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  Prologue: Joining the War Party, Day 1



Her voice lingered in my ears like a gentle echo.

[Alright, looking forward to working with you, teammate!]

I did it.

After being reincarnated into this world, I held onto a deeply rooted dream—

And now, that dream has finally come true.

With the hero’s approval, as of today, I’m officially a member of the Hero’s Party.

“Good thing I came to the Academy after all.”

Now, I had nothing to fear. I was from the great Hero’s Party.

Turning my life around? Climbing the ladder of success? That’s practically guaranteed.

Honor, wealth, influence. And after retirement? A life of luxury. All of it—mine for the taking.

“Unnie.”

Goodbye, poverty.

Goodbye to the pitch-black orphan past.

From here on out, the road ahead would be paved with flowers.

“Unnie.”

Finally, I could break away from that ominous family.

All those days I lived in constant fear, with my nerves worn thin.

But no more. I wouldn’t let it bother me anymore.

Once the Empire gives official recognition to the Hero’s Party, I’ll be free at last.

“Unnie.”

‘…Ack.’

A quiet, subdued voice. Just one word, and my whole body stiffened, hairs standing on end.

I turned my head toward the voice with a creak.

There she was.

The girl registered as my younger sister in the family I was adopted—no, dumped—into.

And in the near future, someone who could very well blanket half this continent in ash.

“How long have you been standing there?!”

“Just got here.”

Don’t get scared.

In the past, I might’ve cowered at that subtle bloodlust, but now things are different.

There’s no reason—or need—to be afraid anymore. I’m a proud member of the Hero’s Party.

I lifted my chin and squared my shoulders, meeting her gaze head-on.

“Hey, didn’t I tell you not to show up out of nowhere like that?”

I let my guard down.

I was so drunk on joy, I didn’t even sense someone approaching me.

Not exactly the behavior you’d expect from a Hero’s Party member. I’ll have to be more careful.

“Unnie, you joined the Hero’s Party?”

“That’s right! So now, we won’t be seeing much of each other anymore. Honestly, we’ve both had enough, haven’t we?”

“You’re going to leave, right?”

“Huh?”

“You’re going to leave the Hero’s party, right?”

At the unexpected words, I blinked blankly.

“No? Why would I?”

“I think it’d be better if you left.”

“What?”

“I’m not asking you.”

Those violet eyes, faintly glowing, sent chills down my spine today more than ever.

The corners of her eyes were curved beautifully, yet… for some reason, it didn’t look like a smiling face at all.

“Hey! I’m part of the Hero’s party now. You can’t just say that—”

“Unnie, I’m telling you nicely. Leave.”

“No matter what you say, I—!”

“What do you think will happen… if Mom finds out?”

“The academy… will it be okay?”

“Are you going to tell her…?”

“Yeah.”


First day of joining the Hero’s party.

Left due to personal family matters.



***

TN: *Tears of Happiness*



 
  Chapter 1: I have a Dream


The faint sound of a newborn’s cry echoed in my ears.

Before long, I realized that the cry was coming from my own mouth.

“Babe… what do we do now?”

“What do you mean, what do we do? Isn’t it obvious?”

A man and woman were speaking carefully nearby.

At first, I was confused.

My memory was hazy, but I distinctly remembered celebrating my new job in my freshly rented studio, gaming all night long.

Then—an excruciating pain, like my chest was being ripped apart.

And after that moment, everything went dark.

‘…Wait, is this what I think it is?’

Reincarnation.

There was no other explanation.

Memories from my previous life began to trickle back, slowly filling my mind.

Countless thoughts came flooding in, but this fragile newborn brain of mine couldn’t handle them.

I was already exhausted just from breathing.

My eyelids grew heavy. 

As my consciousness faded, the voices of the couple reached me again, distant and muffled.

“Don’t you think it’s fine? She’s pretty cute, all things considered…”

“Are you crazy? Then you go make the money.”

Were these my parents?

The man wasn’t exactly handsome, but the woman—she was stunning enough to turn heads.

Silky sky-blue hair framed her face, and her clear blue eyes shimmered like gemstones.

Her fair, delicate skin alone seemed like it could give her husband more than a few sleepless nights.

‘…Tired.’

That was my limit.

There was no way a newborn’s body could fight off the pull of sleep.

My parents—or whoever they were—were nearby, so it should be okay to rest a bit.

I could sort out my tangled thoughts after a good nap.

“…Are you sure it’s okay?”

“Don’t worry. She’s cute enough—they’ll accept her for sure.”

And so, nestled in the arms of the woman who seemed to be my mother, I slowly closed my eyes.

At the time, I didn’t know.

That this moment—

Would be the last I ever shared with the people who were supposed to be my parents.

***

Since that day, eight years have passed.

“What on earth! What is this mess in the hallway?!”

A woman clad in a tidy black nun’s habit gasped, covering her mouth in horror.

Her sharp gaze soon zeroed in on me.

