Karta—a heroine of sorts. She had doubted such a transformation was possible, yet here she stood. The reality was staggering.


  The Pope’s first decree was to have her raven locks shorn. The purpose was to ensure that the sacred cross necklace remained prominently visible.


  Her ebony tresses, which had grown past her shoulders, were cropped to chin length once again. Veronica didn’t particularly mind—she’d always found short hair more practical. She only briefly lamented that Leon would miss the long hair he loved to run his fingers through.


  But sadly, Leon didn’t even get to see her new hairstyle. For the seven days following, Veronica was unable to meet him, as he remained stationed at the wall, while she was immersed in relief efforts for the desperate citizens.


  When the church deliberately thrust her into the spotlight, she instantly became Karta’s most revered figure. Everyone knew Veronica, who appeared without fail at every gathering to distribute sustenance, tend to the wounded, and guide the souls of the departed. She was a vision in an immaculate white gown, the sacred cross necklace gleaming at her throat, the divine sword Genesis gripped in one delicate hand.


  She swiftly crystallized into a living symbol.


  They said a name shapes a person’s destiny. According to scholars, no evidence existed that a “Saint Veronica” from the ancient texts ever actually walked among the living. And just like her counterpart, Veronica Schwarzwald was also a fabrication, a manufactured beacon of hope—the daughter of God who had miraculously resisted corruption and prophesied Karta’s impending doom.


  It was utterly preposterous, yet the masses actually seemed to believe it. Those who had suffered a loss were particularly susceptible. The desperate souls seeking something—anything—to cling to grasped at her flowing garments, kneeling before her as they repented with tears streaming down their faces.


  I’m deceiving them, Veronica thought guiltily. Yet simultaneously, she recognized this charade as an unparalleled opportunity.


  That was why she willingly went along with the church, even at the cost of separation from Leon. Even as she lent a helping hand, Veronica subtly wove rumors about the wilderness among the citizens. During prayers, she whispered cryptic warnings, telling them to be quiet as the Bahamuts might overhear. In this way, she was slowly disseminating vital information without arousing the church’s suspicion.


  “Hmm, clever approach, but you’ll struggle to mobilize all of Karta that way.”


  When she confided her strategy, Joachim—with whom she’d developed a surprising camaraderie over the week, largely due to their shared age—shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.


  “The masses are far more dim-witted and fickle than you imagine. You need something truly shocking. A miracle that sears itself into memory, like when you obliterated that Bahamut’s skull in the square.”


  “Sir Kaisenmier, I must insist you mind your language. Regardless of worldly station, within these sacred halls, we are all but humble servants before God.”


  Oscar, approaching with a meal tray, made no effort to mask his distaste for Joachim’s casual way of talking. The two men assigned to Veronica’s protection were fundamentally incompatible. While Joachim exuded a roguish charm tempered with surprising perceptiveness, Oscar maintained a frigid propriety that often revealed a naïveté about human nature.


  “I took no offense at his candor. Please, it’s quite all right.”


  Veronica swiftly intervened on Joachim’s behalf, preventing further scolding. Then she sank into contemplation.


  Something shocking? A miracle to inspire absolute conviction…


  “Oscar, would you agree that people are most convinced by what they witness with their own eyes?”


  “Yes, I believe that to be true.” Oscar responded with reluctance before adding, “That explains why, even in ancient times, the Lord demonstrated His power through the Ten Plagues when guiding His flock to the promised land. Only such divine manifestations could pierce their doubt.”


  The Ten Plagues.


  Veronica, who had been absently tearing her bread without eating it, suddenly raised her head, eyes alight with inspiration.


  The episode Oscar referenced was a well-known story in the Divine Text—the exodus tale describing how God unleashed ten devastating plagues upon a kingdom to liberate His people from oppression.


  “Yes! That story is known to every child in Karta. That’s precisely what we need.”


  “I—what? Surely you aren’t suggesting… you cannot mean to bring ten plagues upon Karta itself?”


  “No, nothing so extreme. One plague will suffice. A single, unforgettable event that will shake them to their core.”


  Veronica rose to her feet, her eyes gleaming.


  “I’ll need both of you for what comes next.”


  The two men, who had been at odds for days, exchanged bewildered glances. For once, they shared a perfect understanding as identical expressions of confusion crossed their faces.


  * * *


  Heinz’s boots echoed against the floor as he approached Leon, who sat perched on the pristine white rampart, his gaze fixed on the distant horizon.


  “Already on your feet? Are your wounds truly healed enough?” Heinz asked.


  Leon answered with characteristic dryness, not bothering to look at his friend. “After being blessed by the cross’s divine mercy, it would be wasteful to languish in bed.”


  “Is it true that the woman actually wielded the cross’s power?”


  Leon offered no response. The fierce wind whipped through his hair, tousling it wildly before rushing onward. His miraculous recovery seemed answer enough, though—Heinz stroked his beard in undisguised amazement.


  “I’ve heard she’s playing the role of a saint these days,” he remarked. “I suppose she has the qualification for it after all.”


  The cross was a sacred relic priests once used for healing in ancient times—though its terrible price ensured that it didn’t remain in use for long.


  “Aren’t you afraid?” Heinz blurted, after studying Leon from the corner of his eye for a moment. “When that borrowed holy power leaves your body, the agony will be worse than death itself.”


  Leon was intimately familiar with this fact from the church’s ancient records. The artificial holy power bestowed by the cross was notoriously ephemeral—a week, a month, or at most half a year.


  The holy power that had substituted for his life force would eventually return to the sacred relic. When that happened, the human who had received healing would pay the ultimate price—an excruciating torment of blood draining away and flesh dissolving into nothing.


  Worse still, during this agonizing time, one couldn’t even choose to die quickly—as you had to endure for precisely as long as the extra time given to you by the cross. According to the records, the sight alone was so revolting that it would make even the strongest stomach turn.


  The 120th Pope Anastasio, after witnessing his people dissolving into dust, prohibited the use of the cross without papal permission. This was how a simple cross necklace had become a symbol of papal authority.


  Though he couldn’t have dared say it aloud since it was God’s sacred object, Anastasio must have believed in his heart that it was the devil’s necklace.


  “Well,” Leon said, “it’s far too cold today to fear the fire that hasn’t happened yet. I wonder if Karta will even survive until the holy power abandons my flesh.”


  His eyes narrowed as he stared at the faint crimson dots glimmering ominously at the edge of the vast field. The Bahamuts had opened their eyes. This attack would be utterly unlike the previous incursions. This time, the monsters weren’t searching for someone specific, nor were they charging in blindly. The regular army would be worse than useless—they would only become corrupted. The walls would inevitably fall.


  Leon thought Veronica must be aware of the dire situation as well. That must be why she was focusing her efforts on evacuating the people to the wilderness.


  Selfishly, desperately, he yearned to see her. He wished she would cast aside all concern for others’ safety and remain by his side until the bitter end. This was beyond reason—it was an illness, an obsession. He had recognized his own madness long ago. As one of the pillars of his beliefs had crumbled, his longing for her had grown fiercer in its place.


  Even though he’d only held her for a few precious days, it felt like he’d already become accustomed to it. Leon found that he couldn’t quite fall asleep on a bed that lacked her warmth, comforting himself with the lingering scent she had left on the blankets.


  “Are you truly all right?” Heinz asked as Leon flopped onto his back. “I told you not to push yourself.”


  Leon shielded his eyes from the merciless sunlight with his arm.


  I fear this unquenchable thirst far more than the pain of death, he thought. This relentless desire might someday consume me completely, leaving nothing but ashes.


  



  “Oh, my monthly cycles have actually stopped.”


  



  She would never know what impossible future he’d dared to dream of when he’d heard those words falling from her lips.


  * * *


  “Deus nobiscum est (God is with us),” Veronica whispered as she clasped the gnarled hand of an elderly man whose face was ravaged by festering sores.


  The crow’s feet around his ancient eyes quickly gathered tiny teardrops of reverence, glistening like morning dew.


  The prayer gathering in the square was merely the continuation of her daily ritual from the past week. All she needed to do was move among the citizens, grasp their outstretched hands or place her palm upon their bowed heads, then ascend the elevated platform and perform the pretense of prayer. It felt strange without Oscar and Joachim flanking her sides, but no one seemed troubled by the two knights’ brief absence. There were plenty of other guards surrounding her.


  “Do you truly believe that?” a voice rasped. “Do you honestly believe He watches over us?”


  The question came from a painfully thin woman standing beside the old man. Veronica glanced quizzically at the figure shrouded in a midnight-black robe. It wasn’t the woman’s words that caught her attention, but the hauntingly familiar cadence of her voice.


  She sounds familiar, but who is she?


  At that moment, the woman lunged forward, bony fingers seizing Veronica’s arm and yanking her close.


  “Hasn’t God already forsaken humanity?” she hissed. “Abandoned us to our suffering?”


  Crimson eyes gleamed from within the hood, several strands of once-lustrous golden hair falling limply around a gaunt face.


  Veronica’s eyes widened in horror. “Impossible,” she gasped. “How can you still…”


  It was Johanna, the princess who had assassinated the emperor at the royal banquet just one week prior.


  But an entire week had passed since then, so what is she doing here?


  “How am I still alive, you mean?” Johanna’s lowered voice resembled the venomous hissing of a serpent. “Don’t pretend ignorance. Of all people, you should know precisely what sustains me the best.”


  Johanna must have shared a bed with someone from the nobility or imperial family. However, the horrifying truth was that, unlike Veronica, who had remained mostly untransformed, the face beneath Johanna’s robe had undergone a grotesque metamorphosis.


  “Tell me your secret,” Johanna demanded, her words tumbling out in desperate, frantic whispers. “Why am I still this… this abomination, no matter how much holy power I devour? Why isn’t my corruption complete like yours? What divine favor do you possess that I lack?”


  Her face, once the pride of the empire, was now skeletal and hollow, with no trace of her former ethereal beauty. Her once-magnificent hair hung like brittle straw around her ravaged features. As that nightmarish visage drew closer, Veronica instinctively recoiled with a strangled cry, shoving the princess away.


  As the crowd’s attention converged on them, Johanna’s eyes gleamed with feverish intensity. She rose abruptly to her feet and cast aside her concealing robe with a dramatic flourish. It seemed she intended to force Veronica’s hand through a different strategy.


  “Listen well, citizens of Karta!” she proclaimed, her voice ringing across the square. “I am the Daughter of the Golden Sea, Princess Johanna von Kaisenmier! This woman before you is not the beacon of hope the church proclaims! She is the Devil’s own daughter who corrupted me and orchestrated the assassination of His Imperial Majesty! If you don’t stone her to death where she stands, this calamity will never end!”


  She had clearly expected the citizens to rally to her cause once she revealed her royal identity and displayed her legendary golden tresses. However, her appearance had transformed so drastically that even those who had glimpsed the princess from afar shook their heads in disbelief. Their beloved princess had been a vision of perfection with honey-gold hair and sapphire eyes that sparkled like the deepest ocean. Unfortunately for Johanna, Joachim—who would have recognized her despite her altered state—was absent from Veronica’s side on this fateful day.


  “I swear upon my royal blood to reward those who heed my command with riches beyond imagination!” Growing increasingly desperate, Johanna’s face contorted with rage as she shouted her promises to the skeptical crowd.


  The citizens exchanged glances, their murmurs far from what the fallen princess had expected.


  “What nonsense is she spewing?”


  “She claims to be Princess Johanna, and she says the emperor was assassinated.”


  “Just another madwoman touched by the corruption…”


  “Bloody hell, look here. If fortunes could be made just by making wild claims, I’d have abandoned my shoeshine stand years ago.”


  Ripples of mocking laughter erupted through the gathering.


  “The Daughter of the Golden Sea? What delusional ravings.”


  Johanna’s face flushed crimson with fury at this contempt—a sensation she had never before experienced in her privileged existence. Her eyes darted wildly around the crowd in confusion before she stomped her foot violently against the cobblestones, her composure shattering completely.


  “You worthless, ignorant peasants!” she shrieked. “If you don’t obey me this instant, I will ensure every soul at this gathering meets a terrible end! I’ll have you all rounded up and burned at the stake by His Majesty’s—”


  In her frenzied state, Johanna habitually began invoking the emperor’s authority before freezing mid-sentence. Revulsion and crushing despair simultaneously washed over her emaciated features as reality crashed down upon her.


  Veronica watched the unfolding tragedy with a strange, hollow feeling in her chest. The pale face trembling under the crowd’s hostile gaze eerily mirrored her own past experiences. Though the circumstances were entirely different from her ordeal in the imperial dueling arena, something about Johanna’s desperate isolation struck a painful chord within her.


  “What are you all whispering about?” Johanna snarled, her voice rising to a fevered pitch. “How dare you judge me! I, who was born with divine purpose, blessed with the noblest bloodline in the empire!”


  At that moment, she unleashed an inhuman scream and fixed her burning gaze on a man who had been snickering at her claims. Veronica sensed the air ripple with malevolent power, and before anyone could intervene, the man’s head violently exploded in a shower of crimson. The woman standing beside him, drenched in blood and fragments of flesh, released a soul-shattering scream while the headless corpse crumpled lifelessly into the horrified crowd.


  Veronica stepped forward, the blood draining from her face. “Stop it! If you keep doing this—”


  “A witch!” someone screamed, cutting off Veronica’s warning. “A servant of the Bahamuts has infiltrated our holy city to destroy our blessed Saint!”


  The next moment, a jagged stone emerged from the crowd and struck Johanna’s temple with brutal force. When Johanna, momentarily stunned, raised her head and surveyed the assembly with wild, bloodshot eyes, the terrified citizens scrambled backward.


  Veronica instinctively attempted to control the Bahamut’s power surging within Princess Johanna, intending to prevent further bloodshed. The tragic mistake was that she had misjudged who needed protection in that critical moment. Since it was one against many, she should have controlled the crowd, not the one.


  When no further attacks came from Johanna, the citizens began hurling stones at the fallen princess with savage abandon, as if seized by a collective madness.


  “Quickly, we must destroy her before she obliterates us all!”


  “Kill the witch! Crush her!”


  The frenzied crowd surged forward like a tidal wave while the soldiers desperately formed a protective barrier around Veronica, blocking her view of the horrific scene unfolding before her.


  No matter how desperately she shouted for them to stop, her pleas were swallowed by the roar of the mob. The people were consumed by blind panic after witnessing the gruesome murder. Their emotions, already heightened by the fervor of tearful prayers, had transformed into something darker—a primal, murderous rage. They believed that if they didn’t destroy Johanna immediately, they would all perish as she had threatened.


  Veronica couldn’t believe that those same gentle souls who had wept with gratitude moments earlier could transform so rapidly into a bloodthirsty horde. Everything happened in the span of heartbeats, leaving her in a state of stunned disbelief.


  A viscous pool of crimson spread in an ever-widening circle beneath the feet of the swarming mob. Seeing the bloody footprints staining the cobblestones, Veronica covered her mouth as violent nausea overwhelmed her. The sickening sensation wouldn’t subside.


  The princess who had once commanded Kaisenmier’s adoration met her grisly end at the hands of Kaisenmier’s own people.


  They said those of noble lineage had “blue blood,” but in death’s final embrace, all blood ran in the same crimson hue—a stark reminder that no human, regardless of station, could escape their ultimate fate.


  Veronica closed her eyes and offered a silent, fervent prayer that with this brutal sacrifice, Johanna had paid the full price for all her wicked deeds.


  * * *


  Veronica hurried across the plaza, anxiety gnawing at her with each step. The bells would soon toll noon, and Oscar and Joachim must have finished their preparations by now.


  I’ve been delayed because of Johanna. I can’t be late!


  She clutched her cumbersome skirts with irritation as she rushed up the stone steps to the podium, casting frequent glances toward the bell tower. The bell ringer was climbing his own staircase, preparing to announce the hour. The two of them ascended in parallel, each step bringing them closer to their destinations.


  “Father, I’m feeling terribly unwell today,” she implored, turning to the priest trailing behind her. “Might we alter the order just for today? Perhaps have the prayer before your sermon?”


  The priest hesitated. Noting her pallor—likely attributing it to the shock from the Johanna incident—he clicked his tongue sympathetically and nodded his consent.


  “Thank you, Father!”


  Veronica bounded up the remaining steps with renewed urgency. By now, the bell ringer had reached his position. When she finally reached the top, she stepped onto the raised podium and fought to catch her breath. Bracing herself against her knees, she gazed down at the plaza teeming with faces. Not one gaze mirrored another—each pair of eyes held its own thoughts. Such collective attention might momentarily make someone feel significant, but in truth, it meant nothing. In fact, humanity’s glorious diversity was the very foundation of their equality.


  The first bell resonated across the square.


  After one final steadying breath, Veronica closed her eyes briefly, centering herself, before opening them with renewed purpose. The moment her vision filled with the expectant crowd, she drew Genesis in one fluid, decisive motion. She raised the gleaming blade skyward, its polished edge catching the sunlight in a blinding flash. The priests’ eyes widened in shock at this brazen, unscheduled display.


  “Let’s do it at high noon,” she’d told Oscar and Joachim, “when the church bells toll.”


  Her heart raced with electrifying heat.


  She’d told the two of them to get the blood from the beasts kept for slaughter in the military encampment. But since they’d only be able to get a limited amount, their timing had to be immaculate.


  With the second bell’s somber call, she pivoted the sword horizontally, wielding it like an archer taking aim. She turned while pointing Genesis toward the western horizon, commanding all eyes to follow.


  The murmuring throng began turning their heads in the direction she indicated. A shiver cascaded down her spine. She could almost hear their confused whispers—“What is this? What are we meant to see?”—though such distinct utterances couldn’t possibly reach her ears through the crowd’s collective hum.


  She was about to recreate the first plague from the Divine Text.


  The crowd stirred like a disturbed hive, whispers spreading like wildfire.


  “Let the waters turn to blood before your eyes.”


  The mighty river cutting through Karta’s heart was transforming into a crimson torrent before their very eyes.


  Watching the scarlet tide spreading outward, Veronica felt a wave of vertigo wash over her. Under the merciless sunlight and amid the crescendo of horrified gasps, she experienced an otherworldly sensation, as though watching herself perform from somewhere beyond her body.


  The plan is unfolding perfectly.


  Joachim and Oscar had collected animal blood to release into the Winter River, the lifeblood of Karta itself. Even though it came from creatures slaughtered to feed the military, the quantity was limited, so the illusion wouldn’t endure for long. Precise timing had been everything.


  But even when the waters eventually returned to their crystalline blue, what mattered was the indelible record that the river had run red with blood. Hundreds had witnessed this with their own terrified eyes.


  This spectacle mirrored the first plague recorded in the Divine Text. In ancient times, people might have been less afraid because they remained blissfully ignorant of the nine catastrophes to follow, but the citizens of Karta would instinctively recall the prophecies of what came next after witnessing this first harbinger of doom. Knowledge was sometimes poison, in that sense.


  After allowing sufficient time for horror and confusion to ripple through the masses, Veronica pressed her blade against the throat of the priest standing frozen at the edge of the platform.


  “Repeat my words to the crowd,” she commanded.


  The priest started trembling uncontrollably.


  “Wh-What in the s-sacred name is this?” he stammered.


  “We must flee to the wilderness. Karta will soon crumble into dust,” Veronica proclaimed, each syllable ringing with certainty.


  The quivering priest stared at her as though beholding an avenging angel. Despite the cold sweat streaming down his ashen face, she remained as motionless as a statue, her resolve unshakable. Now that she had crossed this threshold, retreat was impossible. She might be branded a heretic for invoking the Divine Text in such a manner, but it would all be worth it if it worked.


  “W-We must flee to the wilderness!” he choked out, shutting his eyes tightly. “K-Karta will soon crumble into dust!”


  “Again. Louder,” she whispered, adjusting her grip on the sword.


  “We must flee to the wilderness! Karta will soon crumble into dust!”


  “Again.”


  “We must flee to the wilderness! Karta will soon crumble into dust!”


  Beneath the merciless afternoon sun, the crowd stood transfixed, silent as the grave.


  The unexpected sermon echoed far and wide across the vast plaza.


  “We must flee to the wilderness! Karta will soon crumble into dust!”


  In this dreamlike tableau, Veronica lowered her sword slightly and thought, My brief role as a saint is now over.


  “We must flee to the wilderness! Karta will soon crumble into dust!”


  Armored soldiers swarmed from behind, seizing her with brutal efficiency and forcibly dragging her from the podium.


  Beyond the abruptly silenced proclamation, the azure sky tilted and swayed above her like a tapestry in the wind.


  * * *


  In truth, she had been falling asleep each night with anxiety coiled in her chest.


  What if I’m wrong? What if the wilderness isn’t the true Holy City? What if it’s all just my delusion?


  Yet she couldn’t stop. Somehow, she felt certain that she knew the truth, and that she’d just been searching for evidence.


  And now, Veronica stood before irrefutable proof, her suspicions vindicated at last.


  Dragged to the Pope’s private chambers, she stared wide-eyed at the ancient map inscribed on the first page of the tome he had placed in her hands.


  Her fingertip trembled as it pointed to the words “Sancta Civitas (Holy City)” written above the wilderness on the map. When she turned the fragile parchment page, elegant, curving script revealed itself. Veronica devoured the sacred text with hungry eyes.


  



  In ages long past, the Almighty Lord cherished one people above all others and established them as the crown of His creation upon this mortal realm.


  



  “Let every beast of the fields, every plant of the soil, and all living, breathing creatures bow their heads in reverence before the chosen servants of the Divine.”


  



  And lo, the world transformed according to the Lord’s sacred decree. Animals, plants, and all manner of living things bent their will before the chosen people, acknowledging their divine sovereignty.


  



  Yet humanity remained plagued by doubt. They could not trust in the Lord’s boundless love that remained invisible to mortal eyes.


  



  “Father of All, Divine Father, I beseech thee for a sign. Grant unto me such authority that no other tribe of this earthly domain may dare stand proud before thy chosen vessels.”


  



  The Lord sorrowed at their faithlessness, yet His love remained steadfast and immeasurable. Thus, He extracted the very essence of life from His paradise and bestowed this sacred gift upon His children.


  



  “I shall grant thee the hallowed power to both bestow life and command death. But because thou hast doubted My covenant, neither thee nor thy children’s children unto the thousandth generation shall dwell within paradise. That blessed realm, in its profound grief from having its lifeforce forcibly taken, shall forever reject thy presence. It shall serve as a sanctuary only for those people not marked by My favor.”


  



  After absorbing these revelations, Veronica slowly closed the ancient tome.


  The weathered cover bore the title The History of Karta, a notorious forbidden text whose reputation had reached even her ears.


  The reason for its prohibition was now painfully clear. This sacred manuscript explicitly stated that the chosen people of God could never enter paradise, implying with unmistakable clarity that the true paradise was the wilderness itself. Veronica recalled with newfound understanding how Leon had particularly suffered in the wilderness.


  How many truths had been contained in those parchments burned every year? How many people had died trying to correct the historical distortions perpetuated by nobles and royalty?


  “Is showing me this forbidden knowledge an act of mercy before my execution?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Or perhaps a bargain—offering me the truth I’ve sought in exchange for a quiet death?”


  Genesis had been confiscated, and two hulking executioners flanked her. The Pope maintained his customary benevolent expression.


  “My child, you must harbor such resentment toward me,” he said, sighing.


  The Pope’s eyes were small and pitch-black like mysterious seeds. To Veronica, they resembled bottomless abysses where unknown horrors might germinate and bloom at any moment.


  “I, too, once shared your youthful idealism,” he continued. “I believed all the world’s hidden truths should be dragged into the light of day. Those passionate days of my youth were consumed by such noble yet ultimately futile convictions. Yes, in my innocence, I truly believed it then. But the weight of years has taught me the bitter lesson that truth does not always birth goodness and light. Listen to me, child—when established authority crumbles, the very foundations of social order collapse, and the common folk are cast adrift in a sea of chaos. They feel betrayed and direct their rage toward the church and nobility alike. Some even begin to question the divine hierarchy of our blessed social order.”


  His voice flowed smooth as honey, dripping with the practiced tenderness that one used to soothe a willful child. Veronica clenched her teeth until her jaw ached.


  “What self-serving lies.”


  People will fall into confusion if the established authority collapses? What does that matter when the entire world stands on the precipice of annihilation?


  It was all just excuses. The Pope was simply afraid of being exposed. He didn’t want to be stoned to death like the princess, so he was concealing the truth and using the people as shields.


  “You’re just terrified,” she accused, her voice gathering strength. “Because you and other privileged people like you will be denied entry to that sacred paradise! Only you will remain trapped in Karta’s doomed embrace!”


  As if she had thrust a blade into his most vulnerable spot, the old man’s carefully maintained façade of gentle wisdom twisted into something ugly and raw.


  “You understand nothing, foolish girl,” the Pope hissed. “Even if they did manage to flee to the wilderness, what could a headless beast possibly accomplish?”


  Veronica let out a disbelieving laugh. The fact that he was describing a society without nobility, clergy, and self-proclaimed intellectuals as a “headless beast”…


  That’s… isn’t that exactly like a Bahamut?


  “Even if they survive,” the Pope continued, “it would be a wretched existence! The sun of civilization would set forever, leaving those ignorant creatures to merely survive like animals! Like beasts! Can such a primitive state truly be called human life?”


  “You truly excel at elegant sophistry, Your Holiness,” Veronica countered, her voice vibrating with fury. “Even a miserable existence might be preferable to no existence at all! No human being—not even you—possesses the right to decide another’s fate. Even the Divine Creator Himself entrusted the choice between life and death to human hands!”


  Veronica was nearly screaming now, her voice raw with emotion. Any pretense of deference had long since been abandoned. Nothing about this situation made sense to her.


  Why haven’t they executed me after everything I’ve done? Why reveal these terrible, forbidden truths while continuing this bizarre conversation?


  Just as she was about to unleash another volley of accusations, the fortress cannons roared to life, their thunderous voices shaking the very foundations of the papal chambers.


  Veronica’s eyes widened in alarm as she whirled toward the window. Ominous plumes of smoke were rising from the direction where Leon had been stationed.
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  “They’re approaching from the west, sir. No enemy movement detected from other directions.”


  “Their eyes?”


  “All confirmed open, sir.”


  Amidst the thunderous cannon fire, the knights’ despairing sighs hung heavy in the war-room air.


  “We must mobilize the regular army! The church’s knights alone cannot withstand this siege!”


  “And if even one soldier becomes Corrupted? Then it’s humans slaughtering humans. One misstep would result in utter catastrophe.”


  “Then we execute the Corrupted without hesitation. I concur that civilian forces must be deployed. Surely it’s merely a matter of avoiding the Bahamuts’ gazes? With proper instruction, they’ll manage. The beast’s massive size makes combat possible without meeting its eyes.”


  “The eyes are its vulnerable point, you dolt! How does one strike what one cannot look upon?”


  The knights attending the strategy council unleashed a barrage of conflicting opinions. Philip massaged his temple, his eyes narrowed. The younger knights fidgeted with palpable anxiety born of inexperience, while the empty commander’s seat loomed like an accusation. If only Mecklenburg were here in this darkest hour…


  “There is an option that doesn’t involve fighting at all.”


  A new voice cut through the chaos like a blade.


  A hush fell over the assembly. All eyes pivoted toward one corner where Leon stood leaning against the wall.


  “We can evacuate Karta entirely,” he added, without even bothering to face them. “Fortunately for us, the southern passage remains clear.”


  The current assault came from the west. With the city not yet encircled, the southern gate leading to the wilderness remained their one unobstructed escape route.


  The knights exchanged meaningful glances. Had anyone but Leon—the man who had always stood at the vanguard of every hopeless battle—suggested such a course, they would have dismissed it as cowardice.


  “I propose we engage the enemy to divert their attention while evacuating civilians through the south gate. This strategy will minimize casualties in the long term. Yes, venturing beyond the walls carries its own perils, but Karta is already a dead land—the landslides destroyed even our farmlands. If we remain here, we will all die. By starvation if nothing else.”


  He finally turned toward them with a sardonic smile playing at his lips. Though his mouth curved upward, his eyes remained cold and assessing as they methodically scanned each knight’s face. They flinched beneath the former vice commander’s penetrating gaze, feigning disinterest with awkward coughs. Though he stood apart from their table, every man present knew Leon Berg. Most knights of higher rank now lay entombed alongside Mecklenburg, and Leon possessed more battlefield experience than anyone else in this tent.


  In the weighted silence, Philip finally opened his mouth. “Sir Goeben, what is your opinion on this matter?”


  The sole elderly knight among the younger men cleared his throat. His face had been twisted with particular discomfort throughout the proceedings.


  “Sir Berg, perhaps you’ve been swayed by those treasonous whispers circulating among the common folk?”


  “Which whispers do you refer to, Sir Goeben?”


  “This nonsense about the wilderness being the true Holy City, or that Karta’s divine protection has abandoned us…”


  “Ah, you consider such matters mere fantasy, then?”


  Leon straightened, his ostensibly innocent question barbed with steel.


  The old knight, visibly rattled by the pointed response, clamped his mouth shut. Leon studied the man’s face with unsettling intensity before continuing with deliberate slowness.


  “I thought most of the knights gathered in this chamber must have known it to be true already.”


  A silence so profound descended that even breathing seemed sacrilege. Around the long table, some knights comprehended Leon’s implication, while others simply looked bewildered.


  Every man present bore the blood of Kaisenmier’s highest nobility, even if their domains were beyond Karta’s walls. Since hearing Veronica’s theory, Leon had come to the conclusion that if the wilderness was truly the Holy City, the entire aristocracy would have to be in on the secret.


  “Or was I mistaken?”


  No answer emerged from any quarter. Even Philip maintained his silence, rubbing his exhausted eyes. A hollow laugh escaped Leon’s throat. He felt as though he’d finally glimpsed the true faces behind the nobles’ elegant masks.


  Leon had spoken of it as “an option without fighting,” but that salvation applied only to the common folk. Holy knights, with divine power coursing through their veins, were inherently unable to survive the wilderness for extended periods. Their fate bound them to Karta.


  In other words, the Holy Knight Order would perish here.


  “‘Nobility carries obligation.’ This was Commander Mecklenburg’s favorite admonition, as you’ll recall,” Leon continued, his gaze sweeping across his fellow knights.


  Somehow, the tent now seemed crowded with the ghosts of fallen comrades from Tyran, leaving scarcely any room to breathe.


  “I have no intention of hiding behind such lofty platitudes. Noble honor and sacred purpose ring hollow when faced with imminent death.” Leon’s voice dropped to a grave whisper as he regarded the young knights. “It is merely a matter of time before every one of us, without exception, dies on this consecrated ground. Conscripting civilians might buy us time, but the final outcome remains unchanged.”


  The nobles would die in the paradise crafted by their own privileged hands. Perhaps the Divine had dispatched the Bahamut specifically to cull their corrupted bloodlines.


  “When that moment of judgment arrives, will you face your fallen brothers with an unburdened conscience? Will you stand before the Almighty with conviction of your innocence? Will you declare that the Bahamuts alone slaughtered the citizens, that you bear no responsibility for their deaths?”


  No one dared speak.


  “As I’ve said, I’m not trying to force you to sacrifice yourselves. I don’t command you to die—merely to determine how you wish to live in these final hours.”


  His meaning was clear: don’t condemn the civilians who might yet survive.


  The tent fell silent as a tomb. Not even the sound of swallowing or exhaled breath disturbed the stillness.


  Leon regarded them with an impassive countenance, then offered Philip the slightest nod when their eyes met. With that acknowledgment, he pivoted and strode purposefully from the tent.


  The cacophony of explosions swelled momentarily as he lifted the flap, then receded into distant thunder. Death’s percussion sounded paradoxically both imminent and remote.


  * * *


  Hypocrisy, all of it.


  “You said this wasn’t about sacrifice and death, but about how we wished to live—stirring rhetoric indeed. Enough to prick the conscience of some impressionable young knights,” Philip said.


  In truth, Leon knew he should have asked that question of himself.


  “I’ve dispatched several knights who share your perspective to both the imperial palace and the Papal Office—Heringen, Zekt, Mücke—all from houses wielding considerable influence. A complete civilian exodus might not be possible, but we should secure permission to unseal the south gate, at least. Though I question how many citizens would abandon Karta’s hallowed protection based on mere whispers of salvation.”


  With the Bahamuts lurking just within cannon range, Leon was waiting for his turn in his tent.


  Philip, arms crossed over his gleaming breastplate, observed Leon tapping restlessly against a steel helmet of mysterious origin.


  “No, I think plenty of people would want to leave,” Leon answered with eyes clouded by distant thoughts.


  “Because of that woman?”


  Leon offered no response, but Philip interpreted his silence as confirmation.


  “Undoubtedly, if she were to accompany them into the wilderness, more people would be willing to risk the move.”


  The rhythmic tapping on the helmet ceased abruptly. In the razor-edged silence, Philip’s eyes widened with sudden comprehension.


  “You don’t intend to send her away with them.”


  Stirring or not, Leon’s earlier proclamation amounted to nothing but hollow hypocrisy. Those were questions he should have directed inward.


  When death’s shadow finally fell across them, could Leon truly face Veronica with an unburdened heart? Could he seek absolution because she herself had chosen to remain at his side? Could he declare himself blameless for her inevitable doom, insisting he had exhausted every avenue to save her?


  “If that is your decision about how to spend your final hours, I cannot fault your reasoning. The desire to keep her beside you is… understandable.”


  Philip unfurled his crossed arms as he delivered this assessment. Leon slowly raised his gaze to meet the eyes of the man who had condemned him for so long. For the first time, those elegant violet eyes reflected sympathy rather than contempt or disgust.


  “Yet you appear anything but content with this choice. When you find a moment, perhaps look at your reflection in your sword blade and see what kind of face you’re making.”


  With that, Philip pivoted and departed before Leon could formulate a response. His measured footsteps faded into silence as the helmet clattered loudly to the ground.


  Leon bent to retrieve the fallen helmet, staring numbly at his trembling hand. His labored breaths seemed to pour like molten lead onto the floor.


  



  “I love you.”


  



  The memory cut deeper than any blade he’d ever faced.


  How could I possibly… What am I supposed to do with you? Is this my divine punishment?


  Every path before him led to misery. The crushing weight of guilt threatened to suffocate him. His swelling emotions pressed down upon his chest like a physical force. He wanted desperately to have her by his side, to claim a future with her, to grasp a dream now forever beyond his reach, no matter how desperately he clawed for it.


  I want to be with you.


  “Damn it all to hell…”


  Leon covered his eyes with a trembling hand and exhaled a shuddering breath. His passion would consume her utterly, leaving nothing but ashes.


  “Sir Berg?”


  How much time had slipped away? An unfamiliar voice suddenly penetrated his consciousness. Leon emerged from his dark contemplation, raising bleary eyes. A soldier stood silhouetted against the light streaming through the lifted tent flap, reporting with cautious deference.


  “I called several times from outside, but received no response… Your presence is urgently required at the wall, sir.”


  The Bahamuts had evidently advanced within combat range. Leon stared vacantly at the messenger before slowly straightening his spine.


  “…Bring me battle stimulants.”


  “Sir?”


  “Bring me the battle stimulants first, soldier. My mind is clouded from sleep deprivation.”


  Understanding, the soldier bowed and withdrew with haste.


  On desperate battlefields, knights who were pushed beyond mortal limits often resorted to stimulants. The alchemical concoction sharpened awareness despite its notorious side effects—blinding headaches and days of insomnia—but its potency justified the cost. Leon desperately needed mental clarity now.


  In his current state, thoughts of Veronica would plague him throughout the coming battle. He couldn’t have that, not today—not the first day of full-out battle.


  Leon rose, securing his enchanted blade and methodically inspecting his armor. Footsteps returned sooner than anticipated.


  “Hand it over,” he said, drawing his sword for inspection.


  The presence at the tent entrance remained motionless. Leon frowned and turned, only to find himself frozen in place, unable to tear his gaze away. It was Veronica, who should have been safely at the cathedral’s prayer vigil.


  “Leon, I… I’ve…” she stammered.


  And her pristine white ceremonial robes were drenched with blood as vivid as crimson camellia blossoms against winter snow.


  * * *


  Veronica had killed the Pope.


  “Child, fear not the thunder of cannons,” the Pope had been saying. “It’s just the Bahamuts’ assault, just as you once prophesied.”


  His eyes gleamed without a trace of fear toward the Bahamuts.


  “I’ve been watching you closely since that divine revelation. You asked me if showing you this forbidden tome was an act of mercy before death? No, child. I wanted to know how you discovered the secrets of the wilderness.”


  She realized then that the dread he had shown all this time stemmed not from the monsters, but from God’s absence. The aged Pope was truly someone who would welcome martyrdom with satisfaction, even as his limbs were torn asunder—a man who sought the Divine with every fiber of his being.


  “But watching your reaction, I realized that you’d never read this text before,” the Pope continued. “Such utter shock upon your face! This confirms my suspicion that your prophecy was no performance but divine truth. It means you truly harbor God within your mortal vessel.”


  And then she’d…


  Veronica squeezed her eyes shut against the torrent of memories. Her heart hammered against her ribs as though it were trying to escape. Her limbs trembled uncontrollably.


  This isn’t my first killing. I already killed Benjamin, that bandit, and the imperial knight. But this time…


  “I’ve done something terrible,” she whispered.


  Even Leon might abandon me now.


  “I… His Holiness is—”


  “Veronica.”


  Leon strode forward, cutting her words short as he cupped her face between his calloused hands. The familiar scent of steel and leather washed over her.


  “First, steady your breathing,” he whispered with practiced calm.


  Veronica raised her hollow eyes to meet his gaze. He focused solely on her, as if she were the last soul in a dying world.


  The wind ceased its howling.


  The explosive cacophony receded into the distance. As her breathing steadied, her frayed nerves began to calm. Feeling tears threatening to spill, she clenched her fists until her knuckles whitened.


  What am I thinking? After everything we’ve been through, he wouldn’t turn away now.


  “I… I killed His Holiness. He wanted to behead me. He was convinced I harbored the divine essence, and that severing my head would summon God back to the wilderness.”


  Leon’s face hardened, but that was his only reaction. He didn’t withdraw his hands from her face.


  Drawing strength from his unwavering presence, Veronica haltingly recalled the blood-soaked scene.


  “He ordered his executioners to… cleave my head in two. I was only defending myself, and I never meant to kill him… but everything went wrong. I grabbed a sword and fled, then collided with Oscar on the stairway… I escaped and climbed aboard a weapons wagon when I saw the Papal Office was on fire.”


  Even as she spoke, everything felt more like a nightmare than something that had actually happened. She hadn’t known that a human face could look so twisted with madness before. The Pope had obviously loved God with desperate fervor, more than any other living soul. Veronica remembered being scared of him, retreating a step or two, but she’d never intended to end his life—not even when the hulking executioners seized her arms and raised their gleaming axes.


  She couldn’t have foreseen that the axe she deflected would fly and embed itself in the Pope’s skull. It had been a terrible accident and a fatal mistake.


  With a sickening crack, his face had frozen in eternal shock, eyes wide and unblinking.


  He hadn’t died instantly—he’d gasped and gurgled, reaching toward her with trembling fingers. Blood and gray matter had oozed over his small, obsidian eyes. He’d finally glimpsed what he’d sought all his life, only to have it snatched away right before his eyes.


  Perhaps what had streamed down his face hadn’t been blood or brain matter, but tears of divine irony. God had given him everything except the one thing he truly desired.


  Leon, who had been silent all this time, broke his silence. “The Papal Office caught fire?”


  He withdrew his hands and stepped outside the canvas tent. Even from this distance, they could clearly see the pristine white Papal Office billowing black smoke into the heavens.


  After staring at the inferno consuming the uppermost floor, Leon slowly lowered his gaze. His eyes, now devoid of emotion, were dark and cold.


  “Most of the knights were raised to think of the Pope as their spiritual father. Speaking of this would be signing your death warrant.”


  He means I should keep this buried deep.


  “But…”


  “The body has already burned,” Leon stated quietly. He sounded certain, as if he’d been standing there himself as the Pope’s body turned to ashes.


  Just then, a soldier approached, preventing Veronica from asking him how he was so certain. Leon received something from the soldier and swept back his disheveled hair.


  “Wait in the tent. This is no time for a lengthy conversation.”


  He was clearly preparing to join the battle. Veronica suddenly came back to her senses.


  “You’re going to fight, aren’t you?” she asked urgently. “Take me with you. Your forces are stretched thin.”


  “Veronica.”


  “I won’t push myself to the limit like before. I promise. Today I’ll be careful. Please, let me do something—anything.”


  If I sit idly with only my thoughts, I’ll go mad.


  The tumult of emotions that had been building since the plaza had peaked when she witnessed bloodshed. Regardless of the Pope’s mistakes and misdeeds, she had killed a revered holy figure. The horrific spray of crimson remained seared in her mind.


  Leon silently observed her labored breathing while thunderous cannon fire quickened her already racing heart.


  “Once you go up on that wall, you can’t come down until nightfall,” he said. “Rest periods will be brief—an hour or two at most.”


  “I don’t care.”


  Faced with her determination, Leon dragged a hand across his sharp features.


  Finally, he reluctantly nodded his permission, his voice heavy with fatigue. “I’ll send an apprentice knight to guide you. Defend the section he indicates. Stay away from the central battlements. That’s all I’ll concede.”


  His jawline seemed sharper than she remembered. Only then did she notice he had lost weight during their separation. But there was no time for further conversation, not in the middle of a war.


  “Please, don’t push yourself too far,” Leon said before turning away.


  Another earsplitting explosion tore through the air.


  * * *


  “This way.”


  The apprentice knight, who appeared around fifteen, led her toward the western edge of the massive wall.


  “There are fewer enemies in this sector compared to others, but we still need skilled fighters,” the young knight explained with a face pale as parchment as they boarded the creaking pulley lift.


  The ancient platform felt agonizingly slow as it ascended, and the sensation of earth falling away beneath her feet was disorienting. Everything felt surreal. Veronica repeatedly adjusted her grip on her sword. Her palms were slick with sweat, and she feared Genesis might slip from her grasp when she needed it most.


  Finally, with a resounding thud, the pulley stopped. As she stepped onto the battlements, a vast panorama opened before her. The azure sky stretched endlessly overhead, while beneath it billowed the ominous smoke of battle. Veronica froze at the sheer number of crimson dots visible through the haze. The horde converging on the central defenses was overwhelming.


  The moment fear gripped her heart, Veronica knew the truth: Karta would not survive this onslaught.


  This attack was different from previous incursions. If the first had been merely to locate her, and the second had been executed while their eyes were still closed, then now…


  “They’re coming to slaughter everyone,” she whispered.


  The nightmare of Bayern, which she had tried to bury in the depths of her memory, flashed vividly before her. She remembered a city consumed by flames, the suffocating black smoke, and the blood-red script etched upon sacred church walls.


  



  


  Deus dereliquit hominem (God has abandoned humanity)


  


  



  In hindsight, it had been a prophecy written in blood.


  I want to run away. Her instincts screamed for escape. Every fiber of her being—flesh, bone, muscle, and even the finest hairs on her skin—stood rigid with terror.


  I thought I had grown accustomed to the Bahamuts, but apparently not.


  In fact, now Veronica felt their malevolence much more keenly than before. The approaching horde was radiating murderous intent. The Bahamuts were coming to reduce Karta to rubble.


  Bile rose in her throat.


  “You look unwell. Are you all right?”


  As she turned, she saw young knights clutching their swords, watching her with concern. Most appeared barely sixteen, some even younger. When she saw a brave boy—scarcely half the height of a full-grown warrior—gripping his blade with determination, Veronica steeled herself as well.


  Pull yourself together! Is this why you insisted on coming—to falter at the first sight of danger?


  Veronica nodded and drew her sword with renewed purpose. She positioned herself to meet the climbing Bahamuts, her heart beating almost painfully. As a massive, grotesque hand appeared over the battlements, she tightened her grip until her knuckles whitened.


  Why, at this moment, am I suddenly remembering the day you first taught me to use a sword?


  * * *


  Relief came only when stars began to appear in the night sky. The endless procession of climbing monsters and the sea of red eyes showed no sign of diminishing. When she finally descended on the pulley, her sword hand trembled uncontrollably, and every muscle in her body screamed in protest.


  Naturally, amid the chaos, finding Leon proved impossible. Veronica forced herself to eat what meager rations she could stomach and accepted a rough blanket for a brief two-hour rest beneath the open sky.


  There, she heard whispers about the citizens’ evacuation. The southern gate had been opened, allowing people to flee toward the wilderness.


  Watching a young knight spreading this news with animated gestures, Veronica felt a flicker of relief. So our fight has purpose after all.


  The veterans explained they were firing the cannons more intensely on this side to aid the evacuation. Even the eastern front and the hastily fortified northern barrier were aiming to draw the Bahamuts’ attention away from the southern exodus.


  The Pope’s death remained unannounced. Given Philip’s determination to suppress the palace incident, the truth would likely remain hidden until Karta itself fell. The death of such a revered figure would only shatter the already fragile morale. Perhaps the absence of interference from both the Pope and the emperor had inadvertently helped the citizens escape.


  Even so…


  Veronica drew her knees to her chest and buried her face between them.


  Chills wracked her exhausted body. She felt as though blood stained her from head to toe.


  I’ve committed too many sins. How can I possibly wash away this guilt? What could I ever do to atone?


  Just then, the nearby soldiers’ conversation penetrated her thoughts.


  “Hey, did any of you see those monsters that just dropped dead without being touched?”


  “Oh, that! I saw it too. Do you think it’s because its parent died? They say when the parent dies, all its offspring die simultaneously.”


  “That makes sense. I nearly died before one particularly vicious beast suddenly collapsed. Seeing that gave me hope. Maybe there really is a First Bahamut, and if we kill that one, this whole nightmare would end.”


  Veronica’s eyes snapped open.


  A memory surfaced—Leon pouring alcohol over a colony of ants struggling through the snow. If memory served, that was the first time he’d told her about the First Bahamut.


  “So if we kill this First Bahamut, the war ends just like that?”


  “That’s the rumor making the rounds,” the knight replied with a skeptical grunt. “But think about it—if you were the First Bahamut, would you risk showing your face on the battlefield? When your life holds the key to your entire species’ survival?”


  If the First Bahamut dies, this war will end. If only someone could find and kill it…


  Her heart quickened.


  Veronica recalled the Bahamut that had sniffed her, and the way it had straightened its back after looking at her as if nothing had happened. It had recognized her as one of its kind. That meant she was the only human who could pass through their army in this chaos.


  Then I could…


  “Wh-What?”


  The knights’ strangled exclamations severed her thoughts. A chill ran down her spine as she looked up to see the apprentice knights pointing beyond her shoulders, their faces drained of color. Even in the darkness, she could see countless crimson eyes raining down from above.


  A sickening crack split the air—the sound of a skull being crushed. Before she could turn, war horns blared and desperate shouts shattered the night.


  “They’ve breached the walls!”


  “Form a blockade! Draw your weapons!”


  The knights who had been resting on the dirt floor leapt to their feet as one, unsheathing their swords. Veronica rose with them, her gaze fixed on the distant battlements. Horror seized her as she watched knights plummeting from the heights, limbs flailing helplessly against the night sky.


  They hit the ground with sickening thuds, bodies twitching in death throes even after life had fled.


  Then the Bahamuts poured through the breached wall, their blood-red eyes blazing like hellfire raining from above.


  On May 1st, Divine Year 1522, the Pope was killed, and Karta was overtaken.


  * * *


  Bahamuts descended upon Karta from all directions, their unholy eyes wide and hungry.


  No one knew how many citizens had escaped into the wilderness. The diversion meant to draw the Bahamuts’ attention had certainly worked—just not in the way they’d hoped.


  The western wall had crumbled, and the northern barricade had completely collapsed. Like floodwaters bursting through a broken dam, Karta had no defense against the relentless tide of monsters.


  They advanced methodically, corrupting every soldier and remaining citizen they encountered. The tender sprouts growing between cobblestones were crushed beneath their massive feet.


  Humans turned on humans. Towering Bahamuts lumbered through the streets, their elongated arms swinging before them, surrounded by red-eyed, corrupted humans who staggered like broken marionettes. The air reeked of blood and carnage, punctuated by desperate screams.


  It was hell unleashed on earth.


  Tonight, Karta would share Bayern’s fate. Families, friends, neighbors, comrades, innocents—all would perish together in this unholy slaughter.


  I wanted to stop this. Veronica huddled in a military storehouse, trembling as she pressed her hands over her ears. I thought I had. And now I can’t even move. Why can’t I move?


  This was nothing like Asseldorf. This mirrored Bayern’s fall with terrifying precision.


  The overwhelming déjà vu drove her to the edge of madness. Memories she had desperately buried clawed their way to the surface—her father being devoured before her eyes, streets carpeted with mangled corpses…


  Veronica trembled violently, squeezing her eyes shut against the horror. It had been so long since she’d felt this utterly powerless and pathetic. Time seemed to fold back on itself, and she was once again hidden in the ruins with Benjamin. If she left this sanctuary and passed through the burning debris, she’d feel a hand grasp her shoulder—and Benjamin would die again. At least that was what her confused mind wanted her to believe.


  A sickening crack broke through her thoughts.


  “We need to reach a larger, more defensible building,” whispered one of the knights, peering through a crack in the door. “The surviving knights have likely regrouped at the church.”


  “The church? Why there?”


  “It’s designed to shelter large numbers of people.”


  The four young apprentice knights huddled with Veronica had chosen to hide with remarkable composure while everything around them was consumed by chaos.


  What about Leon? she wondered. Which path would he have chosen? Could he still be fighting on the walls?


  “The church is on the outskirts near the military camp, so it’ll take at least half an hour to get there. If we want to move safely, it’s better to get a bit of sleep, even if just for a short while. Let’s also gather some food. We’ll move once the sun is up and we can see our surroundings better.”


  The knights discussed tomorrow’s plan seriously.


  Should I ask to join them? Veronica considered it. The surviving knights would likely include Leon among their ranks. She was a capable fighter, so they wouldn’t turn her away. This paralyzing fear would pass in time. It had to.


  She lowered her trembling hands from her ears. Gathering what little courage remained, she raised her head—and froze. Her voice died in her throat.


  A burning crimson eye peered through the crack in the door. It was a grotesque face with its mouth stretched wide in a mockery of a smile. The knights, their backs to the door, continued their discussion, blissfully unaware of the horror behind them.


  Veronica’s lips quivered uselessly.


  “Run…” she managed, but the warning came too late.


  A sickening crunch filled the room as elongated, inhuman fingers punched through the skull of the boy standing by the door, emerging grotesquely from his mouth. Veronica remained petrified even as blood sprayed across the faces of the other knights. Her mind screamed at her to help them, but her body remained paralyzed by invisible chains. It was Benjamin’s end playing out again before her eyes—an inescapable curse of fate.


  Suddenly, her gaze fell on a wooden box near her feet. Words had been carved into it in the sacred language of the Divine Text. Almost against her will, she found herself reading the inscription.


  



  


  Deus dereliquit hominem


  


  



  “God has abandoned humanity…”


  A Bahamut burst through the door, seizing the knights with its massive hands, tearing their heads off to feast upon before discarding their bodies like broken toys. After surveying the storehouse, its burning gaze fell upon Veronica, who sat motionless. It approached with thunderous footsteps that shook the ground beneath her.


  Her gaze locked with its blood-red eyes. Veronica realized that history was repeating itself. If the pattern held true, the next to appear would surely be…


  “Impossible…”


  The chilling whisper of a blade slicing through the air sent shivers down her spine. The Bahamut looming over her collapsed as its head was cleaved in two. A tall, imposing figure strode in with measured steps, silhouetted against the moonlight streaming through the doorway.


  I understand now. I see why you believe in God.


  “…Veronica?”


  A deep, familiar voice emerged from the backlit shadow.


  



  “Do you want to live?”


  



  It felt like being thrust backward through time. Bahamut corpses littered the ground behind his billowing black cloak. Embers danced in the air around the red-haired man who stood tall, looking down at her with those penetrating eyes.


  Veronica felt the weight of destiny settle upon her shoulders. A bone-deep chill coursed through her entire body.


  In life, everyone will eventually face a crossroads such as this, encountering situations that mirror their past experiences. Then they made choices based on those experiences, never realizing that these moments might actually be divine messages guiding their path.


  “Are you hurt?” Leon knelt before her, one knee pressed to the blood-soaked ground. “Do you need help?”


  Her vision blurred as she gazed up at him.


  



  “I’m asking if you want to live, even if you have to crawl through hellfire.”


  



  “Answer me. If you say you want to die, I’ll kill you painlessly.”


  



  “Then ask for help.”


  



  “No,” she said firmly. “You don’t need to help me.”


  When the same crossroads appeared twice in life, it meant you should choose a different path this time.


  Leon thrust his sword into the ground before her. Her pale face appeared fragmented in the silver blade, reflecting the crimson light of distant fires. She saw her short black hair, snow- white skin, and red eyes—eyes the same color as a Bahamut’s.


  The world was falling apart, but humans were evolving. Veronica was sent by God to be humanity’s salvation. She had to leave this place.


  * * *


  “We’ll move once those creatures outside have dispersed,” Leon said, gesturing toward a leather pouch. “Eat something so you don’t collapse from exhaustion.”


  They huddled deep within the storehouse shadows. Their meeting was nothing short of divine providence—he had apparently come seeking provisions just as she had sought shelter.


  “I couldn’t stomach food right now,” Veronica murmured, wrapped in Leon’s black cloak. “Anything I eat would surely come back up.”


  After a nervous glance around the darkened space, she quietly added, “Instead… could you just hold me for a while?”


  At her childlike request, Leon paused his inspection of the shelves and turned to face her.


  Fearing rejection, she hastily continued, “You don’t need to remove your armor. Just for a moment—I need to feel safe again. Then I think I can move forward.”


  A heavy silence hung between them. Thinking her request foolish, Veronica’s shoulders slumped. But then Leon crossed the distance between them with purposeful strides and settled beside her. He placed his sword within easy reach and drew her into his arms, cloak and all, with surprising gentleness.


  Veronica wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face against him, inhaling deeply. The sensation was like breaking the surface after drowning in bottomless waters. His scent was a mixture of cool night air and the metallic tang of battle.


  “You know,” she whispered against his skin, “I cut my hair.”


  It was a completely irrelevant observation given their apocalyptic circumstances.


  “I noticed,” he replied softly.


  “You’ve always preferred long hair,” she ventured. “You must be disappointed.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not at all.”


  Liar, she thought, but Leon seemed to read her mind and added without missing a beat, “I adore everything about you, no matter what it is.”


  Veronica lifted her head, eyes widening slightly. Leon didn’t even flinch, his gaze steady and unapologetic as it met hers.


  “You sound like a silver-tongued rogue,” she accused softly.


  “Liar, rogue… what charming endearment comes next?”


  “I haven’t decided,” she replied. “But surely you wouldn’t find me beautiful if I were completely bald.”


  “Ah…” Leon’s voice held a note of contemplation as he studied her intently.


  Veronica, initially puzzled by his lingering gaze, suddenly realized he was actually imagining it.


  “I’ll run you through if you continue with that mental picture,” she threatened.


  When Leon’s deep, rumbling laughter broke the tension, the atmosphere lightened considerably.


  How strange, Veronica thought. The chaos outside remains unchanged, but my fear is receding like morning mist. Her lips curved upward tentatively, like a child learning to smile for the first time. Her heart swelled with an emotion both sweet and painful—joy and sorrow so completely intertwined they became indistinguishable from each other.


  Wind whispered through the wooden planks of their hiding place. They sat holding each other in a silence so profound it felt sacred, a moment where words would only diminish what passed between them. Veronica’s heart quivered beneath her ribs like a creature submerged in deep water.


  “Aren’t you afraid of me?” she asked when their breathing finally synchronized, her soft voice echoing through the space between them. “Today I killed a man, even though I didn’t mean to. The blood staining my clothes isn’t a Bahamut’s—it belongs to His Holiness the Pope himself.”


  This question has been haunting her. Was Leon truly unbothered by the Pope’s death? She’d heard most knights were raised viewing the Pope as a father figure. She couldn’t help wondering what he might have meant to Leon, who had grown up without family.


  Leon remained silent for what felt like an eternity before lowering his gaze to the cloak, staring with such intensity he might have been trying to pierce through the fabric to the bloodstains beneath.


  As she’d expected, he neither disparaged the dead Pope nor attempted to justify the killing. Instead, he simply whispered, “If we’re tallying sins, you should be the one fearing me, not the other way around.”


  He was telling her that she wasn’t alone in her guilt.


  “Do you have any idea how many souls I’ve sent to the afterlife?”


  His lips twisted with sorrow. There was no trace of arrogance or cruelty in his admission—only raw truth. Veronica stared up at him, frozen in place. She recalled the words that the Ruegan man had spat at her in the wilderness, moments before she killed him.


  



  “But then again, he’s always been a murderer. Do you even know who you’re sucking off every night? Huh? Before those damned Bahamuts came, that bastard was killing us all in the name of Holy War.”


  



  But if Leon had been a truly heartless murderer, he would never have needed to flee from his guilt. There would have been no reason to don a mask of composure, no cause to sever his emotions to avoid the sting of sorrow.


  “I don’t know about that,” she said, shaking her head. Leon furrowed his brow, questioning her meaning. “What I’ve heard paints a different picture. The Leon Berg I know is a hero who infiltrated Ruega’s enemy lines alone. A man who beheaded the enemy commander and saved a forgotten frontier town that no noble would spare a thought for.”


  Leon remained silent.


  “I’ve heard you’re notorious for executing spies without mercy, but that was to prevent future betrayals that would cost innocent lives. You were condemned for failing to protect Hasen, a vacation spot for nobility, but in truth, you chose to defend the Black Forest along another route. Because Schwarzwald, the greatest forest in all of Kaisenmier, shelters the humblest creatures of our world.”


  She had heard countless tales of the commoner-born paladin growing up. There was a reason people said that even the Bahamuts knew of the Red Knight. He was the pride of the common folk, their champion. She knew the chapters of his life as well as her own.


  “I understand you’ve always chosen necessary evils to prevent greater calamities. That’s your way of bearing the burden. You’re different from me in that way.”


  A necessary evil to prevent great calamities. The sudden realization that this principle had applied to her as well drew a small laugh from her. Leon stared at her lips as though her smile had stolen his very soul.


  “I understand now why you lied to me,” she said. “In truth, I might have made the same choice. If lying to one person could save the entire world, who would be fool enough to give up that chance?”


  She knew what would follow after she died—he would believe himself abandoned. The thought of him writhing in guilt with no one to witness his tears filled her with bottomless sorrow. Her feet felt leaden, unwilling to carry her away.


  So Veronica extracted the metaphorical blade that had pierced her heart and showed it to him—to tell him the wound had healed, and that she had found peace, so he too should find solace.


  “You don’t have to apologize to me anymore,” she said. “I forgive you.”


  “Veronica.”


  “Be free, Leon. I want you to be happy.”


  She smiled, infusing it with every ounce of sincerity she possessed. His eyes flickered like flames caught in a sudden draft. Leon parted his lips several times, only to close them without uttering a sound.


  When Veronica attempted to create distance between them, he seized her wrist and raised his piercing gaze to meet hers. He searched her face with those luminous eyes, as though he was trying to capture a vision that might dissolve into mist at any moment. Beneath his mesmerizing intensity lurked a desperate urgency.


  “What if I refuse your absolution?” he asked, his voice a low rumble. “What if I want to embrace my sins and sink with them to the ocean’s depths?”


  He pulled her slender arm, guiding it around his neck. Their bodies pressed together, the contact naturally tilting her head back. Despite being crushed against his unyielding armor, she felt no discomfort—only the thundering of her heart as she held her breath and gazed up at him.


  “Don’t grant me forgiveness,” Leon whispered. “Don’t release me from these shackles. Remain by my side until I suffocate beneath the weight of what I’ve done.”


  Her head swam from their ragged breaths mingling in such intimate proximity. When she deliberately withheld her answer, Leon gently pressed his thumb against her lower lip as if to coax words from her mouth. Veronica’s breathing grew erratic, her chest rising and falling in an unsteady rhythm. The mere memory of the pleasures they had shared sent heat coursing through her veins.


  She felt his gaze travel from her eyes down to the bridge of her nose. As her lips parted slightly, flushed pink, the strong column of his throat visibly tensed.


  “Do you want me?” she asked, her voice hoarse with emotion.


  “No, not now.”


  What a blatant lie.


  But then he continued, “How could I hold you when I’m so filthy?”


  The wind carried the metallic scent of blood to them. While his hair danced lightly in the breeze, his eyes remained fixed, unwavering as stone. Her attempt to deflect had failed utterly. Veronica knew he was waiting for her response.


  “I…” The words refused to form.


  Because I must leave him behind, and I can’t go without setting him free from his chains.


  When she finally closed her mouth without speaking, the brilliance in Leon’s eyes extinguished like the night sky turning pitch black after a blinding snowstorm passes.


  As Leon slowly withdrew his hand, the wind caressed her cheek like a cold farewell. Catching her breath, Veronica gazed up with sorrow at his face, now emptied of all expression. Leon brushed his windswept hair back with agitated movements, the veins in his neck standing prominent against his skin. His throat worked roughly, as though he were swallowing some bitter emotion he refused to release.


  “The commotion outside has subsided,” he muttered, turning away. “We should go.”


  Only when she saw him extend his hand after helping her to her feet did the truth dawn on her: He won’t let me go, so I need to escape from him.


  * * *


  Tension seeped through the creaking doorway like a physical presence. Holding her breath, Veronica surveyed the chaos outside.


  “Where do we make for?” she whispered.


  “The barracks, first.”


  “Deeper into the encampment?” she questioned, startled by his unexpected answer. “Why risk it?”


  Given the knights’ conversation she had overheard earlier, she had anticipated he would suggest seeking sanctuary at the church.


  “I left something behind,” Leon explained, “and we must search the camp to secure at least one living warhorse. I had intended to venture alone, but…”


  He finished fastening the cloak she had returned to him, his voice trailing off before he concluded, “Strangely, I find myself unwilling to part from you.”


  “You must really love me,” she teased.


  “Don’t you know that by now?”


  “Well, you haven’t told me in so many words yet.”


  Leon hesitated, lowering his gaze. Though she felt his eyes lingering on her profile, Veronica refused to meet his stare.


  She examined the scattered corpses before focusing her attention on the Corrupted. Following the Bahamuts’ inexorable commands, they would continue their grim purpose until their last breath was spent. The thought of having to slay these former humans made her mouth go dry.


  “You don’t need to engage them if it’s too hard for you,” Leon said.


  The sharp scrape of a blade being drawn from its scabbard pierced the air behind her. Veronica contemplated his words before frowning.


  “Is this a pattern with you?” she asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “This habit of shouldering every possible burden of guilt. You did the same when we fled Asseldorf—telling me that since you were the one who proposed our escape, I bore no responsibility for what followed.”


  As she spoke, Veronica nudged the door open with her foot. When the hinges groaned in protest, the Corrupted who had been shambling nearby turned toward them one by one, their movements jerky and unnatural.


  “Don’t try to claim my sins as your own,” she said firmly. “This burden is mine to bear.”


  As if in agreement, Genesis emitted a sharp, metallic ring. Veronica drew a deep breath, steeling herself. She tensed her muscles, ready to sprint into the fray.


  * * *


  They slew, and slew, and slew again, then fled through the chaos.


  Her lungs burned for air, every breath a torment. Buildings collapsed amid showers of sparks, and the Corrupted emerged from the most unexpected places. When they discovered the stables miraculously intact, it felt like divine intervention in this hell.


  The surviving horses stamped and whinnied excitedly at their approach. Leon shattered the stable doors to free them all, then seized the reins of a magnificent warhorse. While the pursuing Corrupted diverted their attention to the horses scattering in all directions, they swiftly mounted their chosen steed.


  The warhorse, massive as a small cottage, remained remarkably composed, pawing the ground with powerful hooves. Only then did Veronica recognize the mount beneath them. The glossy midnight coat and exceptionally powerful build were unmistakable.


  It was Night Star—the gentle mare she had named herself during their journey through the wilderness.


  By chance—or perhaps by some cruel twist of fate—the three of them had reunited once more. After witnessing so many portents, she could no longer deny the pattern: everything was flowing along the same current as before. Perhaps this was the meaning behind the ancient proverb that time folded back upon itself for those who venture into the wilderness.


  Her heart ached with bittersweet recognition, like encountering a childhood friend after years of separation. Horses possessed remarkable memories, so Night Star surely remembered the two of them as well.


  The warhorse, powerful as a great tiger, charged forward without hesitation, trampling any Corrupted that dared cross their path.


  “It’d be impossible to stop and get off the horse with these abominations emerging from everywhere!” Veronica shouted over the thundering hoofbeats as she watched the barracks growing ever closer.


  Leon seemed not to hear her question, perhaps due to the howling wind. Rather than responding, he spurred the horse to greater speed. Veronica squeezed her eyes shut in terror as the tent loomed directly before them. Night Star charged fearlessly into the barracks, and after Leon snatched something from within, they burst forth again. The horse leaped majestically through the canvas that Leon had slashed open with his blade.


  When Veronica dared open her eyes again, they were galloping along an open road. The path leading toward the city center was littered with corpses. With a flutter of dark wings, a raven took flight from their path.


  Night Star galloped down the central boulevard, toward the Grand Cathedral of Karta.


  As they climbed the grotesque hill littered with corpses, Veronica’s mind drifted back to her first visit to this city. The once-majestic bell tower and ornate fountain had crumbled to ruins, and the quaint bridge now lay shattered. Plumes of acrid smoke billowed from the burning city, while the river reeked with the putrid stench of congealing blood.


  Unable to bear the sight any longer, Veronica lowered her gaze. Her eyes unconsciously settled on Leon’s left hand—or more precisely, on the helmet he clutched.


  Her eyes widened in stunned recognition.


  Did he go back to the barracks just to get that?


  The unmistakable Tanbian steel helmet was one of a kind. She knew it intimately—it was the final masterpiece of a legendary blacksmith and the only gift she had ever given him, though she’d last seen it in Johanna’s chamber.


  Something clicked into place in her mind, like misaligned gears finally finding their proper teeth.


  You’re such a fool, Leon.


  Her limbs tingled with pins and needles. Veronica clutched Night Star’s mane, desperately anchoring herself to reality. Gritting her teeth and forcing her gaze forward, she realized they were galloping through a square where blood had painted macabre patterns across the stones.


  The cathedral’s massive doors remained firmly sealed, yet Leon showed no sign of slowing. Instead, he urged Night Star to even greater speed. Veronica glanced behind them. Dozens of Bahamuts pursued, their grotesque forms closing the distance with unnatural speed.


  What is he planning? Unlike the wooden barracks, these blessed doors won’t yield to horse hooves.


  “Hold on tight. Final stretch.”


  Leon’s voice rasped in her ear just as Night Star launched itself over dozens of stone steps in a single magnificent leap.


  For a heartbeat, they hung suspended in the air—and then the cathedral doors groaned open on both sides. The gap was just wide enough for a single mount to pass. Night Star charged through the opening with preternatural precision.


  The pursuing Bahamuts were impaled by a rain of blessed spears cascading from the cathedral roof, pinning the unholy creatures to the ground.


  The statues of the twelve apostles stood sentinel above, as if the divine figures themselves had intervened. The moment they crossed the threshold, the massive doors slammed shut with finality.


  Carried by momentum, Night Star continued its desperate gallop along the crimson carpet until finally it halted before the sacred altar.


  “All targets neutralized with strikes to the hearts!” a knight shouted triumphantly from the staircase.


  As Night Star circled nervously in place, the chapel’s interior whirled around Veronica. Where pews had once stood in reverent rows, now towering stockpiles of provisions dominated the space. In another section, warhorses stood clustered together. The Grand Cathedral had been transformed into a temporary stronghold for the Holy Knight Order. Heavy curtains shrouded all the stained glass windows.


  Only then did Veronica understand Leon’s reckless charge. He had deduced the knights’ presence from the closed doors alone and placed his absolute trust in his comrades watching from above.


  “You’re later than expected,” Philip remarked as Leon dismounted. “We were beginning to wonder why someone due at dawn hadn’t appeared by morning.”


  Veronica flinched at the word “dawn” that echoed through the cavernous space. Had Leon not encountered her, he would have reached this sanctuary hours earlier.


  “I detoured through the military storehouse in Sector 22,” Leon replied curtly. “I’ve brought as much as I could, but there’s still enough remaining to sustain us for a good three months.”


  “Well done. I’ll dispatch men to retrieve the remainder,” Philip said. “Do you have anything else to report?”


  Leon shook his head. Philip turned away with practiced detachment.


  “Then, I suggest you obtain the detailed battle assessment from Sir Kraus. It’s fortunate that both divine blades have returned intact. Their presence will bolster the men’s spirits.”


  Philip offered a perfunctory bow before ascending the stairs, the weight of command evident in his rigid posture. Only then did Leon help Veronica down from the saddle.


  A bald knight whom she recognized from a previous mission materialized as if summoned and began briefing Leon. He detailed the defensive measures at the underground waterways—potential invasion routes—and mentioned that the vice commander and staff knights were assessing the city’s devastation from the upper floors.


  Meanwhile, Veronica discreetly took Night Star’s reins and guided the warhorse toward the makeshift stable area.


  “Thank you for carrying us to safety again,” she whispered, fearlessly embracing the massive horse’s head. “I owe you my life.”


  Night Star merely blinked its obsidian eyes gently in response. Veronica hesitated, then stroked the area between the horse’s eyes and added softly, “I might need your help again soon. But next time, I’ll likely be alone. Would you still carry me then?”


  She gazed into the warhorse’s eyes, as if expecting an answer.


  It was then that Night Star, ears suddenly pricked forward, abruptly turned its head. Following the horse’s gaze, Veronica caught a glimpse of a figure hastily vanishing up the staircase—medium height with distinctive chestnut curls. It was Oscar.


  Is he avoiding me? But why?


  Her expression hardened as memories of their chance meeting at the Papal Office resurfaced.


  “What are you looking at so intently?”


  The unexpected voice from behind startled her. Turning, she found Leon standing there, his debriefing evidently concluded. His penetrating gaze shifted between her face and the staircase where Oscar had disappeared.


  “Oh, nothing important,” she stammered. “I just thought I saw someone familiar.”


  She couldn’t bring herself to mention Oscar. Leon was particularly sensitive about that name. His piercing stare held an unsettling coldness, as if he had divined her thoughts. His eyes swept over her pallid features before he extended his arm toward her.


  “I’ll escort you upstairs where you can rest. This area is crowded with soldiers and messengers.”


  She instinctively recoiled from his outstretched hand. An awkward silence fell between them as Leon froze, his expression unreadable.


  Veronica blinked, flustered, before murmuring, “I’m fine. I can manage on my own. You don’t need to hold my hand or carry me.”


  Leon lowered his gaze to his empty hand, a flicker of hurt crossing his features.


  It wasn’t because she hated his touch that she’d pulled away. She was just bothered by the knights glancing in their direction. Even though Leon already had a reputation as a rake, sticking close to a woman in the middle of a warzone wouldn’t win him any favors with his colleagues.


  “I’m only concerned about your reputation among the knights,” she explained. “These are the men who will stand beside you until the end.”


  These knights would guard his back in battle, and she refused to be the reason they whispered behind his back. One of the reasons she’d let herself come here was because she’d wanted to see him reunited with his brothers-in-arms before she left.


  Surely that small wish isn’t too much? It may be selfish, when countless people are suffering worldwide, but… this is our final time together.


  “And what about you?” Leon asked quietly as he lowered his hand.


  “Sorry?”


  “You make it sound like you won’t be by my side until the end.”


  Leon’s lips curved into a smile that never reached his eyes. Veronica hesitated, her gaze darting away.


  “Of course I’ll stay with you as long as possible,” she replied carefully, “but your knights are different.”


  “How so?”


  “Those men are your true comrades—they threw open the gates without even needing to be told. They’re the brothers you trust with your life.”


  “And you’re the family I found at the end of my life.”


  His blunt declaration struck her speechless. The words she’d spoken a week ago had come back to haunt her.


  Leon tilted his head slightly as he observed her stricken expression.


  “You also said that you’d stay in Karta until the end, never leaving my side. Am I wrong?”


  She couldn’t deny it. She had offered those words to a man teetering on the edge of a complete breakdown. Back then, she hadn’t realized that the fragile peace between them would be so fleeting. She had believed she’d at least get the chance to be with him until he regained his strength.


  “If you’re trying to repay my past deception with lies of your own, please stop,” Leon murmured, his voice quiet. “I’ve suffered enough this past week.”


  With one deliberate step—his stride so much longer than hers—he closed the distance between them and said, “It was so cold I couldn’t sleep. Not once while you were gone.”


  His shadow fell across her face. She felt enveloped by his darkness. His hushed voice was so intimate that no one else could possibly hear.


  “I heard you were doing well without me. I tried to be glad, but twisted thoughts would claw at my mind like a madman’s fever. How could you thrive when I was drowning without you?”


  “This past week, everyone was so kind to me. Oscar and Joachim especially—”


  “I hate hearing their names from your lips,” he cut her off sharply.


  She looked up at him, momentarily stunned by his candor.


  “I hate hearing about other men caring for you, Veronica,” he continued, his voice rough with possessiveness. “The knowledge that you can manage without me burns like poison in my veins. When I saw you running toward me, face pale with fear, I felt a shameful relief that you still needed me.”


  Words failed her completely.


  “That’s how far gone I am,” he admitted without shame. “So please—don’t talk as if you’re planning to disappear from my life.”


  Leon made no attempt to disguise his feelings. He laid bare how essential she had become to him without any shame. He spoke as though she were the very air he breathed—as if her absence would leave him gasping. Her heart ached at his raw honesty.


  With those words hanging between them, he placed the helmet he’d been carrying gently over her head.


  Within the confined view that now contained only him, Veronica whispered, “Why would you give this to me?”


  



  “I won’t die. I told you before. I still have things to say and something to give you.”


  



  The promise he’d made after cheating death flashed through her mind. Veronica fell silent, her fingers trembling as they traced the helmet’s contours.


  This helmet represented the first tender feelings she had ever conveyed to him. So what Leon wished to express now was…


  He bent down, his lips brushing against her ear through the helmet’s opening. Veronica’s eyes widened as he whispered his heart’s truth.


  Suddenly, she understood why he had placed the helmet over her head. Without its protection, her flushed face would have betrayed the intimate love confession he whispered to her.


  Her heart constricted painfully, like a wound being torn open.


  This wound would surely leave a permanent scar, she thought.
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  “The elders say that cats know when their time approaches. That’s why they leave home and hide themselves when death draws near.


  “But do cats truly understand what death is? Or is that merely human projection? From my experience raising them, cats hide whenever they’re in pain. They have no knowledge of how to heal themselves, so they conceal their weakness out of fear, desperate to hide from unknown predators.


  “So whatever noble reasons humans might attribute to such behavior, the truth is simple—the approaching death is simply too unbearable to face.”


  * * *


  Leon escorted her to an empty chamber, then briefly departed to assist with blocking the drains. Left alone, Veronica clutched the helmet to her breast and collapsed in the center of the soiled carpet. The room lay in utter disarray, as though it had been ravaged by a tempest—furniture and linens scattered in chaotic abandon.


  Each time her fingers struck the cold steel, the whispers revived in her ears. Her chest swelled with emotion, expanding until she feared her heart might shatter her ribcage and break free.


  “…It hurts,” she gasped.


  Her hand ceased tapping and moved to her heart. The pain was so intense that she clutched her heart and curled into herself. The helmet tumbled across the floor with a hollow clatter.


  She had foolishly believed that hearing his confession of love would free her from lingering attachments. Instead, her heart had grown heavier, burdened with his impossible love. She couldn’t imagine how she would find the strength to leave while carrying such a weight.


  Thinking about Leon was a form of self-torment. It had always been that way since fate brought them together, because he made her yearn for more than what destiny had allotted her—because it kindled a desperate desire to live despite knowing she was marked for sacrifice.


  “I want…”


  Her voice emerged hoarse and broken, as if wrung from her very soul. Veronica pressed her lips firmly shut to stop herself from saying the rest.


  I want to live.


  Tears welled in her eyes, turning the world into a watery blur. She swallowed hard, trying to suppress the bitter injustice burning in her throat.


  “Ugh…” A strangled sob escaped her.


  The crimson carpet darkened with circular tearstains. As she wept silently, Veronica realized her tears would not cease, so she finally forced her trembling arm up and wiped them away. Sitting around weeping would solve nothing.


  Don’t be weak. Taking a deep breath that lifted her shoulders, Veronica abruptly rose to her feet. Her vision whitened with dizziness before gradually returning to focus.


  Staggering forward on unsteady legs, she gently parted the tightly drawn curtains and peered outside. Bahamuts prowled the square, and black smoke continued to rise from various quarters of the city. Once not a single soul remained in the streets, the Bahamuts would begin hunting through each house, one by one.


  Even with the underground crypt serving as their final bastion, the cathedral wouldn’t withstand the siege for long.


  “Pull yourself together,” she said, deliberately speaking the words out loud as she closed the curtains. “You need to save those who are still alive.”


  With Leon temporarily away, her course was clear. She needed to find someone who would help her unlock the cathedral doors.


  Well, I’ve known who that person would be from the beginning, so there’s no need to search.


  * * *


  “So you sought me out behind Sir Berg’s back because you’re planning to escape?”


  Philip, leaning against the desk, finally opened his exhausted eyes. He wore an expression as dry as ancient parchment.


  Veronica was taken aback by his face, which betrayed not a flicker of emotion. She had just revealed a possibility of turning the tide of war, yet his response remained utterly dispassionate. Just as she reasonably concluded that he might have dozed off, Philip reached into his coat. When his hand emerged, a small glass vial gleamed between his thumb and forefinger.


  “One drop treats insomnia,” he explained. “Two drops induce sleep so profound you wouldn’t stir even if carried off by the enemy. Three drops deliver eternal slumber. It’s known in the marketplace as Dream Drops. Are you familiar with it?”


  When she shook her head, he casually tossed the vial toward her. Veronica caught the arcing bottle reflexively and stared down at the palm-sized vessel of transparent liquid.


  “Mix it with wine to ensure his unconsciousness,” Philip instructed.


  “What?” Veronica’s eyes widened.


  “I’ll inform the knights guarding the door tonight of your departure.”


  His directness was startling. As Veronica stood frozen in silence, he pressed his eyelids firmly before fixing her with a penetrating glance.


  “Is there anything else you wish to discuss?”


  “…No.”


  “Then return to him at once. Considering Sir Berg’s possessive nature, he’s likely tearing apart the other chambers searching for you as we speak.”


  This was an unexpected development. Philip didn’t question whether the First Bahamut truly existed or insist that risking the divine sword was unthinkable.


  It wasn’t because he trusted her. It was because they were cornered like prey with nowhere to flee. This was a desperate hour that demanded they play every card in their hand—even if that card was a Corrupted who claimed she alone could end the war.


  Lost in contemplation while studying the glass vial, Veronica raised her head with newfound resolve.


  “Before I go, may I ask one favor?”


  For the first time since entering the chamber, her eyes met Philip’s directly. Veronica’s voice barely concealed her anguish as she said, “Please prevent Leon from following me, at least until I succeed, and all the Bahamuts vanish from this world—until I die.”


  * * *


  The door flew open before she could even grasp the handle. Hastily concealing the glass vial within her sleeve, she watched Leon halt abruptly in the doorway.


  “Where did you disappear to?”


  “I just went for a walk to clear my head,” she replied, forcing lightness into her tone.


  After making a show of glancing around casually, Veronica flung herself into his arms before he could press her further.


  Leon appeared momentarily startled before enfolding her in an embrace so tight she felt completely enveloped in his warmth. Behind her, the door swung shut with a soft click. Without his breastplate, she could feel the solid contours of his body. She buried her face against his chest and inhaled deeply. His cool, masculine scent was mingled with sweat and the metallic tang of iron.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  “Memorizing your scent,” she murmured against him.


  Leon seemed uncharacteristically flustered as her words vibrated against his chest.


  “I haven’t even bathed,” he confessed. “We’re conserving water for drinking.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I like it anyway,” she said, tilting her face up to him with eyes alight with affection.


  His hand—which had been about to pull away—froze in mid-air.


  How could I have been so blind before? This man trembles like an earthquake at my slightest word or gesture.


  He gazed at her smile for a lingering moment, then tenderly brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Are you hungry?”


  Thankfully, he seemed to have abandoned any intention of interrogating her about her whereabouts.


  Veronica smiled sweetly and whispered, “A little. No, actually, I’m more parched than famished.”


  In truth, she was neither hungry nor thirsty. She simply needed a way to pour the potion concealed within her sleeve. As anticipated, Leon immediately guided her deeper into the chamber.


  “There’s a porridge of water-soaked oats,” he offered. “It won’t taste good, but you should eat something. You’ve hardly eaten anything since yesterday.”


  The chamber, which had resembled the aftermath of a violent tempest, appeared to have been hastily tidied by Leon’s efforts. She seated herself at the side table with its fractured corner and observed the pale, unappetizing gruel. In truth, it barely qualified as porridge, having not been properly cooked over fire.


  “Once we secure the provisions from the military stores, the situation will be much better,” he assured her. “So just endure it for today.”


  “Yes, that’s fine. I won’t complain about the food. I’m not a child, after all.”


  Leon’s lips curved into a fond smile at the way she emphasized the word “child.” He was probably recalling the days long past.


  Veronica returned his smile before reluctantly lifting her spoon. As always, Leon consumed his meal with such haste that it seemed he was drinking rather than eating, while Veronica forced herself to swallow the bland mixture.


  Having finished his meal early, he observed her eating as though she were the most precious and enchanting sight in all creation. Under his gaze, she felt like she was performing some extraordinary feat, rather than something mundane that every living creature had to do.


  Her heart, which had remained hollow despite countless admiring gazes during her dancing performances, now overflowed from a single person’s devoted attention—like a pitifully thin crescent moon suddenly swelling to glorious fullness.


  “Aren’t you going to drink that?” she asked, feigning embarrassment from his intense gaze and nodding toward the wine.


  Leon followed her gaze and replied, “I don’t really feel like drinking it tonight.”


  Veronica’s heart sank at this unexpected complication. It was too late to doctor his food, and now he refused the wine. Her plan teetered on the edge of failure.


  “Then can I drink it?”


  Leon arched an eyebrow at her unexpected request. “You’ve never had a taste for it before,” he reminded her.


  “That’s why I want to try it tonight,” she explained, moistening her lips deliberately. “I’m still thirsty even after drinking the water.”


  As she deliberately ran her tongue across her lips, Leon’s gaze fixed intently on the fleeting glimpse of pink. True to the old saying that spoken words manifest reality, her mouth and throat suddenly felt as dry as desert sand. Leon tilted his head slightly, and she couldn’t discern whether suspicion or curiosity motivated his scrutiny.


  “Just a sip,” he cautioned. “If you don’t like it, just spit it out immediately.”


  Finally, Leon straightened from his reclined position and reached for the wine bottle.


  As he poured the deep purple liquid into a goblet, Veronica released the breath she’d been holding.


  What am I going to do now?


  She knew the potion must find its way into his wine, but she didn’t know how she’d manage it. How could she execute such deception while under his watchful eye?


  While lost in thought, the wine—appearing almost like a deadly poison in the dim light—was already being offered to her. After a moment’s hesitation, she accepted it and sipped cautiously. It was bitter at first taste but finished with unexpected sweetness. Leon rested his chin on the armrest of his chair, his eyes never leaving her face.


  “…It’s surprisingly good,” she remarked, fighting to keep her voice steady. “Can I get another?”


  Inwardly, she felt like weeping at the cruel twist of fate. What if I end up just getting drunk?


  When she boldly extended her empty glass, Leon’s eyes widened momentarily before he burst into warm laughter.


  “Don’t overindulge,” he warned as he refilled her glass with a measured pour.


  Just as she reluctantly brought the second glass to her lips, salvation arrived in the form of a knock at the door. Leon glanced up briefly before rising to answer it, and Veronica seized the precious opportunity to withdraw the glass vial from her sleeve with trembling fingers.


  Two drops fell silently into the wine. She quickly sealed the vial and concealed it once more. Now all that remained was to ensure Leon drank the enchanted wine, and her deception would be complete.


  “Something seems off.”


  Veronica froze at the voice from behind her, her fingers still hovering over Leon’s drink.


  Did he see? Am I caught? What excuse can I make?


  “Wittelsbach sent some wine.”


  While her heart hammered with anxiety, Leon placed a new bottle on the side table. Veronica screamed internally, panic rising in her throat.


  He sent me a bottle of drugged wine? Couldn’t he have given me a warning so we could coordinate?


  “That’s… wonderful!” she chirped with false brightness. “I’ll have the new one instead.”


  As she reached out with gritted teeth, Leon furrowed his brows, suspicion darkening his gaze.


  “You’re going to drink another whole bottle by yourself?”


  It did look suspicious, even to her.