“Bella! You were on hallway duty today, weren’t you? You call this cleaning?!”

I instinctively furrowed my brow at her eardrum-shattering shout.

“I did clean it.”

“You call this clean?!”

“I did! But Eddie and his gang messed it all up again!”

I wasn’t lying.

I had cleaned every speck of dust with care. 

But those jerks had trashed the place again.

“Excuses, again!”

But the world isn’t kind enough to believe a child’s words.

Especially not those of a bottom-rung orphan abandoned by her parents.

“I swear it’s true…”

“No backtalk! If it’s not spotless before lunch, don’t even think about eating today!”

The protests of a child still round-cheeked with baby fat were dismissed as nothing but petty excuses.

In this suffocating, bitterly unjust world, there was nothing I could do.

When someone threatens to take your food away, what choice do you really have?

Especially when you’re still growing—you can’t afford to go hungry.

Instead of whining, it was better to just finish cleaning even a little bit faster.

“Eddie, you damn bastard. Just wait until I catch you.”

If he dragged me into trouble again next time, I was seriously planning to kick him where it hurts.

I picked up the broom again and began sweeping the dust from every corner of the hallway.

If I slacked off, they’d really make me skip meals, so I had to clean without leaving a speck behind.

Thankfully, thanks to my skilled and practiced hands, I was able to finish sweeping in no time.

“…Just a little longer.”

I muttered under my breath, staring down the shabby hallway that looked like it could collapse any moment.

This place was a small village called Binhell.

As one could tell just by looking around, it was far from being a wealthy town—if anything, it reeked of poverty.

And the facility I was cleaning with a broom was an orphanage, home to children abandoned by their parents.

I was abandoned the day I was born and had lived here ever since.

Given that I was also an orphanage kid in my previous life, it felt like a cruel twist of fate.

The place was so run-down it was hard to find a room in decent condition.

The constant embezzlement by the directors meant we were always short on funds.

To put it simply, this was a facility where you could just barely stay alive.

We were given food, clothing, and shelter.

Our staple food was rock-hard bread that had long since gone cold, but at least we didn’t starve.

Even when mold grew on the mattress, it wasn’t enough to keep me from sleeping.

Sometimes, if you rubbed a teacher the wrong way, they’d beat you under the name of “education.”

But even that wasn’t unbearable.

I’d grown up in an orphanage in my previous life too, so I was used to things like this.

And so, I’d been living this lukewarm life for eight years now.


What used to feel uncomfortable at first had become something I simply accepted.

Sometimes, other little brats would play pranks or pick fights.

But that much, I could tolerate. 

After all, I was an adult.

Even though I was in the body of a child, inside, I was a full-fledged working man from South Korea, who’d managed to carve out a place for himself in society—

Well, almost. 

I got reincarnated before I could even start my first job.

But still.

And unlike these rookies who were experiencing abandonment for the first time, I was on my second round of orphanage life. 

Ha.

‘…Not something to be proud of.’

Even I had to admit that was a pretty pathetic source of pride.

Maybe it was because I was in a child’s body, but sometimes I felt like my actions were embarrassingly immature.

I vaguely remembered hearing somewhere that the mind is influenced by the body. 

Maybe that was it.

With a quiet sigh, I looked at my reflection in the hallway window.

Silky white hair flowed softly down, faintly tinged with blue.

Below it, eyes gleamed with the clear hue of the sky.

With their round shape, sharp nose, and neatly arranged features—

It was a face anyone would call quite pretty.

Of course, looks can change with time, but…

If things continued like this, I couldn’t help but think I’d grow into a truly beautiful woman.

“I wish I’d reincarnated as a handsome guy instead.”

If that was the case, maybe I could’ve had a sweet romance with the heroines from the game.

Swallowing my disappointment, I put the broom away and took out a rag.

Of course, I had no intention of living like this forever.

Right now, I was just laying low, waiting for the right moment.

Because I had one secret—one that no one else in this world knew.

And that was: this place was the same world as the game I had once played through countless nights.

Thanks to years of casually reading the newspapers, it hadn’t been hard to figure that out.

Historical settings aligned with the worldbuilding, the names of various existing powers.

Numerous non-human races that could never exist in the modern world, and the name of the continent they live on.

The emperor of the mighty Kairen Empire, hailed as the greatest nation of mankind, and even the names of the three ducal houses that stand by his side.

From beginning to end, everything matched perfectly with the lore of the game I knew.

This was unmistakably the world of a game no one hesitated to call a masterpiece—

The Chronicles of Kairen.

Despite being a single-player game, it had swept past fierce competitors to claim the honor of GOTY—Game of the Year.

There was never just one reason behind the success of The Chronicles of Kairen.

Let’s start with the scale.

It wasn’t just about a big map or having a lot of regions.

It had the depth of a world seemingly built from dozens of historical tomes.

Even the NPCs weren’t carelessly made—each had distinct personalities and desires, all intricately crafted.

Some key characters even incorporated AI technology, offering the thrill of playing alongside real, thinking individuals.

The game’s high level of freedom, where the story unfolded based on the player’s choices, became a major talking point, drawing in a massive number of players.

I, too, was captivated by that freedom, burning through my youth with sleepless nights.

But the place I stood in now was no game.

There was no familiar interface, no level or health bars.

The shell of the game had peeled away, revealing a breathing, living reality beneath.

I was no longer a player controlling a character from outside the screen.

Now, I breathed in the middle of this world, could be wounded, could die.

Surprisingly, it wasn’t hard to accept.

In fact, becoming an orphan twice was harder to come to terms with.

Still, this was the world I had to live in from now on.

And I was grateful to know so much about its future, and so many of its secrets.

I have a dream.

A dream I’ve held deep in my heart since the day I first realized this was the world of the game I once played.

It’s a romantic goal—one that probably every Korean man has fantasized about at least once.

To become a member of the Hero’s Party.

To journey across countless lands, forging deep connections.

To face crises shoulder-to-shoulder with cherished comrades in a grand adventure.

Friendships, and even love, blossoming along the way.

Those priceless memories would shine as the most brilliant moments of my life, forever etched in my heart.

Just thinking about it brings a smile to my face.

I mean, how can a man resist that kind of romance?

Even if I’ve been reincarnated in the body of a woman now, this burning passion in my chest is undeniably a man’s.


And on top of that, the title of “Former Hero’s Party Member”?

That would guarantee not just honor, but enormous wealth as well.

“Hehe… Just wait for me, protagonist.”

Dreaming of a dazzling future,

I quietly continued mopping the long, lonely hallway today as well.



 
  Chapter 2: Your Saliva is Pure


“Yes.”

Lunch hour at the orphanage—one of the few moments that could be considered relatively quiet.

In the vacant lot behind a sparsely frequented building, a secret meeting was taking place.

“Here you go.”

A woman handed me a small leather pouch.

She had curly brown hair that cascaded just past her shoulders.

A faint dusting of freckles spread across her nose, but rather than detract, they added charm to her graceful face.

“Thank you, Isabel-sunbae.”

I accepted the pouch from her and carefully checked its contents.

Blue moss, waterweed, dried licorice root, and most importantly, petals of the silverbloom herb—the essential ingredient. 

Everything I needed was there.

“You know… you can just call me ‘unnie’ instead.”

The woman, whose mature figure was hard to overlook, rested her chin on her hand and gave a small sigh, smiling gently.

Her name was Isabel.

She was the oldest among the children at Dairen Orphanage and, apart from the head caretaker, the de facto leader of the group.

Because of the age difference, the other kids tended to listen to her more than anyone else.

More importantly, she was an indispensable, competent ally in my grand plan.

“Do you want to borrow my room?”

“Yes, please.”

Avoiding the eyes of others, we made our way quietly to Isabel’s room.

Unlike the other children who shared rooms in small groups, Isabel had been assigned a room of her own.

Thanks to that, anything done here stayed out of sight.

I spread newspaper over the floor and neatly laid out the ingredients.

Brushing off any earthy bits with my fingers, I examined each piece with care.

I bent a long, thin stem of waterweed into a loop, then gently stacked the rest of the herbs on top one by one.

I placed the silverbloom petal in my palm and rubbed it softly.

A subtle herbal scent began to rise. I placed it atop the waterweed ring and covered it lightly with blue moss to preserve the fragrance.

The small bundles, gradually coming together, were each placed carefully into a tin can.

These were a kind of herbal remedy—known as ‘sleep incense.’

When burned, the aroma and smoke slowly relax the body and promote restful sleep.

Anyone seeing this might be puzzled—after all, what would an orphan girl know about such things?

But all of this came from the world of The Chronicles of Kairen.

From stat-boosting foods to charm-enhancing incense and even high-end potions that sold for a premium price—

I’d become familiar with many of these ingredients through repeated crafting sessions.

All to raise NPC affinity and clear dungeons.

Of course, in my current situation, crafting high-grade potions was out of the question.

But making something mildly beneficial to the body? That, I could still manage.

“All done.”

Smiling with satisfaction, I looked down at the tin full of neatly packed bundles.

If these sold well, today’s quota would be easily met.

“Bella, you know what?”

Isabel-sunbae, reclining comfortably on her bed, gazed at me as she spoke softly.

“What is it?”

“You’re really pretty when you’re focused on something.”

Pretty?

That was an unexpected compliment.

I was only eight years old—could I really be considered pretty?

Besides, I’d rather be called cool than pretty, to be honest.

“Thank you, sunbae. You’re really pretty too.”

But a compliment is always appreciated, so I returned her words sincerely.

“Hehe, thanks. If only the men around here felt the same way.”

Stretching out lazily on the bed, Isabel murmured in an even softer voice.