  He stood beside her and placed his hand against her flushed cheek. The icy sensation of his touch made Veronica instinctively shrink away, her neck retreating like a turtle into its shell.


  “Your hands are like ice.”


  “No, it’s your face that’s burning after just one glass.”


  “That’s not it!” she protested.


  “Then what?”


  “Well…” Veronica hesitated, then seized upon an excuse. “I also blush when someone I care for is close to me.”


  She bit her lip hard, genuinely embarrassed by her own words. Feeling heat creep up her neck to her cheeks, she lowered her gaze and heard his husky mutter, “You’re driving me mad.”


  His hand, which covered half her face, felt deliciously cool against her burning skin.


  “Why are you being so adorable today?”


  “If I’m adorable, will you drink with me?” she asked, seizing the opportunity and immediately offering him the drugged wine. “I only wanted to drink it in the first place because you like it so much, and I like you, so I want to like what you like.”


  She knew she was rambling, but this time Leon didn’t refuse. He let out a low chuckle that sent shivers down her spine, then removed his hand from her face to take the glass. Perhaps she’d managed to confuse him with her overuse of the word “like.”


  Leon drained the glass in one fluid motion while looking directly into her eyes. Veronica watched with bated breath as the glass left his lips and his Adam’s apple bobbed rhythmically.


  He drank it. I did it.


  But the moment the glass was placed on the side table with a soft clink, her thoughts scattered like startled birds—because Leon suddenly tilted forward and claimed her lips with unexpected hunger. Her lips parted involuntarily, and his hot tongue slipped between them. The moist intertwining of their tongues tasted of sweet and bitter wine. The intimate pressing and explicit movement of his tongue against hers clearly mirrored what their bodies ached to do.


  Even when she gasped for breath, he gave only the briefest reprieve before capturing her lips again. Now she understood why excited men were compared to beasts—there was something primal and untamed in his touch that made her blood sing.


  The more she tried awkwardly to match his passion, the more his desire seemed to ignite. Her hands, which had been gripping the armrests as if they were the only things anchoring her to reality, twitched and lost strength when he began to caress her through the fabric of her dress.


  More, harder… no, stop.


  Leon swept the bewildered Veronica into his arms and carried her to the bed with effortless strength. Only when her back sank into the soft mattress did their lips part, leaving her gasping.


  She opened her unfocused eyes while desperately catching her breath, her chest heaving. Now Leon was fumbling with the decorative knot at her waist, his usually deft fingers clumsy with desire.


  “What kind of dress is this?” he growled in frustration.


  When she glanced down at his complaint, Veronica couldn’t help but burst into laughter despite the gravity of her deception. The fearsome former holy knight was frowning at a white ribbon with an utterly confounded expression.


  The ribbon that cinched the waistline of her dress was merely ornamental, so untying it would only make the skirt billow out. But Leon, who knew little about women’s clothing, couldn’t have known that.


  “If you want to undress me, you need to untie the laces on my back,” she explained.


  “Then why is there a ribbon here?”


  “Not all clothes are designed with practicality in mind, Sir Knight,” she teased.


  As she giggled and rolled over, Leon muttered a colorful curse. Remembering the intricate X-shaped lacing that ran down her spine, Veronica laughed so hard she could barely breathe. It was delightfully amusing to see a man who could slay monsters and command armies struggling helplessly before a thin piece of fabric. He could have simply torn it with his strength, really.


  “Perhaps this is divine intervention,” he sighed. “Thanks to this cursed dress, my sanity has returned.”


  When Leon finally surrendered and lay down beside her, Veronica turned to face him, still giggling.


  “You’re giving up?”


  “I’m not giving up. I just can’t—not right now.”


  “Has the mighty holy knight been defeated by the task of untying a few laces?”


  “No,” he muttered, rubbing his face with his hands while staring at the ceiling. “I told you, I’m too filthy right now.”


  His profile was sharp against the dim light.


  “As if the Bahamuts’ accursed blood wasn’t enough, I was in the sewers and digging through filth today. I must be mad to have even thought of touching you in this state.”


  His Adam’s apple bobbed as though he were suppressing the raging fire within himself. His eyes, fixed on the ceiling, had a smoldering look that created an atmosphere thick with unspoken desire. After watching him for a moment, Veronica playfully crawled across the bed and straddled him, just as he had done to her earlier.


  Leon gazed up at her with heat in his eyes. The man lying there with his disheveled hair was beautiful in a dangerous, decadent way. It was the first time she thought of that adjective—“beautiful”—to describe such a powerful, intimidating man. He was like a living flame—the kind that made you believe you’d gained invincibility just by being near its light.


  Veronica caressed him slowly, reverently, like a blind woman memorizing a beloved face. Her fingers traced his neat eyebrow ridge, his prominent nose bridge, the sharp angles of his cheeks, the sensitive shell of his ears, and the vulnerable hollow of his nape. She could feel his body tensing beneath her every time her fingertips brushed his skin, like a bowstring pulled taut. His breathing grew rough and ragged, then suddenly halted when her explorations reached his lower abdomen. Leon gripped the sheets with white knuckles, veins standing out prominently on his forearms.


  “Veronica,” he rasped.


  His voice, locked tight with restraint, called her name as if it were both prayer and curse.


  “Shall I recite the names of the Popes to cool you down?” Veronica asked playfully, her lips curving into a teasing smile.


  “I’m already doing that in my head,” he confessed. “Unless you get off me, even the first Pope’s sudden presence in the room wouldn’t be enough to cool me down.”


  “Then just push me off.”


  Leon furrowed his brow as if she’d suggested something utterly preposterous. Fearing his revenge if she tormented him further, Veronica relented and settled comfortably into his strong arms. She could feel his deep sigh of both relief and regret through their pressed bodies.


  “Your heart is thundering like war drums,” she whispered against his chest.


  “It always does,” he admitted, “when you’re within arm’s reach.”


  “Then perhaps it would be healthier for you to maintain your distance from me. Better for your self-control, too.”


  Suddenly, silence fell between them.


  As she cautiously raised her head to gauge his reaction, her world spun dizzyingly, and in an instant, she found herself pinned beneath him again, his powerful form caging her against the mattress.


  “Self-control?” he echoed. “If you knew how I spent the nights when you were gone, you wouldn’t speak of restraint anymore.”


  Leon looked down at her, his weight braced on one elbow, unfulfilled desire smoldering in his eyes.


  “How did you spend the nights?”


  “Do you really want to know?”


  A delicious chill raced down her spine as she met his intense gaze. As she hesitated, he tilted his head slightly, in a predatory movement.


  “Humans are creatures that know how to satisfy their hungers by themselves, when necessary,” he said, his voice like velvet over steel.


  Veronica inhaled sharply, her chest rising against his. It wasn’t difficult to understand his meaning—to realize what he had done in solitude, thinking of her. Their pressed bodies were communicating through layers of fabric what words could only hint at.


  “Your scent lingered on the bedding. I knew it was dishonorable, but…”


  His low voice was tender enough to melt her resistance, to almost make her forget her true purpose tonight.


  “Sin is only sin when committed with full knowledge of its nature, is it not?” he murmured against her ear.


  Oh.


  Veronica finally couldn’t take it anymore and gripped her skirts tightly, bunching the fabric in her fists. The low groans and rough breathing cascading from above made her body heat like metal in a forge. She understood now why he was usually so sensitive to sounds—the eardrum itself was an exquisite instrument of pleasure. The man who had abandoned his years of abstinence was more intoxicating than any demon tonight. As sensation built toward an unbearable peak, Veronica arched beneath him.


  “Ah!” A small, broken sound escaped her.


  A tingling sensation raced from her waist up to her nape like lightning seeking ground. Being drawn to an increasingly high precipice, when she finally reached the summit, an intense pleasure of freefall engulfed her entire being.


  She trembled in his arms, feeling a tempest of sensation. Even the heated words he whispered in her ears were stimulation too exquisite to endure.


  She felt something warm and liquid seeping through her, and in that moment of sweet powerlessness, Veronica panted with her eyes rimmed crimson. She twisted the sheets with her heels and shed tears of overwhelming pleasure. Nerves alight with satisfied desire unwound within her like gossamer threads in warm water. She felt like she might go insane. No, perhaps she had already lost her mind.


  She remembered the ancient legend that humans originally came from the vast, primordial sea, and thought, Perhaps that’s why we return to those tidal depths only when we become one with another soul.


  * * *


  “By the way, how did you recover the helmet?” she asked while lying languidly beside him, her body still humming with aftershocks of pleasure.


  The damp cloth in his hand brushed tenderly below her navel. Despite the water shortage plaguing the city, Leon insisted on using precious bottled water to cleanse her—even though the sleeping draught must be taking effect by now, making his movements increasingly sluggish.


  “I asked the woman who delivered your letter.”


  “Ah, Johanna’s handmaiden?”


  Leon nodded and set aside the cloth, his movements becoming less coordinated. Seeing him lie down immediately beside her, she noted how the powerful lines of his face were softening with encroaching sleep. In truth, Veronica had also spent an exhausting day, but knowing that tonight was their final hours together, any trace of sleepiness had long since vanished from her vigilant mind.


  “Am I permitted to feel jealous?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “You seem to bristle with jealousy when I so much as breathe near another man.”


  When she sighed dramatically, he managed a drowsy chuckle and pulled her into his arms.


  “Feel free to be jealous,” he murmured against her hair, “but save it for tomorrow morning.”


  “Tomorrow…?” she echoed, her heart constricting. “Why? Are you surrendering to sleep already?”


  “Mmm,” he confirmed, his eyelids growing heavier by the second.


  But for them, there would be no tomorrow. Whatever they did tonight—be it sharing wine, feeling jealousy, or making love—today was their final chapter together. Her throat tightened painfully, but Veronica obediently nodded against his chest. Tonight had to appear ordinary, like any other night they’d shared. It couldn’t seem suspicious or special in any way that might alert him to her plans.


  “Okay. I will,” she whispered.


  When Veronica fell silent, the world quickly descended into hushed stillness. Listening to the rhythmic breathing beside her ear, she quietly synchronized her own breath to his, treasuring these final moments.


  I should have died that day in the flames, but I’ve survived all this time because you lent me your breath. Now it’s time to return what I’ve taken.


  “Leon,” she whispered to the sleeping knight. “Thank you for saving me that day.”


  There was still nothing but the sound of his deep, even breathing.


  “You may not realize it, but I changed quite a lot since that day. For the first time in my life, I felt grateful to have been born. Now I understand how to help others, how to care for something beyond myself. Perhaps I truly was reborn from those ashes.”


  As expected, no answer came from the slumbering knight. In the profound silence of their final night, Veronica parted her lips to whisper her last confession—words that were solely for him, a confession that no other soul would ever hear.


  Her lips formed the words as crystalline tears sparkled in the moonlight before trailing down her cheeks.


  Having surrendered her heart completely, her soul felt hollow and empty. How did ordinary people endure this vast emptiness and still find the courage to face each dawn?


  * * *


  Whenever she stepped onto the stage to dance, she was reminded of the fact that life was something she had to face alone, in the end.


  Focus, Veronica, she’d tell herself, no one else can do this for you. They might be able to offer encouragement from the sidelines, but in the end, you alone must command your limbs and force your body to move with precision.


  That same crushing solitude enveloped her now as she faced what lay ahead.


  There was no escaping destiny’s call.


  “Sleep well until morning,” she whispered, “and dream of pleasant things.”


  Veronica prayed with clasped hands at Leon’s bedside before rising and taking the divine sword. Before quietly closing the door, she allowed herself one final glimpse through the narrow opening at the man who had fallen into a deep slumber for the first time in ages.


  With a practiced flick, she struck flint against steel to light a lamp and moved swiftly through the shadowed corridors and down the winding stairs. The chapel on the first floor glowed with candlelight, and four knights standing vigil raised their heads at the whisper of her footsteps. Veronica recognized one face among them and her lips parted in surprise.


  “Oscar?”


  The man, looking hauntingly gaunt compared to her memory, silently brought over the reins. The other knights stood at rigid attention, their eyes fixed forward as though she were invisible.


  “Your complexion… are you all right?” she asked, concerned.


  “I’ve received instructions from the vice commander,” he replied, his words clipped and cold. “I’ll escort you to the foot of the Blasen Mountains so you won’t be delayed leaving the city.”


  Veronica froze at his frigid tone. There was an unsettling aura emanating from the man as he secured the saddle—something that she couldn’t quite name. She recalled his silhouette on the stairs yesterday, rushing up the stairs to avoid her. Anxiety crept around her feet like tendrils of mist.


  Why is he avoiding my gaze? Why has his demeanor transformed so completely?


  “Oscar,” she murmured as he helped her mount the horse, immediately withdrawing his hands as though her touch burned him. “Did you… see?”


  Oscar froze, foot hovering above the stirrup, his body suddenly rigid as carved stone. She hadn’t even specified what he might have witnessed.


  He mounted behind her as if nothing had happened, but his body betrayed him—trembling like a leaf in autumn wind. His hands, white-knuckled on the reins, spoke volumes.


  In the eerie silence that followed, Veronica suddenly felt her mind go blank, a canvas wiped clean by horrific realization.


  He definitely saw it. Oscar witnessed the Pope’s corpse. Then the person who set the fire was…


  Just then, the cathedral door creaked open unexpectedly, letting in a sliver of dawn light, and the horse walked through with rhythmic hoofbeats. A bloodless whisper brushed past her ear.


  “He was my father.”


  There was a dull thud behind her—she couldn’t distinguish if it was the door closing or the sound of her heart plummeting to the stone below.


  “But I also know… that he wronged you,” Oscar continued, his voice hollow. “Probably that day as well.”


  Suddenly, the memory of that day crystallized in her mind: bumping into someone on the stairs, emerging to see black smoke billowing from the window, then Leon’s face—knowing, grim, unsurprised. What crucial piece had she missed that Leon had understood? What dark truth had driven a devout knight to commit the sacrilege of burning the Pope’s mortal remains?


  “I had no choice,” Oscar whispered. “I am… the only human still alive who heard your prophecy.”


  The dawn air caressed her face with icy fingers. Veronica gazed across the desolate plaza. The Bahamuts passing before them turned their heads one by one, sensing her presence. Black hair had begun to sprout on their inhuman forms, but they all still wore identical faces—empty and hungry. For now, at least.


  “The small sword shall be stolen,” Oscar recited, voice trembling.


  Veronica reflexively drew Genesis. The horse neighed fearfully and walked backward, hooves clattering against cobblestone.


  “The Bahamut bearing God’s blade shall lay waste to Karta and strip away its glory.” Oscar’s voice quavered like a plucked string. He continued in a barely audible whisper, “When one receives the position of Pope, all earthly ties are severed, and one inherits the divine surname. Do you know what that surname is?”


  A shiver of dread slithered down her spine like ice water. In the next heartbeat, Veronica’s eyes widened as the terrible truth dawned on her.


  “It’s Karta,” Oscar breathed. “The full name of His Holiness the 222nd Pope, who departed this world two days ago, was Julio von Karta.”


  The Bahamut bearing God’s blade shall lay waste to Karta and strip away its glory.


  Goosebumps spread like creeping frost from the nape of her neck across her entire body.


  The Karta to be destroyed might not have been the name of the city, but the Pope himself. If so, the Bahamut wielding the divine sword was… herself.


  A Bahamut lunged at her from mere feet away. With one swift motion, she cleaved its head from its body with a sickening sound.


  Oscar whispered from behind in a voice barely above a breath, “I know that God sent you. Go. Go and fulfill the divine will.”


  With those final words, Oscar spurred the horse forward, and Veronica cut down every Bahamut that blocked her path, Genesis singing through the air with each swing.


  Feverish dizziness from her sleepless night clouded her mind, her vision swimming with unshed tears. But she knew that the moisture streaming down her cheeks came from a profound sense of loss. She’d just realized that she’d lost the first friend she’d made in Karta.


  * * *


  Leon trudged through the pristine snow, each footfall breaking the untouched white surface, until he stopped before a splash of crimson. The camellia in full bloom against the snow-covered branch was breathtakingly beautiful.


  At first glance, it resembled Veronica—vibrant, resilient, impossibly lovely against the stark landscape. As he turned to share this thought, she approached and tilted her head upward, her face illuminated by the winter light. Her breath formed delicate clouds that rose like incense before dissolving into nothingness.


  She didn’t speak, but her eyes lingered on the blossom with unmistakable longing. The branch hung too high for her reach. Leon suddenly realized he had never once given her flowers and impulsively stretched out his arm. As he awkwardly broke off a branch bearing two perfect blooms and held it out to her, her crimson eyes widened with wonder. Veronica accepted his offering with reverent hands.


  Then blood dripped onto the red camellia petals.


  At first, the crimson droplets were indistinguishable from the flower’s natural hue, but they spread with horrifying speed, staining even the verdant leaves until they turned black as pitch. Frozen in place, Leon slowly raised his gaze toward Veronica, dread pooling in his stomach. The moment their eyes met, a horizontal line appeared across her delicate throat, and blood cascaded forth in a gruesome waterfall. Like the camellia she held, she seemed about to fall whole from her stem.


  He lunged forward, desperate fingers reaching out to catch her, but it was already too late.


  The sound of someone banging on his door woke him up.


  Leon’s eyes flew open, his heart hammering against his ribs, but the vicious headache pounding behind his temples kept him immobile for several agonizing moments. The door shuddered again under insistent knocking, and then, unable to wait any longer, it was thrown open with a crash.


  “Enemy attack, sir! Bahamuts at the gates!”


  Leon grimaced as he forced himself upright, then froze as his palm encountered the cold, empty space beside him. His gaze, which had been fixed on the rumpled sheets, eventually moved to where Genesis should have been resting. Seeing the vacant spot, he slowly opened his mouth, dread coiling in his gut.


  “Where is she?”


  “…Pardon, sir?”


  “The woman who was with me in this room—where is she?”


  The knight at the doorway wore an expression of complete bewilderment. His face asked why Leon would direct such a question at him, since Leon himself should know best. Confronted with that innocent confusion, Leon felt a wave of helplessness crash over him. He seized the sword propped beside the bed and rose to his feet. Without bothering to don his armor, he shouldered past the soldier and strode into the corridor. The stairway echoed with the clamor of weapons and shouted commands. The troops were divided between the roof and the first floor, preparing for battle.


  Leon assessed the situation with a mask of indifference and descended the stairs. His eyes scanned his surroundings relentlessly, searching for the one person who should be there but wasn’t. Anxiety and urgency consumed him like a bottomless void.


  “Sir Berg,” came a familiar voice. “Where do you think you’re going without your armor?”


  Leon’s determined stride halted abruptly. He slowly turned toward Philip, his darkened eyes emitting an intimidating crimson glow.


  “Approximately one hundred Bahamuts have completely surrounded the cathedral,” Philip continued, unmoved by Leon’s murderous gaze. “Pull yourself together and remember your duty. Your place is at the front line.”


  Their unflinching gazes clashed like swords in midair. Leon pivoted and stalked toward Philip, recalling with crystal clarity how he had fallen into unnatural slumber. Philip had sent him a bottle of wine, and the woman had urged him to drink it despite his refusal. Then, overwhelming drowsiness had claimed him despite his chronic insomnia.


  Most nobles carried certain potions for an honorable death—or to deliver one. A cold, dangerous smile curved Leon’s lips.


  “Where have you hidden her?” he growled.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Answer me straight before I snap your neck,” Leon snarled, all pretense of civility abandoned. “You know exactly what I’m asking.”


  His voice, cracked with emotion yet chillingly controlled, carried no warmth whatsoever. It was obvious that Leon was teetering on the precipice of violence.


  I just got her back again after all this time. I can’t—won’t—lose her again. This time, I swear by all that’s holy—


  “She left of her own accord,” Philip interrupted his thoughts. “No one sent her away or forced her hand. She left your side by her own choice, Sir Berg.”


  “…Lies.”


  “She specifically asked me to ensure that you wouldn’t follow her when you awakened. Those were her exact words.”


  Leon’s expression hardened to stone. His features contorted in disbelief and dawning horror.


  Grabbing Philip by the collar, he muttered in a flat voice, “She’s not the type to venture alone into the wilderness. She wouldn’t leave without—”


  “Ah, but she’s not alone,” Philip interjected. “Since she confessed she couldn’t ride a horse properly, I provided an escort. Oscar Berg—do you know him? He was the one who helped her escape from prison. He’s so devout that he later came for confession about that incident, burdened by his conscience.”


  At the mention of Oscar’s name, the strength gradually drained from Leon’s grip. Philip shook off his slackened arm and turned without farewell toward a knight who happened to be seeking his attention. Leon remained rooted to the spot, abandoned once more.


  Again.


  He was a child left weeping at the fountain again—or a lone knight who survived the desert’s merciless embrace.


  



  “You’re desperate for affection, aren’t you?”


  



  The ghost of a memory whispered in his ear, taunting him with his own cruel words. The blade he had once plunged into her heart had somehow found its way back, piercing his own chest with unerring accuracy.


  



  “If you’re going to poison me someday, slip it into my wine. So I won’t know death is coming for me.”


  



  This was the price of his unforgivable sin. He was being punished for sacrificing another soul for the good of the many. He’d always known that he would descend into hell’s embrace alone.


  



  “I want to be by your side.”


  “Did you know? They say the people you meet at the end of your life become family.”


  “I’m not going anywhere, Leon. I’ll remain in Karta until the very end.”


  



  “I fabricated that story to make you feel closer to me. Humans are naturally drawn to shared suffering.”


  



  Leon clutched his head as if to block out the cacophony of memories, crumbling before fate’s violent assault. Paradoxically, from below echoed the battle cries meant to bolster courage, the cathedral walls reverberating with fervent shouts:


  “Sons of God! Fight with righteous fury! Sons of God! Advance with unwavering courage! Sons of God! Cross the valley of death and emerge victorious!”


  * * *


  Sweat beaded on Veronica’s forehead. Bahamuts were multiplying in front of and behind them. By the time they reached the desolate outskirts, red eyes surrounded them in every direction. Honestly, she was relieved that they had brought Oscar’s horse rather than Night Star and felt a faint disgust at her own selfishness.


  Just then, one of the Bahamuts following close behind seized the horse’s tail. The poor beast convulsed wildly, throwing both riders violently to the ground. Had Oscar, seated behind her, not instinctively wrapped his arms around her and rolled, she might have been gravely injured.


  In her spinning vision, Veronica smelled blood and soil.


  “Oscar!”


  The vibrations in the air rippled outward like waves, causing the skulls and innards of the encroaching Bahamuts to explode. Having overexerted her power, Veronica crawled toward Oscar with blood trickling from her nose.


  Oscar’s chest heaved with labored breaths. The moment he saw her, he murmured, “Leave me behind.”


  “What? What are you saying?”


  “Without me, they won’t pursue you.”


  That was certainly true. They treated Veronica as one of their own. But…


  “Don’t talk nonsense. What kind of person abandons a friend to save themselves?”


  Veronica shook her head fiercely.


  A vein pulsed at Oscar’s temple as he gazed up at her. His green eyes, like a rain-soaked forest, glistened with sadness. Veronica felt angry at Oscar for acting like a knight with a sacred mission.


  It’s enough that I’m sacrificing myself for the greater good, she thought.


  “Then what kind of person murders her friend’s father?” Oscar spat the words like venom. As the light visibly dimmed in Veronica’s eyes, he turned his face away from her. “We were never friends. You are nothing but Sir Berg’s mistake—no more, no less.”


  Veronica didn’t know what to say.


  Oscar continued, “You corrupted the knight I revered, uttered that accursed prophecy, and now you’ve slain my father.”


  Each accusation burned like an arrow piercing her heart. Veronica clawed at the ground beneath her fingers. Wet soil gathered under her nails as she gouged deep furrows.


  “…Then why would you sacrifice yourself for someone like me?”


  “Because you were chosen by God. Even if others don’t know it, my soul—which heard that prophecy—knows the truth.”


  Having said this, Oscar squeezed his eyes shut.


  It wasn’t from pain—that much was clear. He just didn’t want to reveal what lay within. They said eyes were the windows to one’s soul, and people could read each other like books just by looking into each other’s eyes. In other words, Oscar didn’t want her to discover his true feelings.


  Staring down at his resolute face, Veronica’s shoulders trembled as a surge of hot emotion welled up inside her. She couldn’t name this feeling—this mixture of half-indignation and half sorrow.


  “Please don’t do this…” she desperately pleaded. “Don’t say we weren’t friends. You apologized to me with such sincerity. Those evenings I spent with you and Hannah—they were precious moments I would trade for nothing in this world. It was you two who gave me the will to live then, not Leon.”


  Tears streamed down her face. The surrounding area had already become a wasteland of Bahamut remains. They were adrift in the middle of a sea of blood. A trickle of blood escaped from Veronica’s mouth, evidence of her overexertion.


  “Don’t die. Please. About His Holiness… I didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


  She hung her head and apologized frantically—not just to Oscar, but to the slain Pope, to Benjamin, to the bandit in the wilderness. Though they had wronged her, she had never wished death upon them.


  A single transparent tear traced its way down Oscar’s cheek. Just as his trembling lips parted to speak, his helpless body was suddenly dragged downward and disappeared. It happened so quickly that Veronica could only gape, unable to move a finger. She watched, dumbstruck, as the man was dragged away on his back. A nearby Bahamut had seized his ankle, pulling him and throwing him into the center of the horde.


  No. No. This can’t be happening.


  She tried desperately to control the air around them, but it wouldn’t obey her will. As the landscape wavered, Veronica felt extreme nausea and retched while bracing herself against the ground. She had pushed herself too far. But Oscar. Oscar is—


  The Bahamuts swarmed like ants, tearing at their helplessly captured prey. The horrific sight drained what little strength Veronica had left, and she collapsed.


  Each time she struggled to rise, another Bahamut knocked her aside. Sprawled painfully on the ground, her body wracked with tremors, Veronica screamed with all her might. “Please… stop! Let him go! I command you to release him!”


  But her voice, having lost its divine power, had no effect on the creatures. Though these monsters had even devoured the horse, they didn’t spare a glance at Veronica—their corrupted kin. Her pleas were merely human screams—ephemeral sounds that vanished without a trace in the blink of an eye.


  * * *


  The sounds grew distant. In the depths of his darkening vision, Oscar recalled the past. The first memory that surfaced was of himself hiding behind a monastery pillar, secretly watching an investiture ceremony. A red-haired man in white armor knelt before the Pope.


  It was Leon Berg. In those days, he had been Oscar’s idol. No, to be more precise, he had been the pride of all the Bergs.


  The fact that a child born without God’s blessing was acknowledged as a son of God had a profound impact on people’s perceptions—so much so that even a lonely boy who lived like a ghost in the monastery briefly received attention.


  “Hey, is it true that Bergs are born with more holy power?”


  Faced with such questions from noble boys, Oscar would fidget uncomfortably, embarrassed by his undeserved name, which meant “Spear of God.” The man standing proudly in snow-white armor, confidently wielding the divine sword, embodied everything Oscar dreamed of becoming.


  “I’m your goal? Me?”


  At eighteen, he’d had the honor of meeting Leon face to face. The knight Oscar had served at that time, had been a viscount named Louis who was quite close to Leon. Oscar could still clearly hear Louis saying, “This lad has set his sights on becoming like you, Vice Commander,” as he put his arm around Oscar’s shoulder. Wine glass in hand, Leon had surveyed the nervous Oscar with curious eyes, though what he’d said after that had faded from memory. All Oscar could clearly recall was a thoroughly intoxicated Heinz Kraus snickering beside them.


  “Listen, reconsider your path. The life of a vice commander isn’t one I’d recommend. Don’t blindly follow in his footsteps only to find yourself at a dead end and resenting him later.”


  In retrospect, perhaps those words had been a divine warning clothed in human speech—a premonition that following Leon’s path would lead only to hardship.


  



  “Tonight, I’ll offer prayers in your defense.”


  



  If the eighteen-year-old Oscar had been saved by Leon, then the twenty-three-year-old Oscar had been saved by Veronica. This woman—who wasn’t even human at that point—had spoken the very words his soul had longed to hear.


  



  “I’ll tell God that you were the most godly knight I’ve ever met.”


  



  It wasn’t love he felt for her. It was something much weaker than love, something closer to affection.


  If love were like torrential rain, then his feelings were less than a light drizzle.


  Even in attempting to fill the void in his heart, Oscar had followed in Leon’s shadow—only much more clumsily. Therein lay the tragedy: those who forever chased another’s footsteps could never forge their own path ahead.


  Oscar, ever obedient to God and the Pope, had always maintained a certain wariness toward Veronica. She was a Bahamut, and Oscar couldn’t betray the Pope. He forever felt indebted to the Father who had taken him in at a later age. He had obeyed without question even the unreasonable command to remain at the Papal Office during the war. For reasons Oscar could never fathom, the Pope had shown special affection for him despite his humble origins.


  Those days had been both blessed and torturous. Whenever news had reached him of fallen knights, he would cover his ears, drowning in self-loathing. The melancholy boy who had grown up in the monastery’s shadow couldn’t escape that darkness even as a man. Sometimes he resented his father for keeping him tethered close. Then, consumed by guilt for harboring such hatred, he would offer prayers of repentance.


  After each prayer of contrition, he would redouble his loyalty, sink deeper into self-hatred—a vicious cycle. In his confusion, Oscar had finally prostrated himself before the Divine, begging for guidance. Show me the righteous path, O Lord. Reveal to me Your sacred will.


  After his prayer, he had collided with Veronica while ascending the stairs. She had fled from him as though possessed, and when Oscar had reached the papal chamber, he’d understood why.


  Beside the Pope, whose skull had been split by an executioner’s axe, cowered the massive executioners themselves, trembling in the corner like frightened children despite their size.


  He learned what had happened from them. It was brutally simple: Veronica had slain the Pope. But why?


  In the midst of his shock, Oscar’s mind had achieved an unnatural clarity. His gaze fell upon a book that lay where the Pope’s lifeless eyes stared. Its title was The History of Karta.


  The revelation had struck him like a hammer. Reading the first page, Oscar knew with absolute certainty that this was the answer to his desperate prayer.


  He slew the executioners without hesitation and set the three corpses ablaze. With a cracked voice, he recited the consecration prayer. Though the act brought him anguish, Oscar felt no regret as he walked away from the Papal Office. For the first time in his life, he had made a choice that was truly his own—free from Leon’s shadow or the Pope’s influence.


  Oscar had become wholly himself, had become the Spear of God, and protected his beliefs. That was enough. Perhaps being dragged away by the Bahamuts before he could speak his final words was God’s mercy, too.


  He had nearly confessed the feelings that would have been a sin against heaven, even if it was a pale imitation of real love. She was, after all, the one who had slain the man he called father.


  Oscar died, embraced by God’s grace. The final vision in his fading consciousness was of a cozy home in the evening—there was a limping man, a pregnant woman, and a pale woman so fragile he wanted to protect her. They were all laughing together. It was warm.


  * * *


  Veronica knelt before the pitiful corpse, her tears flowing freely for what felt like hours. Only when the salt tracks had dried on her cheeks did she find the strength to rise and stagger forward on unsteady legs.


  Her mind drifted through a fog of grief. No coherent thoughts penetrated the haze. Massive shadows passed overhead as Bahamuts moved by, casting momentary darkness before vanishing again. The creatures streamed toward the city center, making Veronica feel like a lone salmon fighting hopelessly against the current.


  They probably see me as nothing but a failed specimen. Some bizarre mutation that didn’t quite take.


  Occasionally, one would turn its massive head to study her, nostrils flaring as it sampled her scent, but none pursued her. For whatever unknowable reason, the Bahamuts showed no interest in attacking her.


  Veronica trudged toward the collapsed mountain alone. When Philip had questioned her destination, she’d told him that the First Bahamut would likely be found somewhere in the Blasen Mountains.


  I’ll probably get hopelessly lost, but what choice do I have?


  “Ah!”


  Her momentary lapse in concentration ended with her foot catching on debris, sending her sprawling. Genesis clattered across the stone as her knees struck the unforgiving ground. Veronica bit back a cry as she examined her torn skin where blood seeped through. Yet more painful than her physical wounds was the memory that surfaced unbidden, bringing with it a voice that hurt to remember.


  



  “With how frequently you twist these ankles of yours, I’m genuinely mystified at how you ever managed to dance on stage.”


  



  She held her breath until Leon’s memory passed, like a diver submerged beneath dark waters. Instinct warned her that breathing in these memories now would only tear open wounds barely beginning to heal.


  I can’t move forward if I keep looking back. I need to become stronger. I need to rise again, no matter how many times I fall.


  Veronica clenched her trembling hand into a fist, then deliberately relaxed it before raising her head. Before her loomed the mountain, half-shattered yet still majestic, its jagged peaks reaching toward the heavens.


  It stood against the sky as if challenging her—or perhaps encouraging her onward.


  A solitary hawk soared toward those distant peaks. As her eyes tracked the bird’s flight, a strange scraping sound drew her attention downward. Looking at the fallen sword, Veronica couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. Had Genesis just… moved on its own?


  “Impossible…”


  The divine blade’s tip caught the sunlight, sending a dazzling reflection dancing across the rubble. After a moment’s hesitation, Veronica grasped the hilt and deliberately placed the sword, pointing in the opposite direction. Nothing happened.


  She exhaled a shaky breath, feeling both relief and disappointment mingling in her chest. But a heartbeat later, the divine sword suddenly spun with a metallic scrape, its blade once again pointing toward the mountain’s heart.


  A chill crawled down her spine.


  There was no mistaking the sword’s intent. Veronica carefully lifted Genesis, her fingers tightening around its ancient hilt. The direction it indicated was almost certainly the epicenter of the devastating landslide. It was a treacherous path through dizzying rocky valleys and sheer cliff faces—certainly no journey for someone with an injured leg. Veronica understood this logically.


  Logically.


  As she struggled to her feet, a single crimson droplet traced a path down her pale leg. Drawing a steadying breath, Veronica began to walk with a pronounced limp.


  * * *


  She must have walked for at least half a day, from when the sun hung in the eastern sky until it disappeared behind the mountain’s jagged silhouette.


  Her throat burned with thirst, and as expected, the path grew increasingly treacherous with each passing hour. Several times her leg became trapped between massive boulders, and any momentary lapse in concentration resulted in a dangerous misstep. Each time, she wiped away the stinging sweat and forced herself upright again, refusing to surrender.


  As she climbed higher into the mountain’s embrace, the Bahamuts grew scarcer. The reason was obvious—as creatures larger than humans, they would naturally avoid such perilous terrain.


  “…Is that the only way to get there?”


  Veronica stared helplessly at the sheer cliff face before her. Genesis rattled insistently in her loose grip, continuing to point toward that impossible path.


  The thunder of rushing water echoed from the dizzying depths below, and the treacherous cliff seemed better suited for mountain goats than for a wounded woman. Nothing resembling a proper path existed. One misstep meant certain death. Her reluctance disguised itself as a desperate longing for rest.


  But if I rest now, will I be able to find the strength to continue afterward?


  Looking down at her trembling legs, Veronica made a cold assessment and bit her lip until she tasted copper. Thinking of those who might still be alive—who might still be saved—she summoned reserves of strength she didn’t know she possessed.


  She secured Genesis firmly at her waist and dusted her palms with a determined clap. Finding a narrow ledge along the cliff face, she carefully tested it with her weight before committing herself to the path. Her breath caught in her throat, every muscle coiled with tension.


  Moving sideways like a crab along the rock face, small avalanches of pebbles tumbled into the abyss with each tentative step. The mountain wind tore at her, making her hair and tattered skirt flutter wildly. With each gust, she paused to steady her breathing. She deliberately avoided looking into the chasm below. Beads of sweat, stained crimson by the dying sun, trickled into her eyes.


  She had just one more agonizing step left until she reached a small ledge where she might rest for a moment. Her hair clung annoyingly to her dry lips.


  But just as she concentrated and stretched her legs wide to bridge the gap, a sickening crack echoed through the valley like death’s whisper.


  Veronica instinctively looked down—a fatal mistake. She should have looked up instead.


  A cascade of rocks tumbled down in a deadly avalanche from above her head. She released her handhold to shield her head, instantly destroying her precarious balance. Her body tilted backward into empty space, the world spinning around her as she fell. A scream tore from her throat.


  No!


  * * *


  The battle that had begun at dawn’s first light still raged as dusk painted the sky in shades of blood and ash.


  “The cathedral doors are breaking through!” a knight shouted, panic edging his voice.


  “What in the blazes is happening upstairs?”


  “The creatures have scaled the outer walls and reached the roof! The vice commander is still up there, sir!”


  “Damnation! Then summon whatever forces remain in the crypt! Bring horses as bait if you have to—anything to draw them away!” the commanding knight barked from behind a hastily constructed barricade of church pews.


  The response to his order came not from his subordinates but from the massive cathedral doors themselves. With a sound like the death cry of some ancient beast, the wood splintered, and a gaping hole appeared in the center where angels had once been lovingly carved. Even the commanding knight fell silent, his frantic shouts dying in his throat as every eye turned toward the jagged breach. As a massive inhuman eye peered through that gap into the sacred chapel, a fluttering black cloak swept across the knights’ field of vision.


  The knights crouching behind their makeshift fortress watched in stunned silence as a solitary figure stepped up onto the pews, his back to them as he faced the breach.


  “Everyone, retreat to the crypt,” the black-cloaked man commanded. For a heartbeat, the entire cathedral seemed frozen in time—until Leon Berg glanced over his shoulder.


  “Or would you prefer to die like dogs without even putting up a proper defense?”


  A kaleidoscope of emotions flashed across the commanding knight’s face—joy, relief, courage, determination, and above all, a spark of hope where there had been none.


  Leon Berg, the legendary Bahamut Hunter whom they had assumed was fighting on the upper levels, stood before them now. The divine knight who had single-handedly defended the eastern wall and survived encounters that had claimed dozens of other holy warriors had come to help them.


  “You heard Sir Berg!” the commander shouted, newfound strength in his voice. “Leave the first floor to him and fall back to the crypt!”


  Fortunately, his decision was swifter than the monstrous arm now reaching through the shattered door. While the emaciated limb—skin stretched tight over inhuman bone—tore violently at the remaining wood, the knights retreated with practiced discipline.


  Leon’s voice cut through the chaos, stopping a blond knight in his tracks.


  “Joachim, that’s your name, isn’t it?”


  Startled by the unexpected recognition, Joachim froze mid-step, unable to confirm or deny. Veronica had mentioned telling Leon about him, but to be directly addressed by the legendary Bahamut Hunter himself left him momentarily speechless. Most knights only ever remembered his family name, Kaisenmier, if they bothered to remember him at all.


  “I need a favor,” Leon continued. “Go upstairs and tell that stubborn vice commander to abandon his pride and give up on securing the ground floor. The crypt, with its walls of stone and steel, can sustain the survivors for weeks if properly sealed. No scent or sound escapes those chambers.”


  By the time Leon finished speaking, the cathedral door had been completely torn away, flooding the sacred space with the bloody light of sunset. Leon’s face, illuminated by that dying glow, was hollow—a mask belonging to a man who had lost everything that gave life meaning. Joachim stared transfixed at that empty visage.


  “Ah, and I nearly forgot,” Leon added, almost as an afterthought. “Thank you for trying to make my final moments comfortable, Sir Kaisenmier.”


  His tone was casual, almost dismissive, yet those simple words struck Joachim like a physical blow. He stood rooted to the spot, unable to move, like a deer caught in a hunter’s sights.


  Had the commander not bellowed for him to move, Joachim might have remained frozen there indefinitely. Overwhelmed by a surge of emotion he couldn’t name, he finally turned and raced up the stone stairs, Leon’s words burning in his mind.


  Meanwhile, Leon raised his blade without emotion as he listened to the retreating footsteps echo through the cathedral. The divine sword in his hand felt strangely rebellious today, vibrating with an energy he’d never felt before, but he no longer possessed the capacity to care. He had lost the ability to feel anything at all. His nerves had been scraped raw during his frantic search through every corner of the Grand Cathedral, unable to trust Philip’s word.


  Veronica wasn’t by his side. She was gone.


  That single, devastating truth had transformed his existence into something hollow and worthless. Death held no terror for him now. His heart beat only from habit, not purpose.


  When the Bahamut that had been slowly advancing finally launched itself toward him, Leon swung his sword in a perfect arc, without hesitation or fear.


  A blinding beam of light sliced through the air, cleaving the chapel and the creature in half. With a sickening sound, quivering flesh and glistening entrails spilled across the consecrated floor in grotesque heaps. A piercing scream—too human to come from a monster, too monstrous to come from a human—echoed through the sacred space. Even at this abomination of sound, Leon didn’t so much as flinch.


  It was hardly surprising that a Bahamut in the process of acquiring a human form would gain a voice. He simply continued his deadly dance—slash, pivot, thrust, repeat—with mechanical precision.


  In this trance-like state of combat, his thoughts drifted to Veronica—how far she might have traveled by now, whether she had reached the wilderness beyond the mountains, and if—in quiet moments—she ever thought of him.


  He could understand why she fled, though. In his current state of madness and obsession, he found himself wanting to abandon his sworn brothers to chase after her fading trail—that was, if he somehow survived this onslaught first. He was like a helpless cub stubbornly searching for its mother even after being abandoned to fate.


  But perhaps it was already too late.


  Leon recognized the fury consuming him, a sign of an oncoming rampage. Flames burn most brilliantly in the moment before they’re extinguished forever. He would die here, alone among monsters. He would never again see her smile, never feel her touch. The realization tore through his chest as if his heart were physically splitting open, bleeding out into the hollow cavity where his soul had once resided. His breath vanished as surely as if a hangman’s rope had tightened around his neck.


  You must have felt this same crushing emptiness as you lay curled up alone in the darkness, waiting for me to return, he thought. I wanted to die in your arms, Veronica. I dared to dream of such a gentle end, even knowing I deserved no such mercy.


  * * *


  Leon’s relentless swings finally stilled only when there was a thunderous rumble that seemed to shake the very foundations of the earth. He flicked blood from his divine blade and surveyed the makeshift barricade beneath his feet before lifting his gaze to the ceiling, where dust and debris rained down like snow.


  Something ominous hung in the air. The moment this realization struck him, an outraged voice bellowed from behind.


  “If you don’t want to die, get down from there this instant! You seem desperate to throw your life away. Just because you’ve abandoned the Knight Order doesn’t mean you can act without consulting your brothers.”


  Leon turned to find Philip and several senior knights standing there. His eyes narrowed as he assessed them.


  “What are you still doing here?”


  Instead of answering, Philip signaled to his knights with a sharp gesture. They clutched ceramic vessels with both hands, hurling them at the Bahamuts lurking beyond the pews. The jars shattered on impact, spraying black liquid in all directions. Leon spotted the danger and leapt down just as archers on the stairs drew their flaming bowstrings taut. They must have been alchemical fire bombs.