“It’s because of the matchmaking stuff, right?”

“Well, I am at the age where people start thinking about marriage…”

She was nearing twenty—an age often considered the start of the marrying years.

“Thing is, I haven’t met anyone I really like. They all just seem to look at my body.”

A hint of irritation crept into her voice as she pouted slightly.

Well, it wasn’t entirely fair to blame the men, either.

Even I had to admit—her figure was stunning enough to draw admiration.

Sometimes I caught myself gazing below her neckline without even realizing it.

“Is there really no decent guy out there…?”

She sighed, muttering almost to herself.

In response, I flashed a confident smile and jokingly held out my hand.

“If there’s no one else, you can marry me!”

The corners of Isabel’s lips curled up in amusement.

“Oh my, someone as tiny as you?”

“I may be small now, but I’m going to be someone amazing one day!”

“You can’t even hold my hand properly yet.”

“…That’s for a reason. Anyway, I’m definitely going to succeed.”

Isabel-sunbae probably doesn’t have the slightest idea.

“The future I envision isn’t some humble dream of just making money and settling down in this tiny, backwater village.”

“When the time comes, I’ll make sure to add you as a special member of my harem, senpai.”

As I beamed brightly, Isabel-senpai narrowed her eyes and looked at me.

“Isn’t that basically a declaration that you’re planning to cheat openly?”

“Don’t you know? People with ability are allowed to have multiple lovers.”

“…There are times I seriously question whether you’re really only eight years old.”

When I spoke with unwavering confidence, she let out an incredulous laugh.

“So bold already… I can’t help but worry about you in so many ways.”

Leaning against the bed with her chin in her hand, she gave me a deep look and a subtly seductive smile.


“But still… I hope you grow up nice and strong, Bella. Into a truly mature woman, in all sorts of ways.”

There was something oddly sultry mixed into her voice.

“Oh, look at the time.”

The clock hands had already crept past two in the afternoon.

If I dawdled any longer, I wouldn’t be able to sell the carefully prepared bundles of herbs in time.

“Well then, I’ll be going now, senpai.”

“Mm, take care.”

With Isabel-senpai’s laid-back farewell behind me, I carefully packed the potions I’d worked so hard to make into a basket and gently cradled it in my arms.

And then, I stepped out into the sunlit world beyond.

***

“Can’t you lower the price just a little?”

“Nope. If I go any lower, I’ll really be left with nothing.”

“You know… sometimes, watching you, I feel like you’re not a child at all, but some sly grown man.”

Same thing Isabel-senpai said.

Well, she’s not completely wrong.

The mature, elegant woman gave a half-resigned chuckle, then handed me three bronze-colored coins.

I slipped the carefully earned money into my pocket and handed her a vial of medicine.

“I’m sure your husband will like it.”

“Hehe, I hope so. Good luck with your business.”

Leaving me with a gentle smile, she turned and walked away.

She’d given me 3 Rune.

One Rune is roughly equivalent to a thousand won.

And now, having sold all the herbal bundles I’d prepared today, including a small tip she gave me out of appreciation, I’d earned a total of 50 Rune.

A small, but meaningful achievement.

“Thank you as always, Mister Hans.”

I looked over at the middle-aged man who’d stayed by my side.

“Aw, it’s nothing. It’s great for me too—I get to lie around and rest, and even make a bit of money. But you seem more excited than usual today?”

“Yes. I’m going for my Divine Gifts Evaluation.”

“Oho, you’ve reached that age already, huh?”

Hans stroked his beard slowly, a pleased look on his face.

“Want me to escort you to the temple? Don’t worry about payment.”

“It’s okay. I can handle that much on my own.”

“Alright then…”

I pulled out 15 Rune from today’s earnings and handed them to Hans.

It was fair compensation for all the protection he’d given my tiny self.

5 Rune would go to Isabel-senpai, who always helped gather flower petals for me.

After those deductions, what remained in my hands was around 30 Rune.

Not a huge amount, but enough to meet today’s quota.

“Don’t get your hopes up too much. Awakening an Divine Gifts isn’t all that common.”

Hans spoke gently, almost cautiously.

“But you never know, right?”

At my reply, he shrugged and gave a small smile.

“Yeah… life is full of surprises. Good luck, kid.”

The cornerstone of it all was my admission into the Academy.

Considering the current year and my age, it was truly a coincidence that I was able to attend the Academy at the same time as the Hero.

The most prestigious educational institution in the Empire.

Solentia Academy.

A graduate school so esteemed that even members of the imperial family are desperate to enroll their children.

True to its reputation, Solentia Academy was not a place one could enter by willpower alone.

If one wished to be admitted, they had to prove outstanding potential in at least one of two fields—academics or martial arts.

And to identify such talent, the entrance exam existed.

Even a member of the imperial family would not be admitted if they failed the entrance exam.

Next came the exorbitant admission fee—

The very reason why, at such a young age, I was so desperate to earn money.