  The explosion rocked the sacred foundation, unleashing billowing clouds of acrid smoke.


  Leon finally understood the meaning behind the cascading explosions from the upper floors. The vice commander of the Holy Knight Order—the sanctimonious legalist Philip von Wittelsbach—had actually dared to orchestrate the destruction of God’s own sanctuary. A bitter laugh escaped Leon’s throat. He wiped the blood trickling from his mouth and flashed a predatory grin through the smoke.


  “Wittelsbach. Next time you want me to retreat, perhaps word it more strongly. I nearly met my maker just now.”


  The chaos surely drowned out his words, yet Philip seemed to catch his name, at the very least.


  “It appears you’ve finally given up on calling me ‘Vice Commander.’”


  “It’s your fault. Since you won’t stop addressing me so formally, it just makes me feel ridiculous to keep treating you as a superior officer.”


  A ghost of a smile flickered across Philip’s features after their brief exchange.


  But soon, the knights glanced at the spiderwebbing cracks spreading across the vaulted ceiling before turning as one and rushing toward the stone staircase. Thanks to Philip’s zealous destruction from the roof downward, the ceiling was collapsing methodically, layer by layer. Fractures raced through the ancient pillars, accompanied by ear-splitting crashes. The grand organ pipes released a haunting melody, like the death throes of the sacred space itself.


  Leon periodically whirled to cleave through the Bahamuts that pursued them with unnatural determination. One particularly persistent beast followed him all the way to the stairs, nimbly avoiding the raining debris. While the knights who had already descended waited anxiously by the massive stone door, Leon halted midway down the staircase.


  “Sir Berg!”


  Leon knew he had to finish the monster here or suffer the consequences later.


  “Damn it, they’re going to reach us here any moment! Why aren’t we sealing the door?”


  “Just wait a moment longer! There’s still someone who hasn’t made it inside!”


  The desperate shouts of his companions echoed behind him, but Leon had already shut them out, channeling every fragment of his attention forward. The charging Bahamut lunged for him, skeletal fingers outstretched. In a heartbeat, Apocalypse flashed with divine brilliance twice.


  The creature’s arm and head were severed cleanly, flying in opposite directions. With a thunderous crash, the remaining passage was completely buried beneath an avalanche of stone.


  * * *


  No!


  Veronica plummeted through the empty air, her terrified scream scattering into the wind.


  As her body hung suspended for one terrible moment, raw terror crystallized into reality. I’m going to die. I’m falling to my death. After all my determination to reach this place… I don’t want to die like this!


  A violent jerk arrested her fall, leaving her dangling precariously above the abyss. The mountain winds whipped around her as she forced her eyes open—suspended between heaven and earth.


  Her tattered dress had snagged on a gnarled tree clinging to the cliff face. Twisting her head, she glimpsed the dizzying drop below that promised certain death. As she hung there, the sickening sound of fabric tearing thundered in her ears. Just before the dress could tear completely, survival instinct took over, and she lunged for a nearby branch, her fingers closing around rough bark.


  She had thought herself exhausted beyond measure, but with death’s breath upon her face, strength surged from somewhere primal within her. She climbed with frantic determination, every muscle screaming in protest. By some mercy, a large cave opening yawned above the twisted tree. Veronica, who had barely managed to hook her trembling legs over the edge, gasped for breath before summoning her final reserves to drag herself into the cave.


  She collapsed in an ungraceful heap, limbs splayed, chest heaving.


  “I nearly… died just now,” she murmured, panting hard.


  As those words left her lips, the absurdity struck her like a slap.


  How utterly ridiculous—I came here seeking death, yet now I’m relieved to have escaped it.


  Veronica lay motionless for a while, drained of all energy. She watched the rose-tinted twilight deepen into sapphire, turning her head just enough to witness the transformation.


  What is Leon doing right now? Has he found proper food instead of that wretched oat porridge? Or is he sitting alone, cursing me for abandoning him?


  As these thoughts drifted through her mind, the sweat cooling on her skin sent a shiver through her body. Veronica slowly pulled herself upright.


  Night would claim the mountains soon. She might have no choice but to shelter here until dawn.


  She peeled off her ruined dress, standing only in her chemise as she unsheathed Genesis. She wondered how the divine blade would move to point upward.


  But to her surprise, the gently vibrating sword pointed directly into the darkness of the cave.


  Veronica stared at the cave entrance, which resembled nothing so much as the maw of some ancient beast, her eyes wide with apprehension. Impenetrable darkness stretched before her, with only the mournful howling of wind echoing from within. She shuddered at the consuming darkness that seemed to promise no return, and a sudden gust from behind sent her hair dancing around her shoulders. Yet Genesis remained fixed, its blade pointing unwavering into the abyss.


  “I suppose there’s no other way, then,” she muttered to herself, heaving a resigned sigh before squaring her shoulders.


  The mountain air bit at her exposed skin. Suppressing another shiver, Veronica clutched the sacred sword and began her descent into mystery, tapping the blade before her like a blind woman’s cane, each metallic click echoing into the unknown.


  Time lost all meaning in the darkness.


  The cave system was vast beyond imagining, her footsteps echoing into distances she couldn’t fathom. Her sense of time dissolved completely, with only the occasional moonlight piercing through ceiling fissures suggesting that night had claimed the world above.


  “How strange…”


  Veronica, moving as if in a trance, halted where a perfect circle of silvery moonlight pooled on the stone floor.


  A powerful sense of déjà vu washed over her, as if she had witnessed this exact scene before. More precisely… as if Genesis belonged right here, in this moonlit circle.


  When she placed the divine blade in the center of the silvery pool, fragmented visions flashed through her mind.


  The visions were of a Bahamut sprawled before her, its eerie mimicry of her movements—as well as the gleam of the divine sword entering her vision, and the memory of her fingers closing around its hilt.


  Just as goosebumps rippled across her flesh, a distinct splash echoed from nearby. Startled, Veronica snatched up the sword, her knuckles white around the hilt.


  Her heart hammered against her ribs as realization crashed over her.


  This is it. The First Bahamut is here.


  The rockfall that had nearly claimed her life and the miraculous snag of her dress—perhaps these were not mere coincidences, after all.


  Her body trembled, but her mind felt clear. Holding her breath, Veronica crept toward the source of the watery sounds.


  In a vast, luminescent azure lake, a humanoid figure glided through the waters with unnatural grace. It didn’t look like a monstrous Bahamut—it was unmistakably human in appearance.


  Who is this? A captive? No, even if that were true, why would they swim so freely in these waters?


  “Excuse me,” she called out, her voice echoing across the lake. “What are you doing there?”


  After waiting with no response, she called out again. The figure in the center of the lake regarded her briefly before slipping beneath the surface. Initially, Veronica waited patiently, but when the swimmer failed to resurface long past what any human could endure, tendrils of worry coiled around her heart.


  She cautiously approached the edge where the water lapped against the stone and tentatively dipped her foot into the water. In that instant, the surface erupted, and a woman’s head emerged mere inches from her feet. A scream tore from Veronica’s throat.


  She stood paralyzed, unable to move a single muscle.


  I understand now the true meaning of being frozen with terror—when you’re so utterly horrified that your lungs forget to breathe, and your heart forgets to beat.


  This was exactly her state as she beheld the naked woman rising before her.


  The creature wore human form, female without question.


  “This… can’t be…”


  The face grinning up at her was her own.


  “No…”


  With lightning speed, the doppelganger lunged forward, seizing Veronica’s ankles and dragging her violently into the depths. Plunging into the frigid waters, Veronica thrashed desperately, but the creature’s strength was overwhelming. The deeper they sank, the more her lungs burned for air. As she fought with fading strength, It positioned itself above her, skeletal fingers closing around her throat, forcing her downward.


  As they spiraled toward the abyss, bubbles erupted from her nose and mouth. The searing pain in her chest ignited something deeper—memories of her lost week flooded back with crystalline clarity.


  Veronica had awakened in that pitch-black cave, disoriented and alone. The divine sword standing nearby had gleamed with hypnotic allure—in retrospect, she understood that Genesis had been seeking a new wielder after losing its previous master. When Veronica’s fingers had closed around the hilt, white-hot agony had exploded in her throat.


  The Bahamut, which had been mirroring her every movement like a grotesque shadow, had wrapped its fingers around her neck from behind. The act was calculated—terrifying her to the edge of oblivion without granting the mercy of death.


  Veronica had twisted violently, kicking and clawing in desperate resistance. The creature’s intentions remained a mystery. If it had truly wanted her life, it could have taken it instantly. Instead, It had repeatedly brought her to the threshold of death before pulling her back. Then, as the solitary beam of moonlight illuminating the cave had vanished, plunging them into absolute darkness, Veronica had heard a haunting whisper.


  It had been a sound like the mournful song of ancient whales, crying out: “God, God, God.”


  Finally, the fragments aligned in her mind with terrible clarity—the obscured light, the pitch-black darkness, the mortal threat to the vessel housing divine essence…


  It mirrored conditions in the wilderness two decades ago.


  The sun had been veiled by an eclipse back then as well, and in that moment of perfect darkness, God had judged that the divine statue stood in peril.


  The Bahamut had been attempting to extract the divine power from her mortal form by recreating those same sacred conditions—by manufacturing a false eclipse in this underground sanctuary.


  Only she and It had been in that cave, and if the divine essence abandoned her endangered vessel, it had only one possible refuge.


  They said that God possessed two eyes and opened His eye of mercy toward the weaker and more pitiful being.


  Between the human and the Bahamut, why had the Almighty found the Bahamut more deserving of divine mercy than the woman who was being strangled by it?


  That day, the Bahamut had claimed the divine essence for itself. Humanity had been cast aside. Veronica’s amnesia was the stark evidence of that.


  Of course, the Almighty could never have been truly deceived by that counterfeit eclipse—which meant that He had willingly surrendered Himself to the Bahamut.


  Veronica gritted her teeth, jaw tightening.


  Do You extend Your compassion even to this nameless abomination? If so, why send me here at all?


  Her contemplation shattered the moment It unfurled its lips beneath the water’s surface. The smiling face visible through the rippling depths was her own, yet something about its expression was fundamentally wrong—a grotesque mimicry that sent ice cascading through her veins.


  It seemed to sense she had regained her memories and released its choking grip on her throat. Then… it embraced her with possessive fervor.


  Veronica sank to the lake’s depths, eyes widening in horror.


  Why? Why is it doing this?


  That was the only question swirling through her mind. Though she yearned to voice them, the watery prison prevented her lips from parting. It was then she realized she had been holding her breath far beyond human capacity—as if she had already begun transforming into something like the Bahamut. A fresh, more insidious terror swept through her.


  With her face drained of color, Veronica pushed against Its shoulders with desperate strength. After wrestling free from beneath the creature, she swam frantically toward the rippling surface above. This time, It made no attempt to seize her legs. The blessed light grew closer.


  Splashing violently as her face broke the surface, Veronica scrambled toward the shore. Never had she moved so swiftly through water. After nearly stumbling several times, she reached the lakeshore and spotted her fallen blade. With water-slicked hands, she drew the divine sword, aimed its gleaming point with quivering arms, and waited.


  I’ll destroy it. I’ll eradicate this abomination completely.


  Finally, It emerged with a violent cascade of water. The approaching figure dripped with liquid, raven hair clinging like seaweed to pale skin, its form entirely bare—having not a thread to cover its nakedness. And its face…


  Veronica felt her resolve crumbling to dust.


  Seeing her own visage outside the water, she couldn’t make herself raise her blade—her arm frozen as if bound by unseen chains. The creature approached, seemingly unafraid of the sword. If she pierced its heart, she would die as well. The horror of her mission crystallized in that terrible instant. Though she had journeyed here knowing death awaited, she was still consumed by mortal fear when faced with oblivion’s threshold. Her limbs trembled. Her spirit yearned to flee. The eternal darkness where sensation and thought would cease seemed a distant nightmare. In that moment of weakness, she longed for Leon’s steadying presence.


  The moment that treacherous thought—I want to live—raised its head, Veronica found herself already retreating. Then she turned and fled into the darkness.


  I’m such a coward! I’m so weak and pathetic!


  Veronica, the Chosen One, had fled from her divine purpose.


  Her footfalls echoed with haunting resonance through the pitch-black cavern, each step like the mournful cry of some nameless beast. Running blindly through the suffocating darkness, she plummeted suddenly as the ground gave way beneath her, tumbling helplessly over jagged surfaces.


  Her limbs were scraped raw. After what seemed an eternity, Veronica finally stopped rolling and struggled to her feet, her lungs burning. At last, she found herself bathed in moonlight brighter than before. Everything surrounding her gleamed with an eerie whiteness. She must have emerged from the underground labyrinth.


  Just then, something beneath her palm shattered with a sickening crunch.


  Veronica looked down, and her blood turned to ice.


  It was a human tooth.


  “Oh…”


  She scrambled backward in horror, but the pale hill where she sat was constructed entirely of human remains—a macabre landscape of bones stretching in every direction. Scattered throughout were tattered remnants of clothing and black insects crawling through empty eye sockets. Revulsion seized her heart. This was a place she had glimpsed before in her prophetic visions.


  It was the Bahamut’s breeding ground—a mass grave of countless souls denied both cremation and proper burial.


  In the distant shadows, crimson eyes glittered like malevolent stars against the void.


  Veronica’s empty stomach convulsed repeatedly as bile rose in her throat. Pristine feet approached the puddle of gastric fluid seeping into the bone-strewn ground. She raised her head in a daze. It had silently approached her.


  Veronica gazed up at the abomination wearing her face like a stolen mask. With unnatural deliberation, It parted its lips.


  “Where… are you going?”


  Veronica’s breath caught in her throat.


  “You came… to find me.” The creature paused, then added, “You came… to embrace me. Your family.”


  “What?”


  “Because we’re family… I spared your life. Gifted you… the blade.”


  The revelation struck her like a physical blow. Veronica lowered her trembling gaze to the sword clutched in her white-knuckled grip. The creature was talking about the moment after extracting God’s essence—when it had inexplicably allowed her to live. It had spared her because it believed they shared some fundamental connection.


  But… family? It thought I came here to embrace it?


  Her reeling mind desperately grappled with the creature’s logic. Though her body quaked, Veronica managed to shake her head in denial. Suddenly, with uncanny swiftness, it dropped to all fours, hands and knees pressed against the bone-covered ground, thrusting its face mere inches from hers. Veronica’s own terrified expression reflected back at her in those blood-red irises.


  “Then what are you?” It asked.


  Ice crawled down her spine at the sight of those unnaturally wide eyes. The creature neither blinked nor shifted its gaze, maintaining an inhuman stillness.


  Frozen in place, Veronica summoned her courage and whispered, “What about you? What exactly are you?”


  Though she'd asked the question without much thinking, it had been humanity’s biggest puzzle these past two years. The creature appeared momentarily perplexed, maintaining an eerie silence.


  “I’m asking where you came from. What you truly are. ‘Bahamut’ is merely a name humans bestowed upon you.”


  “From… where?”


  It stood motionless for a heartbeat before tilting its head backward toward the cavern’s gaping ceiling. As its neck bent at an angle physically impossible for any human form, Veronica held her breath, awaiting its revelation.


  “The heavens,” it finally answered.


  “…The heavens?”


  “Our world was up there. We were… better than you. In numbers. In advancement. But then… most of us died.”


  Veronica was struck speechless by both the revelation and the voice delivering it. The creature’s tone was gradually transforming, as if learning through mimicry—growing more delicate, more hauntingly like her own.


  “The superior children all perished. Because we were all the same, we got sick with the same disease too. Some of us were sent out to ensure survival. Seventeen cycles of your sun passed during our journey to this realm. In the ocean, we consumed the creatures of the sea. We transform according to what we eat, but the fish couldn’t get out of the water. After another year, we finally consumed a human who had fallen into the ocean.”


  The cascade of revelations began aligning with the fragments Veronica had already known. The Bahamut had discovered Earth twenty years ago, crashed into the ocean disguised as a celestial body three years ago, and emerged onto land two years ago after consuming human flesh.


  If their civilization had perished due to homogeneity, Veronica could understand why they would covet the diversity of creatures here. Yet that created a terrible contradiction.


  Still reeling from shock, Veronica forced words through her parched lips when the creature fell silent.


  “I… I can understand what you’re saying. But then, why mimic my form? If diversity was your goal, why are you copying my face and voice?”


  Her trembling voice betrayed her primal fear. Though still awkward in its delivery, the creature now spoke with an uncanny reproduction of her own vocal patterns.


  It was then that its inhuman neck slowly lowered, bringing its gaze level with hers.


  “That day, there were all sorts of people standing in front of God—children, youths, elders, the weeping, the joyful, those running and crying out. But God chose you. A sleeping innocent within the womb.”


  She realized that It was talking about the incident in the wilderness twenty years ago. The creature clearly believed that Veronica, selected from countless souls that day, possessed some divine quality. It sought to imitate her in hopes of receiving God’s favor for itself.


  Veronica’s gaze wavered with dawning understanding.


  “…No. That’s not why.”


  “Not why?”


  “The Divine didn’t choose me for my physical form or voice. As you said, surely there were all sorts of people present that day, including virtuous souls, wealthy merchants, impoverished beggars, dreamers, and nobles. But they all bore the stain of worldly corruption.”


  “Worldly corruption?”


  “Yes. ‘Sin’ is what we call it. The taint that is unavoidable once born into this realm.”


  Veronica’s eyes gleamed with solemn revelation. This was the conclusion she had drawn when formulating her hypothesis about God’s presence within her.


  “Only an unborn child possessed the purity and innocence necessary to serve as a worthy vessel for the Divine.”


  The creature tilted its head in puzzlement. It clearly couldn’t fully comprehend her meaning. The atmosphere remained charged with an otherworldliness that raised the fine hairs along her skin.


  Yes, humanity had fallen into corruption. Their sinfulness had reached an intolerable threshold in the Divine’s sight. Perhaps God hadn’t bestowed His essence upon the Bahamut out of compassion for the creature, but rather to cleanse this world of humanity’s festering corruption.


  Indeed, the mighty city of Karta had fallen in the aftermath. Countless bastions of civilization had crumbled to dust. But what would come after the purge? What would become of the hound once it has hunted the rabbits to extinction?


  Veronica knew the ending God had ordained. The realization filled her soul with a profound melancholy.


  Throughout her sacred journey, she had imagined confronting the First Bahamut countless times, but never had she envisioned such a conversation.


  It displayed an unexpected benevolence toward her, almost welcoming in its demeanor. Its unnatural expression resembled the excitement of a lonely child who had finally found companionship. She recognized these subtle cues because they played across her own features.


  “For what it’s worth… I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  Veronica remained human at her core. Though her flesh had been corrupted by the Bahamut’s essence, her spirit remained steadfastly aligned with humanity. That was precisely why God had chosen her as the instrument of the Bahamuts’ destruction and had blessed her with someone to love. Because, if nothing else, she would fulfill her divine purpose for Leon’s sake.


  Veronica recalled God’s words in the Divine Text. Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.


  “The truth is, we aren’t family. I am not a Bahamut—I am human.”


  With unwavering resolve, Veronica plunged the divine blade directly into Its heart. With a sickening sound of pierced flesh, the sensation of steel parting skin traveled to her hand as crimson lifeblood cascaded down the gleaming blade.


  Its pupils dilated enormously, pulsing like a frantic heartbeat.


  * * *


  A cascade of stone dust poured from the shuddering staircase. Leon lunged inside just as four knights combined their strength to heave the door shut before the deadly fragments could rush in. The impact thundered through the chamber.


  “Sir Berg!”


  Having barely escaped with his life, Leon doubled over and coughed violently, crimson blood spattering across the stone floor where he knelt.


  He was reaching his limit. Anyone could see it. The scarlet blood was a warning signal from a body forced beyond its natural lifespan.


  Philip strode purposefully between the knights, his face etched with disapproval.


  “Who gave you permission to act without consultation? Those of us who arrived earlier were fully prepared. Your sacrifice was completely unnecessary.”


  “Rich words coming from you,” Leon snarled, wiping his mouth. “You’re the bastard who sent me on death missions countless times.”


  Philip’s eyebrow twitched with irritation. “I didn’t do that today. You should have exercised more restraint in your condition.”


  Leon Berg had used up every miracle at his disposal. His innate blessing of immense holy power was gone, as was the sacred cross necklace that had previously saved his life. Knowing this full well, he had recklessly hurled himself into mortal danger. He was acting like a man who had lost his reason to live.


  Philip clutched his throbbing temples and asked with a weary sigh, “Is this self-destructive behavior because of her?”


  Leon offered no response. But at the mere mention of Veronica, the sardonic smile vanished from his lips.


  After a heavy silence, Philip rephrased his question. “Would it ease your suffering if I told you that I forced her to leave?”


  “No.”


  This time, an unequivocal denial cut through the air. Leon slowly rose to his feet.


  Brushing stone dust from his disheveled hair with a careless sweep, he said, “It’s not your fault, but mine. Everything related to her is my responsibility—down to her every impulsive decision.”


  His voice was low and unnervingly calm. Philip, who hadn’t grasped Leon’s meaning before, suddenly met his elevated gaze and flinched involuntarily. Beneath the dark hair falling over his forehead, Leon’s eyes gleamed with an obsessive possessiveness that bordered on madness.


  Not your fault, but mine. So that’s what he meant.


  It was painfully clear that Leon wanted to monopolize even the sin and responsibility related to her for himself alone. No one else was permitted to exert any influence over her. This was an obsession that transcended mere jealousy.


  He’s lost his mind completely. Philip’s brow furrowed as he beheld the face of a man whose very soul had shattered. He had thought Leon was holding himself together since he’d been cracking his usual sardonic jokes during battle, but perhaps that façade itself had been evidence of how deeply his sanity had fractured.


  “Even if you die, she won’t come back,” Philip said, feeling a reluctant tug of sympathy.


  Instead of answering, Leon turned away to end the conversation. His breathing remained ragged, and fresh blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.


  He would have been a far happier man if he hadn’t been born a son of God. Philip thought it a cruel twist of fate that such a man had been blessed with the greatest holy power in history.


  * * *


  Leon made his way to the depths of the underground crypt and settled himself there. After confirming he was truly alone, he leaned his head against the Apostle’s sarcophagus. When he closed his eyes, exhaustion crashed over him like a tidal wave. Usually, after a battle, his pupils would dilate, and his head would feel leaden from the lingering excitement of combat. Today was different, though, as a single haunting question circled relentlessly through his mind.


  Why? Why did you leave me?


  The question that he hadn’t had time to contemplate while frantically searching for her and engaging in desperate combat now tormented him with cruel persistence. After dwelling on it repeatedly, Leon let out a bitter, self-mocking laugh. There were far more than just a handful of sins from his past clinging to him like shackles.


  He’d dragged Veronica from her homeland despite her protests, and treated her kindly only to manipulate her emotions. He’d sold her to the church, made her a spectacle for the imperial family, and trampled on her already scarred heart. He’d hurt her when she was most vulnerable, withheld the truth, repeatedly acted selfishly and despicably, then had the audacity to apologize…


  Ah, no wonder she grew sick of me.


  In truth, what she did to him had similar aspects—enough that it could be seen as retribution. She’d treated him kindly without loving him and lied about staying by his side. She’d left without telling him the truth, leaving him alone in the darkness.


  In the bone-gnawing solitude, the abyss constricted his throat like a noose. Leon clutched his head in his hands and drew ragged breaths that shuddered through his shoulders.


  From the mists of distant memory, his mother’s deceptively gentle voice slithered into his weakened defenses. “The human heart, you see, is unlike God’s—it changes in an instant. So if you love someone, you have to try your hardest not to be abandoned by them. Anxiety is the only sure thing in a human heart.”


  Humming hymns of praise, she’d then caused searing pain to the corner of his eye. When he cried, his mother would cry too. She would embrace him tightly as if her heart was breaking and whisper that she loved him through her tears. Then he would parrot those confessions back to her. He would repeat them with manic desperation, over and over until his voice grew hoarse.


  His profound distrust of humans must have originated from his mother. On the day she abandoned the son she’d claimed to love so much, Leon knew she hadn’t been wrong. Human hearts changed. Only God was eternally constant.


  Leon suddenly realized he was stabbing the corner of his right eye with a dagger. He lowered his trembling hand and opened his eyes. Despite the alarming amount of blood, it seemed the blade hadn’t penetrated deeply enough to damage his vision.


  I thought I’d lost this habit.


  He stared vacantly at the dagger clutched in his right hand, then traced the empty palm of his left with bloodied fingertips. Something flickered at the edge of his memory. He plunged the blade downward again, as if pursuing that elusive thought, and blood erupted across his face as the smooth corner of his eye twisted grotesquely. He pulled out the dagger again. Just as he was about to plunge it back in, he heard someone nearby draw in a sharp breath.


  Leon turned his expressionless face to meet young Joachim, whose features were etched with undisguised horror. The dried ham that he had clearly intended to deliver to Leon rolled across the floor. The boy, meeting Leon’s blood-flecked gaze, stumbled backward before awkwardly bowing his head in terrified respect.


  This has become troublesome.


  Indeed, the horrified squire fetched Philip with remarkable haste. As soon as he saw Leon, Philip muttered with a tired face, “I hope this is some protest against continuing your duties as a knight. Please don’t tell me this is mere self-harm.”


  “Self-harm?” Leon frowned and asked back.


  His unsettling gaze drifted down to his hand, where blood flowed freely. He didn’t consider it self-harm. It was simply that the memory of the wounds Veronica would get when she clenched her fists had suddenly flashed through his mind. That habit of hers had developed after she’d been left in the Black Corridor.


  Since Veronica was his deity, this too was akin to the flagellation a monk performs on his own back to strengthen his faith.


  “Is this because you feel betrayed? Because you’re angry that she left with another knight? If this self-destruction stems from that woman, such foolish behavior must immediately—”


  Philip suddenly closed his mouth. It wasn’t merely Leon’s unsettling silence that had halted him—Philip was normally a man who could lecture endlessly without encouragement—but he couldn’t ignore the cold steel against his throat as his gaze dropped to the legendary blade Leon had leveled at him. The lion engraved on its tip proved it was Apocalypse.


  “Where did you say she was going?” Leon asked quietly.


  His voice was hollow, devoid of any human emotion. Despite Leon’s sudden demand, Philip maintained his composure.


  “I cannot say with certainty. I presumed the wilderness was the only possible destination after leaving Karta.”


  “Cut the nonsense. You’re telling me you sent a church knight to accompany someone going to the wilderness?”


  Those with holy power could not endure long in that land. This meant Veronica had been sent elsewhere. Noticing the flaw in the logic, Philip clicked his tongue and unfolded his arms.


  “If it’s any consolation, she probably didn’t leave because she wanted to. How many people in this world can gladly make such a sacrifice?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t pretend you don’t understand. She left to find It.”


  A bone-chilling silence descended upon the crypt. Leon froze as if transformed into stone. His pupils dilated, wide and unblinking in his bloodless face.


  Human hearts changed, it was true—but she was his deity.


  “Why are you wearing that expression? Aren’t you happy to have received proof of her love? If I had to guess, you were the person she most wanted to save.”


  “Silence,” Leon spat.


  His breathing became labored, as if every molecule of oxygen had been violently extracted from his lungs. His insides churned with nauseating violence.


  Veronica had left to confront It.


  Yes, he thought bitterly, such selfless courage is the essence of her nature.


  Ironically, it seemed a hope had existed deep in his heart that she would return. If that happened, he thought, he would cling to her and beg to be with her. If her anger couldn’t be appeased, he would plead for her to kill him with her own hands.


  But his meaningless resolution had burst before it could even take shape. Veronica would never return. She had left him to sacrifice herself. If she had fled to live alone, he might have found a way to accept it, however painful it may be.


  Thinking about the state of mind she must have had when leaving, he felt as if his sanity was being gnawed away at the edges.


  The woman who had told him not to shoulder her sins had embraced the sins of the entire world and sunk beneath their weight. Though she smiled outwardly, she must have been crying inside. He hadn’t recognized her festering wound, which was right before his eyes. He hadn’t noticed. Leon’s face contorted with pain as his heart felt crushed.


  Strangely, even now, when he thought of her, the first image that came to mind was her face streaming with tears. He saw her black hair fluttering in the wind on a snow-covered field, her pale, slender neck, and her bright red eyes looking up at him. When he pictured her clothes clinging to her body, revealing her figure, an intense desire would well up inside him. But he could never identify the origin of that desire, and soon he would forget he had felt anything at all.


  The razor-sharp tip of Apocalypse gradually lowered toward the floor. Leon stared vacantly at his hand. Philip interpreted the sword’s quivering as evidence of holy power draining from Leon’s depleted body, but Leon knew the truth: it wasn’t his hand moving of its own volition—it was the divine blade itself guiding him.


  Leon released his white-knuckled grip on the vibrating sword and placed it upon the floor. Apocalypse scraped across the stone with an unearthly sound before coming to rest, pointing fixedly in one direction. The tip of the sword was pointing at an ordinary underground stone wall.


  While Philip looked on in confusion, Leon stood up and traced the wall with his blood-covered hand, then suddenly stopped at one spot. In that moment, the wall receded, revealing a pitch-black passageway.
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  Leon stared intently at the wind-swept passage, his instincts stirring to life. This dark path would lead him to her—he felt it in his very bones. The back of his neck tingled with a cool, premonitory sensation.


  Where are you now, Veronica? In what forsaken abyss are you crying alone while I search for you?


  “I’ve heard whispers about secret passages beneath the Grand Cathedral before, but this is my first time seeing one with my own eyes,” Philip remarked, stroking his chin with a furrowed brow as he approached. The rectangular tunnel was big enough for men of their knightly build.


  “This is fortunate. Should another invasion occur, we could easily—”


  “I’ll leave the rest in your hands,” Leon cut in, beginning to fasten his loosened armor plates.


  Philip hesitated, then shot him an incredulous look. “Have you lost your mind? Surely you don’t believe that woman awaits you in there?”


  “The divine sword revealed the path. I thought you witnessed it too—or were you keeping your eyes deliberately closed?”


  Veronica had chosen humanity’s salvation over remaining by his side. After bestowing him her mercy and grace, she had left without a backward glance.


  How utterly irresponsible for a deity to flee after granting salvation, he thought. He had earned the right to serve at her side, to worship at her feet.


  “Because it trembled when you mentioned the woman, you believe it will guide you to her location?” Philip scoffed. “How conveniently self-serving. People invariably see what they desperately wish to see.”


  “Just as the vice commander responsible for the Holy Knight Order saw an escape route?” Leon countered.


  Philip merely arched one eyebrow. Leon finished his preparations and turned back to Philip.


  “Fine. Let’s talk logically, then. This sword isn’t simply pointing toward her location.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “If the divine sword yearns to go somewhere, then—logically—what do you think is awaiting on the other side? Or shall I say who?”


  Philip’s face hardened, the realization striking him. Apocalypse was no ordinary blade, but a sacred weapon that chose its wielder. But even that bond was merely temporary—the sword’s true master existed elsewhere. In other words, the one the divine blade was desperately straining to return to was…


  Ripples of understanding disturbed the violet depths of Philip’s eyes. There was precious little mortals could do when confronted with divine will. After a weighted silence, he reluctantly shook his head.


  “Journeying to the Blasen Mountains in your condition will be an arduous ordeal. Unknown dangers may lurk along the way, and you can’t take a mount through such a narrow passage.”


  Though his words sounded like dissuasion, Leon recognized them as reluctant acquiescence. He immediately seized upon the place name that had slipped into Philip’s carefully measured speech.


  “Blasen?”


  Philip offered no elaboration. With his meticulous nature, such an unintentional slip was impossible. He had deliberately planted that information.


  After a moment, Leon nodded in understanding. It seemed Philip had made a vow of silence to someone.


  “So Veronica has gone to the Blasen Mountains,” he concluded. “I appreciate the intelligence.”


  “If you insist on expressing gratitude, direct it toward the fact that I still treat you as a superior officer despite everything.”


  “I see that as your knightly honor triumphing over your noble bloodline,” Leon replied casually.


  Philip, leaning against the cold stone wall, let out a soft chuckle. In truth, beyond the sacred halls of the Order, it was unthinkable for a high nobleman like Wittelsbach to show deference to a commoner, especially one bearing the name Berg. They stood in charged silence for a moment, both pretending as if they had never discovered any secret passage at all.


  Then Philip abruptly broke the stillness. “Do you truly believe God resided within that woman’s mortal form?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Then was I attempting to execute the Divine?”


  Leon, who had been flexing his scarred hand to assess the severity of his wounds, raised his gaze to meet Philip’s troubled eyes. When Veronica had been detained at the Papal Office, Philip had pronounced the death sentence upon the Corrupted.


  “Perhaps,” he repeated, the single word hanging heavy between them.


  A laugh bordering on despair escaped Philip’s lips. His cynical response was understandable. A woman containing God’s essence—it sounded precisely like the blasphemous claims of heretics.


  Having finally suppressed his bitter laughter, Philip muttered as if changing the subject entirely, “Two weeks past, His Imperial Majesty Emperor Kaisenmier drew his final breath.”


  Leon remained silent, his face impassive.


  “Then the gossiping nobility whispering about the Corrupted—including the figurehead princess—met their ends, as well.”


  Still, Leon offered no response.


  “And finally, mere days ago, His Holiness the Pope passed away. They discovered an executioner’s axe embedded in his skull, his corpse burned beyond recognition. Some knights claim he was blessed by divine mercy not to witness Karta’s downfall, but even so, it seems an excessively gruesome fate for God’s chosen representative.”


  At first glance, it appeared he was simply mourning the deaths of distinguished figures. But both men understood the unspoken truth: those mentioned had all persecuted Veronica with religious fervor.


  Philip glanced at Leon’s face. “Judging by your expression, you already knew of these… coincidences.”


  Coincidence? Impossible. The wheel of fate and divine retribution turned inexorably and according to God’s inscrutable will, while mortals remained blind to the greater design.


  “When news of His Holiness’s grisly demise reached me, I confess I prepared myself for a similar fate,” Philip admitted.


  “That must have sharpened your combat readiness,” Leon said, breaking his silence. “If you wish, I can relay your gratitude when I find her.”


  His words seemed calculated to prevent whatever Philip might say next, but the vice commander appeared unbothered. Lost in thought, Philip slowly pushed himself away from the wall, his armor plates catching the dim light.


  “Skip the gratitude and tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t honor my pledge. Inform her I attempted to prevent you from pursuing her, but you proved too stubborn for me.”


  Leon looked directly into the eyes of the Holy Knight Order’s final vice commander, who was tacitly permitting his departure. There was no trace of regret in his gaze.


  “I shall pray for a reunion,” Philip said with surprising sincerity. “From the depths of my soul.”


  The statement hung in the air, deliberately ambiguous. Philip had not specified which reunion he hoped for—Leon and Veronica, or himself and Leon.


  With a subtle gesture, Philip beckoned to Joachim, who had been maintaining a respectful distance. After receiving brief instructions, the apprentice knight immediately rushed off to gather a week’s worth of provisions and water. Meanwhile, Apocalypse continued its restless rattling against Leon’s hip, urging him onward. It was as though the blade was hearing the desperate cries of its twin across impossible distances.


  * * *


  Genesis trembled violently in her grasp. Crimson rivulets snaked down its gleaming white blade.


  Veronica stared in horror at the sword embedded in the Bahamut’s chest. It looked eerily like a white serpent with its head buried deep in flesh, biting firmly and tearing at the creature’s innards. Her entire body convulsed uncontrollably as agonized groans escaped her bloodied lips.


  “Ah…”


  A searing, white-hot pain erupted through her body—connected to the Bahamut’s—forcing her to clutch desperately at her chest. It felt as though she had swallowed molten iron that now scorched her from within.


  Blood burst from her mouth in a violent spray, and the divine sword she had released wobbled precariously in the air between them. It tilted its head at an impossible angle to examine its own wound, then turned its gaze toward her with the unnerving stillness of deep, predatory waters.


  “Why… won’t you… die?” Veronica gasped. “I pierced… your heart…”


  Her incoherent mumblings dissolved into the blood flowing from her lips.


  Something was terribly wrong. While she fought for each ragged breath, It calmly extracted the blade from its chest with leisurely composure. A wave of dread washed over her, cold and absolute. Veronica twisted her body in agony as razor-sharp pain sliced through her flesh.


  “Do you know why we eat your brains?” It asked, its childlike voice accompanied by an incongruous smile.


  Veronica’s vision swam, the world tilting and spinning around her. It raised one ghostly white finger and pointed deliberately to its head.


  “For our kind, this is where life’s essence concentrates.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened in horrified realization. The magnitude of her fatal error crashed down upon her. She had been deceived by its human-like appearance and had driven her blade into the Bahamut’s chest.


  But its heart—its true vulnerability—is in its skull!


  “Why did you try to kill me?” It inquired, its voice unnervingly calm.


  Veronica choked back a sob as she desperately pressed her palms against the cold floor, trying to crawl backward to escape. The overwhelming pain and growing delirium drained the strength from her trembling limbs. The agony radiating from her chest was beyond endurance.


  “Why did you try to kill me?” It repeated.


  The fact that it showed no anger, no rage at her attack, made the question infinitely more terrifying. Veronica, who had been dragging herself away by her hips, finally lost her grip and fell backward. Human bones received her with a sickening crackling sound beneath her weight.


  No. This can’t be happening. This nightmare can’t be real.


  But directly contradicting her desperate prayers, It smoothly mounted her prone form, just as it had done at the lake earlier. The only difference now was the divine sword clutched in its pale hand. It gripped the razor-sharp blade directly, causing a cutting pain to slice across Veronica’s own palm.


  It hurts! God, it hurts so much!


  “I-I told you already,” she gasped between ragged breaths. “I’m… human…”


  But It asked again, as if her words had never reached its ears, “Why did you try to kill me?”


  It was the exact same question, not a single syllable altered. Her terror had reached its pinnacle. Veronica suddenly realized that her humanity was not a sufficient answer to the creature’s “why.” The real reason, the true purpose behind her desperate action, was…


  “Because killing you… is the only way… others can survive…” she finally confessed.


  “Others?” the Bahamut asked with chilling innocence. “The Red Knight?”


  The hair on the nape of her neck stood on end, ice flooding her veins. How do you know him? How could you possibly know Leon? The questions blazed across her face without needing to be spoken.


  It smiled another grotesque, inhuman smile. The gaping wound in its chest had already vanished without a trace. “I met him many times. First below, then continuously after that. He hunts me relentlessly. He was there when I ate you, too. He buzzes around like an irritating fly.”


  “Below” seemed to reference Tyran in the southern territories.


  “Even the Bahamuts know of the Red Knight”—wasn’t that the whispered rumor? Veronica trembled violently as she contemplated how sometimes common gossip could touch so precisely upon hidden truths. She couldn’t determine which had come first—whether words shaped reality or reality was merely reflected in words.


  At the mention of Leon, Veronica’s parched lips froze completely. Her thoughts slowed to a crawl before stopping entirely. That must have been why she failed to notice the subtle shift in Its expression.


  The Bahamut gathered her trembling hands above her head in one fluid motion. Its whispered words fell upon her like thunder from a clear sky.


  “I understand now. The most annoying one’s existence ends today. When he dies, you will become my loyal family. Wait here.”


  The divine sword plunged down like a ritual nail, impaling her overlapped hands to the ground beneath. Veronica’s agonized scream echoed through the chamber.


  * * *


  “What are you saying…? No, he has nothing to do with this. Please, don’t go. I’ll—I’ll do anything. Whatever you want, I’ll do it.”


  Veronica’s voice trembled with desperation, repeating the same words like a madwoman, but the Bahamut simply rose to its feet. Its bare feet crunched through bone as it disappeared from her sight. No matter how she thrashed or screamed, the creature paid her no heed.


  Alone on the mountain of human bones, cruel visions filled her mind. The divine sword Genesis had pierced straight through her palm, pinning her to the ground like a butterfly in a collection. Each slight movement tore the wound open anew, drawing whimpers of pain from her lips. She thought she would lose her mind.


  What have I done by coming here? If I’d just stayed put, the Bahamut wouldn’t have gone after Leon. Why is it so obsessed with family? Doesn’t it have enough already? After creating so many, it still wants more?


  Thoughts swirled chaotically through her mind as dark clouds of anxiety smothered her consciousness. With Karta now occupied, if the Bahamut decided to search the city—if it strategically attacked the cathedral—the siege wouldn’t last long. She felt herself teetering on the edge of madness.


  And even if they encountered each other… Leon wouldn’t want to kill it, because doing so would mean her death.


  She squeezed her eyes shut, remembering the confession she’d heard through his helmet.


  That radiant voice of his. Those eyes that shimmer like heat rising from summer stone. You are like fire itself, Leon.


  She recalled the way he had looked up at her from the bed, with his disheveled hair and firmly set jaw. She had felt so breathless that she longed to take him to the sea. She imagined them sitting together on the obsidian rocks of Bayern, gazing at the deep blue horizon. Perhaps there, the flames that burned so painfully within them both might finally subside.


  In his eyes, she had seen everything—tattered love, sorrowful regret, unspeakable sadness, fleeting joy, and lingering attachment. The stability and happiness that she had yearned for her entire life but could never possess rippled there like sea foam on the tide. The precariousness of it had overwhelmed her, making her hesitant to speak.


  It wasn’t that I didn’t love you. I was simply afraid that if I let even a single drop of confession fall, our overflowing emotions would sweep us away like a flood.


  So she couldn’t let him drown alone now, after she turned and fled from the tidal wave like a coward. She had to find a way out of this, somehow.


  Through the gaping hole in the cave ceiling, the sky had already deepened to cobalt blue with approaching dawn. As she vacantly watched clouds drifting overhead, Veronica glanced down at her leg with a start and discovered insects crawling up her pale skin.


  “No… No! Get away! Please, just leave me alone!”


  The bones in her hand were twisted at an unnatural angle and throbbed with pain. The metallic scent of blood wafted past her nostrils. Cold sweat trickled down her spine and forehead, while goosebumps rose on her skin.


  Even after she had chased the insects away, her anxiety remained. She jerked her head at every tiny sound of hundreds of little legs skittering across bone. Then suddenly, the horrifying realization dawned that she was the only living person here. No matter how desperately she searched the shadows for glittering eyes, there was only impenetrable darkness.


  She was terrified—purely, primally afraid of being so utterly alone. Her entire body itched as though invisible vermin crawled across her skin. If she remained in this nightmare place much longer, she would surely lose her mind. After spending what felt like an eternity trying to devise an escape, Veronica finally surrendered to exhaustion, her body going limp. Her fragile heart still hammered from the earlier shock, refusing to calm.


  Her condition worsened. Each breath became a struggle, and the left side of her chest kept tingling ominously. The fear of suffocating to death at any moment gnawed relentlessly at her mind. Her consciousness slipped away periodically, with no sense of time passing. Each time she closed her eyes and opened them again, the world had changed—first pitch darkness, then the crystalline late spring sky filling her vision. Dizziness from hunger and blood loss overwhelmed her, and she slipped into unconsciousness like a candle being snuffed out.


  * * *


  “Not even a damned fork in the road?” Leon muttered to himself as he trudged through the lightless passage. His voice echoed hollowly as if speaking into a well, while the acrid stench of ancient dust assaulted his nostrils.


  By his reckoning, at least a full day had passed. He had left Karta far behind. The underground passage appeared to serve as an evacuation route, just as Philip had surmised—designed to allow citizens to flee the city in times of crisis.


  With nothing but an exit at its end, there were no pitfalls or obstacles to navigate, unlike the trap-laden tombs of the southern provinces. Save for the occasional squeaking of rats, the passage offered smooth travel. Leon walked without pause, managing to eat and drink without breaking his stride.


  The physical journey wasn’t difficult. What weighed on his steps wasn’t blood-flecked coughs or trembling hands, but something more insidious—auditory hallucinations. His mind, exhausted by the oppressive darkness, conjured sounds from nothing, growing worse with each passing hour until weariness seeped into his very bones.


  His sensitive ears insisted on hearing sounds that defied logical explanation, such as footsteps and the metallic clatter of weaponry. Not just one or two phantoms, but hundreds of spectral warriors marching directly behind him. Such sounds would make an ordinary man’s hair stand on end, but Leon knew them all too well, and a twisted, self-mocking smile played across his lips.


  They were the fallen knights of Tyran. Under the light, that legion of corpses would be vividly painted with crimson stains.


  He considered it a bitter mercy that Veronica’s voice remained absent from his auditory torment.


  If I’d heard her calling through this darkness, I would have frozen in place, rooted to the spot.


  If he had seen a vision of an ordinary life—a modest cottage with her, brilliant sunlight dappling through summer leaves—he would have sold his soul for it, even knowing it was nothing but illusion. He couldn’t bear to leave her, not even in his hallucinations. Never again.


  His mechanical stride faltered. Leon sensed the abrupt change in the air as the space opened up around him, and he extended his arm. The confining wall had vanished. The ceiling, too, now stretched beyond his reach. After crouching to examine the uneven floor beneath him, Leon drew his sword without hesitation.


  Apocalypse vibrated more intensely than before, guiding its master deeper into the darkness. Following its silent direction, Leon suddenly sensed the movement of a vast horde and stopped dead. This time it wasn’t a hallucination but reality. As he suppressed his presence, he glimpsed a sea of crimson eyes swarming like insects below the path he traveled. The Bahamuts were moving as an entire legion.


  Leon waited calmly, betraying no surprise. Being discovered and forced into combat in such treacherous terrain would present countless complications. Suddenly, something tickled his ear, and when he looked up, he spotted pale, finger-like fungi embedded in the stone wall—a species that grew exclusively in the Blasen Mountains. This could only mean one thing: he stood within a cave system of the collapsed mountain.


  This was the Bahamuts’ nest, the place Veronica had glimpsed in her vision.


  That the Grand Cathedral connected to the Blasen Mountains would surprise no scholar of church history. After all, it was upon the summit of Mount Blasen where the first high priest had received the divine commandments.


  After enduring an excruciating wait, the Bahamut legion finally vanished completely from sight. Leon resumed his journey as if nothing had happened.


  The mundane cave formations continued until his view suddenly opened onto a vast, mirror-like lake. As he circled the perimeter of the midnight-blue waters, Leon paused to replenish his water supply and splash his face. With each droplet that fell, his reflected visage blurred then sharpened, blurred then sharpened.


  Have I reached my limit? he wondered. I need to rest my eyes, if only for a moment. Otherwise…


  Suddenly, he heard a low sound of someone sniffling.


  He froze instantly. His thoughts severed as cleanly as if cut by a blade, and before he could process anything, his head whipped around.


  He stared with predatory intensity into the pitch-black void beyond the lake. Focusing his hearing, he caught the faint sound of a moan. It was the delicate sound of someone in agony—a painfully familiar woman’s voice.


  His body moved of its own accord, pure instinct taking control. He completely forgot his physical exhaustion and the hallucinations that had plagued him. His pace quickened to a sprint. His vision sharpened with adrenaline. When he reached a dazzling white hill, Leon’s eyes searched desperately for anything besides human remains.


  There, in the center of the bone-white field, a sword stood embedded in the ground. A woman lay beside it. He charged down the slope.


  “Veronica!”


  As Leon approached, a curse escaped his lips at the sight of her blood-soaked chemise, barely covering her frail form. Unconscious and clammy with cold sweat, Veronica was a pitiful sight—blood staining her lips and hands. It had been a while since he last felt his carefully maintained composure evaporating like this. For the first time since returning from the battle at the city walls and finding her in her sickbed, he teetered on the precipice of losing control. It felt as though blood were seeping through the earth beneath his feet, with nothing to stop it.


  His jaw clenched at the sight of Genesis deeply embedded in her palm. Deciding there was no alternative, he acted with swift resolve. When he wrenched the divine blade free, Veronica thrashed wildly, a cry of anguish tearing from her throat. He shed his armor and sliced off the sleeve of the padded garment he wore beneath, binding her wounded hand tightly to stem the bleeding. Veronica’s face contorted in pain as tears streamed down her ashen cheeks.


  “Just hold on a little longer. I can’t properly clean the wound here, but I need to at least rinse it with water,” Leon whispered to the barely conscious woman as he gathered her into his arms to carry her to the lake. She was frighteningly light—pale as parchment and so emaciated she seemed as if she might fade away entirely. As he prepared to rise, her hazy eyes fluttered open. Her cracked voice called to him.


  “Leon…?”


  “Don’t speak. Save your strength.”


  As if the pain had jolted her back to awareness, her eyes gradually cleared. Her trembling hand clutched desperately at his tunic.


  “No…”


  “What is it?” he asked, not because he failed to understand her words but because the emotion crystallizing in her clearing eyes was so—


  “Run… run away from here.”


  It was unmistakable terror.


  “It’s coming to kill you. Leave me behind and run, now, before it’s too late.”


  It was a terror so profound it threatened to devour her whole—like stepping into an abyss that would drag her under without mercy.


  Leon stared transfixed at her eyes as if under their spell, before finally lowering his gaze to her trembling body. His battle-hardened hands pulled her into a fierce embrace, burying her face against the solid warmth of his chest. The pressure of his arms offered a strange sanctuary amid the chaos. His deep voice rumbled above her head as she gasped for breath.


  “Ease your grip,” he murmured. “You’ll reopen your wounds.”


  “Leon, I…”


  “I know. It’s all right. There aren’t any Bahamuts around right now.”


  A preternatural silence enveloped them. Veronica listened to the steady heartbeat of the knight who held her completely in his protective embrace. As the strength in her fingers clutching his clothes gradually loosened, her mind surrendered to blessed emptiness.


  She had been terrified. She had thought death had come for her. She had believed she would never see his face again.


  How Leon had found her in this forsaken place—she had no time to wonder about such things. Her awakened consciousness was being consumed by the rising tide of terror. She remembered the grotesque sensation emanating from that inhuman entity, and the inexplicable dread she couldn’t rationalize even to herself. It knew about Leon. It was hunting him. The haunting whisper crept through her mind like venomous insects.


  



  “When he dies, you will become my loyal family.”


  



  “I met the First Bahamut,” Veronica blurted.


  Despite the suddenness of her declaration, Leon showed no surprise. The divine sword that had been embedded in her flesh seemed to have alerted him to the enemy’s presence. But that was all he knew. He didn’t truly understand what It was. He had never encountered It in its human guise. He couldn’t even begin to imagine those eyes, that voice, that expression. It was a human that wasn’t human—but still filled with longing, benevolence, jealousy…


  “You can never kill It,” Veronica stated with grim certainty. There was no way he’d be able to cut down a monster wearing her face.


  Leon remained silent for what felt like an eternity, only opening his mouth when Veronica, unable to bear the crushing silence any longer, attempted to raise her head.


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said, his voice unwavering.


  “Leon…”


  “Remember your promise to stay by my side?”


  In that moment, her chaotic thoughts froze to perfect stillness. Veronica bit her trembling lip and met his penetrating gaze. How could she possibly forget? That peaceful night beneath the stars had been the beacon that guided her through this nightmare.


  “You swore you’d remain by my side until this battle was over,” Leon continued. “So honor that promise. Don’t think about anything else and just stay with me.”


  “But that…” Her voice trailed into silence.


  After a painful pause, Veronica forced out words that felt like daggers in her throat.


  “It was a lie,” she choked out. “I deceived you, just as you once lied to me.”


  She forced the falsehood past her lips as though purging poison from her body. It was cruelly ironic that her claim about lying was itself the lie.


  But there was no room left in her for irony. She was consumed by raw terror. Any moment now, the Bahamut would materialize and tear his heart from his chest. Veronica knew with dreadful certainty that if she vanished, It would track her down and hunt them both. She had to send him away before It discovered his presence.


  “Did you truly believe that?” she asked, her voice hardening. “That I would remain by the side of a man who used me as bait and then discarded me?”


  She forced herself to utter the cruel words with icy detachment. Even as she witnessed the profound hurt darkening his eyes, she pressed on mercilessly. “I loved you once and depended on your strength, but that’s not enough to sacrifice my final moments for you. The lives of other humans far outweigh yours in my heart. Don’t you feel the same way?”


  But why was his face so ravaged with sorrow? Why was he crumbling before her like a mighty oak whose roots had been severed?


  The Leon she knew possessed faith too powerful to be shattered by something as fragile as love. He was God’s chosen son who would ultimately sacrifice her to save humanity. That was why Veronica felt a rising panic as she watched the knight’s continued silence.


  She wished desperately that he would fight back, at least. She wanted him to draw his verbal blade and wound her in return.


  His silent acceptance revealed more clearly than any declaration what she had become to him. Reality crashed over her like a wave of ice water. She couldn’t drive him away with noble arguments about “saving humanity.” He no longer feared the end of the world. Only…


  Veronica wrenched herself from his embrace. Though Leon’s brow furrowed at her sudden movement, Veronica gritted her teeth and steadied herself against a grisly pile of bones.


  “So leave,” she spat. “Go, I release you. From the beginning, you dragged me to Karta solely to slay the First Bahamut. Everything has unfolded precisely as you planned. With my sacrifice, no one else needs to die, and this nightmare ends. The world can reclaim its former peace.”


  She spoke the words that tasted like ash as she edged backward. Glancing behind her, she approached the sacred sword Genesis lying abandoned on the bloodstained ground.


  In truth, she was desperate to flee with him. Hadn’t she already turned her back on death once and fought to survive? If asked whether she wanted to live, she could answer a thousand times without hesitation. Yes, I want to live. Of course, I want to live! The desire burned within her with such ferocity that she feared it might consume her sanity. She yearned to grasp his outstretched hand and escape this hell with him. If only she could—if only her shattered bones and mangled flesh didn’t betray her, she would have seized that chance already.


  Perhaps that was why the divine blade had pierced her.


  Leon kept his gaze lowered, studying her for an eternity as she trembled, bracing herself against the cold ground. Then he broke his silence with quiet resolve.


  “I never wished for your sacrifice,” he confessed. “At least not since I came to know you as a person.”


  His powerful hand reached toward her as if to reclaim her in his embrace. Veronica squeezed her eyes shut and retreated further.


  “Are you planning to abduct me against my will again?” she challenged.


  For a heartbeat, his movement froze mid-air. Leon’s eyes darkened with the shadow of remembered sin.


  When they had first met, he had forced her to accompany him on his holy quest despite her vehement protests. He had dragged her into fate’s cruel wheel, where death awaited her. Though that fateful meeting now seemed like the greatest blessing of her existence, she forced herself to act as though it were the most horrific tragedy she’d endured. She had to wound him deeply enough to make him flee. Veronica clenched her mutilated hand as she stared at the knight’s expressionless face. Fresh blood soaked through the makeshift bandages. Her heart thundered in her chest, like a sculptor raising a hammer to destroy their most precious masterpiece.


  “I heard someone once say,” she began, “that the ultimate revenge against a god who saved you is to take your own life. To reject his gift. To claim absolute freedom through self-destruction.”


  Leon simply stared at her.


  “You rescued me that day,” she continued, “and as payment for my salvation, you shackled my spirit. Now I’m merely settling our account. After this, there will be nothing—absolutely nothing—remaining between us.”


  He remained motionless as a beast frozen to death in winter’s cruel embrace. Veronica drew a ragged breath of the stale air and grasped Genesis, the legendary blade that had tasted its master’s blood. With hands twisted and trembling from shattered bones, she raised the divine sword. She thought that she might never be able to write or do delicate things with her hands again, then laughed at her own foolishness. What did it matter if her hands were ruined when she was destined to die anyway?


  “What are you doing?” Leon’s sharp question cut through the silence.


  Instead of answering, Veronica pressed the trembling blade against her throat. The sword’s length meant it wasn’t the tip but the edge that rested against her neck, poised to slice through flesh and vein. The touch of steel sent a chill through her body.


  “Exactly what it appears,” she replied.


  “Put it down.”


  “If you walk away first.”


  At last, his rigid mask cracked, and raw emotion flooded his features. Suppressed rage, no—something far more desperate and devastating…


  His arm shot forward, and Genesis clattered loudly across the bone-strewn floor. Before she could resist, he seized her wrist in an iron grip, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper.


  “Nothing left between us, you said?”


  She had never seen such naked anguish on his face before.


  “Then ask me for my help,” he growled. “It’s simple. Accept salvation from my hands once more.”


  His face transformed into something barely human, like the visage of a wounded beast abandoned by its pack. The proud knight’s features contorted as he revealed his true self. Veronica’s breath caught in her throat as his shattered expression came within inches of hers.


  “Tell me you don’t want to die,” he pleaded, his voice breaking. “Say you’ll flee with me. Say we’ll forge a life together and damn the rest of humanity to whatever fate awaits them.”


  Her captured wrist felt no pain; instead, she realized it was convulsing with his tremors. The legendary Bahamut Hunter was terrified at the sight of her attempted sacrifice.


  “Shall I kneel before you?” he asked, his voice raw. “Should I spend eternity crawling at your feet in penance? What do you want from me? What in the name of God must I do to save you?”


  The overwhelming despair in his words stole the breath from her lungs. The mighty warrior who held her looked utterly broken.


  How could she have ever believed this man was cruel? She couldn’t reconcile her past judgment with the truth before her. She’d once thought he devoured innocent creatures drawn to his warmth—that being near him would only bring suffering, and that he was incapable of compassion. But wasn’t the aftermath of a consuming fire nothing but ashes?


  “Why…” Veronica whispered, her voice trembling, “Are you crying?”


  She raised her free hand to caress his beautiful yet devastated face. A trail of dried blood marked the corner of his right eye. As her fingers moved to touch the crimson stain, he collapsed against her, burying his face in the hollow of her shoulder. His iron grip on her wrist finally released as both their arms fell to the ground.


  “Don’t threaten to die,” he murmured against her skin. “I won’t ask you to flee with me. I won’t even demand you remain by my side. Just… stay alive.”


  She hadn’t wanted to know this truth: that the tears she’d shed for him had extinguished his flame.


  “It’s my fault,” he confessed. “I should have passed you by when we first met. I should have saved you and continued my quest alone. I carelessly let you into my heart.”


  The sun dipped below the horizon. The crimson sunset pooled across the white bones, casting them adrift on a sea of blood.


  “The pain…” he whispered brokenly. “Even shattered to pieces, there’s no end to this agony. Damn it all.”


  His anguished voice dissolved into the gathering darkness. Even as he laughed bitterly, his proud shoulders shook with silent tears.


  Night had fallen, and it would be an endless night.


  * * *


  It was a cliché, but Veronica wished that time would freeze right now. How utterly selfish. Here I am, standing on countless human bones, yet all I can think about is how much I want a life with him.


  A painful ache squeezed Veronica’s chest like a merciless vise. She sat in a daze, absorbing the warmth of the man leaning against her.


  Darkness writhed across the landscape, devouring it piece by piece. The sun had set, leaving their world wrapped in impenetrable blackness.


  Leon’s grip on her wrist tightened as he pulled her slender waist against him. He clung to her as though separation would mean his death. Veronica trembled softly when he pressed his lips to her nape, then slowly traced her exposed jawline. His touch made her feel like delicate glass, thoroughly polished yet in danger of shattering completely. She drew shallow breaths, caught in a strange, yearning sensation.


  “Leon,” she whispered.


  At her voice, he froze like an obedient child. He lifted his head slowly. Contrary to her expectation of finding clouded pain and desire there, his features beneath the disheveled crimson hair were startlingly clear. No trace remained of the tears that had marked his face moments before.


  When his eyes caught the moonlight, gleaming with unnatural clarity, a strange chill ran down Veronica’s spine. His gaze had fixed beyond her, staring intently at something behind her back.


  Why is he looking there?


  “Can you hear it?” Leon’s voice was barely above a whisper.


  Hear what? What is he talking about?


  “The approaching horde.”


  Before she could question him further, her stomach lurched violently. Overwhelmed by nausea, Veronica stiffened and grimaced.


  She knew this feeling. She’d experienced it once in Asseldorf. At the time, it had felt like hundreds—no, thousands—of faces were staring up at her from beneath her feet.


  Though the sensation came from behind her this time, there was no mistaking its source—the Bahamuts. Soon her ears detected what Leon had already sensed: the heavy footfalls. They were heavier than any human tread, and more numerous than any ordinary army. They were definitely returning.


  As realization dawned, a bone-deep chill swept through her body. Veronica’s face drained of color as she whispered, “That’s impossible. How did they know you were here?”


  After It had disappeared to find Leon, all those watching eyes had vanished as well. It couldn’t possibly have searched through Karta and returned so quickly.


  Murderous intent was saturating the air, causing her stomach to revolt.


  Leon silently lowered his gaze to the ground. White bones began to clatter and leap upward as the earth trembled beneath them.


  Leon’s dark pupils slid toward her. “It was your eyes.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “There’s no other explanation. It saw me through your eyes—through your connection.”


  At first, her mind couldn’t process his words. Then suddenly, a forgotten vision flashed through her consciousness: she had once witnessed battles across the continent through the eyes of distant Bahamuts—Ruega, Tanbia, Chesania, Whiteland, even the bloody conflicts in the Rom Archipelago. It had been possible because the Bahamuts were all connected to each other.


  Looking back, the timing of the Bahamut attacks had always been uncanny—just before her witch trial began, for example, or precisely when citizens were starting to flee to the wilderness. It was as though they knew exactly what was happening. Perhaps none of this had been a coincidence. Maybe It had been secretly borrowing her sight, peering through her eyes without her knowledge.


  Veronica whipped her head around and felt her hair stand on end at the sight of countless red dots approaching from a distance. The Bahamut legion was already ascending the hill of skulls. This was their domain, and their numbers were vast enough to fill the entire Blasen Mountains. Killing them all was impossible.


  While she remained frozen, Leon had silently risen, sword in hand. He moved forward as her shield.


  “Stay back,” he warned over his shoulder. “On a night like this, my blade doesn’t discriminate between friend and foe.”


  “You can’t seriously intend to fight? That’s madness! You can’t face their legion alone. This isn’t like defending Karta’s walls—we need to flee while we still can!”


  He still had years of life remaining, didn’t he? If he escaped now, survival was possible. Even if Veronica failed to destroy the First Bahamut, Leon was resourceful enough to keep himself alive.


  “If we survive this night…”


  Leon stopped there, leaving his sentence unfinished. Whether he meant to suggest escape after survival or had begun a request he couldn’t finish remained unclear. His face, etched with exhaustion yet strangely peaceful, turned to her one final time.


  “Even if I ordered you to flee alone, you wouldn’t obey, would you?”


  The darkness around them was rapidly filling with red points from left to right. Veronica bit her lip and shook her head fiercely.


  Leon gave her a faint smile. As he strode toward the boundary between light and shadow, his crimson hair danced like nighttime flames. The temperature seemed to drop several degrees.


  As Veronica lurched to her feet, she realized with dismay that Genesis lay buried in the shifting bone pile beneath them. Her hands trembled violently as she clawed through the remains. Each time her fingers scraped against the white bones, pain lanced through her hands.


  Her pulse raced wildly, and nausea churned her stomach. Why? Why does reality always crash in without warning? I only said hurtful things to Leon. I didn’t even properly wipe away his tears. Why now, of all times?


  “…Found it,” she breathed as her fingers finally closed around the lion-engraved hilt protruding from beyond a knee bone.


  At that precise moment, the Bahamut horde surged forward like a raging wave. Leon, standing in the light, raised his sword.


  With one horizontal sweep, the divine blade cut through the air. The front line of Bahamuts froze mid-charge, then collapsed in fountains of blood. The creatures trampling over their fallen kin had shrunk considerably since Veronica first encountered them—now standing only about two heads taller than an adult man. Time was clearly running short. Once they completed their transformation into human form, their next evolution was inevitable—each seeking unique identities and faces.


  Veronica staggered to her feet, Genesis gleaming in her grip.


  Each time Leon cleaved through the air, Apocalypse blazed blindingly. She watched, transfixed by the deadly dance. She had witnessed Leon wield his divine blade countless times before, but this… this was different.


  Leon was on a rampage.


  When his blade smashed a Bahamut’s skull into the ground, the earth itself split open from the impact. Centuries of accumulated bones cascaded into the widening chasm as inhuman screams echoed through the cavern.


  Veronica whispered in horrified realization, “He doesn’t mean to survive this night at all…”


  Tears she hadn’t realized were forming streamed down her cheeks. She couldn‘t determine if they sprang from heartbreak or from witnessing the terrible majesty of his slaughter.


  Never before had she seen Leon unleash such unbridled savagery. Now she understood his warning to keep her distance. In the face of such destructive fury, no fragile human could hope to survive—they would be consumed just as surely as the enemy.


  Each time he brought his sword down with both hands, flesh and blood erupted skyward. His face was now half-masked in crimson, steam rising from his blood-drenched form. His blade carved vertical and diagonal paths of destruction, its trajectory cruelly beautiful.


  * * *


  Leon plunged fearlessly into the center of the Bahamut legion. His swordsmanship was relentlessly aggressive. For him, defense, offense, even momentary stillness, were merely preludes to another devastating attack.


  Using Apocalypse as an anchor, he vaulted high above the battlefield, landing atop a towering Bahamut’s crown. With practiced precision, he spun his blade once before driving it deep into the creature’s skull, then surveyed the surrounding horde from his elevated position.


  His goal was to shatter their perfect formation completely. The Bahamut collective shared a crucial weakness—when forced from their assigned positions, they were momentarily vulnerable. Leon possessed the uncanny talent to exploit these fleeting openings, transforming them into opportunities for wholesale slaughter.


  In mere heartbeats, more than a dozen Bahamut heads were separated from their bodies. The stench of blood filled the air.


  How many have I killed? How much longer can I hold out? Will I have time to return to Veronica before I die?


  Amid the brutal carnage, these questions grew distant. The killing intent surging through his veins whispered seductive commands to fight, kill, and rage until his soul was torn asunder.


  His sword arm and legs grew unnaturally light as the battle raged on—a telltale sign of his holy power draining away. Though fully aware of this dangerous symptom, Leon pressed forward without hesitation. In truth, he had crossed the threshold where stopping was no longer possible.


  This was his most devastating rampage since watching his comrades fall at Tyran and since witnessing the First Bahamut devour Veronica. His reckless advance had purpose—to reach the suspicious void at the legion’s center. Among the Bahamuts’ obsessively maintained formation, a space large enough for a single person stood out as unnaturally empty. Leon believed with certainty that this void marked Its position.


  As his sword strikes reached their zenith of power, Leon kicked off from the ground and hurled himself toward that empty heart, thrusting Apocalypse into what should have been the most protected position in the entire formation.


  In that moment, Apocalypse—which had not ceased its deadly dance since the battle commenced—froze mid-strike.


  His black cloak settled around him.


  A deathly silence descended.


  At the gleaming tip of his blood-drenched blade stood a woman, naked and unafraid. Leon stood transfixed, his voice barely a whisper. “…Veronica?”


  The nude figure showed no reaction even as the divine sword hovered a hair’s breadth from her forehead. The blade that had been slowly descending toward her throat halted suddenly.


  



  “You can never kill it.”


  



  Leon‘s eyes widened with dawning horror. The moment comprehension bloomed across his features, It lifted the corners of its borrowed mouth into a smile. Before Leon could react, a Bahamut flanking him seized his throat and slammed him violently against a cave pillar.


  His heart thundered in his chest as the creature’s grip crushed his windpipe. With one desperate swing of Apocalypse, he severed the arm restraining him and crashed to the floor alongside the dismembered limb. With a blood-flecked cough tearing from his throat, he immediately cleaved through the leg of another approaching Bahamut.


  Blood cascaded down his chin after a moment’s respite. He coughed and let out a bitter laugh.


  “Damn it all…”


  I had resolved to die with her, he thought grimly. If her will was strong enough to hold steel to her own throat, I’d rather slay the First Bahamut myself and perish in her embrace. At least then I could spare her the burden of dealing with that abomination.


  And yet…


  He had been insufferably arrogant. Who was he to entertain the thought of ending her life?


  Leon slowly raised his head. Veronica’s face loomed above him—a beauty so cruelly innocent it stole his breath. Regardless of her origins, she had always been the most noble and radiant being in his eyes, so transcendent that a tainted soul like himself dared not even lift a finger in her presence.


  If I survive this—what had he intended to confess afterward? Even he couldn’t recall. His lips curved into a sardonic smile.


  “Why do you smile?”


  It trampled over brittle bones as it approached, words flowing from Veronica’s lips, in Veronica’s voice. Leon wasn’t surprised, but he understood why she had been so terrified. It had the same face as Veronica but alien expressions—the same voice but the wrong cadence. Its mimicry only made the creature more grotesque.


  Leon planted his divine sword in the ground and rose to his feet. “That’s rich coming from someone who’s smiling even more widely than me.”


  “Someone?”


  “Would you prefer I address you as ‘monster?’”


  The creature tilted its head at an unnatural angle. Its gleaming crimson eyes overflowed with unholy ecstasy. Seemingly pleased, it readily offered an answer.


  “I smile because I’m happy. I’ll finally kill you, then she’ll become my family.”


  As Leon fully straightened his frame, the creature became something he had to look down upon. He stared downward and muttered, “Family, is it?”


  To his adversary, Leon probably appeared to stand alone. But solitude was an illusion. Throughout the battle, the ghosts of his brothers had fought alongside him. Leon raised his head and gazed upon the spectral visages of his fallen family from Tyran.


  He could see Walter, who had continued swinging his blade even as he dragged his mangled body forward after his leg was torn asunder. He had sung hymns until his final breath before being consumed by the quicksand.


  And what of Melusine beside him? He’d been a devoted husband who penned heartfelt letters to his beloved wife every night, but the final correspondence dispatched from the southern front had contained only news of his valiant end. The woman who had eagerly awaited the courier’s arrival must have wept bitter tears upon hearing of his fate.


  Ah, and one mustn’t forget portly Gustav, who had been dispatched to uphold the marquis’s ancient honor. He’d been a coward who had soiled his bedsheets the eve before battle, yet in the end, he fought with unmatched bravery for his sworn brother Maximilian before falling to enemy claws. They had all been his brothers-in-arms and cherished family.


  Leon, orphaned and alone, had discovered in adulthood brothers he wouldn’t trade for all the kingdoms of the world. Blood relation or shared species wasn’t what forged family bonds. When humans truly understand and love another soul, they become bound by ties stronger than any bloodline. That sacred connection was the divine blessing the Creator had bestowed upon the creatures of this mortal realm.


  So in Leon’s heart, he knew with certainty that the Bahamut—unable to comprehend Veronica’s anguish—didn’t know what love really meant.


  “What’s so amusing?” It suddenly inquired.


  It seemed Leon had been laughing aloud without realizing it. After committing his comrades’ faces to memory one final time, he slowly turned his steely gaze toward the creature.


  “Just that your argument is weaker than I expected, considering how you destroyed other people’s families to get here.”


  At his blatantly mocking tone, the corners of the creature’s mouth twisted downward. Leon, in contrast, curved his lips into a knowing smile and met Its gaze with cold eyes.


  “Are you that lonely?” Leon whispered with the confidence of a victor. “Do you want Veronica’s love? Does the mere glimpse of love I’ve experienced drive you to madness with envy? But unfortunately, Veronica will never love you—not even if you kill me right now.”


  As he lifted Its chin with blood-stained fingers, the Bahamut’s crimson eyes flickered upward. Consumed by the desire to gouge out those eyes that dared share Veronica’s ruby hue, he continued, “Let me make a prophecy of my own. No matter how perfectly you mimic humanity, you will never truly become like us. Even if each of your kind develops individual consciousness, the outcome remains unchanged. You’ll annihilate yourselves in miserable fashion while slaughtering one another—because you fundamentally lack what’s most essential to coexistence.”


  Humanity had secured victory in this war eons ago. The outcome had nothing to do with whether Leon and Veronica could physically vanquish the First Bahamut.


  A realm populated solely by selfish beings would inevitably collapse into isolation. How could entities incapable of empathizing with or comprehending others’ suffering ever hope to forge a lasting civilization?


  The Bahamuts would not survive beyond a single generation.


  As Leon finished his declaration and lowered the hand that had been gripping the creature’s chin, the air surrounding them began to violently churn from below. Leon knew he had kindled the First Bahamut’s unbridled wrath.


  It doesn’t matter, he thought with grim acceptance. His journey would end here. He only prayed for a warrior’s death that wouldn’t shame his brothers watching from beyond—a death agonizing enough to atone for surviving a year longer than they did, yet merciful enough that Veronica wouldn’t grieve too much for his passing.


  Leon took a measured step back. Before he could even raise his divine blade to guard, a Bahamut lunged at him with razor fangs bared in a lightning assault.


  Metal screamed against bone as he deflected the shark-like teeth with Apocalypse, his boots skidding backward across the bloodstained ground. The dozens of teeth gnawing at his blade, attempting to wear down its enchanted edge, suddenly fractured and shattered like crystal just as he adjusted his grip on the hilt. Leon seized the opening and thrust his sword deep into the creature’s gullet before wrenching upward, splitting its skull in two.


  A crimson fountain erupted skyward as from a severed artery. Blood in battle served as nature’s most primal signal flare; Bahamuts swarmed from all directions as if summoned by the scent, their twisted forms blotting out the light.


  A predatory smile crossed Leon’s face—he thrived in these odds. His merciless blade carved elegant arcs through flesh, each swing claiming multiple foes. A knight’s oath was merely the most honorable mantle bestowed upon a sanctified killer. He wielded Apocalypse with deadly grace, intent on raging against the darkness until his final heartbeat faded.


  If only It hadn’t hurled itself into his blade’s deadly trajectory.


  Damn it!


  Several strands of raven hair scattered into the air as Apocalypse halted mere inches from Veronica’s delicate neck. Leon’s face contorted in horror as he wrenched his body violently backward.


  He had glimpsed openings to slay the First Bahamut countless times already, but had deliberately let each opportunity pass. He couldn’t bear to inflict even the slightest wound upon Veronica’s form. He had restrained his every movement out of paralyzing fear that she might suffer the tiniest harm. But now…


  “What are you doing?” Leon hissed in disbelief, frozen in place.


  The First Bahamut had retrieved a jagged arm bone and was raising Its slender hand high. Before any thought could fully crystallize in his mind, the bone fragment plunged deep into Its pale thigh.


  Though physically impossible from this distance, Leon would swear upon his soul he heard Veronica’s anguished scream echoing from somewhere deep within the cave.


  He froze, his heart turning to ice. His blood ran cold.


  “Throw away your blade,” It commanded.


  The creature smiled with Veronica’s lips and wrenched the bone free. Crimson rivulets cascaded down Its porcelain skin. While Leon remained momentarily paralyzed with horror, Its delicate arm rose high once more. This time, the target was Its flat, vulnerable abdomen. No choice remained—Leon hurled Apocalypse to the ground, curses dying on his tongue.


  The improvised weapon that had been slicing mercilessly through the air halted a hair’s breadth from piercing flesh. A deathly silence descended beyond the abruptly stilled hand.


  The creature rolled those blood-red eyes toward the divine sword embedded in the stone floor. With deliberate steps, It approached and extracted the blade, eyes traveling from the gleaming tip to the ornate pommel as if in admiration.


  Leon remained motionless despite anticipating the creature’s next action with perfect clarity. If he attempted escape, Veronica would suffer in his stead. And so his own sacred blade helplessly pierced its master’s side.


  As he drew in a ragged breath, the sword was viciously withdrawn, and his towering frame doubled over in agony. White-hot fire erupted through his torso as crimson life essence seeped through his fingers. No respite was granted to tend his mortal wound. As if this were merely the opening act in a grand tragedy, the blade repeatedly impaled him without mercy. Behind his knee, through his shoulder—until Leon staggered and could no longer maintain his footing. A Bahamut approached and, mimicking its master, seized his throat and pinned him against a crumbling pillar.


  The same bone fragment that had violated Veronica’s flesh was driven brutally into his abdomen. He hung suspended, skewered in mid-air. Blood cascaded from his lips in crimson waves, his battle-hardened body convulsing violently against the unyielding stone. His oxygen-starved lungs fought desperately, struggling with fading strength to capture even one more precious breath. His vision alternated between clarity and murky darkness.


  Eventually, Apocalypse was drawn back to deliver the final judgment upon its fallen master. The blade’s arc unfolded with nightmarish slowness, as if the very fabric of time sought to prolong his final moments.


  Death approached. The final curtain was falling. In terms of suffering, his end would surely be remembered as a masterpiece of agony.


  His sole regret in this fading life was, inevitably, Veronica. There were countless things he had dreamed of doing for her since that first fateful meeting. He had yearned to craft her a warm hearth to banish memories of stormy nights that once filled her with dread, to entwine his fingers with hers and wander through festival-lit streets—a simple joy she had never experienced with her own family.


  I wish fate had woven our threads differently, his heart cried out to her. Even if our paths had crossed later in life, I wish I could have known you in a realm untainted by the Bahamuts’ shadow. Not a single sin stains your soul, beloved. When I stand before the eternal judgment, I will testify with my dying breath that, if damnation must claim someone, it should fall upon me, not—


  A piercing metallic shriek shattered the air, sending ripples of sound cascading outward like stones in still water. His final confession to her splintered alongside the screech of metal clashing against its twin.


  His fading crimson eyes widened in disbelief before the blinding flash of steel meeting steel. Leon beheld the slender back of the woman who had thrown herself before him, intercepting the killing blow meant to end his life. As the two divine blades met in violent communion, celestial sparks erupted where their edges kissed.


  * * *


  Veronica’s arms trembled as she faced the First Bahamut.


  “Why…”


  The divine blades scraped against each other with an unholy screech as her sword slipped toward the hilt. Across the gleaming edge between them, the Bahamut’s pupils reflected her tear-streaked face with cruel clarity.


  “Why must you be so merciless?” Veronica demanded, her voice breaking.


  The two divine swords clashed before finally breaking apart. The momentary opening vanished in a heartbeat—It immediately brought its blade down with terrifying speed. With a resounding clang, sparks erupted like angry fireflies as Veronica raised her sword to block the blow aimed at her head. The powerful vibration coursed through her arm. She gritted her teeth and endured, her muscles screaming in protest. Each deflection sent shockwaves through her body that threatened to shatter her bones.


  The only reason she hadn’t been overwhelmed despite her wounds was because of Genesis. In hands not meant to wield it, a divine blade was merely common steel. While Veronica fought in harmony with her own sword, the Bahamut was attacking with brute force alone.


  “Stop this!” she cried out. “If you want me to be your family, then fine! I’ll do anything you want, so just leave him alone!”


  Her anguished voice created massive ripples like a stone dropped in a still lake. As the air expanded in concentric circles and burst the heads of the surrounding Bahamuts, It twisted its head at an impossible angle before leaping backward. Veronica seized that precious moment to adjust her grip on the sword while gasping for breath.


  “This was always between you and me,” she said. “There was no need to harm Leon.”


  She had known from the beginning that he wouldn’t be able to kill the First Bahamut. Veronica was the one destined to have blood on her hands. She should have warned him, or at least tried to stop him from facing this monster alone.


  She had known this, but couldn’t bring herself to say it. Everything had happened too late. She had been too slow to come to her senses and too slow to fight her way through the Bahamut legion. The sudden, excruciating pain in her leg had delayed her as she struggled to stand again. By the time she had finally arrived, the sight that greeted her had turned her blood to ice—Leon, hanging like a lifeless corpse, impaled on the cave pillar.


  Blood poured in crimson rivulets from Leon’s wounds, pooling beneath him. Veronica stood frozen, her mind blank with horror. Her heart shattered before she could even draw breath.


  No, no. Not Leon. Anyone but him.


  She had lunged forward recklessly, reason abandoned. When she realized the sword that violently clashed with hers was Apocalypse itself, hot tears erupted unbidden. A knight of Leon’s caliber would never have lost his divine blade by accident. He must have surrendered it willingly—to protect her, and to save her.


  She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood as she glanced down at the black cloth tied around her hand. She had to save Leon. Things were different now. She had trained with the sword so that she wouldn’t need to hide behind others. She would no longer weep helplessly while he fought her battles for her.


  “Then tell me,” commanded the Bahamut.


  “…Tell you what?”


  “Can’t we become like you?”


  For a moment, Veronica caught her breath, struggling to comprehend the unexpected question. As bewilderment crossed her features, It continued with haunting persistence.


  “The Red Knight said we couldn’t ever be like you, no matter how perfectly we imitate you.”


  A heavy silence hung between them, thick as the blood pooling at their feet.


  “Can’t we become like you?” the Bahamut repeated.


  Veronica hesitated—not because she now understood the source of the creature’s unprecedented rage—but because the longing and jealousy etched across its face were so painfully transparent.


  I knew it all along, but you’re truly…


  “Is that what made you so mad?” she asked. “Mad enough to reduce Leon to… this?”


  Instead of answering, the Bahamut’s unearthly eyes dilated then contracted in an inhuman rhythm. Veronica stared at the face identical to her own for a moment before shaking her head slowly.


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t answer that question,” she said. “I’m not a divine being but merely human, and humans can’t tell the future. But…”


  As she spoke, she noticed that the legion had silently reformed around them. Everywhere she looked, presented the same nightmarish tableau: Bahamuts, Bahamuts, and more Bahamuts. They stood shoulder to shoulder but were eternally isolated, unable to truly embrace and connect with each other.


  “Perhaps it’s only natural that you can’t become exactly like us, who were born and raised on this land,” she continued. “You yourself said that you came from beyond the celestial veil.”


  Perhaps their obsession with reproduction stemmed from their profound loneliness—a desperate attempt to fill the void within their hollow souls. After all, the sea could be painfully, achingly cold in its emptiness.


  “So…”


  Veronica was about to tell It to abandon this futile quest, but her words died on her lips. A sudden wrongness prickled at her awareness, and she quickly glanced down at her sword hand. To her horror, her fingers no longer obeyed her will.


  “What—” she gasped.


  Her fingers twitched before betraying her completely, dropping the sword with a clang. Only when the metallic echo faded did she realize the terrible truth—the First Bahamut had seized control of her body. Just as Veronica had once been able to back when she had God inside her, It now manipulated her limbs like a puppet master, forcing her legs to move in an unsteady, shambling gait.


  “Can’t we become like you?”


  The haunting question assaulted her again. Veronica lifted her ashen face, helpless against the invasion. Her body, no longer her own, limped forward until she stood before It. She felt as if her consciousness had been torn from her physical form, trapped in a waking nightmare. With arms stiffly outstretched against her will, Veronica embraced It, who had planted Apocalypse into the ground before her. Her eyes widened in shock.


  She had expected it to immobilize her before delivering a fatal blow. But instead of death, it sought… connection.


  “Can’t we become like you?” it whispered, the words brushing against her ear.


  Veronica remained silent, her voice trapped in her throat.


  The voice that reached her ears carried an unexpected sorrow. Though it repeated the same haunting question, something had shifted in its tone. Veronica’s mind drifted back to when she’d first encountered It at the lake. Back then, the Bahamut had given her a similar impression—like a child throwing a tantrum or a shadow desperately clinging to her feet, seeking acknowledgment. It was both terrifying and pitiable. Meeting this creature felt like discovering a twin sibling whose existence she had never suspected.


  The crimson vision she had experienced on the day of her complete corruption flashed before her eyes. In that moment, Veronica had glimpsed an understanding of the creature’s nature. She had died and been reborn through that connection.


  Die. Die. Be reborn…


  In that moment, a thread of divine truth flashed through her darkened mind. Veronica reached toward the elusive illumination that seemed both within grasp and eternally beyond reach.


  Wait, could it be… Goosebumps rippled across her skin as her vision cleared with sudden clarity. Has this been God’s plan all along?


  The legion arrayed behind her stood out in sharp relief against the cavern walls, their significance suddenly obvious.


  They say all things in the world turn under the wheel of cause and effect, but no one had considered that the proliferation of Bahamuts could have been the work of divine providence—even though their numbers seemed excessive for mere instruments of human punishment.


  



  “Have you ever heard of the story called Raindrop World?”


  “You mean the Chesanian fairy tale?”


  “Yes, that’s the one. The story is about how each falling raindrop contains an entire world proportional to its size.”


  



  Among the bedtime stories Veronica had treasured as a child, she had loved the Chesanian fairy tale above all others because of its profound cyclical nature. She had been captivated by the concept that regardless of what life one lived inside a raindrop, eventually all would become one with the vast sea, only to be reborn from the heavens anew.


  Cycle. Yes, divine truth lies within the eternal cycle.


  “No, perhaps… we might eventually become the same after all,” Veronica said, her voice trembling with the weight of revelation.


  Surprised by her unexpected response, the Bahamut hesitated. Veronica pressed on, seizing the opportunity.


  “I’ve always believed that you were God’s mistake,” she confessed. “That even if you were created to punish humanity, your endless multiplication was excessive—that your terrifying rate of reproduction couldn’t possibly have been part of the divine plan.”


  The Bahamut remained silent, but she could feel its attention focused on her with predatory intensity.


  “But now I understand,” she continued. “God has never made a mistake. The reason He allowed you to spread across the entire land was…”


  Veronica lowered her gaze to Apocalypse, still embedded in the ground beside her. The luminous hilt gleamed with golden promise.