Solentia Academy operated on a biannual semester system, and the tuition for just one semester was a staggering 10,000 rune.

Only by paying that enormous amount could one even step foot inside.

And that amount applied only to commoners.

Noble students were required to pay several times more.

Despite the benefits, 10,000 rune was by no means a light burden for a commoner.

Thus, several systems were put in place to alleviate the financial strain.

The first was a noble sponsorship system.

A noble would sponsor a talented commoner child, and in return, once they graduated from the Academy, they would be inducted into the noble’s household.

This system mainly applied to children with exceptional talent in swordsmanship or magic.

Students who received sponsorship could attend the Academy free of charge, and upon graduation, they would be employed as knights or mages under the noble family.

In other words, it was a path to a guaranteed successful future.

The second was a scholarship system.

Students who achieved top marks in a given academic year could receive partial tuition exemptions.

From full to half waivers—the system was much like the scholarship programs found in universities we’re familiar with.

And that scholarship system is exactly what I was aiming for.

Assuming I could earn 10,000 rune per year from selling herbs, by the time I applied to the Academy, I would’ve saved around 70,000 rune.

After deducting living expenses and personal costs, I would have about 50,000 rune available to actually spend.

With that, I could barely cover the tuition, dormitory fees, and miscellaneous costs for two years.

As for the final year, I was determined to cover it through scholarships.

Even if I was going up against prodigies from all over the continent, if I pushed myself to the limit using my knowledge from the game…

I believed I could at least earn a half-tuition waiver, if not the full amount.

You might wonder: 

“If you’re a reincarnator, why not aim for a noble’s sponsorship instead?”

There’s one thing I’ve learned very clearly in the past eight years of living this life—

This body is utterly devoid of physical talent.

I tried every form of training I could based on the game’s settings, but the results were always catastrophic.

I couldn’t even get past the basics of mana control, which is essential to magic.

And the moment I picked up a weapon, I turned into a laughably clumsy fool.

A hopeless dullard.

Any other protagonist would’ve at least been born with average talent in one field as a reincarnation perk—but not me.

That’s also the reason why I haven’t been able to claim any of the game’s hidden treasures or lucky encounters.

Sure, there are plenty of events scattered throughout the world that can help boost one’s stats,
But nothing in life comes for free.

All of those opportunities come hand-in-hand with lethal risks.

Orcs, wyverns, and what the game refers to as ‘boss-tier’ monsters.

One misstep, and you’ll find yourself torn to shreds in a deadly trap.

Only by surviving such dangers can one finally obtain a single opportunity.

If it were just a game, dying would only mean restarting.

But this is reality—one death is the end.

With this wretchedly incapable body, rushing into danger would be no different from suicide.

If I were a noble’s child, I might’ve had knights to escort me or connections to support me…

But as an orphan, I had no safety net whatsoever.

Even so, it was fine.

They say every cloud has a silver lining, don’t they?

Even without magical or physical talent, there was still a third path.

Divine Gifts—

An unproven, mysterious, and supernatural power.

Unlike mana, it was a completely different force—something one could only be born with.

A form of natural-born genius.

And those who possessed powerful Divine Gifts could be admitted into the Academy on that merit alone.

Because of how rare and unpredictable this power was, the Academy had a system in place to monitor and manage such individuals—

That’s how it was set up in the game.

In the story, several characters possess powers known as “Divine Gifts.”

The most notable example is the protagonist, a playable character.

He—or she—gains different powers depending on the background chosen at the start of the game.

For instance, starting as a noble grants the “Path of the Sword” power, while choosing the child of a farmer grants the “Indomitable Will,” which provides immunity to all mental attacks.

There are about three more choices beyond that, making it quite the privilege worthy of a protagonist.

Even the hidden boss, who occupies the behind-the-scenes villain role in this world—the so-called “Bloody Witch”—possesses a formidable Divine Gift.

Anyone with a Divine Gift is, without exception, a named character.

Of course, this only applies to those with particularly strong powers.

Statistically speaking, only one in a thousand is born with a Divine Gift.

And of those, only one in ten has a power with significant impact.

The rest… to be honest, their abilities are so trivial it feels almost embarrassing to call them Divine Gifts.

But I have no doubt.

I’m sure I possess a Divine Gift as powerful as the protagonist’s.

Some might scoff, calling it baseless confidence, but I have my reasons.

Because—I’m a Reincarnator.

In a way, that makes me even more special than the protagonist, doesn’t it?

There’s no way someone like me wouldn’t be granted a special gift.

I can’t sense mana, and I can’t wield a weapon properly—this weak, helpless body of mine.

Maybe all of this is a kind of balancing act, given in exchange for a truly powerful Divine Gift.

If that’s the case, it makes sense.

Having a powerful Gift along with natural talent in both magic and swordsmanship?

That’s just an irregularity that breaks the entire game balance.