  “Because as many living beings as possible needed to die upon this soil.”


  The Bahamuts were a foreign existence, an interloper in this world’s natural order. But if they died here, their bodies would be broken down by the worms of the earth, becoming nutrients for the soil itself. Those nutrients would nourish seeds of new life, and after bearing fruit, would transform into part of the animals that consumed them. They would finally enter this world’s sacred cycle. Just as raindrops flow inevitably to the sea and fall again from the heavens, they would die and be reborn as a true creature of this land—no longer an outsider.


  “You’ve desperately sought God’s love,” she said softly, “but perhaps He has loved even you from the beginning.”


  At the mention of love, the Bahamut startled, releasing its grip on her. Its eyes widened. Veronica didn’t hesitate. She lunged forward, fingers closing around Apocalypse’s hilt, and pulled the divine sword from the earth with a decisive motion.


  “Die and be reborn,” she said. “And when you return, you can be what your heart truly desires, and live without loneliness.”


  In the blink of an eye, her blade cleaved through the air. The Bahamut raised an arm in defense, but its flesh and bone shattered under the force of her strike. The severed limb fell with a sickening sound, dark blood erupting in a fountain. Despite the pain shooting through her own body—the phantom echo of their connection—Veronica pressed on relentlessly. She couldn’t afford to hesitate. She slashed with desperate precision, the sacred blade gleaming with righteous fury and leaving trails of light in its wake.


  From behind her came Leon’s anguished cry, almost a scream of protest. Veronica steeled herself, refusing to look back. If I look into your eyes now, my resolve would crumble…


  She heard phantom church bells in her mind and recalled the humble inn at Karta where she had learned swordplay. When she had just mastered cutting and moved on to thrusting techniques, Leon had told her that focusing on the sword’s tip was far more crucial than raw power. Does he know how many times I missed my target because I was distracted by his presence at my back?


  Veronica pulled the sword back and focused all her attention on the sword’s tip. Pain and sorrow fell away. There was only Apocalypse now, and the divine revelation unveiled as she understood God’s mysterious plan.


  With a sickening thud, the divine blade pierced through the Bahamut’s forehead and erupted from the back of its skull.


  It stared at her with wide, unblinking eyes as its breath stilled.


  Sound vanished as if the entire world had been suspended. Her pulse slowed. At some indefinable moment, only the creature’s crimson eyes and her own thundering heart remained in existence. Her heartbeat echoed against her eardrums like a primal drum.


  Everything was crimson. The world was drowning in blood. Newborn infants wailed because they were born into a blood-soaked world. The lingering scent of blood that all life inhaled at birth and the crimson-washed world that filled their first vision—this was the beginning of all lives.


  Yet despite this brutal beginning, the child persevered. Even as the world crumbled, the child learned to speak, walk, run, and grow into adulthood—defying the chaos that birthed them.


  Very slowly, the blood-drenched world began to reclaim its natural hues. The two shadows, joined by the divine sword like macabre twins, gradually tilted as the blade protruding from the back of the Bahamut’s head scattered into tiny motes of darkness. A powerful wave of energy radiated outward, rippling through the cavern. It was as if the earth itself was creating waves through solid stone. The surrounding legion collapsed in perfect unison, falling like puppets with severed strings.


  The scene resembled the undulation of a tempestuous sea, and in this moment of transcendence, Veronica felt no fear of death. She was merely returning to the sea from whence all life emerged—to the sacred origin of all existence.
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  The sun vanished behind the moon, plunging the world into shadow. It was a solar eclipse—the first in twenty years.


  As the white sun disappeared behind a perfect black circle, it created the unsettling illusion of God’s eye opening in the heavens, gazing down upon the mortal realm. From that divine vantage point, He witnessed a miraculous wave emanating from a distant cave, spreading through the darkness.


  Across the Blasen Mountains, Bahamuts collapsed wherever the energy touched them, falling like empty husks stripped of their souls. The same fate befell those desecrating Karta’s Grand Cathedral with their savage claws. Even the monsters frenzied by the faint human scent wafting from underground shelters toppled onto piles of rubble as the wave reached them.


  At the wilderness’s edge, refugees who had been moments from death found themselves suddenly spared. A woman who had fallen scrambled backward in terror until a Bahamut crashed down beside her, the shock rendering her unconscious where she lay.


  The rippling power surged beyond Kaisenmier in all directions. In the eastern seas, Bahamuts floated to the surface like dead fish, their vacant eyes staring sightlessly at the sky. Those scaling the rocky cliffs of the Rom Archipelago plummeted into the churning foam below.


  In the western kingdom of Ruega, the royal Blood Rotation descended into chaos as the eclipse began just as two armies clashed on the plains. War horses trampled blindly over fallen bodies in the sudden darkness. Later, historians would record it as the shortest rotation ever fought.


  In the devastated lands of Chesania and Tanbia, most survivors hiding underground remained oblivious to the celestial event unfolding above. Meanwhile, in the frozen northern Whiteland, Bahamuts crashed onto the snowy plains with such force that even the hard-of-hearing polar bears startled at the disturbance.


  The circular wave swept across the entire world before converging back upon itself and vanishing. The moment it disappeared, the sun emerged triumphantly from behind the moon. It was truly summer, God’s season. Dazzling sunlight poured down upon the earth like liquid gold.


  Everywhere, people stood in awe at the revealed landscape, but the greatest celebration erupted from the wilderness. Before the eclipse, Bahamuts had been snapping at the heels of fleeing citizens. Now, soldiers and civilians alike stared in disbelief at rows of monstrous corpses. Behind them, white clouds spread in a perfect circle from the Blasen Mountains.


  After a moment of stunned silence, cheers and reverent cries soared skyward. Even more miraculously, a clear, crystalline river now flowed beside them where only parched earth had existed before.


  A river running through the wilderness—a place where not a drop of water had existed—could only be divine intervention. People who beheld the shimmering water proclaimed with one voice that God had blessed their promised land.


  The elderly, throats parched from thirst, approached the water with trembling hands. Infants who had been wailing in their parents’ arms were the first to sense the change. As always, the children’s bright smiles returned faster than the adults’, their laughter a chorus of renewal.


  Intense sunlight and joyful voices filled the air. Those who had reached the Great Temple first came running with news of another miracle: the head had returned to the sacred statue in the wilderness. The whisper spread from person to person like a holy tide.


  “Deus reversus est (God has returned)!”


  * * *


  In a cave filled with thousands of corpses, darkness and silence reigned.


  “…Veronica.”


  Leon’s voice, strangled with grief, repeated the name he had already uttered countless times. His blood-soaked hands trembled as he gripped the jagged bone protruding from his abdomen. He had already failed to remove it several times, but the former holy knight refused to surrender. With one final, desperate effort, his convulsing fingers tightened around the bone. A sickening squelch accompanied its release as he slid down the pillar.


  He coughed violently, each spasm sending fresh blood pouring from his wounds. Yet Leon showed no concern for his own fatal injuries. Instead, he stretched his mangled arm toward Veronica’s crumpled form, pulling her against his chest.


  “Veronica,” he whispered like a man possessed, a desperate litany against the encroaching darkness.


  My mind is fracturing, he thought. The legendary knight who had remained stoic through countless battles now cradled his lover with fingers that shook uncontrollably. He couldn’t even think to check for signs of life. His composure had completely shattered.


  I killed her. Murdered her. Forced her into suicide. In his delirium, he believed all the blood staining his hands was hers. His broken mind conjured visions from his past—his mother’s legs as they swung lifelessly.


  He was no different from Mecklenburg. His love had bound Veronica to him and driven her to sacrifice. He had pushed the woman more precious than his own soul to death, all for humanity’s sake—for fragile creatures who would exist briefly before vanishing like morning dew.


  Dark emotions crawled from the depths of his being as if his very soul had been mortally wounded.


  He traced her pale cheek before lowering his lips to hers. Entangled in blood, they made a grotesque picture together—some kind of a tableau of tragic lovers in hell.


  If I could only freeze this moment—if I could only hold onto you forever, I’d sacrifice everything else in this cruel world…


  Just then, a soft sound escaped her lips as her eyelids fluttered. Leon pulled back instantly, staring down as Veronica forced her heavy eyelids open with what seemed like her last reserves of strength. As his image came into focus in her clouded crimson eyes, her bloodless lips moved with heartbreaking effort.


  “H-Help… me.”


  Silently, he brought his ear to her mouth. Her voice, metallic and brittle, was barely audible.


  “I’m… scared…”


  He slowly raised his head, their eyes meeting in devastating intimacy. A single tear formed at the corner of her eye, trailing down her ashen cheek like a diamond catching the faint light.


  “At first… I was okay… with it,” she whispered.


  Leon remained silent, hanging on her every labored word.


  “It didn’t… feel like dying then.”


  He watched her struggle to speak, unable to offer anything but his presence.


  “But now I’m… scared…” Her voice broke. “I hate… the darkness.”


  Her breathing scattered into wheezing sobs. Leon remained frozen as she murmured the words that shattered what remained of his heart.


  “I want to live…”


  His chest constricted with unbearable pain. After all this time, she was finally confessing what she had kept hidden—the fear she had masked behind brave acceptance, the desire for life she had suppressed for duty’s sake. Only now, at the very end, did she reveal her true feelings. And with that confession came the most heartbreaking tears.


  “No. I don’t want to die…”


  She was too young to embrace death so willingly. Even hardened knights who lived with mortality’s shadow often faced their end with wide-eyed terror when it finally approached.


  Leon’s expressionless mask crumbled, his face contorting with agony.


  He tenderly wiped away her tears with his thumb, then leaned forward to press gentle kisses to her neck and shoulders. But it was already too late. All he could offer was the comfort of his embrace, sharing what little warmth remained in his dying body. His soul felt more violently torn than his physical form, which continued to bleed out. He would do anything for her, yet there was nothing he could do to save her now.


  Feeling her fragile body tremble against his, he whispered softly, “Don’t be afraid. It’s just darkness. There’s no pain or sadness beyond. It’s okay.”


  She whimpered, tears falling steadily.


  “The hard part is over,” he soothed, his voice gentle as a caress. “From now on, we’ll never be apart again. If you’re still afraid, I’ll stay right beside you until the end. Just call my name.”


  He pressed his forehead against hers. Veronica’s eyes filled once more before closing, a final tear sliding down her cheek. Leon removed the heavy cross necklace from around her throat, as if freeing her from the shackles of her fate. The necklace fell to the stone floor with a hollow sound.


  In truth, Leon remained alive only because the cross was exacting its mystical price. Having benefited from the holy relic for three weeks, he would be unable to die for the same duration, even as he yearned for death’s release. He would linger in agony, bleeding and wasting away, while his soul screamed for an end. Some might call it a cruel fate, but to Leon, it was a blessing. Because he was still alive, she wouldn’t have to cross the threshold alone. That knowledge was enough to soothe his shattered heart.


  He cradled her head against his armored chest as her eyes closed, dark lashes stark against her pale skin. Her breathing grew shallow as she called to him intermittently, her voice fading with each attempt.


  “Leon… Are you… still here…?”


  “Yes,” he answered. “I’m right here.”


  * * *


  “Leon… are you still…”


  “I’m here, Veronica. I’m not going anywhere.”


  * * *


  “Leon.”


  “Yes?”


  The intervals between her calls grew longer. During these precious moments, Leon prayed only for her peace—that her suffering might ease, that fear would release its grip on her heart, that she might find serenity even if he had to bear all the pain alone for eternity.


  As twilight descended, shadows stretched across the cave floor. The sacred place where God’s power had manifested now lay silent and still. Veronica no longer called Leon’s name. Her labored breathing had ceased, leaving only profound silence.


  For the first time since she had awakened, Leon spoke first, his voice breaking the sacred stillness. “Veronica.”


  No answer came from her still form.


  “Veronica,” he called again.


  When no response came, he buried his face against her neck, his shoulders beginning to shake. Hot tears flowed down her collarbone like blood.


  Even as dawn broke, the entangled silhouettes remained unchanged. The dying knight kept his vigil, Apocalypse positioned before them like a sentinel. The scene resembled either an oath of loyalty transcending death or a cross over a silent grave.


  The woman was dead, her face peaceful in eternal slumber, as if she had merely fallen asleep in the arms of her beloved.


  * * *


  “What are you doing here, boy?”


  The thunderous rebuke sent books tumbling to the floor. Fourteen-year-old Leon froze, his spine stiffening as he glanced at the monk’s stern face before shifting his gaze to the scattered tomes below. His expression betrayed an inner conflict about what deserved his immediate attention. When the monk ambled into the library with deliberate steps, Leon bent down and began gathering volumes titles such as: Resurrection of the Dead, Miracles, and Pope Ilias the 202nd.


  Ilias was infamous among the former pontiffs for performing the forbidden miracle of raising the dead. Noting the boy’s obvious interest in such heretical subjects, the monk’s weathered face creased with disapproval.


  “Miracles come to those who pray, not those who bury their noses in forbidden texts. These hardly warrant missing your devotions.”


  “Forgive me, Father,” Leon murmured. He began returning the books to their shelves, offering no justification for his transgression.


  The monk arched a bushy eyebrow and scrutinized the lanky youth once more. The boy had flaming red hair and that distinctive scar slashing across one eye—unmistakably the knight commander’s son.


  “Is this connected to your unauthorized absence from the monastery a little while ago?”


  The monk’s voice cut like a consecrated blade. Leon, who had been pushing the spine of Miracles back onto the shelf, froze mid-motion. The truth—that it concerned his birth mother’s suicide that very day—rose like bile in his throat. But he knew such an admission would do far more than merely shock an elderly holy man.


  “Death is divine providence, boy. If one absolute truth exists in this mortal realm, it’s that mere humans cannot command the forces of life and death.”


  “But the former Pope—”


  “Pope Ilias,” the monk cut through Leon’s protest firmly, “desecrated dozens of holy relics to harness the divine power sealed within them. Such sacrilege can hardly be called miraculous. This isn’t the time to debate the morality of it, but purge such dangerous thoughts from your mind. If your heart harbors sin, better to tear out your heart than let it corrupt your soul.”


  * * *


  The nerve-grating sound of something scratching dragged Leon from the depths of memory. The recollection vanished like incense smoke.


  His blood-hazed vision now held only a familiar tattered cloak instead of the monk’s weathered face. A black insect, nearly invisible against the black fabric, crawled steadily toward Veronica’s still form.


  Leon brushed it away, then pulled the shrouded woman deeper into his embrace. His touch was tenderly possessive, like a lover drawing his beloved closer beneath the bedsheets.


  He had decided that, until his final breath escaped his lips, nothing would touch her—not even if divine providence itself reached out with spectral fingers. This death was his alone to claim, for which he bore absolute responsibility. No force in heaven or hell could interfere or intervene.


  What I’ve claimed, I won’t surrender. Not unless you rise up yourself and demand to be released from my grasp.


  Leon recognized the madness in his thoughts, and his lips curved into a ghastly smile. As he tilted his head back, the pallid moonlight struck his face with blinding intensity.


  Time had become a broken hourglass. Had three weeks nearly passed, or was the end still distant?


  When his consciousness returned between waves of agony as his entrails twisted within him, sometimes daylight filtered through the cavern entrance, sometimes stars. Sometimes reality itself seemed a fevered hallucination. Yet the excruciating pain remained his one constant companion. Blood seeped from his pores as though his very skin had been flayed from his flesh, and strength had abandoned him, as if every bone in his body had been pulverized to dust. The sensation of his intestines being wrung like wet linen sent him thrashing, his limbs contorting in grotesque angles, trapping him in a thick and suffocating darkness. End me. Just end this torment. He had ground those words between his teeth countless times, but fate cruelly denied him his only desire.


  This was the price for three miraculous weeks of borrowed life. The divine punishment exceeded even his darkest expectations.


  Even as death seemed imminent, release remained tantalizingly beyond reach. Whoever first spoke of “pain worse than death” had uttered literal truth. His numerous attempts at self-destruction had brought not sweet oblivion but only fresh torments. The searing heat that carved through him like a reaper’s scythe forced him to endure every agony a mortal vessel could bear. He vomited blood, his flesh withered, his bones liquefied within him, and yet the spark of life refused to be extinguished.


  If mere existence could be called living.


  Leon’s gaze drifted downward. A slain Bahamut, its head twisted at an impossible angle, was being methodically devoured by carrion insects. Its hollow crimson eyes seemed to cast an almost sorrowful gaze in his direction, as if whispering that he had already descended into the abyss. He was trapped in a pit with countless corpses, drowning in a lake of blood, shackled so he could never again breach the surface and draw breath.


  But then, what about Veronica? he thought deliriously. Is she still waiting alone in that endless snowfield?


  For a heartbeat, a vision flashed before him—a wind-swept expanse of pristine snow and a delicate silhouette viewed from behind. He saw a city reduced to ashes and a woman sitting alone, arms wrapped around herself in solitary comfort. After weeping for what seemed an eternity, she raised her head. Finally sensing his approach, she began to turn. But just before their eyes could meet, the momentarily subdued agony surged back with vengeful fury, shredding the vision.


  Leon’s teeth ground together as he hunched his broad shoulders. The arm cradling Veronica trembled violently against his will.


  His dying brain betrayed him—he could no longer recall with perfect clarity how her expression looked when he would memorize her features before each battle. He couldn’t remember how her eyes flashed when she muttered “liar,” whether her eyes crinkled at the corners when she laughed, or if just the edges of her lips would curve upward. Panic clawed at him. He yearned for her with desperate intensity—just one more glimpse of her living face. He would gladly endure this infernal torment for eternity if he could behold her just once more.


  Yes, her physical form rested in his arms, but what he craved wasn’t her mere appearance but her laughter, her indignant complaints, and her whispered confessions in the dark. He wanted the living essence of their love.


  His twisted hand scraped against stone, tendons standing out like cords beneath his skin. Leon summoned his remaining strength and rose slowly to his feet. With Veronica’s shrouded form cradled in one arm and his sword gripped in the other, he took a single agonizing step. Blood splashed beneath his boot, and his wounds screamed in protest. He neither flinched nor acknowledged the pain. He walked with unwavering determination, bearing his precious burden toward the source of that ethereal white light—to the sacred resting place of Genesis.


  Only upon reaching the gleaming divine blade did Leon gently lay Veronica beside him. She rested before the kneeling knight, blissfully unaware of the sacrilege about to unfold.


  Even in his deteriorated state, Leon recognized the madness of his intention. Though the rational part of his mind had fractured, enough cognition remained to understand the magnitude of his transgression. This was the desperate gambit of a soul who had turned its back on divinity and plummeted to the darkest depths. Success wasn’t guaranteed—far from it.


  But despite his knightly honor and the last whispers of piety warning him against this path, Leon knew he had no choice but to try.


  Why didn’t I think of this sooner?


  Nothing contained more raw life force than a consecrated blade that had devoured its masters for over a millennium.


  



  “Pope Ilias desecrated dozens of holy relics to harness the divine power sealed within them. Such sacrilege can hardly be called miraculous.”


  



  “…I don’t care,” Leon muttered, raising Apocalypse high above his head before plunging it downward in a perfect arc. An unholy metallic shriek echoed through the cavern as if the sword itself cried out in anguish. Leon’s face remained a stone mask as he lifted his blade and brought it crashing down upon Genesis again with savage force. While the merciless execution of the sacred weapon continued, the corpses of fallen Bahamuts formed a silent audience, their lifeless eyes witnessing this final heresy.


  The two divine blades had clashed in battle many times before, but this confrontation was fundamentally different. First, Genesis was now masterless; second, Apocalypse was not merely wielded by its chosen knight but had the cross necklace wrapped around its core; and finally, Leon was targeting not the hallowed white blade but the lion-embossed hilt.


  He was shattering God’s sword and desecrating a divine artifact. Leon understood the consequences better than any living soul. He, a paladin anointed by holy oil, was deliberately destroying the church’s final sacred relic, when even the most hardened heretic would hesitate before such blasphemy. Through the shower of sparks erupting from the tortured metal, the sacred oath he had sworn at his ordination ceremony resonated in his mind like an accusation.


  I, Leon Berg, swear before the sanctuary of the Holy One who sanctifies us…


  The metallic shriek continued.


  That I shall uphold God’s commandments throughout my mortal days and pledge unwavering loyalty to His anointed priests…


  Leon continued his savage assault, his face expressionless.


  That I shall shield the innocent, bow before no false idols, and dedicate my remaining breath solely to His divine purpose…


  Finally, something cracked.


  That my gaze shall forever remain fixed upon His glory alone.


  What shattered wasn’t merely metal, but the foundation of his former existence. For her sake, Leon had forsaken his most sacred vows. He had pledged his knight’s oath to a new deity.


  In reflection, Veronica had been like a solitary ray of sunshine piercing the coldest winter day. She was a precious ember of warmth that had found him when he lay curled against the biting cold, when he was sprawled in a pit, dying without even the awareness of his impending doom.


  Her sudden radiance had felt foreign, driving him to retreat into familiar shadows time and again—yet without her light, he would have perished in that eternal winter. The soul saved that fateful day hadn’t been hers, but his own. He had never truly been her savior, not once—at least not until this moment.


  Finally, the seemingly impervious lion’s head began to fracture. Rather than waiting, Leon struck once more with renewed determination. A spiderweb of fissures spread beyond the sculpted mane, consuming the entire hilt like a creeping plague. Then, astonishingly, the handle of Apocalypse also began to fracture in sympathetic response, as if the two divine weapons shared a mystical connection. Then the lion ornament crumbled completely to dust, revealing beneath it a blade of such pristine whiteness it resembled crystallized moonlight. Brilliant radiance erupted from both liberated swords, bathing the cavern in blinding light.


  A tremendous surge of primordial life force enveloped the two figures. It was the final miracle—one that would remain forever unrecorded in the annals of holy scripture.


  * * *


  Veronica had always feared death. The unknown void beyond terrified her—both what might await and the hollow possibility that nothing would. At least, that was what she’d told herself. Only as consciousness slipped away did her true fear surface:


  What about you? If I die, how will you manage alone?


  She tried desperately to open her eyes one last time to see his face, but her body had already surrendered. The moment her grip on consciousness failed, darkness swept her away. With her feet caught in a black quagmire, Veronica sank helplessly into oblivion.


  The darkness stretched endlessly until it transformed into a brilliant blue sky. Peaceful Bayern appeared before her—her mother still alive and vibrant, friends laughing together, her father’s warm smile, those familiar shabby alleyways filled with childhood memories, and the dazzling sapphire sea where she’d once spotted a whale’s majestic form breaking the surface…


  She drifted through an endless dream. It was a dream where she knew she was dreaming, because Leon sat beside her at the shoreline.


  Perhaps this is life’s final gift—a beautiful montage of my most treasured memories before the final curtain falls.


  But then…


  She blinked, disoriented. The crisp morning air tickled her nose. As she tilted her head back, she found herself cradled in the arms of a strikingly handsome man who could only be Leon. He lay beside her, holding her protectively, and—most unusually—in deep, unguarded sleep. In fact, he was so deeply asleep that her stirring hadn’t woken him.


  Suddenly worried, she quickly examined herself, finding her body miraculously healed without a single scar. No matter how powerful his holy magic was, could such terrible wounds truly vanish without leaving any mark? Had she somehow crossed into the afterlife?


  Her hands, too, were perfectly intact. It felt like waking from a harrowing nightmare that had lasted forever. Though it seemed impossible, her mind felt crystal clear, and her body refreshed as though after the most restorative sleep. Had she not seen the massive skeletal remains scattered throughout the cave—bones far larger than any human’s—Veronica might have struggled to determine where dreams ended and reality began. The bleached bones of the Bahamuts suggested that significant time had passed.


  So… could it be true?


  “Am I alive?” Veronica wondered. “I am—I survived.”


  Her loud voice must have penetrated his slumber, as Leon’s brow furrowed slightly. His eyes flickered open beneath disheveled crimson locks, resting upon her with momentary confusion before recognition dawned. Veronica beamed down at him.


  “Wake up, Leon! It seems God has blessed us with a miracle. Our wounds have completely…”


  Healed.


  The word died in her throat. In one fluid motion, he sprang upright and crushed her against his chest in an embrace so fierce it stole her breath. Her words dissolved into muffled protests against his broad chest, leaving her startled and bewildered as a captured hare.


  “Any pain?” His deep voice rumbled above her head.


  “…Mmph,” came her muffled response.


  Ignoring her predicament, Leon continued his interrogation with single-minded focus.


  “Have you checked your injuries? Your hands?”


  “I’m fine,” she managed, finally extricating her face from his embrace to gulp down precious air. “Though I should probably verify that all ten fingers and toes are still attached.”


  The moment those words left her lips, his iron grip loosened. Glancing up in surprise, she caught him actually examining her hands with earnest concentration, and couldn’t suppress a burst of laughter.


  “I’m joking! I’m whole and unharmed from head to toe, not a single piece missing.”


  Despite her reassurance, Leon continued his visual inspection, anxiety still etched in the taut lines of his face. Veronica watched him with fond exasperation, bemused by his behavior—as though he were witnessing someone returned from death’s threshold. Knowing his concern sprang from deep affection rather than doubt, she found herself treasuring his attention. In truth, she savored it. No one had ever worried for her with such fierce devotion.


  When his calloused fingers gently traced her cheekbone, the tender gesture sent warmth cascading through her. As the smile gradually faded from her lips, he lowered his head and claimed her mouth with gentle insistence.


  The kiss was relentless, profound, and gloriously messy—as if making up for time nearly lost forever. Their passionate connection felt less like physical desire and more like a desperate affirmation that they both still existed. Each movement of his lips sent ripples through the strong architecture of his jaw and throat. Breathlessly struggling to match his fervor, Veronica finally surrendered completely, wrapping her arms around his neck and climbing onto his lap. As she rose to meet him, her head tilted naturally to deepen their connection. When she finally broke away, gasping for air, his eyes—dark with desire—gazed down at her. His moistened lips gleamed in the dim light.


  “You’re like an enormous puppy,” she murmured, her voice husky as his lips blazed a trail down her neck.


  One delicate strap of her chemise slipped from her shoulder. As she threaded her fingers through his tousled crimson hair, his large hands caressed her back with reverent uncertainty, as though she might shatter under his touch. His every gesture was paradoxically both wolf-like in intensity and puppy-like in vulnerability.


  “…I thought I’d lost you forever,” he confessed, his whisper muffled against the hollow of her throat.


  Veronica released a soft, affectionate laugh. “I thought the same. I was certain I was going to die, and I wept so shamefully… Can we pretend that it was all a terrible dream?”


  She felt foolish now for having sobbed so desperately when she appeared perfectly fine. She forced a laugh out of embarrassment, expecting him to join her in relieved humor, but Leon maintained an unsettling silence. The moment she sensed something amiss, he slowly raised his gaze to meet hers. As their eyes locked, the smile gradually withered from Veronica’s lips.


  Wait a moment.


  “I mean… it can’t be that…” She gulped nervously. “Did I actually die?”


  Leon said nothing and continued to stare at her.


  “No, that’s impossible,” she protested weakly.


  She mumbled disjointed thoughts, desperately hoping he would contradict her. Leon opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it, his hardened expression only deepening her unease.


  “It’s over now,” he finally said. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”


  “No, that’s not…” She struggled for words. “Then how could I…? How am I…?”


  “After you died, I shattered the divine swords.”


  Veronica couldn’t immediately comprehend his meaning.


  But then, as her eyes widened in dawning horror, he elaborated, “Life force accumulated over a millennium would be more than enough to resurrect the dead.”


  Following his gaze, she turned to behold the scattered golden fragments strewn across the stone. Though only the hilts remained intact, the broken pieces were unmistakably the remnants of Genesis and Apocalypse. They’d held a millennium’s worth of sacred power, enough to restore life to the dead and more. Veronica’s eyes darted frantically as the implications crashed over her.


  “Is such a thing even possible? No, I mean— is it okay to do something like this?”


  “There were other corpses scattered throughout the cave besides us,” Leon replied. “But only we were revived. I believe that was God’s answer.”


  “But this isn’t something you can just attribute to God’s will and move on from!” Veronica protested. “I may not be particularly devout, but I understand what the divine swords mean to the church.”


  Genesis and Apocalypse were the evidence that God truly existed—that the stories in the Divine Text weren’t mere myths but historical facts.


  “People don’t believe what they can’t see with their own eyes,” she finished quietly.


  “I know. I knew all that, but you meant more to me.”


  His calm yet profound response left her speechless. He hadn’t treated the divine relics lightly—he had simply decided that she mattered more. Veronica clutched the fabric of her garment, twisting it between white-knuckled fingers.


  “I can’t say I was in my right mind when I shattered the swords, but even now that I’m clearheaded, my judgment remains the same. One living person is more precious than dead swords.”


  He was resolute. In that moment, Veronica truly understood what Leon had sacrificed, and that he had finally laid down the cross he had carried for so many years.


  “As for faith itself,” he mused, “I wonder—is belief truly faith if it requires physical evidence? If so, haven’t we all been spiritual cripples, leaning on God’s staff rather than learning to walk the path ourselves?”


  Leon’s face showed a faint bitterness as he gazed at the sword fragments. Since leaving Tyran, his sword had likely been his only constant companion.


  She hoped he wouldn’t regret the path he had chosen. Without even realizing it, Veronica opened her arms and pulled his face tightly against her chest.


  “You looked like you might cry,” she whispered.


  They remained entwined there for what seemed an eternity, like mourners at the wake of a nameless friend.


  * * *


  They gathered the shattered remnants of the divine swords and the cross necklace. Their plan now was to cleanse themselves in the lake before journeying to the Holy City of Karta. In truth, they had no physical need for washing—their bodies were mysteriously immaculate—but the knowledge that they had lain among corpses left them feeling a little uncomfortable.


  “Pervert,” Veronica accused, her cheeks flushing crimson as she shed her garments and waded into the crystalline waters.


  Leon had been watching her with undisguised interest from his vantage in the lake, his lips curved into an unrepentant smile.


  “I couldn’t see anything with your arms in the way,” he countered.


  “Liar. You’ve been staring the whole time.”


  Meeting his mischievous gaze, Veronica quickly assessed her options and altered her course, deliberately choosing a path that would keep her at a safe distance from her wolfish companion. Curiously, the same lake that had seemed bottomless and terrifying when the Bahamut had dragged her into its depths now felt intimate and unthreatening in Leon’s presence. As long as she avoided the treacherous center…


  “Oh!”


  The startled cry escaped her lips before she could suppress it. She had been so focused on the deep blue surface that she’d failed to notice Leon’s stealthy approach until his arms encircled her from behind. As her sharp squeal echoed throughout the cavern, Leon’s eyebrows quirked in mild reproach.


  “It gets deeper if you go that way,” he said.


  “Oh.”


  “Why are you suddenly being shy? Your clothes were see-through to begin with.”


  “Being observed from a distance like that makes me feel strange.”


  “So this closeness is acceptable?”


  When she nodded, he smiled with playful bewilderment. With his wet hair swept back to reveal his forehead, Leon’s smile was so big and refreshing that Veronica felt hopelessly entranced by it.


  But soon, she caught a dangerous glint in his eyes. Before she could retreat, he splashed a handful of water over her face and shoulders.


  “Oh, stop it!”


  Veronica launched her counterattack immediately, sending water flying in all directions. Their laughter echoed across the lake as they abandoned any pretense of bathing and played like children without a care in the world.


  “Stop, stop! I surrender!” Veronica squealed, finally throwing her arms around Leon’s neck when his tickling became too much to bear. She planted a delicate kiss on his lips—quick and light as a bird’s peck—and her face lit up with joy.


  Leon stared at her smile for a moment before sweeping her high into his arms, then nuzzling his damp forehead against her shoulder affectionately. The sensation of their bare skin touching sent delicious shivers through her. The firm contours of his battle-hardened muscles felt reassuring against her softer form.


  “Where shall we go next?” Veronica asked as she caught her breath, gently brushing back a strand of his flame-red hair. She knew they were headed to Karta, but her question was about their journey after that.


  Leon wiped water from his face before answering with his own question: “Where would you like to go?”


  “Well… Let me hear your plans first. If I don’t like the route, perhaps we’ll part ways right here.”


  It was clearly a joke, but Leon froze, his eyes searching her face. Veronica felt a flutter of surprise at his intensity as he tried to determine whether she was serious. Finally convinced of her playfulness, he tilted his head slightly, the corner of his mouth quirking upward.


  “I’m afraid parting ways isn’t an option,” he said.


  “And why not?”


  “Because I hardly know you yet.”


  He hardly knows me? Veronica wondered, unsure how to respond.


  Noticing her confusion, Leon suddenly asked, “What’s your favorite food?”


  “What?”


  “What do you do when you’re alone? Do you love singing as much as dancing?”


  Veronica’s eyes widened as understanding dawned. Before she could formulate a response, Leon spoke again, his voice dropping to a tender murmur. “I know almost nothing about you. So tell me.”


  His desire to know her felt like a confession of love. Her heart beat rapidly in her chest, and her throat tingled with a sensation both ticklish and sharp. Though no one had ever taught her to recognize it, she knew for sure that this feeling was love.


  Love felt like ocean waves rushing in, wetting feet and destroying sandcastles. It made many people retreat in vague fear, but not after they had truly come to know the sea. Then they learned to love the waves themselves.


  “If you want, I can take you to the Black Forest,” Leon offered. “I know the way.”


  Veronica could only move her lips silently, unable to form any words. He was referring to the place she’d mentioned in her letter—that tranquil lake in the Black Forest she’d always wanted to visit. That would be nice too, but…


  Veronica shook her head. “No. The Black Forest can wait. I’ve been thinking… I’d rather see the ocean right now.”


  She wanted to see that ancestral home of all waters—the sanctuary where the Bahamuts had hidden for a full year. She longed to lay eyes on that boundless expanse again, water so vast it seemed capable of embracing all creation.


  “The ocean? Do you mean Bayern?”


  “Yes, or any coastal city. I want to see water so blue it makes you feel cold just looking at it.”


  She realized summer had already arrived. The sea, glittering with sunlight, always lifted her spirits. In her mind, she pictured sun-darkened children swimming all day and artists capturing the seascape. The vision brought a radiant smile to her lips.


  “When we get to the sea, I’ll tell you more about myself,” she promised. “Much more than you know now.”


  Their lips, which had been hovering close, finally met. Neither could remember who moved first. They knew only that what began as warmth quickly blazed into heat.


  Cool water trickled down their intertwined legs.


  * * *


  After leaving the lake, they started on their path back to Karta. When Veronica discovered that Leon hadn’t scaled the treacherous cliff as she had but instead used an underground passage, she felt both deflated and indignant.


  “If you just follow the straight path from the cave, you’ll reach Karta’s Grand Cathedral,” he explained matter-of-factly.


  “That’s ridiculous!” Veronica exclaimed. “If I’d known about that path, I wouldn’t have gone through all that trouble. I told you about my struggles, didn’t I?”


  “About nearly falling to your death from the cliff?”


  “Yes, exactly.”


  “And grabbing a branch with remarkable tenacity, pulling yourself up through sheer determination and strength?”


  Leon, walking ahead, smoothly continued the story she’d already told three times. Veronica nodded vigorously, launching into the familiar tale once more. As they walked through the shadowy corridor, they exchanged everything that had happened during their separation—from her meeting with the First Bahamut to the cathedral’s collapse and Philip’s apology.


  Looking back, everything seems miraculous, Veronica thought. When I left that place, I had prepared for the worst, never expecting to return alive like this…


  “Oh,” she exclaimed suddenly.


  “What is it?” Leon asked.


  “I was harboring a tiny bit of resentment toward God for showing favoritism,” she admitted, “but perhaps this passage was provided as an easy way home for us after we’ve survived.”


  Humans couldn’t completely understand God’s intentions, after all.


  Leon made an appreciative sound before casting an amused smile over his shoulder.


  “Even so,” he remarked, “I don’t see why you needed to go by way of that cliff at all.”


  “Well… I suppose you’re right about that.”


  After tilting her head in momentary confusion, she burst into laughter, wondering at her own unimpressive logic. Even the smallest things made her want to laugh and smile now. This long-awaited peace had filled her with an ease that overflowed at every turn.


  Meanwhile, a faint light flickered ahead. They naturally quickened their pace until they emerged into a vast underground chamber. The crypt beneath the cathedral lay in silence, with golden rays filtering through the broken stairway entrance, seemingly empty of people.


  They both stopped as if responding to an unspoken command—not because the knights who should have been standing guard were absent, but because the crimson letters inscribed in blood upon the apostle’s tomb had captured their attention.


  



  


  Dimitte populum meum, ut sacrificet mihi in deserto


  


  


  (Let my people go, that they may hold a feast unto me in the wilderness.)


  


  



  It was a passage from the Divine Text. Though it was just that one verse, neither doubted who had written it. It was clearly a message Philip had left when he departed for the wilderness.


  Leon broke the silence first. “I’m amazed that he believed we would actually return here.”


  “He probably trusted that at least one of us would find our way back,” Veronica reasoned, then frowned. “But something puzzles me. Those with holy power can’t survive in the wilderness, can they?”


  “Who knows? Perhaps something changed while we were in the Blasen Mountains,” Leon answered with a thoughtful expression.


  For Veronica, knowing their companions had survived was enough to comfort her soul. She looked around cautiously but found no signs of conflict.


  “They must have left some time ago,” she observed. “The water has dried up.”


  After checking the hastily dug pit meant for collecting groundwater, Veronica bounded up the crumbling staircase where golden light streamed through. As brightness washed over her, her heart swelled with an inexplicable emotion. Was it simply the joy of emerging into the open air after so long in darkness? Or perhaps some premonition of the future?


  She cautiously poked her head through the rubble and surveyed the ruins of Karta. It appeared the survivors had chosen to establish a new city rather than rebuild the fallen one. Suddenly, a soft gasp escaped Veronica’s lips.


  “Night Star!”


  A horse that had been grazing between the cobblestones perked up its ears and turned toward her. The glossy black coat and star-bright eyes were unmistakable. It was their horse.


  “Leon!” Veronica called excitedly. “Come up here quickly!”


  Her heart racing with excitement, Veronica called over her shoulder before sprinting toward the horse standing calmly amid the ruins. Though other horses and stray dogs roamed the city searching for food, she had eyes only for Night Star. This was truly divine coincidence—no, it was destiny.


  “Night Star, come with us one more time,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “I’ll buy you lots of delicious treats. I promise you won’t ever have to do anything difficult or painful anymore.”


  “And where will you get the money for such luxuries?” Leon’s amused voice called from a distance.


  Without turning around, Veronica replied with theatrical confidence, “That man will pay for everything. Just trust me.”


  Leon approached and laughed dryly.


  “You’ve become quite the con artist,” he teased.


  “This is what business is all about,” she retorted brazenly, then stretched out her arms toward Leon. He lifted her onto Night Star’s back with practiced ease and gazed at her affectionately before mounting behind her.


  “Bear with the discomfort for a while,” he said. “We need to reach civilization before we can get a saddle.”


  “That’s fine,” she assured him, leaning against his chest. “If it gets too uncomfortable, we can just take a break. Which sea are we heading to?”


  “We’ll go north,” he answered, stroking her flushed cheek. “Those regions suffered the least damage.”


  “To Whiteland, then?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve never been there,” Veronica mused. “They say even the children there are as big as winter bears.”


  Just then, she caught a mischievous glint in his eyes. She suddenly straightened and turned around.


  You were about to make a comment about me being a child, weren’t you?” she accused.


  “I haven’t said anything yet.”


  “When we get a saddle, let’s buy a sword too.”


  “That somehow sounds threatening when you say it like this.”


  “Don’t be silly,” she chided. “It’s just that I never finished my training. When we reach a city being rebuilt…”


  Their peaceful conversation was accompanied by the rhythmic sound of hoofbeats as Night Star carried them forward. The black horse leaped over the city’s debris and mysterious puddles. Broken bridges, toppled bell towers, and shattered fountains reflected in the water-filled trenches, but nowhere could they see the monsters that had destroyed the city. Instead, green shoots pushed through the soil between massive ribcages that resembled human form—new life emerging from destruction.




  Side Story


  



  There once was a woman


  


  



  


  Born as the daughter of foolish mortals


  


  


  She became the servant of a cunning beast


  


  



  


  With raven hair and crimson eyes blazing like torches


  


  


  She illuminated the shadowed future with blinding clarity


  


  



  


  The thousand-year holy city would soon crumble


  


  


  Those who wish to survive should flee to the wilderness


  


  



  


  She sent birds soaring and moved the people


  


  


  Beneath the collapsing mountain, she wielded a blade of purest white


  


  



  


  Oh, Red Knight


  


  


  Save the Monster Lady


  


  



  


  The woman who sought her master never returned


  


  



  


  Oh, Red Knight


  


  


  Embrace the Monster Lady


  


  



  


  None could find their trail


  


  



  —An excerpt from the epic ballad “Lift My Curse, Sir Knight,”


  passed down through generations in the wilderness


  * * *


  The campfire crackled and danced, sending embers spiraling into the night sky. Wigo leaned forward, veins bulging at his temples as he gesticulated wildly.


  “…So I thought, to hell with it all, and cast my sword aside to pray. I squeezed my eyes shut with the Bahamut’s foul breath on my face. Had my wife been alive, she’d have sworn I’d lost my mind completely.”


  He clasped his hands together, his voice dropping to a fervent whisper. “Oh, Divine One, I have clung selfishly to this fleeting mortal existence. I beseech thee to forgive my sins and welcome me into thy heavenly embrace!”


  It wasn’t his theatrics but the raw sincerity that drew Veronica into his tale. Just then, a piece of tender meat appeared in her bowl. When she turned, she met the intense gaze of the man who had eyes only for her.


  “At that moment!” Wigo bellowed, drawing out each syllable, “The entire world plunged into absolute darkness!”


  His dramatic pronunciation—drawn out as if expelling something vile from his lungs—snapped Veronica’s attention back to the storyteller. The rabbit meat she’d hastily popped into her mouth melted deliciously on her tongue.


  “Come off it, old man,” the short-haired woman scoffed, fingers laced behind her head. “You’re not seriously claiming that God returned because of your prayer, are you?”


  Wigo bristled instantly, his face flushing with indignation. “Are you mocking my faith, woman?”


  “Not at all. I’m just pointing out the absurdity of your claim.”


  “And the Bahamuts vanishing isn’t equally absurd?” he challenged. “What exactly were you doing during that momentous event? If you’ve got no tale to share, don’t criticize mine—especially while filling your belly with food cooked in my pots.”