Even I wouldn’t wish for something that overpowered.

“What could my Divine Gift be?”

The time when a Gift manifests is at the age of eight.

And right now, I’m eight years old. 

Perfect timing.

There’s only one way to identify a Divine Gift:

Under the guidance of a high-ranking priest, one undergoes the ritual at the altar maintained by every temple.

In the game, the moment you immersed yourself in the holy water, a pop-up would appear describing your Divine Gift.

I wondered how it would unfold in reality.

Filled with excitement, I hurried to prepare to return to the orphanage.

This coming weekend—

I would finally find out if I possessed a Divine Gift.

And if I really did have a powerful one.

Then maybe, just maybe, this miserable orphanage life would finally be over.

***

On a quiet hill in a remote village.

At the altar of a small, silent temple—

A radiant white light flickered dazzlingly, illuminating the surroundings.

“Ooh…!”

An elderly priest let out a gasp of admiration.

His face was filled with awe and emotion.

“Congratulations, child. You… have a Divine Gift.”

“R-Really?”

My heart raced.

I couldn’t help but be thrilled.

The theory I had half-doubted was proving to be true.

“Yes, let’s see. Your Gift is…”

Was this how a girl feels when meeting her first love? 

My heart fluttered uncontrollably.

God hadn’t abandoned me after all.

I had to admit, being reborn as an orphan again had stung—but if this was my reward, I could forget all the pain.

What could my Divine Gift be?

The power to control fire at will?

Who hasn’t dreamed at least once of conjuring flame from their fingertips?

Or maybe I’d be granted an indestructible body.

I’m not a tank type, but with that kind of ability, I could easily join a hero’s party.

“Your Gift is…”

The ability to invert others’ senses?

Or command spirits freely?

Or perhaps the blessing of a master artisan who can effortlessly craft any weapon?

“You can make a single flower bloom in your hand!”

“…Oh.”

“And, hmm… your saliva makes that flower even purer.”

…Saliva?

Was that part really necessary?

Still, maybe this was a plant-based Gift.

The power to freely control all plant life—something like that?

“And?”

I asked, my voice still filled with anticipation.

But the priest’s expression was far less enthusiastic than I’d hoped.

“Hm? That’s it.”

“…Pardon?”

“Exactly as I said. That’s the end of it. Now, off you go.”

I stared blankly at the elderly priest, who had already turned his back.

“What? That can’t be. You said it’s a Divine Gift.”

“There’s even a Gift that makes your palms sweat excessively. Compared to that, yours is quite decent. Be grateful and head on back.”

My vision slowly faded to white.

The brilliant light that had shone so brightly moments ago had now vanished without a trace.

As if it no longer had any interest in me.

“…Are you serious?”

“Of course. Do you think I’d lie in a holy temple?”

“…..”

“Don’t be upset. Just having a Gift means you’ve already been blessed by the gods.”

Right.

A Gift that lets me bloom a single flower in my hand.

How incredibly… grateful 


I am for such a Gift.

“…I suppose I can’t get into the Academy with this, can I?”

“Academy? What academy? You’d be better off opening a flower shop, hahaha.”

Right.

At this point, all I can do is save up and hope to apply to a literary program or something.



 
  Chapter 3: Time to taste something really gross.


“I guess it didn’t go well?”

The corners of her mouth curled into a smirk, and she made no effort to hide it, which irritated me.

“Are you that happy about it, sunbae?”

“No, it’s just funny. You were so sure you’d get a powerful ability.”

“I only said that. I wasn’t actually expecting much.”

Most people never even find out whether they possess an ability or not.

That’s how rare it is to be chosen by a power, and even when someone is, it’s usually a useless one.

But I had been reincarnated, so I couldn’t help but hope—just a little.

“Pfft, anyone could see how excited you were.”

Isabel’s mischievous smile was strangely annoying, so I decided to strike back, just a bit.

“I’ll admit it. It didn’t go well—just like how your blind dates always end in failure.”

The counterattack worked better than I expected. Isabel’s eyes instantly turned cold.

It seemed I had unknowingly touched a nerve.

“Uh… you know I was joking, right?”

Heh.

That laugh of hers sent a chill down my spine.

Honestly, I’m a little curious myself.

Someone like Isabel—great looks, a bit of a tragic backstory as an orphan, but diligent and kind unless you were in the capital of the empire surrounded by high-nosed nobles, she’d be considered the top marriage candidate in any rural village like this one.

I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of conversations went on during those blind dates that led to such consistent failures.

Well, who knows?

Maybe she had some strange quirks that others found hard to accept.

“You’re thinking something unpleasant right now, aren’t you?”

“Just your imagination.”

Isabel let out a short sigh and slowly got up from her seat.

“Ah, and I might not be able to gather ingredients tomorrow. I have to head out of the village for a bit.”

“…Is that so? Well, can’t be helped.”

“Yeah. But I’ll bring back double next time.”