  Wigo cast a challenging glare around the circle of travelers he’d encountered on the road. Besides Leon and Veronica, three others sat around the dancing flames: Charlotte with her snow-white cropped hair, gentle Enzo with his midnight-blue locks, and Wigo himself with his braided mane, who seemed determined to extract payment for his cookware through an endless stream of adventure tales.


  “Well, I was hiding and napping through that historic moment, so I can’t say much,” Charlotte admitted. “But don’t these two look like they might have a story worth hearing?”


  She subtly inclined her head toward Leon and Veronica. Suspicion clouded her eyes as she regarded the young couple who had only recently joined their group. Until Charlotte had provided proper attire, Veronica had been clad only in a chemise with Leon’s cloak draped around her shoulders—hardly the garb of a Bahamut-slayer, without even a sword to her name. Faced with that skeptical gaze, Veronica gulped down her meat and averted her eyes.


  Well, I was dead at the time.


  “Um… well… you see…”


  “We were engaged in combat, much like Mr. Wigo described,” Leon intervened smoothly. “We almost died, until the divine eclipse granted us salvation.”


  Charlotte’s brow furrowed at his words. “Combat? With bare hands?”


  “My blade shattered. I had no choice but to discard it.”


  “Ah, another miraculous survivor!” Wigo exclaimed. “The eclipse arrived just as your sword broke, right? Small wonder you can’t tear your eyes from her if you nearly lost each other. I’ve been watching you throughout our meal.”


  Everyone had apparently noticed his unwavering attention on her. This marked the first time they’d acknowledged their relationship before others, and it sent an unexpected flutter through Veronica’s chest. She recalled their first charade as husband and wife in the wilderness. Back then, being called Leon’s wife had made her uncomfortable.


  Seized by a mischievous impulse, Veronica interjected. “Ah, that’s because of Noah’s possessive nature.”


  Philip, I hope you don’t mind me borrowing your clever turn of phrase.


  “Ever since we embarked on this journey, he hovers incessantly—whether I’m eating, bathing, or sleeping. Should I vanish from his sight for even a heartbeat, anxiety consumes him entirely.”


  Veronica deliberately shook her head with theatrical exasperation. Wigo’s jaw dropped, and he shot Leon an accusatory glance.


  “What? Now that’s crossing a line!” he sputtered. “Listen here, young man. In my experience, love requires space to breathe. Each person needs their own life and dreams for the flame to endure.”


  Leon opened his mouth several times as if to retort, then released a soft, deflated laugh while running his fingers through his hair.


  Finally, he answered, “I’m working to overcome it.”


  “That’s the spirit, lad.”


  As Veronica sipped her warm broth, her eyes met Leon’s, and she flashed him a playful smile. The corner of his mouth quirked upward before he reached out and gently squeezed her chipmunk-like puffed cheeks. It was a masterful sneak attack, but the broth had already slipped down her throat with a satisfying gulp.


  “I heard you’re from Bayern,” Charlotte said. “Have you been fleeing since the calamity struck?”


  “We’ve been wandering around Kaisenmier,” Leon replied. “Though I’ve survived solely by the grace of Veronica’s combat prowess.”


  Veronica choked suddenly, coughing as she nearly inhaled her broth. The group fell into stunned silence, clearly doubting their ears. Leon shifted his penetrating gaze from Veronica to the assembled travelers.


  “Ah, did I neglect to mention? The warrior who battled the Bahamuts until her blade shattered wasn’t me, but Veronica.”


  The silence deepened.


  “Is it any wonder I’ve developed such dependency on her?” he continued with perfect seriousness. “I’m terrified to face this world alone.”


  He possessed a remarkable talent for delivering outrageous statements with bone-dry sincerity. Without a hint of humor in his tone, Charlotte and Wigo exchanged uncertain glances, clearly struggling to determine whether to take his words as jest. Leon towered over Veronica, his height and build easily twice her size. Even Enzo, who had been silently whittling a piece of wood all evening, finally raised his head in surprise.


  Veronica glanced around at the expectant gazes fixed upon her. They were clearly awaiting confirmation. After a brief, awkward laugh, she abruptly stood, empty bowl in hand.


  “I believe we should prepare for sleep. Didn’t someone mention an early departure tomorrow?”


  “What? No heroic tale to share?” Wigo protested.


  “Charlotte, shall we bathe together?”


  “Hold on a moment!” Wigo cried. “The conversation has veered off course, and you’ve missed the most crucial part of my story! When the eclipse ended and I opened my eyes, right at that instant—”


  Charlotte ignored his protests and rose to her feet. Enzo likewise began clearing away the remnants of their meal. Wigo cast one final, pleading look toward Leon, but the knight had eyes for only one person.


  “If anything happens, cry out. I’ll come running,” he told Veronica quietly.


  “No, no, you need to learn to be less possessive,” she teased. “I’ll return soon enough, but if you’re truly frightened, perhaps Mr. Wigo can regale you with more of his valiant exploits.”


  As she deliberately added that final bit, Wigo’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm. Watching Leon’s brows knit together in annoyance, Veronica flashed a wicked, impish grin before spinning on her heel and dashing away.


  Charlotte, who had been walking ahead, cast a sidelong glance at Veronica as she caught up.


  “You two share a special bond,” she observed.


  “Hmm… We’ve weathered countless storms together,” Veronica replied cheerfully as she fell into step beside the older woman. “Charlotte, do you have family remaining in Whiteland?”


  “My parents live at the Edge of Winter. It’s the coldest realm on the continent, so by some divine mercy, they should be safe from the scourge.”


  “Blessed by the Divine One’s protection, then. Did you journey to Kaisenmier for employment?”


  “No. For marriage. I had a husband and child once.”


  Veronica froze mid-step. Charlotte continued without pause toward the riverbank. Had—past tense—meant they were gone now. She watched Charlotte disrobe without hesitation, then slowly resumed walking. In her own bubble of happiness, she had forgotten the brutal reality. Countless souls had lost parents, children, and siblings in these past two years of calamity.


  “I’m so sorry… How thoughtless of me,” Veronica said softly.


  “You asked without malice, so think nothing of it,” Charlotte replied. “Don’t let guilt shadow your joy—you’ve every right to embrace happiness. You make a beautiful pair.”


  Charlotte added in a voice as brittle as winter frost, “The living are entitled to that much.”


  The gentle lapping of water against the shore filled the silence. Veronica’s gaze drifted from Charlotte’s half-submerged form down to her own feet.


  Each time she encountered someone left alone in this broken world, thoughts of Leon surfaced unbidden in her mind. What torment had consumed him when she died? Had he resigned himself to the cold comfort that the living must continue on, as Charlotte seemed to have done? Or had the light within him dimmed forever, to the point where he might have sought to follow her beyond the veil?


  Do you secretly wish he had?


  Startled by the dark question that had risen from the depths of her soul, Veronica looked up to find that Charlotte had turned to call to her.


  “Veronica, aren’t you joining me?”


  “Ah, coming now!” she hastily replied.


  Her garments fell to the ground one by one. She longed to cleanse those twisted thoughts in the purifying waters. If she could wash them away quickly enough, perhaps no one would ever know she had harbored such wicked desires in her heart.


  * * *


  “I endured a thorough lecture on the perils of being too possessive even during my bath,” Leon muttered in an exhausted tone as he returned from the riverbank. Veronica, cocooned in her blanket, rolled playfully on the ground with muffled giggles.


  “Enjoying yourself after selling me out to strangers?” he asked.


  “Mmhmm. You looked weary, so I’ve already prepared our bedrolls for the night.”


  As she patted the blanket Charlotte had loaned them, Leon sank down heavily beside her. The familiar way he brushed his damp locks back with a hint of irritation made her heart swell. By morning, that unruly mane would resemble that of a man who’d spent the night racing through the forest. Veronica observed this private side of him that only she knew, then naturally extended her arms in silent invitation. Leon settled beside her, positioning her closer to the protective warmth of the fire.


  “I’m not chilled in the slightest,” she protested.


  “It gets cold at dawn.”


  The protective circle of his arms drew her close. The travelers had arranged their sleeping spots in a ring around the campfire, and the moment he embraced her tightly, Veronica sensed the restraint in his body. It was impossible to miss. After a moment’s contemplation, she mischievously slipped her hand beneath his tunic, feeling his solid waist and taut abdominal muscles tense beneath her touch.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Leon asked stiffly.


  “My hands are cold.”


  Leon’s breath caught with each delicate touch.


  “Veronica,” he growled, her name a warning on his lips.


  She couldn’t help but savor this moment. After constantly falling victim to his teasing, turning the tables proved deliciously satisfying.


  “You seem particularly spirited today,” he observed. “Is it because we met new people?”


  When she let out a quiet laugh, he seized her wrists, wrapped her arms firmly around her own waist, and tangled their legs together, effectively immobilizing her. Veronica’s laughter died in her throat.


  “I can’t breathe,” she protested.


  “Today I’m conducting an experiment on how long a person can hold their breath,” he replied.


  “How terrifying you are.”


  After struggling briefly, Veronica feigned surrender. Despite his words, concern flickered through his face as his arms loosened almost immediately. When she tilted her head, she caught sight of his Adam’s apple bobbing as he suppressed something primal. That glimpse of restraint fueled her desire.


  Veronica embraced his back, pressing herself against him before trailing her fingertips down the straight line of his spine, along the hollow between his shoulder blades. Leon’s hips jerked reflexively as a muffled curse escaped his lips. Their gazes locked as his eyes—dark as midnight oceans—flew open. His stare burned with such intensity that she flinched despite being the instigator. After devouring her with his eyes, his lips curved into a predatory smile.


  “I spotted a school of yellow croakers by the river earlier. Care to see them before retiring for the night?”


  It sounded like an innocent invitation, but she wasn’t fooled. Despite his casual tone, his eyes had darkened to obsidian in the shadows. There was no possibility of seeing fish on such a moonless night.


  “Why? I thought you were exhausted,” she said, feigning innocence.


  “No, the more I think about it, I simply have to show you. I doubt I’ll be able to sleep otherwise.”


  “Wh-What exactly are you so eager to show me?”


  “Fish.”


  “Are there truly so many?”


  “As countless as the stars scattered across the night sky.”


  “You’re lying,” she accused.


  “Why not go see for yourself?” he challenged with a cool, knowing smile.


  Leon rose first, and Veronica followed, competitive spirit flaring. As they passed their companions, not one stirred. Either they were genuinely asleep or mercifully pretending ignorance.


  After venturing briefly onto a forest path, and the campfire’s glow vanished from view, he caught her arm. The moment she looked up, his shadow engulfed her lips like darkness swallowing a flame. Excitement cascaded down her spine in electric waves, making her shiver. Veronica instinctively tilted her head to welcome him. As he enclosed her smaller frame, changing angles to claim her more deeply, their tongues danced in her hungry mouth, and her trembling hands clutched the back of his head.


  “Just a little more…” he breathed against her lips.


  She was breathless, dizzy with desire.


  “Kiss me again,” he commanded softly.


  “Where… are these yellow croakers you mentioned?” she gasped between ragged breaths.


  He quirked the corner of his mouth and tilted his head knowingly. “You knew perfectly well there weren’t any.”


  His piercing eyes hungrily devoured her face, which was surely flushed by now. His intensity felt like delicious retribution for her earlier teasing. He showered her nose and flushed cheeks with fervent kisses before pressing her against a sturdy oak, perhaps finding it cumbersome to bend down to her height.


  “You’re a complete liar,” she whispered.


  “Not entirely. I was genuinely curious about testing how long you could hold your breath,” he murmured against her skin.


  Before she could decipher his meaning, he captured her lower lip between his teeth before invading her mouth once more. As his tongue explored the sensitive roof of her mouth, Veronica trembled with pleasure, instinctively wrapping her arms around his neck. She was suspended between the unyielding tree trunk and his powerful body, and the taste of him was intoxicating. It transported her back to their first encounter, when every touch had been a revelation.


  More. Give me more. When she sucked hard on his tongue, Leon released a primal growl that reverberated through her core. Her body responded with practiced eagerness. The private weeks they’d spent together before meeting others had forged this carnal language between them.


  He pressed himself against her, beginning a slow, torturous rhythm with his hips. With each deliberate movement, her legs, wrapped tightly around him, quivered with waves of pleasure seeping through her veins. I’m going to lose my mind, she thought feverishly. No, I’ve already lost it. Despite the layers of fabric between them, every sensation was exquisitely, painfully clear.


  Supporting her weight with one strong arm beneath her curves, he slipped his other hand beneath her top. His fingers, roughened with calluses from years of swordplay, drew helpless moans from her like a master musician coaxing notes from a cherished instrument. She whimpered. She groaned. Yet the sweet torture continued relentlessly, even as she cried out repeatedly.


  Regardless of their mutual urgency and burning desire, his foreplay remained meticulously thorough. He wouldn’t cease until Veronica, thoroughly undone, had no choice but to beg—until she was completely relaxed, ensuring no discomfort would follow. Instead of immediately seeking release, his continued attentions heated her nerves to a fever pitch, making her ache for him to claim her completely.


  “Leon, please…” she pleaded, “I can’t bear it any longer.”


  When Veronica, finally surrendering to desperation, rubbed her forehead against his shoulder, he slid his hand from her thigh to the heat between her legs. Her undergarments, dampened with desire, fell away with a moist whisper, allowing the cool night air to caress her exposed skin. His firm fingertips brushed against her most sensitive flesh. Veronica instinctively flinched at the electric contact, her feet arching in response.


  Shallow, ragged breaths filled the forest clearing. His skilled, slick caresses and the solid chest against which she had completely surrendered herself overwhelmed her senses. The pleasure was frighteningly intense, bordering on divine. Even the sweet, aching sensations were electrifying beyond description. Involuntary tears of ecstasy gathered at the corners of her eyes.


  With each expert touch, her moans grew louder. The rhythm quickened, becoming urgent. Veronica gasped for breath before crying out sharply, clinging to him as if he were her anchor in a tempest of sensation. Though her eyes were closed, she could visualize everything. His long, elegant fingers that she adored, and the evidence of her desire coating them.


  Overwhelmed by sensations beyond her control, she clutched his collar so fiercely it nearly tore as she panted against him. As molten heat surged through her body to her very fingertips, her vision exploded in starbursts, and strength fled her limbs. In that precise moment of surrender, he entered her in one powerful motion. Her previously arched feet curled inward as Veronica’s eyes flew open in shock and pleasure. The sensation of being completely filled rose up her spine like lightning, electrifying and gloriously merciless.


  “Ah…” she gasped.


  As she threw her head back, a helpless sound escaping her lips, Leon whispered something tender against her throat. Unfortunately, the words were lost to the roaring in her ears. Her back arched like a bow drawn taut. He gazed at her trembling form with eyes as dark as midnight, burning with possession. More intoxicating than their position—her suspended in his arms—was the heat of his barely restrained passion, and his labored breathing as he fought for control. Tonight, Leon drove her toward ecstasy with unusual intensity, as if claiming her anew. Everything felt deeper, more profound than ever before.


  “Stay by my side, Veronica,” he commanded hoarsely. “Don’t leave me. Ever.”


  She couldn’t form words to answer him—not to his repeated invocations of her name, nor to his fervent whispers of devotion. Her vision flashed with blinding light, her back scraping against rough bark without registering pain. With her legs draped over his powerful forearms, she surrendered to wild, uninhibited pleasure.


  Is it sinful for mortals to experience such divine ecstasy? Will I forever lose myself in this rapture, addicted to his touch?


  In that transcendent moment, the moonlight revealed his features, completely transformed by passion. Veronica felt a strange, powerful surge of satisfaction spreading through her veins like sweet poison. This was a face that belonged only to her, that no one else would ever witness. Each time pleasure pierced her core, Leon’s expression contorted, suppressed groans escaping his tightly controlled lips. Again and again, they crested together, reaching shared peaks of ecstasy. It wasn’t clear whether her dizziness stemmed from the wine they’d shared at dinner or the heady musk of their passion. The midsummer night wrapped around them like a lover’s embrace, hot and intimate.


  * * *


  “What are you thinking?” Leon murmured amidst the crackling symphony of the campfire. Even while holding her from behind, he had somehow sensed she was awake.


  Veronica, who had been lying entranced by the dancing flames, hesitated momentarily before answering softly, “Just thinking about the nature of our hearts.”


  “Our hearts?”


  “I believe a heart begins perfectly round,” she explained thoughtfully. “Complete and whole on its own. But when someone burrows into it… It creates a hole, like this.”


  Veronica formed a circle with her hands, then separated her index fingers to reveal a gap between them.


  “The hole takes the precise shape of that person,” she continued, “so when they depart, you’re left with an emptiness that echoes their exact form.”


  “Like a worm-eaten apple?” Leon suggested.


  “Yes, exactly. But since the impression has already been permanently carved, only that specific person can truly fill the void they created.”


  “So, to protect oneself from emptiness, should one avoid forming attachments altogether?”


  “No,” she replied firmly. “That will only lead the heart to grow stale and lonely in isolation.”


  After her words, silence descended between them. Just as she began to worry that her philosophical musings sounded absurd even to her own ears, Veronica turned his question back to him.


  “What are you thinking?”


  “Carnal thoughts,” he replied bluntly.


  There’s only one part of my metaphor that could possibly inspire such thoughts. When she narrowed her eyes and turned toward him, expecting to find his customary roguish expression, she instead encountered Leon’s unusually solemn face.


  “I’m wondering why the woman I just made love to appears melancholy,” he confessed. “If she didn’t like what we did, or if I somehow caused her pain.”


  Propped up on one arm, he studied her face with unsettling intensity. The moment she glimpsed the sharp anxiety lurking beneath his dark gaze, her heart plummeted. He was peering into the depths of her soul.


  She had believed that her concerns had been washed away during her bath, and that she had maintained a convincing facade of contentment—but apparently her performance hadn’t been enough to deceive the man who had spent the entire day studying her every expression.


  “…I didn’t dislike it,” she whispered. “Why do you say that when it’s not true?”


  “I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted.


  Leon’s brow furrowed as he released a hollow laugh that didn’t reach his eyes.


  “I don’t know how you feel if you don’t tell me,” he said. “The heart is invisible, so it’s easy to succumb to doubt. I question whether you find greater joy with our new companions than with me alone—whether you’ve started yearning for a different path, or whether you secretly regret choosing to leave with me.”


  His directness was characteristic—Leon didn’t like to be oblique in any way, as if he didn’t want any misunderstanding between them. This transparency made his suppressed anxiety painfully clear to her. Veronica, caught off-guard by his honesty, fumbled for words before shaking her head in denial.


  “You have your own uncertainties, don’t you?” she asked. “Could you truly share every one of them with me?”


  “No,” he admitted. “Ordinarily, I would have buried these thoughts and carried on. If my companion were anyone else, that is. Or if I weren’t so terrified that these festering doubts might eventually poison what we’ve built together.”


  Veronica’s eyes wavered as understanding dawned. For the first time, she fully comprehended the profound seriousness with which he regarded their relationship.


  “I live in fear that someday you’ll leave me,” he confessed. “I dread the inevitable day when my lowly origins and my cursed status—which prevents me from even pledging vows for you in my true name—will finally become too burdensome for you to bear.”


  Veronica’s mouth went dry, her heart pounding against her ribs. The moment she realized Leon was speaking of marriage, an ache bloomed in her chest. Never had she imagined him to be harboring such worries. Just as he’d pointed out moments ago, unspoken fears remain unknown.


  “That’s my darkness,” Leon continued. “That miserable struggle of constantly fighting against the fear that someone more worthy might appear—someone who could fulfill you in ways I can’t.”


  Leon laid bare his deepest vulnerabilities without hesitation. He displayed his weakest self, the part he’d least want revealed, as though shame were a foreign concept to him. It wasn’t from any lack of pride, but because he yearned for her equal honesty in return.


  Veronica was silent for a moment before finally mustering up a response.


  “You don’t have to worry,” she murmured softly. “I’ve never dreamed of lifetime vows exchanged before witnesses or anything like that. I only need someone to be with me.”


  Leon remained silent, his expression unreadable in the dim light.


  Veronica, sensing his doubt hanging in the air between them, hastened to add, “And I’ve never once regretted leaving with you. What we did today didn’t hurt either. It was wonderful. If I seemed melancholy earlier… it wasn’t anything serious. Just that, when Charlotte mentioned losing her family, it made me think of us.”


  “Us?” Leon’s brow furrowed slightly.


  “What would you have done if I hadn’t returned to life after the swords shattered?”


  The question that had been festering inside her had finally escaped. Leon appeared lost in contemplation as he slowly ran his fingers through his still-damp hair. She recognized this now as his habit when restraining words that threatened to spill forth.


  “Don’t evade the question,” she pressed. “Be honest with me.”


  “I would have followed you into death,” Leon finally answered. “I was already half-dead, but even had I been in perfect health, the outcome would have been the same. Without you, I had no reason to continue my life.”


  A chill swept through Veronica’s body. Though she’d anticipated his answer, hearing it spoken aloud still struck her like a physical blow.


  “Are you disappointed?” he asked, studying her face. “Was that not what you wanted to hear?”


  Disappointed? Could anyone truly feel disappointment when their beloved declares they cannot exist without them?


  No, far from it—she felt a dark, consuming joy. The knowledge that she was his sole flame, his only light, filled her with such happiness it bordered on terror.


  “No,” she admitted. “I just despise how darkly pleased it makes me feel.”


  Do you know what it’s like to love someone so completely that you become afraid of your own heart?


  Veronica clenched her trembling hands into tight fists. Avoiding his penetrating gaze like a cornered creature seeking escape, she continued, “I want your happiness above all else, but a part of me—a selfish, terrible part—wants you to think only of me, even when you’re suffocating to death. But what kind of love is that? That’s monstrously selfish, isn’t it?”


  As the love in her heart grew, her anxiety grew alongside it. Humans were truly exhausting creatures.


  “I’m afraid that this twisted heart of mine will someday break you,” she whispered.


  “Veronica.”


  “I—”


  “I don’t shatter so easily,” Leon interrupted her spiraling thoughts with unwavering certainty.


  Veronica halted mid-breath and raised her gaze to meet his. His eyes, steady and clear as starlight, pierced through her doubts like a beacon guiding lost souls through impenetrable darkness.


  “Let’s say two pillars support a roof,” he said. “The thickness of those pillars doesn’t really matter. What truly matters is that there are two of them, supporting the same roof on both sides.”


  The metaphor hovered between clarity and mystery. Then he spoke again, each word deliberate: “Our relationship won’t crumble as long as we stand together.”


  Slowly, Veronica’s unfocused eyes sharpened with dawning comprehension. A revelation, sharp and sweet as the first breath after drowning, coursed down her spine.


  He was saying that just being together was enough—that their relationship, which had seemed so complex in her mind, might actually be that beautifully simple.


  “If emptiness is the problem,” Leon continued, “then we just have to keep filling that space over and over again. If we remain as one and never part, loneliness and emptiness can’t touch us.”


  His large hand cradled the back of her head, drawing her into his embrace. As his warmth enveloped her, her tangled thoughts melted away like morning frost beneath the sun.


  Ah, that’s right. Perhaps that’s enough. Whether our love is vast or small, selfish or pure, simply being together is all we need.


  “I won’t leave you,” she promised.


  “All right.”


  “And I regret nothing.”


  “Good.”


  “I really don’t need vows or marriage or any such bindings.”


  As she sniffled softly against him, Leon wordlessly tightened his protective embrace. The lingering sorrow that had clung to her even after leaving Karta dissolved completely, like a drop of blood dispersing in deep water. I should have opened my heart sooner, she thought. He had always been someone who would bear any burden alongside her.


  “Is there anything else weighing on your mind?” Leon asked, his fingers gently combing through her shoulder-length hair.


  Veronica hiccupped softly in his arms before blurting out a question that had long lingered in her thoughts. “There is something I’ve always… wondered about. Why do you never call me by any endearments?”


  Leon’s lips curved into a smile. “Why would I shorten something so precious? I wish your name were even longer.”


  “Why?”


  “So I could keep it on my lips longer,” he replied.


  Veronica felt heat rise to her cheeks. “Where do you learn those honeyed words? Do you study them in private or something?”


  “Yes, exactly,” he admitted with a hint of playfulness. “I think about it all day, and when I think of something good, I write it down somewhere to use when you least expect it.”


  His absurd words finally broke through her remaining melancholy, drawing forth genuine laughter. He joined her, their shared mirth a balm to wounded souls. Their bodies relaxed in the languid aftermath of emotional catharsis. On this cool summer night with the gentle breeze caressing their skin, Veronica realized there was nothing to fear when they were together.


  From now on, we just have to remain connected like this. That alone will transform us into a greater flame, burning together forever.


  Veronica closed her eyes, nestled in his protective embrace, drifting into slumber without even realizing sleep had claimed her.


  * * *


  Leon dreamed—a rare occurrence for the battle-hardened knight.


  In his dream, he traversed the heart of a vast, shimmering desert. After pushing through a blinding sandstorm, he emerged to find Veronica standing beside him. Their eyes met in silent communication before they turned forward as one and began walking together. After countless steps across the endless sands, they halted before a magnificent sword. Veronica pointed to the weapon, and Leon wrapped his fingers around the hilt, determined to claim it for her. The moment he wrenched it free with a surge of strength, his eyes flew open.


  Birdsong greeted the dawn as Leon gazed at the morning sky, where wisps of clouds drifted along. His attention soon shifted to the woman nestled against his chest. Dappled sunlight, filtering through the canopy above, kissed her peaceful face. Veronica slumbered deeply, her lips slightly parted, occasionally furrowing her brow or fluttering her delicate eyelashes as dreams played behind her closed eyes. Hers was a face he could study for an eternity without growing weary. No, even a lifetime of waking to this vision seemed woefully insufficient.


  If they crossed the Whiteland border today as planned, they would reach Roberdin—the crown jewel of northern ports—within a month. Once settled, Leon intended to fulfill her wish for a proper sword before all else. His dream must have sprung from these thoughts occupying his mind before sleep claimed him.


  With reverent care, he traced her collarbone with his fingertip, watching as a crimson flush bloomed and faded along the path of his touch. Unable to resist, he entwined his fingers in her silken hair and drew her closer against him.


  “Mmm…” A soft sound escaped her lips.


  He breathed in her intoxicating scent, filling his lungs with her essence. Desire coursed through him like wildfire, primal and consuming. He wanted more of her—all of her. His wandering touch must have disturbed her sleep, since Veronica blinked her eyes open for a moment.


  “This can’t be real… Why is it morning here already? This is some cruel trick…”


  Her words faded as slumber reclaimed her mid-sentence. Leon chuckled at her adorable protest, prompting another unintelligible murmur from her lips. He pressed a tender kiss to her forehead before reluctantly shifting to rise.


  “You can sleep a little more if you’re tired,” he said softly. “I’ll summon you when breakfast is ready.”


  “…No.” Her eyes fluttered open with effort. “I told you before… I hate being abandoned in the morning most of all.”


  She forced strength into her gaze as though she was trying to shake off her sleepiness through sheer will. Leon had discovered she was far more susceptible to loneliness than he’d initially believed. She would force herself to match his schedule, rising early and retiring late despite her exhaustion. Whenever he caught her nodding off, a strange mixture of tenderness and guilt would wash over him, remembering that he had once left such a woman alone in darkness.


  “Then shall I wake you properly?” he suggested, sliding his hand beneath her clothing and drawing forth a cascade of uneven laughter as his touch tickled her sensitive skin. He lowered his head to press his lips against her elegant neck, his hand continuing its exploration upward. The soft curves of her flesh yielded beneath his touch.


  “You’ve grown softer here,” he observed, his voice husky with appreciation.


  “That’s entirely your doing,” she retorted. “Someone keeps feeding me like he’s fattening me for the feast.”


  “Even from that brief description, he sounds like a man worth keeping,” Leon replied with mock seriousness. “Never let him go.”


  Veronica giggled at his shameless self-praise, her eyes meeting his with newfound lightness. The simple connection of their gazes ignited his body’s response. Her delicate face with its perfect features captivated him anew each morning. Veronica was beautiful—a fact only she seemed blind to, even as she grew impossibly more beautiful with each passing day.


  “If you’re awake,” he said reluctantly, “go rouse the others.”


  After drinking in her beauty one last time, he slowly withdrew his hand from beneath her garments.


  “Are you going to fetch water?” she asked. “Aren’t we going to continue?”


  Leon, poised to rise, froze at her ambiguous question. Turning back, he found Veronica had shifted to lie on her side.


  When she saw him looking at her, she added, “I’m not fully awake yet.”


  Leon stared silently into her innocent eyes. The wind whispered through the leaves above them. Her shoulders, perfectly formed, gleamed like fresh snow even in the dappled shade of their forest shelter.


  She has no idea how her innocent words affect me, he thought. She doesn’t know how she drives me insane with every little thing she does.


  “Later,” he said, listening to someone stirring nearby, the rustling sound breaking the intimate moment between them. “When we’re alone.”


  He yearned to give her far more than mere comfort or warmth. He wanted to shower her with devotion so abundant that she would want to spend a lifetime with him, despite the weight of the Berg name he carried. He wanted to love her so completely that even if memories of their painful past surfaced unexpectedly, she would never consider leaving. But to do that, he could not afford to be complacent. He now had a family—his family—to protect and cherish.


  * * *


  “Leon ventured into the forest to hunt for our morning meal,” Veronica explained to Wigo, who was groaning with fatigue. “You’re welcome to rest longer if you need it.”


  After informing their exhausted companion of the situation, she approached Night Star. Her daily riding lessons had become as much a part of her morning ritual as the rising sun, despite Leon’s frequent protests that she was tormenting the poor beast.


  Today, however, marked a significant breakthrough in her persistent efforts. After watching Veronica repeatedly attempt to mount, before sliding off numerous times in frustration, Night Star finally released what sounded remarkably like a resigned sigh. The magnificent warhorse lowered its neck and body almost to the ground and allowed Veronica to climb atop its back at last.


  “Mr. Wigo! Did you see? Did you see me get up there?” Veronica exclaimed, waving her arms excitedly. “When Le— I mean, Noah gets back, you absolutely must tell him I got on the horse all by myself!”


  Wigo observed her through sleep-hazed eyes and smacked his lips appreciatively as Veronica beamed with triumph.


  “The more I look at that horse, the more intelligent it seems,” Wigo mused. “Are you sure you won’t sell it? I could offer you quite a handsome price.”


  Night Star, living up to its reputation as a smart horse, immediately understood Wigo’s words and neighed fiercely in protest. Veronica, still mounted on the horse, let out a small shriek and desperately clung to its neck.


  “Absolutely not!” she declared. “I told you yesterday that Night Star is our friend!”


  “Well, I suppose that’s that…” Wigo conceded. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper breakfast, though. That young man of yours is one of the few diligent youths these days. Yesterday he joined our camp with two rabbits he’d caught bare-handed.”


  Seeing his proposition had failed, Wigo seemed to lose interest and shifted the conversation to Leon. After praising the young man’s remarkable survival skills and how she’d never need to worry about provisions in his company, he muttered almost to himself, “Since we’re here, I’d love a hearty meat broth. It does wonders for a hangover.”


  “If you don’t know how to make it,” Veronica offered, “perhaps I could prepare it for you?”


  “Really?”


  “Nothing in this world is free,” she replied with a smile. “I’ve borrowed clothes and dishes from you all, and I feel awkward just sitting around doing nothing.”


  Veronica finally jumped down from the now docile Night Star and added, “Just relight the fire for me.”


  Wigo must have been desperate for that soup, as he quickly poured water into a pot and started building a fire. Meanwhile, Veronica gently roused Charlotte and looked around for the last member of their party. Enzo was sitting far from the campfire, where he’d been examining a carving since early morning.


  Maybe I should ask what he’d like to eat, she thought. Come to think of it, I don’t believe I’ve spoken with him at all.


  “Is that a horned owl?” Veronica asked, approaching and crouching beside him casually.


  Enzo glanced at her briefly and shrugged. “I’ll give you one more chance to guess correctly.”


  “And what do I win if I’m right?” she asked.


  “I’ll make you the owner of this little fellow.”


  “Really?” Veronica’s eyes lit up at the prospect of receiving the carving. “Is it a sitting cat?”


  “Incorrect. Look—it has no tail.”


  “If you’re looking at it from the front instead of the side, you might not see the tail,” she reasoned.


  Enzo smiled and shook his head. Veronica persisted. “A southern parrot? A rabbit? A strangely shaped hawk? No? Hmm, no matter how I look at it, it resembles a horned owl—Ah! An insect!”


  The last word hadn’t been directed at the carving—she’d spotted a massive centipede at her feet mid-sentence.


  In that instant, a dagger sliced through the writhing centipede and embedded itself in the ground with a thud. Both of them were so startled that silence hung between them until the struggling insect ceased its movements.


  “A barn owl.”


  The correct answer came from an unexpected direction. Turning around, Veronica’s eyes widened at the sight of Leon standing behind them—she hadn’t noticed his arrival. In his hand, he held a large mountain bird, regarding them with his characteristically expressionless face.


  “Noah? How long have you been standing there?”


  “Since you said southern parrot,” he replied.


  It sounded like a joke, but of course, his face showed no hint of amusement. Leon glanced briefly at the dead insect and gave a slight nod.


  “I’ve made good use of the borrowed blade,” he told Enzo. “Thanks to it, I caught us some good game, so be sure to eat a proper breakfast.”


  Then, with his free hand, he took Veronica’s hand with practiced familiarity. As they were about to turn away—


  “Won’t you take this?” Enzo extended the carving with a smile. “You guessed correctly, after all.”


  “I don’t—” Leon began to decline, but fell silent when his eyes met Veronica’s.


  With gleaming eyes, she seized the opportunity and quickly accepted the carving.


  “Thank you,” she said warmly. “It’s beautiful. I’ll cherish it wherever we go.”


  “From the beginning, I intended to give it to a couple I met on my travels,” Enzo explained. “In my homeland, we believe barn owls bring children in the night.”


  “Where is your homeland?” she inquired.


  “Tanbia.”


  “Ah,” Veronica breathed in admiration before thanking him again and turning away.


  “This craftsmanship is truly remarkable,” she marveled to Leon as they walked. “Look how he’s captured even the texture of the feathers!”


  As they walked together, she extolled the virtues of someone who could devote themselves so completely to mastering a single craft. Leon listened in silence. A slightly tense atmosphere hung between them, perhaps because he had just finished his hunt.


  “But doesn’t this look just like a horned owl?” she questioned. “He called it a barn owl, though I honestly don’t know the difference.”


  “If it has sharp features, it’s a horned owl; if it's gentle with a round head, a barn owl,” Leon explained concisely, his gaze fixed ahead.


  She appreciated how he consistently answered her questions, despite his somewhat subdued mood. When she made a contemplative sound, Leon glanced down at her.


  Veronica pointed at him playfully and said, “If it has sharp features, it’s a horned owl.”


  Leon blinked at her, his expression losing its seriousness.


  “If it’s gentle and round, a barn owl,” she added, pointing to herself with an unabashed grin.


  After regarding her with an almost enchanted expression for a moment, Leon unexpectedly burst into laughter. The chill that had settled on him after hunting instantly dissolved as his refreshing laughter filled the air.


  He wiped the corner of his eye and murmured, “I can’t ever win against you, can I?”


  “Why would you need to win against me?” she teased.


  “I won’t try anymore,” he replied. “What’s the point, if I’m just destined to lose every time?”


  Having reached the water’s edge, Leon released her hand and skillfully began draining blood from his catch. Veronica watched in fascination as he plucked feathers and cleaned entrails and bones with practiced precision.


  I realize I’ve never once worried about food while traveling with him, she reflected. Is this what security feels like—this profound sense of being cared for? Though I had initially planned to prepare the game myself…


  “I’ll handle the cooking,” she declared.


  “Why?” he questioned. “You hate touching raw meat.”


  “Yes,” she admitted, “but today I promised Mr. Wigo, and I want to contribute something. I can’t keep depending on you forever without giving anything in return.”


  Leon studied her determined expression briefly before handing over the ingredients without further protest.


  Though he occasionally treated her like a child, he had always respected her decisions. He was fundamentally different from the men who, under the guise of pampering women, prevented them from doing anything independently. If she expressed a desire to learn swordsmanship, he taught her; if she wished to observe the less appealing aspects of game preparation, he never shielded her. Many mistakenly believed that restricting someone’s actions constituted protection, but in reality, thwarting another’s desires was a subtle form of violence as well. She loved that he wasn’t like that. It made their relationship healthier and more fulfilling.


  * * *


  “What do you think?” Veronica asked nervously, swallowing as she presented the bubbling pot.


  She had just finished cooking and asked Leon to taste it. After silently sampling a spoonful of broth, his brow furrowed. Her heart plummeted with foreboding.


  “What’s wrong? Is something amiss?”


  Have I made some terrible mistake? she worried. After dedicating so much of the morning to this preparation, surely it can’t be completely ruined…


  Leon said nothing.


  “It tasted perfectly fine earlier,” she insisted.


  Unable to endure Leon’s prolonged silence, she hastily sampled a spoonful herself. The savory broth caressed her palate pleasantly as it slid down her throat. The flavor was delightful. Everything seemed perfectly fine, so why…


  As she lifted her puzzled gaze, she encountered the eyes of her companion, whose lips had curved into a subtle smirk. Veronica’s eyes narrowed dangerously as she gritted her teeth.


  “Are you serious?”


  “What did I do wrong?” he replied innocently. “I haven’t said a single word.”


  “You looked so disapproving!”


  “So you can read minds now?” he observed with fake admiration.


  After glaring at him for a moment, she playfully launched a small bird bone in his direction. Leon caught it effortlessly, set it aside, and rose to his feet.


  “It’s very good,” he declared. “So good, in fact, that it nearly made me weep. I’ll go call the others.”


  A lifetime with him would never be boring, at least. Of that much, she remained absolutely certain.


  * * *


  After a hearty breakfast, the company resumed its journey. At last, the Kaisenmier-Whiteland border loomed before them. Given the tumultuous circumstances, lines of refugees stretched endlessly in every direction.


  The chaos had reached such proportions that Whiteland officials could only count the number of refugees crossing their borders, having abandoned all attempts to verify individual identities.


  The pressing throng of humanity denied them even brief respite, though conditions improved marginally the following day. The road divided into multiple branches, dispersing the flood of refugees heading in their direction. It was around this time that they bid farewell to Wigo, who continued toward the royal capital.


  “Should your travels ever bring you to the White Fortress, seek me out without hesitation,” he told them warmly. “I intend to establish a reputation as a master locksmith.”


  The affectionate locksmith presented the young couple with the sword he had been carrying and took his leave. From that day forward, Veronica resumed her swordsmanship training—riding horseback while the sun journeyed across the sky and practicing blade work after it descended. The verdant summer landscape provided the perfect setting for their exertions. The vibrant nature captivated them with beauty at every turn, seeming to enchant travelers into lingering.


  “People like to say that the world is ending,” Charlotte would observe, gazing toward her homeland with eyes filled with longing, “yet in truth, the world remains unchanged. Only the arrogant creatures living in it come and go.”


  The group found themselves in unanimous agreement regarding nature’s wonders. On one occasion, Night Star whinnied anxiously and kicked its hind legs in agitation. When they investigated, they discovered a majestic reindeer with magnificent antlers had approached their camp. They held their breath in collective awe, and Enzo murmured that the creature looked like a divine beast. Leon mischievously confirmed that theory—thoroughly confusing everyone—and Charlotte had to provide clarification with an expression of mild exasperation.


  During an encounter with traveling gypsies, Veronica experienced her first celestial fortune-telling. After sharing their birth dates and hours to determine their natal stars, the elderly seer proclaimed that Leon was destined for a life of living under his wife’s thumb. He responded with characteristic indifference that he placed no faith in such superstitions, but when Veronica’s expression fell in disappointment, he hastily amended his statement. The group erupted in laughter at his transparent attempt to appease her.


  Who had crossed their path next? Ah, yes—villagers fleeing en masse from their small settlement. They explained that their hometown had been utterly destroyed, and they were journeying toward the newly accessible wilderness territories. Leon and Veronica entrusted them with correspondence confirming their destination and continued survival, addressed to Sir Philip von Wittelsbach. They added instructions that, should the letter fail to reach him directly, it should be delivered to any member of the Knight Order.


  Their journey went on. As they ventured northward, their knowledge of one another deepened considerably. They love each other with greater freedom than the wild creatures of the meadows, and shared laughter as pure as children’s. Leon particularly cherished taking afternoon repose with his head cradled in her lap, while Veronica delighted in playfully imploring him to dry her dampened hair. They shared a mutual pleasure in surprising each other with unexpected kisses, savoring the endearing bewilderment that crossed the recipient’s features. Their interactions often resembled a tender competition to catch the other unawares.


  To recount every precious moment would be an endless task. Their path sparkled with countless hues, dazzling to behold. One day, they actually discovered a stream teeming with yellow croakers. When Charlotte directed their attention to it beneath a nearby willow tree, they couldn’t suppress their laughter. The moment their eyes met, Veronica’s cheeks flushed crimson, recognizing that Leon’s thoughts had wandered to the same cherished memory. Their collection of shared secrets continued to blossom with each passing day.


  * * *


  One evening, Veronica, fresh from washing up, suddenly grabbed Leon’s arm and started pulling it insistently. “I have something to show you. Come with me.”


  “What’s the rush? I’ll have the fire going soon.”


  “No, we need to see it now. It might disappear if we wait too long.”


  Though he could have easily resisted her gentle tug, he allowed himself to be led willingly. She guided him past the horses tethered to trees and toward the stream, where the night was filled with the songs of insects serenading the stars.


  “I wanted to share this view with you,” she confessed softly. “Just like how I want to share every delicious food with you. Whenever there’s something good, your face naturally comes to mind.”


  The babbling brook grew louder as they approached. Once their eyes adjusted to the darkness, Veronica finally stopped and lifted a curtain of hanging branches. Leon slowly raised his head at the sudden flood of ethereal light before them.


  “Isn’t it beautiful?” she whispered, her crimson eyes shimmering with reflected light. “It’s a sight you can only witness on summer nights.”


  Leon exhaled slowly through his broad, sturdy shoulders.


  Around a twisted old tree above a pool, lantern-like fireflies drifted in mysterious patterns. Above them, the Milky Way flowed like a river across the vast open sky. After a long silence before this intimate spectacle, unlike anything he had ever seen, Leon finally opened his mouth.


  “Beautiful,” he said, his voice low. “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in all my days.”


  But his eyes were fixed not on the stars or the dancing lights, but on her. Her heart throbbed painfully as waves of emotion crashed through her chest.


  Despite the moonless night, the sky held enough light to illuminate them. Except for the movement of stars, they were the only sound in this world. Her red hair fluttered wildly in the summer breeze. Leon lowered his head toward hers.