“No, don’t worry too much. I’m already really grateful for all the help you give me.”

“Hehe, well, it’s a good way for me to earn a little pocket money too.”

Since I had to finish cleaning the hallway before evening, I parted ways with her, though a bit reluctantly.

As I slowly walked down the shabby corridor, I fell into thought.

‘Should I close shop tomorrow…?’

I could gather herbs and blue moss on my own, but silverbell flowers, which grew only in the nearby forest, were hard to obtain without Isabel’s help.

‘Wait, hold on.’

Come to think of it… I do have a power.

A power that lets me make a flower bloom.

Wouldn’t I be able to bloom a silverbell flower?

According to the lore, powers aren’t something you learn through effort.

They’re instinctive abilities, engraved upon your being the moment they manifest.

Like how a person knows how to breathe without ever being taught powers, too, are said to become second nature.

Closing my eyes, I gently brought my hands together as if in prayer,

concentrating hard to recall the image of a silverbell flower.

After a short while, I felt a tickling sensation in my palms.

When I opened my eyes, a single flower with pure white petals had quietly bloomed in my hands.

“Oh.”

I didn’t think I’d actually be able to bloom the flower I imagined.

I tried to bloom more, but it seemed I could only produce one per day.

It was an unexpected gain, so I wasn’t too disappointed.

Of course, one flower wasn’t even half of what I usually needed, but it was still better than not being able to offer anything at all.

Come to think of it, this might actually be a pretty decent ability.

There’s a plant called the manablossom, a rare flower said to extend the innate limits of one’s mana.

If I sold it to mages, it would go for a very high price.

Of course, it was only a minute difference. In a game, you could notice such changes because they’re shown as numbers, but in reality, it’s probably imperceptible.

Still, mages are the kind of people who can’t just ignore even the tiniest speck.

If I could produce one mana herb a day, I might’ve been able to sit back and rake in a fortune.

I had a vague memory of seeing it in some old games, so I could picture its appearance.

A herb shaped like ginseng, with blue petals blooming on top.

It seemed worth trying at least once. I decided to give it a shot as soon as the sun came up tomorrow morning.

Of course, I didn’t think it would actually work.

Even a divine power isn’t all-powerful. Surely, there would be some special conditions needed to make it bloom.

Since I had been handling silverbell flowers every day, maybe I’d unknowingly fulfilled those conditions.

Even so, if the mana herb were to bloom in my hands…

I might have to completely reevaluate my opinion of this power.

“It’s pretty clean, surprisingly.”

I murmured quietly as I looked at the flower in my hand.

There wasn’t a single mark from insects chewing on it—its neat, pretty shape looked as though it had been lovingly grown in a peaceful greenhouse.

Come to think of it, I had heard that flowers touched by my saliva became more “pure.”

…Should I try it?

I wasn’t sure what exactly it meant for a flower to become “pure,” but since the word “purity” was involved, it probably wasn’t a bad thing.

Since I’d gotten this power, I figured I might as well make the most of it.

I slowly gathered saliva on the tip of my tongue and carefully brought the flower to my lips.

A single drop of saliva fell onto the flower’s head with a quiet plop and seeped in.

I waited in that state for a while, but unfortunately, nothing much happened.

“Ugh, that’s gross.”

It was while I was waiting that I heard a young boy’s voice.

A boy around my age was staring at me with a horrified expression. Around him, five other kids stood in a group.

“Mind your own business, Eddie.”

The one standing like the leader of the group—his name was Eddie. The biggest troublemaker in this orphanage, and the one who constantly got on my nerves.

“Ugh, I’m gonna throw up. Why would you spit on a flower?”


Eddie made an exaggerated gagging motion, his face twisted as if he was genuinely disgusted.

His over-the-top performance sent the other kids into a fit of giggles.

It was clearly meant to mock me, but it didn’t really bother me.

If anything, it just stirred up a mischievous urge inside me.

“Oh? So you think this is gross?”

I pointed the flower’s head—where the saliva had landed—toward Eddie.

Noticing my intention, Eddie flinched, then recoiled in panic.

“W-What are you trying to do…?”

“What do you think?”

I glared and lunged at him, holding the flower like a spear.

“Time to taste something really gross.”

“Kkyeeeek!!”

Eddie and his gang let out a scream and scurried down the hallway like a flock of startled birds.

The commotion vanished as quickly as it had started, leaving a brief moment of stillness behind.

In the suddenly silent corridor, I smiled with satisfaction.

“Quite effective, huh?”

I thought I should use that trick again whenever Eddie starts getting annoying.

Maybe next time I’ll try pulling a prank on Isabel, too.

Seeing someone nearly grown-up like her freak out would probably be pretty entertaining.

***

“5 rune.”

“What? You sold it for 3 rune before!”

“Well, the ingredients used this time are of much better quality. Plus, there’s even a special effect added.”

“Special effect?”

“That’s a trade secret.”