  The twinkling stars would disappear with the morning, but the moment their lips met felt as though it would never fade away.


  * * *


  “Veronica, have you ever tried one of these?”


  Night Star, who had been walking with a slow clip-clop, came to a halt. Looking back, Veronica saw Leon picking a dark fruit from an overhanging tree. They resembled grapes but didn’t grow in clusters, making them unfamiliar to her.


  She shook her head and asked, “What does it taste like?”


  “It tastes like it improves intelligence and strength.”


  “Wow, that sounds delicious… wait. You’re just trying to trick me into eating it, aren’t you?”


  “You caught me.”


  Leon smiled mischievously, deep dimples forming at the corners of his mouth as he picked one and held it out to her. Veronica snorted softly but boldly accepted the offering. As the sweet juice burst in her mouth, her eyes widened like a rabbit’s.


  She quickly straightened her posture and reached up, and Leon pulled down a branch so she could pick the fruit herself. After gathering several, she offered one to him. When he bent his head to eat from her palm, her hand trembled slightly where his lips touched. Leon gazed at her flushed face for a moment before looking up at the sound of their companion’s voice.


  “Hurry up! The village is just ahead! Once we arrive, we can rest properly for the night!”


  Charlotte was calling from a distance. Night Star had been walking more slowly than the other horses because Veronica had mentioned feeling dizzy.


  “Will you be all right?” Leon asked.


  “Yes, I can manage a little longer,” she assured him with a quick nod, then quickly looked forward again.


  My cheeks still feel hot. When will he stop giving me heart attacks with every little touch?


  After taking a deep breath and adjusting her seat, Leon took up the reins again. Night Star began galloping, hooves pounding the ground forcefully. As they crested the hill, clusters of houses came into view one by one, revealing the village.


  It was then that Veronica spotted a fluttering red tent at the village entrance. As soon as they reached their waiting companions, she pointed to it excitedly.


  “Do you all see that? I think it’s a traveling troupe!”


  “We were just discussing that while waiting,” Charlotte said, narrowing her eyes as she dismounted. “A traveling stage, goodness me. I’m surprised such things still exist these days.”


  Enzo, who was unloading their luggage, merely shrugged his shoulders. “Why? I find it rather romantic. They simply want to restore joy in these difficult times.”


  “Or perhaps they simply lack a sense of reality?”


  While the two continued their debate between romanticism and pragmatism, Veronica’s eyes sparkled with mounting excitement.


  A traveling troupe!


  “Didn’t we agree to stay here for a night?” she exclaimed, jumping off Night Star without waiting for Leon’s assistance. “Then we might be able to see their performance before we leave.”


  Charlotte smiled faintly. “I wouldn’t dare hope for such luxury. For now, I’ll try to find accommodations so we can avoid sleeping outdoors for once. Will you help?”


  The last question was clearly directed at Leon. It seemed that she’d decided that taking Leon along with her would be more effective in negotiations, given his larger stature.


  Leon dismounted and glanced at Veronica, seeking her approval. She nodded reassuringly, though in truth, her thoughts were consumed by the traveling troupe. She had nurtured her dreams by watching just such a troupe that had visited Bayern in her youth.


  As Leon and Charlotte departed carrying their gathered provisions, Veronica turned to Enzo with feigned casualness.


  “It might take them some time to return,” she said. “Since we have nothing else to do, I suppose we have no choice but to go and explore the tent?”


  “Shall we, then?” Enzo agreed with a laugh, amused by her transparent pretense of reluctance despite her obvious enthusiasm.


  They approached the red tent with high expectations, but peering inside, they found that the interior was rather sparse. A man was manipulating strings for a puppet show, while a few children sat before him, absently sucking their thumbs.


  “What are you looking for?” a voice suddenly asked from behind them.


  The unexpected question nearly startled a scream from Veronica. Enzo hurriedly answered on her behalf.


  “Ah, we’re travelers passing through. We were wondering when the stage performance would begin.”


  “We don’t do performances like that anymore,” the tall woman replied, stroking the cat in her arms as she gestured toward the puppeteer. “There are only two of us left now. The jesters, dancers, and singing minnesingers—all gone.”


  “I presume it’s related to the Bahamuts?” Enzo ventured carefully.


  “Yes. Our extended stay in Bayern proved costly.”


  “Bayern?” Veronica interjected, her voice rising with surprise.


  Both Enzo and the unnamed woman turned to look at her simultaneously. Veronica hesitated, feeling both chills and delight, then pointed to herself.


  “I’m also from Bayern,” she revealed. “I first dreamed of becoming a dancer by watching troupes that came to Bayern. I was reminiscing when I saw your red tent, but I never imagined it could be the very same one…”


  “The dancers would have been delighted to hear that,” the woman remarked calmly, seemingly accustomed to encounters with strangers. “So, did you achieve your dream?”


  Veronica hesitated before shaking her head. “In some ways, I did, but not completely. Bayern was attacked just as I became an official member of the troupe. I probably won’t be able to perform on stage again unless times become stable enough for people to pay for entertainment.”


  “Then would you like to perform on our stage today?” the woman asked casually. “Though the audience is small.”


  Veronica blinked in astonishment. “Here? Now?”


  “If you’re not busy,” the woman continued. “We’re merely wanderers heading toward the wilderness, but we always try to create unforgettable memories for the children we meet along the way. Childhood comes only once, and no child would have chosen to be born in times like these.”


  Though spoken by a stranger she’d just met, the words resonated deeply within Veronica’s heart. Reflecting on her own journey, she realized the catalyst for her dancing career had been remarkably simple. It was because the troupe leader had told young Veronica that she had talent as she twirled in imitation. Perhaps it had been merely a casual compliment to a cute child, but that praise had possibly shaped the entire course of her life.


  Veronica’s gaze drifted, as if enchanted, to the children watching the puppet show featuring a lady and her knight. Outside, silence still reigned, with no sign of their companions returning.


  “We are staying here tonight, aren’t we?” she confirmed, turning to Enzo.


  When he nodded with an intrigued expression, Veronica hesitated briefly before speaking.


  “Do you have a lute? If so, I’d like to perform one piece for the children—just for a moment, before our companions return.”


  * * *


  “I expected wariness toward refugees, but never imagined such profound suspicion. Even though we approached bearing gifts.”


  Charlotte spoke first, seeming self-conscious about defending her countrymen after being refused lodging at every household, including the very last one.


  “Just being in a village shields us from wild beasts,” Leon replied. “Sleeping outdoors isn’t so bad.”


  “Wouldn’t encountering beasts be advantageous anyway? They’d simply become tomorrow’s meal,” Charlotte quipped.


  Though intended as humor, Leon didn’t laugh. Charlotte was astonished by how cold the man had become the moment Veronica disappeared from sight. While bathing together, Veronica had often confided concerns about her husband being “too smooth-talking and playful.” But from Charlotte’s perspective, Veronica had no reason to worry about her husband’s attentions straying. He seemed like a completely different person—austere and cold. An observer might mistake him for a paladin who had devoted his entire life solely to divine service.


  “By the way,” he suddenly interjected. “I don’t see those two anywhere. Have you heard anything about where they might have gone?”


  Following his gaze around the area, Charlotte noticed that indeed, only their horses remained tethered beside the tent.


  “I suppose they’re just looking around,” she said. “I can hear lute music coming from over there.”


  At her observation, Leon immediately turned toward the tent from which the melody flowed. Rationally, he knew he had no cause for concern, knowing Veronica carried her sword and Enzo had proven himself honorable. Or is it precisely his gentle nature that worries me?


  Enzo, their traveling companion these past weeks, possessed a gentle, tender disposition. In other words, he was just the type of man that women would like.


  “Oh! How beautiful…”


  Upon hearing this exclamation, the moment they entered the tent, Leon halted his thoughts and turned sharply toward the makeshift stage. And then, he found himself utterly captivated, unable to tear his gaze away.


  Before the wide-eyed children, Veronica gracefully unfurled crimson fabric in sweeping arcs. Her southern-style vermilion dress revealed her fair shoulders, the skirt fluttering above her knees like butterfly wings. Butterfly, he thought, considering his mental comparison remarkably apt. As an unknown man plucked the strings, Veronica glided with ethereal grace to the lute’s monotonous melody. Charlotte, entering just behind him, also stopped in surprise.


  “Was she a dancer before? Dressed so magnificently, she looks like a different person.”


  Leon offered no reply. He hadn’t even heard her words. He was simply watching her—his beloved who had instantly enchanted the small audience of six or seven children, now bowing elegantly as the gentle lute melody ended.


  Glancing sideways, Charlotte thought that if one could witness the precise moment when a person falls in love, it would look exactly like this. Light and shadow played across his distinct features. The man seemed simultaneously to be restraining a powerful impulse and completely surrendering to it.


  “Surprised you, didn’t I? It’s your first time seeing me dance!”


  Veronica leapt from the stage and raced toward Leon the moment she spotted him. His cool, stoic expression melted into warmth the instant he wrapped her in his embrace.


  “I thought I’d been gone for three hours at least. What did you do in that brief time?”


  “Oh, you know, someone said they could spot talent with just a glance and begged me to perform, so I danced. Right, Enzo?”


  “Yes, well, I didn’t hear it personally. Perhaps this request came from the cat?”


  Veronica furrowed her brow at Enzo’s teasing and grumbled that he could at least back up her story. Leon watched their playful banter for a moment before intertwining his fingers with hers, effortlessly reclaiming her attention.


  “How did you become a real person?”


  The question came suddenly. Everyone’s heads turned in unison.


  The one who’d asked the question was a bright-eyed little girl who had been watching Veronica earlier with her mouth agape in wonder.


  “…What?” Veronica asked.


  “You were a puppet just moments ago.”


  At first, Veronica couldn’t comprehend what the child meant. Her heart plummeted, the thunderous sound echoing in her ears. Is she asking me how I transformed from a Bahamut into a human?


  But then the child pointed toward the puppet show props still visible on stage and said, “The lady and the knight.”


  Veronica spotted the black short-haired puppet and immediately understood. The child believed Leon and Veronica had somehow sprung to life from the puppet show—despite Leon not even carrying a sword.


  “Through love?”


  Everyone turned to look again. It had been Leon who answered, his face a perfect deadpan mask—like how adults teased children while appearing entirely serious.


  “Love breaks all curses,” he said. “That’s the ancient law of magic.”


  Veronica blushed as she watched the girl’s eyes sparkle with awe. Being the object of such admiration felt strange.


  I must seem like such a worldly adult to her. Like someone who holds all the secrets of the universe.


  “Then how can I find a knight like you did?” the child asked again.


  Veronica fell into contemplation. Memories surfaced of herself as a young girl, meticulously memorizing the names of knights across the continent, her heart full of admiration and longing. I was once just like her. If only someone had told me then what I know now—how much that would have meant.


  “You don’t need a knight,” Veronica said softly, kneeling down to meet the girl’s gaze. “Just love yourself. Love—no matter what kind—has the power to break any curse.”


  The child’s bright eyes widened with wonder, drinking in every word.


  After bidding farewell to their young admirer, the two performers who had lent Veronica the dress and played the lute approached. The woman cradling a cat gestured toward the food in Charlotte’s hands, inviting them to share a meal in exchange for shelter in their tent. The lute player, with the carefree air of a wandering soul, mentioned he was hunting for captivating stories to incorporate into his puppet shows.


  “Actually, I might have the perfect tale for a puppet show,” Veronica interjected, turning her head while watching the child skip away. “It’s inspired by the piece you just performed, but with a twist…”


  * * *


  “The Woman Who Became a Bahamut and the Paladin,” Leon murmured as he fed an apple to Night Star, his warhorse’s velvet muzzle gently accepting the offering. After indulging in both dinner and spirits, they had stepped out of the tent together to breathe in the night air.


  “What’s wrong? Does it bother you that I shared our story?” Veronica swayed slightly. “But if we don’t somehow reveal that we saved the world, nobody will ever know! That would be absolutely heartbreaking—simply unacceptable!”


  Flushed with wine, she wagged her index finger dramatically from side to side. Leon glanced at her slurred speech and chuckled at the sight of her face, glowing crimson even in the darkness.


  “No, I just don’t care for the title those performers chose.”


  “Oh, that—I felt the same way, but they need to keep it suitable for little ears, so what can we do?”


  “I also wondered if people might recognize it as our story.”


  “Oh? That possibility never even crossed my mind.” Veronica’s eyes widened with genuine surprise. “What if they do?”


  “Does that worry you?” he asked, pressing his cool palm against her feverish cheek. “What others might think of us?”


  Something in his long, dark eyes seemed to burn with unusual intensity. When they’d first met, she couldn’t read this enigmatic man at all, but as they’d journeyed together, his expressions had gradually become an open book to her. Veronica gazed up at him for a breathless moment before speaking.


  “It’s not that I care about others’ opinions… Could it be you’re jealous?”


  “Yes,” Leon replied.


  “You’re brutally honest. Shockingly so.”


  “Does that displease you?”


  “Not at all. It actually makes me feel good. Would it make me wicked to admit I want to provoke your jealousy even more?”


  “No need for that. I’m already jealous of everything—not just your playful teasing with others, but even the women who accompany you when you bathe.”


  “Do you like me that much?”


  “I surpassed mere ‘liking’ long ago.”


  Her heart thundered in her ears at his unhesitating confession. Being with Leon always made her feel extraordinary, as though his gaze transformed her into someone remarkable—someone powerful and irresistibly alluring.


  “What is it about me that you find so lovely?”


  Was it the wine loosening her tongue, or the bewitching atmosphere of the night? The age-old question slipped from her lips before she could reconsider. She hadn’t expected a genuine answer, but after a thoughtful pause, Leon replied with surprising sincerity.


  “The way you appear delicate but possess immense strength. I thought you were like me, but discovered you’re not. And… because you dance as though you were born for it.”


  As lute music drifted from the tent like a siren’s call, Leon’s handsome lips curved into a languid smile. Veronica, who had expected commonplace compliments about her cheerful nature, burst into delighted laughter. His words sounded like a confession that he’d fallen for her all over again today—yes, that was exactly what they meant. That was the Leon she had come to know.


  “Tell me, do you remember when I first held a sword?”


  “When you couldn’t tell the blade from the hilt?”


  “Yes.” She grinned. “I told you that if you ever tried the Baila step, you’d be infinitely clumsier than I was with that sword.”


  “That sounds like a memory best left buried.”


  “I’ll teach you now.”


  When Veronica extended her hand in invitation, Leon’s brow furrowed as he prepared to refuse. The trouble was, she knew precisely the words that would move him.


  “I happen to find skilled dancers irresistibly attractive, too,” she said.


  His hand, which had been absently rubbing the nape of his neck, froze mid-motion. Leon lowered his head, a reluctant laugh escaping him before he slowly raised his gaze to meet hers. Veronica’s hand remained outstretched toward him, like someone extending an invitation to a grand adventure. He clasped her hand firmly in his own.


  Laughter bubbled up between them with each counted step as they moved in rhythm. Even a simple meeting of eyes sparked mirth. Being naturally athletic, he learned remarkably swiftly, though occasional missteps still occurred. Each awkward step caused a flutter of excitement in her heart.


  Veronica wished for nothing more than to continue on life’s path with him in this manner, their way illuminated by the flickering flames of their passion as they danced together.


  * * *


  Time flew by like an arrow loosed from a bow. After traversing mountains, meadows, valleys, and villages, a full month had passed since they had crossed the border.


  “I can smell the sea.”


  Veronica, first to reach the cliff’s edge, drew in a deep, reverent breath. Her head, which had been swimming with dizziness since dawn, finally cleared as the salt-laden breeze filled her lungs. But even without the wind, the breathtaking vista of the coastal city sprawled below would have been enough to sharpen anyone’s senses.


  They had finally reached their destination. They were at Whiteland’s eastern coast, in the port city of Roberdin. This coveted trading hub had been acquired by the northern king six centuries earlier when he—desperate for an ice-free port—had accepted the state religion as the price of his ambition.


  “Do you like it?” Leon asked, coming to stand beside her, the leather reins held loosely in his calloused hands. They looked down at the city, which was visibly alive with reconstruction efforts.


  “I’ve heard that Roberdin shares the same ocean currents as Bayern. The climate differs, but the color of the water should be similar.”


  His words suddenly reminded her of a conversation during their journey when he had asked what she loved most. Faced with that abstract question—which could have referred to either people or possessions—Veronica had proudly declared her passion for the sea’s colors. People mistakenly believed all seas are identical, she had explained, but depending on the climate and depth, some waters shone emerald, others took on a muddy grayish-brown, and some were so intensely blue they inspired both awe and fear. Among all these variations, her favorite was…


  “Yes, it’s exactly the sea I’ve been wanting to see.”


  She stared at the sea so intensely, achingly blue, it made her stomach flutter with emotion. The sunlight dancing on the waves like countless shimmering scales stirred something profound in the depths of her soul.


  Leon gazed intently at her sparkling eyes, standing utterly still, as if that was his whole life’s purpose.


  “Thank you,” Veronica whispered, wrapping her arms around him. Leon silently drew her closer, his arm protectively encircling her shoulders.


  Just then, Charlotte’s voice broke their private moment. “I suppose this is where our paths diverge.”


  Startled, they turned to see Charlotte and Enzo standing a respectful distance away.


  “Are you truly leaving without even visiting the city?” Leon asked.


  “With the prices soaring, I doubt we could afford even the humblest inn. And as you well know, if we’re to sleep under the stars, a secluded forest path offers far more comfort than a bustling metropolis.”


  Even though this parting had been planned from the beginning, a sharp pang of regret pierced Veronica’s heart. She gazed forlornly at Charlotte, with whom she had formed a deep sisterly bond over their month of travel, then quickly composed herself.


  “You too, Enzo?”


  “I shall return after exploring the northern territories to their furthest reaches. I’ll see you again then.”


  Enzo extended his hand toward Veronica, clearly intending to bestow a gentlemanly kiss upon it, but found himself shaking hands with Leon instead. The women erupted into laughter at Leon’s characteristic display of possessiveness.


  “I’ll strive to host you properly when you return,” Veronica promised, finally suppressing her giggles. “Though we’ll need to find a place for ourselves first.”


  “I don’t think you need to worry about that,” Charlotte said with a knowing wink, nodding toward the impressive game tied to Night Star’s saddle.


  They were the birds Leon had hunted to sell in the city market. With their wings adorned with eye-like markings, they commanded premium prices among wealthy merchants and would secure enough money to sustain themselves while seeking more permanent arrangements. In truth, they also possessed gold fragments from the shattered divine swords, but Veronica merely nodded, feigning ignorance of this backup resource. She knew that she would never need to touch that gold just to keep hunger at bay as long as she was with Leon.


  “Travel safely, both of you,” Veronica urged. “Stick to well-trodden paths. Beware of suspicious carriages, unfamiliar horses, and strangers with too-friendly smiles.”


  “You fuss exactly like my youngest sister used to,” Charlotte chuckled. “We’ll be perfectly fine, so ease your mind. I’ll pray that your new chapter unfolds smoothly.”


  Her expression shifted to one of stern warning as she addressed Leon. “And if I return to find your treatment of your wife has changed in the slightest…”


  Leon, who had been gazing contemplatively at the vast sea, turned and stated with unwavering conviction that such a thing would never come to pass.


  No matter how prolonged, farewells always feel cruelly brief. After their final goodbyes, the companions separated in two directions: one pair mounting horses to ascend the hill, the other holding the reins as they began their descent down the winding slope.


  Veronica started down the path, her heart balanced between the hollow ache of parting and the fluttering anticipation of the new life awaiting them below.


  * * *


  Roberdin was visibly overflowing with refugees. As Veronica surveyed the coastal city she and Leon had traveled so far to reach, doubt crept into her mind. Is this really the right choice? What if this place turns out to be dangerous?


  The salty breeze seemed to have done more than just sweep away traces of the Bahamuts’ destruction—it had breathed new life into the city. The rhythmic sound of hammers rang out from buildings under repair, while the streets bustled with people carrying heavy loads. Though Veronica had stepped boldly into the street at first, she soon found herself hunching her shoulders at the unfamiliarity of this foreign place. It was then that Leon, who had been following protectively behind her, took her hand.


  “It would be troublesome to lose you in such a chaotic place,” he murmured, his deep voice a comforting rumble against her ear.


  Though his gaze remained fixed straight ahead as if it were nothing special, the simple fact of being with him sent waves of relief spreading from her fingertips throughout her entire body.


  Emerging from her daze, Veronica suddenly asked, “I find it magical sometimes that you always know exactly what I need before I even ask. Have you been secretly practicing mind reading?”


  “I don’t need magic to understand you,” he replied simply.


  “How then?”


  “You told me yourself when we were talking about the Foundation Festival.” Leon pulled her closer against him to shield her from a passerby who might have bumped her shoulder, and continued, “You said that in crowded streets, you wished someone would hold your hand so you wouldn’t get lost.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened in surprise.


  “You also mentioned that one day your father suddenly took your hand and ran, which delighted you, but it was only because he was rushing to buy discounted rye bread. But the bread was frozen solid from the winter cold, making it nearly impossible to chew.”


  “Ah… yes, that’s right. That’s why I still hate rye bread to this day. The porridge my mother made by soaking it in water was delicious when I was little, but strangely, when I tried to recreate it years later, that comforting taste was nowhere to be found. I can’t believe I shared such trivial memories with you…”


  What astonished her more was that he’d treasured such minor details and committed them to his memory. He seemed to remember every single word she had ever spoken, storing them away like precious gems.


  As she was ruminating on that, Leon suddenly stopped before a street vendor displaying various meats.


  “Do you purchase game as well?” Leon asked.


  “Depends on what kind of meat we’re talking about. What’s that you’ve got?” the merchant replied, nodding toward the bundle secured to Leon’s horse.


  “A peacock. If the eyes on the feathers remain completely intact, what would you offer?”


  “I’ll give you thirty gold pieces for it,” the merchant countered.


  While the negotiation continued, Veronica maintained her grip on Leon’s strong hand, merely turning her head to survey their surroundings. She could gauge the inflated market rates just by noting that a single ear of corn commanded one silver coin—ten times the price from before the Bahamuts’ devastation. The economy had been utterly upended. Watching people bartering fish for grain, it seemed such exchanges would flourish until some stability returned to their broken world.


  If we manage to secure some extra land, I should grow vegetables myself. It would be wonderful to raise livestock for fresh milk and eggs too…


  While she was absorbed in these practical dreams of self-sufficiency, Leon briefly released her hand to unload the peacock from his mount. Veronica seized the opportunity to approach a stall that had caught her eye. In a steaming cauldron, the vendor was brewing meat stew sold by the bowlful. It was an aroma she normally savored, but suddenly—without warning—her stomach violently rebelled.


  “Ugh,” she choked, reflexively covering her mouth as bile rose in her throat.


  As she backed away hastily, she collided with Leon’s broad chest. He had just received his pouch of gold coins, and his expression instantly transformed from satisfaction to alarm as he cupped her chin, tilting her face up to examine her complexion.


  “Is your stomach upset?” he asked, his brow furrowing with concern. “I remember you skipped breakfast this morning because nothing appealed to you.”


  “It’s nothing serious,” she attempted to reassure him. “I think the exhaustion is just hitting me all at once now that we’ve reached our destination.”


  “Any other discomfort I should know about?”


  “Nothing worth mentioning. Goodness, you’re fussing like a mother hen. I’ll be perfectly fine after a bit of rest.”


  In truth, both her chest and abdomen had been plagued by sharp, stabbing pains since dawn, but Veronica forced a bright smile and feigned wellness. If she told him the truth, this overprotective man would undoubtedly become gravely concerned over a single bout of nausea and scour the entire city for a doctor.


  “I’ll secure us lodging immediately, so hold on just a little longer,” he said.


  “Didn’t you say you needed to meet someone you know here?”


  “That can wait until after I’ve seen you safely settled.”


  Leon had previously mentioned having an acquaintance in Roberdin—someone resilient enough to have survived even the Bahamuts' devastating attack. Apparently, this person was indebted to Leon and would help with their settlement. The sun still hung high in the sky, so meeting this contact now must have been his original intention.


  A pang of guilt stabbed through her chest at the thought of disrupting his plans.


  “I’m truly fine,” she insisted. “Just slightly light-headed, that’s all.”


  “Light-headed?” His concern instantly doubled. “Can you walk steadily?”


  Her attempt to minimize her discomfort had only intensified his worry. One more word, and he looked poised to sweep her into his arms and carry her through the streets. Confronted with his unyielding protective stance, Veronica finally shook her head in resignation and surrendered to his care.


  They entered a grand establishment called “Son of Snow,” the closest inn along the main thoroughfare. Despite her stubborn insistence that she was fine, drowsiness enveloped her like a heavy cloak the moment she sank into the warm, soothing bath. After endless days of washing in icy streams and sleeping on hard ground, reclining on the clean, downy feather bed felt like heaven itself. Leon maintained his vigilant watch beside her until sleep claimed her completely.


  So perhaps that was why she felt disoriented when she opened her eyes again, much later. When she woke up amid the loud patter of rain outside the window, Veronica lay alone in the large bed.


  * * *


  “She’s certainly pregnant.”


  The doctor, who had been taking her pulse at her wrist, rose to his feet and delivered his verdict with absolute conviction. Leon remained frozen where he stood, leaning against the doorframe.


  “I detect the distinctive pregnancy pulse. The morning sickness and dizziness she’s experiencing also align perfectly with early symptoms.”


  Leon’s lips, which had parted as if to respond, slowly closed again. His intense gaze lingered on Veronica’s sleeping form for what seemed an eternity.


  He had summoned the doctor after realizing that she was breathing irregularly even as she slept. He’d expected to hear it was merely accumulated travel fatigue and had planned to procure medicine for her temporary discomfort, but this unexpected revelation had rendered him speechless.


  “Some women suffering from severe morning sickness may even refuse water, which can lead to dangerous dehydration, so vigilance is essential,” the doctor continued. “Since you appear to be travelers, and Roberdin is a bustling port city abundant with seafood dishes, please ensure she consumes only thoroughly cooked meals.”


  The physician proceeded to list foods beneficial for the developing child, such as tomatoes, sweet potatoes, and various legumes. When he began emphasizing that the mother-to-be should be indulged with whatever foods she craved, Leon finally broke his silence.


  “Is it truly safe for someone of her delicate constitution to bear a child?” he demanded. “Will the pregnancy not place excessive strain on her body?”


  The question seemed to blindside the physician for a moment, who had been focusing on the unborn child until now. He blinked rapidly under Leon’s intimidating gaze, then shifted his attention to Veronica’s peaceful form on the bed.


  “Despite your evident concerns… the mother doesn’t appear particularly frail to my professional eye.”


  “Are you suggesting it’s perfectly normal for her to be rendered completely helpless by mere dizziness?” Leon challenged.


  “Well, that could be attributed to the accumulated rigors of your travels… and right now, she’s simply in natural slumber. Her breathing remains within normal parameters.”


  Leon’s expression betrayed his complete incomprehension. In his eyes, Veronica had always tired easily and possessed limited stamina. She was as fragile as spun glass; she might collapse under the additional burden of nurturing new life within her.


  “As long as she doesn’t overexert herself beyond her usual limits, she should be all right,” the doctor assured him. “If you’re planning an extended stay in Roberdin, I can refer you to a specialist who exclusively treats expectant mothers.”


  The physician, perhaps sensing that Leon’s deep-seated worries extended beyond what medical reassurance could address, offered a few additional precautions before gathering his instruments. By the time the consultation fee was settled and the visitor escorted out, the first heavy raindrops had begun their descent from the darkening sky.


  Veronica slumbered soundly through all the commotion, curled on her side and embracing the pillow as if it were precious. Leon continued his silent vigil long after the doctor’s departure, his gaze never leaving her face. Even though he had heard the news clearly with his own ears, a part of him still struggled to accept the reality.


  A child—mine and hers. Our child.


  Perched on the edge of the mattress, he gently took her small, curled hand in his. The rhythmic cadence of rain against the windowpane and the comforting warmth radiating from her delicate fingers transported him back to their first night together.


  On that fateful evening, he had surrendered everything he was to her keeping. His solemn decision had, naturally, encompassed this very possibility. If he hadn’t been prepared to shoulder the full weight of responsibility from the beginning, he would never have held her like that. Having endured a childhood marked by profound deprivation, he had always harbored the fervent wish to establish a proper family. So naturally, joy bloomed within his chest at the news—but it was also tangled with a thread of primal fear.


  “…Will this news bring you happiness?” he whispered, his voice barely audible in the quiet chamber.


  Leon tenderly pressed her hand against his roughened cheek before brushing his lips reverently across her knuckles.


  Veronica was significantly younger than him, and they had barely begun to establish themselves in this new city. They had never engaged in meaningful conversation about children, so there remained the distinct possibility that she might react with anxiety or even fear to this life-altering development.


  In truth, if she rejected this path, he would need no child to complete him. As long as you remain by my side, that would be enough.


  A brilliant flash illuminated the room—in that stark moment of white lightning, the dark silhouette of his possessive nature revealed itself momentarily before vanishing back into the shadows of his soul.


  He recalled their traveling companions’ jokes about him being such a possessive husband and thought that perhaps that hadn’t been too far from the truth, after all. He had recognized this dangerous tendency within himself since the first stirrings of jealousy at the innocent kindness shown to her.


  The truth was, he yearned to monopolize every aspect of her existence, to possess her utterly and completely. The moments of bathing together, the melodious chatter that flowed from her lips, her radiant laughter, and the tender gaze she bestowed upon the world—he longed to capture it all and lock it away within the vault of his heart. Once ignited, this all-consuming desire could never be extinguished, regardless of his efforts to temper it. Now, without her, he was destined to burn alone in the flames of his passion until death claimed him.


  I’ve crossed the point of no return with her.


  Leon bent down to bestow a feather-light kiss upon Veronica’s temple before rising from the bed. More than anything, she desperately needed the security of a stable life.


  * * *


  “Leon?” Veronica called out, her voice small and uncertain.


  Now fully awake, she clutched the blanket around her shoulders as she called his name repeatedly. No response emerged from the shadows. Where could a man of his imposing stature possibly hide in this modest chamber anyway?


  “You could at least have said something before disappearing,” she murmured. “Especially since you insisted that I stay by your side…”


  Where could he have gone in this downpour? Even though logic told her he must have had compelling reasons, an irrational sadness crept into her heart. Unwelcome memories began to surface from the depths of her mind. The time she had been imprisoned alone in that pitch-black room felt viscerally present, the terror as fresh as if it had happened yesterday. She remembered the haunting screams and desperate prayers of the other prisoners, being confined in a daze for endless hours, and waiting with diminishing hope for just one person to return.


  She hated waiting. It warped time into an endless torture. A single minute would stretch into an agonizing eternity, and then…


  A sound at the door suddenly shattered her dark reverie. She jerked her head up to see Leon, drenched to the bone from the relentless rain, pause in surprise as he opened the door and found her awake and distressed. Without even pausing to remove his sodden garments, he strode purposefully toward her.


  “Why are you crying?” he demanded. “Are you in pain? Has the dizziness returned?”


  He was before her in an instant, his large hand pressing against her forehead to check for fever. When she flinched slightly at the cool dampness of his skin, he began to withdraw his touch. Veronica immediately stretched out her arms and wrapped them tightly around his waist.


  “Where did you disappear to?” Veronica demanded. “You’re supposed to say something before vanishing, or people get worried sick. Honestly, you’re impossible…”


  Leon immediately enveloped her shoulders in his strong arms, his expression softening with remorse. “I’m sorry. You were sleeping so peacefully that I thought it would be all right.”


  “But I woke up all alone.”


  “I’m sorry. I promise it won’t happen again.”


  In truth, she hadn’t been waiting long at all, but she clung to him with feigned indignation anyway. Perhaps it was because he indulged her every whim so thoroughly that she found herself behaving like a child with him.


  Leon held her quietly for a moment before murmuring softly against her hair, “Veronica, I just need to dry off quickly. It won’t take a moment.”


  “No.” She clutched him tighter.


  “You’ll catch a chill.”


  “I don’t care.”


  Most would find such stubbornness exasperating after a while, but Leon’s lips curved into a tender smile, as though beholding something precious beyond words.


  “At this rate, I won’t be able to leave for work either.”


  “Good,” she declared. “Don’t go. Stay by my side forever.”


  “As you wish, my lady. I won’t go anywhere without your permission.”


  His acquiescence came without hesitation. It seemed he would agree to any demand she made, no matter how unreasonable or impossible. Her mood lightened, and as she slowly loosened her embrace, her eyes met his steady gaze. With his rain-slicked hair swept completely back, his handsome features were fully revealed, drawing her eyes like a magnet to steel.


  “You look chilled to the bone.”


  “I actually am freezing.”


  “Then shed those wet clothes and come under the covers before you lose more warmth.”


  “So you’re not upset anymore?”


  “I wasn’t really upset to begin with.”


  Leon’s mouth quirked into a knowing smile at her feigned nonchalance as he began peeling off his sodden garments. The heavy thud of wet fabric hitting the floor was followed by the magnificent sight of broad shoulders and perfectly sculpted muscles. Veronica found herself mesmerized, stealing glances at the glistening droplets trailing down his firm skin before impulsively tugging his arm toward the bed.


  “I’m still cold,” he admitted.


  “I’m warm enough for both of us,” she whispered.


  She yearned to envelop him in her warmth. Yet he hesitated, his eyes traveling over her thoughtfully before wiping himself with a dry towel and only then slipping beneath the covers. His body was indeed like ice against hers.


  “Are you hungry? I requested dinner be brought up when I returned.”


  “My appetite has vanished. More importantly, where did you venture off to?”


  She nestled closer against him as she asked, savoring the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against her ear.


  “I went to meet that acquaintance I mentioned before,” he explained. “Years ago, I aided the lord of Roberdin at the borderlands. He promised that if I would tutor his son, he’d grant me a parcel of land to build a house upon—anywhere of my choosing.”


  “A lord?” Veronica echoed, stunned by this revelation.


  To someone who had lived an ordinary life like herself, it seemed a position even more formidable than emperor or Pope in some ways. After all, he was the sovereign master of the very ground beneath their feet.


  Now she understood why Leon had been so certain that the person who owed him this debt would still be alive.


  “Where do you want to live?” he asked softly, interrupting her thoughts. “If you could live anywhere in this realm, where would it be?”


  Veronica’s eyes, momentarily distant, began to sparkle with realization. Like a child asked to name her dearest wish, she counted off items on her delicate fingers as she considered.


  “I… hmm…” She bit her lip in concentration. “Not too near the coastline or in the heart of any city. The weather turns treacherous by the sea, and I’ve never been fond of ceaseless noise. I’d love a hillside dwelling where the ocean stretches out before you like a painting, yet not so remote that a town is beyond reach. And I’d want a yard spacious enough for sheep or goats to graze contentedly. The house itself should be crafted of sturdy oak, with grand windows to welcome the light and a hearth that glows with warmth on winter nights.”


  “You’ve painted quite the vivid picture,” he remarked, the corner of his mouth lifting as he envisioned her dream in his mind’s eye.


  “Better than vague longings, isn’t it? I’ve been nurturing this dream since I was just a girl.”


  “And what about children?”


  Veronica, who had been answering with such certainty, faltered at his next question. Children…


  She had always yearned for them with her whole heart. But her monthly cycles still hadn’t resumed. She had hoped that being reborn and restored to health at the Blasen Mountains might have kindled new possibilities. Her breasts had ached a little as they did during her cycles, giving her a flicker of hope, but it turned out to be nothing.


  When she glanced up, Leon’s expression as he awaited her answer was inscrutable. Today especially, she found it difficult to read what lay behind those fathomless eyes. Unable to form a response, she merely bit her lip, and he gently pulled the fallen blanket up to her neck as he began to speak in hushed tones.


  “The truth is, I called a physician to examine you while you were sleeping.”


  She knew he had been close to doing that, so she wasn’t completely surprised.


  “You seemed feverish, and I thought to procure some tonics to restore your vitality.”


  The gravity in his voice made Veronica’s heart seize with sudden dread. Was something very wrong with her body? Perhaps she was barren…


  “He detected the pulse of new life within you.”


  “The pulse of… what do you mean?”


  “It means you’re with child.”


  Veronica’s eyes widened to perfect circles. Leon had been gazing at the delicate curve where her neck met her shoulder, but now he raised his eyes to meet hers steadily. Silence flowed between them—thick and impossibly slow. It felt as though time itself had ceased its eternal march.


  “So you’re saying that we’re going to…”


  Even as she stammered, her mind raced ahead. She understood why he had left her in such haste—it was because Leon wished to secure a stable home for them without delay.


  “We’re going to become parents,” he said softly. “If we choose to embrace this path.”


  Leon didn’t deceive her by claiming pregnancy was an unalloyed blessing. Nor did he pressure her by revealing his own deepest wishes.


  “If it feels too overwhelming, you just have to say you aren’t ready for this child. I truly need nothing in this world but you.”


  His voice, though low, resonated with unwavering certainty. Something molten and fierce welled up from the depths of her heart.


  A child had taken root within her. The divine had bestowed a gift upon them, and that gift was a new soul forged from the mingling of their bloodlines.


  “How could I not want this miracle?” she whispered, her trembling lips barely able to form the words. “This has been my wish forever…”


  How woefully inadequate the human language was for containing the vastness of emotion.


  The Bahamut’s vision, which she’d believed long forgotten, flashed before her eyes. Specifically, she recalled the first memory she’d glimpsed during her corruption—the radiant faces of parents gazing down upon their newborn child, that symphony of laughter and tears and the perfect slice of mortal existence.


  And now we will be…


  Veronica couldn’t continue speaking and instead flung her arms around his neck with desperate tenderness. She felt him embrace her in return, burying his face against her shoulder, his breath ragged against her skin. His emotions were overwhelming, untamed.


  Only after becoming one like this, anchored firmly to each other, did his raw vulnerability pour into her consciousness. You were terrified too, weren’t you? Perhaps even more than I was. Her heart ached with sweet recognition.


  “I never dared dream of such happiness…” Leon murmured, his voice rough with emotion. “I feel as though I might die of happiness at this very moment.”


  She could feel his heart thundering against her chest. Veronica closed her eyes, and the infinite darkness behind her eyelids rippled with colors she had never before witnessed in this realm.


  Sometime in her past, she had wrestled with questions such as: Could a child denied love learn to bestow it? Isn’t love a gift that only those who have received it can truly give?


  But now she knew that that wasn’t true—for love wasn’t an innate talent but a sacred labor of the heart.


  “I love you,” he said.


  And she answered, “I love you more.”


  * * *


  The rain had surrendered to clear skies at last, and they wove through the bustling night market hand-in-hand. After passing fire-breathing performers with their dazzling displays, merchants hawking glittering trinkets, and hollow-eyed refugees begging with upturned hats, the night-veiled sea drew closer. As the salt-laden breeze tousled her bangs, Veronica took a bite of her newly purchased peach and gazed up at Leon with eyes wide with wonder.


  “My goodness, this is divine! Quick, have a taste.”


  They had ventured out together after she had confessed her craving for peaches. She was grateful she had insisted on accompanying him rather than allowing Leon to go alone. Patience had never been her virtue, and by the time he returned to their lodgings, her fickle desires would likely have shifted to something else entirely.


  Leon, ever vigilant of their surroundings, couldn’t suppress a chuckle at the sight of her cheeks bulging with the fruit.


  “Why are you laughing?” she demanded.


  “Because you’re utterly adorable.” Having deftly parried her mock indignation, he continued, “Are you keeping warm enough?”


  “If I’m cold, bundled up like this, there must be something wrong with me,” she answered with exaggerated disbelief while savoring her fruit. “I feel like one of those plump, flightless birds they say waddle about on islands in the frozen north.”


  Leon—who had been the one to wrap her in those multiple layers—seemed to finally appreciate how she must appear. Recognizing which creature she was comparing herself to, he erupted into hearty laughter.


  “You’re impossible,” he said.


  “Stop laughing.”


  Though secretly delighted by the sound of his uninhibited mirth, she felt an inexplicable blush creeping up her neck. When she playfully struck him with her fist, Leon feigned mortal injury with theatrical flair.


  After finishing their fruit, they purchased sticks for the falling-spark ritual from the vendor nearest the shoreline. These long wands, tipped with special charcoal pouches, were beloved traditions in coastal settlements—when ignited, they released cascading embers like falling stars.


  The memory surfaced suddenly—she had mentioned wanting to do this on the day they spoke of the Foundation Festival.


  “…It’s breathtaking,” Veronica murmured, her gaze captivated by the shower of golden sparks as Leon placed the lit wand in her hands. “Even after the rain, the flames dance so vividly.”


  After spreading their cloaks upon the sand to sit, the only sound was the rhythmic murmur of midnight waves caressing the shore.


  “I’m planning to summon Wittelsbach to Roberdin next month,” Leon said quietly.


  “Wittelsbach… you mean Vice Commander Philip? I have no objections, but why?”


  “To formalize our sacred vows, we require a priest who can stand as witness,” he explained. “Someone who knows my true name and lineage.”


  The moment understanding dawned, Veronica’s eyes, previously entranced by the dancing flames, widened in sudden comprehension.


  There, gracing her fourth finger where nothing had been before, gleamed a ring she had never beheld. When she whirled to face him, Leon met her gaze unflinchingly, the corner of his mouth lifting in a tender half-smile.


  “When did you possibly…” she began.


  On second thought, she realized she didn’t really need to ask. They had walked hand in hand through the twilight streets all evening, his fingers intertwined with hers.


  “While I was away earlier, I had the fragments of our swords melted down and forged anew,” he explained. “I was afraid that they might not fit, but it seems all that time holding your hand has served me well.”


  Now she noticed that his fourth finger, too, bore a band identical to her own. The remnants of Genesis and Apocalypse transformed into these symbols of eternity felt like divine blessing, stirring something profound within her. The world might forget them in time, but the heavens would remember them long after mortal memory faded.


  “What do you say?” Leon asked.


  Veronica’s lips trembled with emotion before she simply nodded, words failing her entirely. Only when he tenderly brushed her cheek did she realize that tears were flowing freely down her face. When the tears refused to cease, Leon gathered her into the sanctuary of his embrace.


  Nestled against his warmth, she watched the eternal dance of the waves through a veil of joyful tears.


  “Yes,” she finally whispered.


  Legend spoke of a distant realm, never visited but whispered of in ancient tales, where wishes cast upon falling embers were heard by the stars themselves.


  Divine Creator, I offer this final prayer—grant us the blessing of a tale that ends with “and they lived in happiness for all their days.”


  Forge us into a family that can lean upon each other when our journey grows weary.


  Allow us to live in such fullness that we need not search for You anymore.


  This I beseech with all my heart. Amen.
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