The middle-aged woman hesitated for a moment, then ended up buying the candle, deciding to take a chance.

“I’m trusting you because your herbs have worked well before.”

I wasn’t lying.

According to the divine word, the flower had become even purer than before.

And besides, isn’t there such a thing as the placebo effect?

Even with the same ingredients, how you present them can completely change their perceived effectiveness.

“Is it true? That special effect thing?”

Hans, the man who was guarding me, asked with a skeptical look.

“Of course. I don’t lie.”

“Hmph… Then why not try selling one to me, too?”

“Oh, what’s this?!”

He had never once bought herbs from me before. Hans never believed in these kinds of herbs or scented candles in the first place.

“It’s just that my wife hasn’t been sleeping well lately.”

“Is she unwell?”

“No, we’re expecting our second child.”

The unexpected happy news made my eyes widen in surprise.

“Congratulations!”

“Haha! So does that mean I get a discount?”

I gathered the remaining herb bundles, carefully wrapped them, and handed them to him gently.

“It’s fine. Just take it.”

“What? Seriously?”

“Yes, go ahead.”

Hans looked at the bundle of herbs with an awkward expression.

“No. I can’t accept this for free from a kid. Deduct it from my pay, and I’ll cover the rest myself.”

He slowly shook his head with a serious look in his eyes.

Hans was exactly as I had always seen him—honest and upright. That’s exactly why he’s someone I shouldn’t lose.

For the next few years, I’d need to keep selling these herb bundles, and without his help, I’d be in trouble more often than not.

“Come on. Can’t I at least give you this much?”

“Ha, are you really only eight years old?”

Hans looked down at me with a baffled expression.

“You’re so much better than my son. And he’s way older than you.”

In the end, he accepted the small gift. His eyes were filled with fondness and warm affection.

“Bella, you’re going to be something great someday.”

“Of course I am.”

I gave a confident smile.

But somehow, Hans’s eyes didn’t look entirely joyful.

“But still… as a parent, there’s something sad about it.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“You are a little kid, barely eight years old, was wearing such a grown-up smile—that’s what I’m talking about.”

Not quite grasping the full meaning behind his words, I tilted my head slightly.

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“I just think kids should grow up like kids.”

Well, he’s not wrong.

But Uncle Hans doesn’t know that I still carry the memories of being a full-grown man inside me.
Of course, even in my previous life, I matured early in the orphanage, so I hardly remember ever laughing like a carefree child.

Anyway, it’s not like I can just grin and giggle like a typical eight-year-old now.

“You’re worrying about the strangest things today, Uncle.”

“…If only you had parents. That would’ve been nice.”

A heavy silence fell as Uncle Hans sank deeper into his thoughts.

Feeling a bit awkward, I offered a sheepish smile and began packing up my things.

“You don’t have to worry about me. I’m fine.”

I lifted my index and middle fingers, gently pulling up the corners of my mouth.

It was a forced smile, but sometimes, this was the easiest way.

“I can handle things just fine on my own.”

I preferred being alone even in my past life, after all.

“But still, try smiling now and then. You’re always so expressionless, sometimes it feels like you don’t have emotions at all.”

Stroking his beard, Uncle Hans looked at me with quiet interest.

“My son’s scared of ghosts these days. What about you? Anything you’re afraid of?”

“Afraid of…?”

“Yeah, ghosts, witches… or even those terrifying shadow fiends.”

Things I’m afraid of, huh.

I held up three fingers right in front of his face.

“There are three things I’m afraid of.”

“Oh? And what are they?”

These were fears rooted deep in my instincts, carried over from my previous life.

Chances are, I’ll never stop fearing these three things.

“Needles… and zombies.”

“Zombies?”

“Think of them as a type of undead.”

“I see… and the last one?”


“That’s… a secret.”

“Hm?”

Even if I died and came back again.

That last one—I could never, ever say it out loud.

Absolutely never.



 
  Chapter 4: On the Same Topic Being Abandoned by one’s Parent


To get straight to the point—

The attempt to bloom a magicflower ended in failure.

No matter how hard I wracked my brain and focused all my energy, the magicflower refused to blossom.

I couldn’t even manage to bloom common flowers like roses or hydrangeas. For now, the only thing I could produce was the silverflower.

It seemed that some special condition had to be met in order to fully realize my power.

“Hey, where are you off to again?”

Just as I was about to head out to sell a bundle of herbs, as usual,

Eddie and his gang were glaring at me with sharp eyes.

Some of them even went as far as to block the front gate, standing right in my path.

“Mind your own business, Eddie.”

“Don’t wanna.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets and sauntered over with a cocky swagger.

Judging by the look on his twisted face, he looked ready to spit at any moment.

“I heard you’re making money now, huh?”

How the hell did he find that out?

Then again, it’s not like I was selling herbs in secret. It wouldn’t be strange if someone had seen.

“What’s it to you?”

“I won’t tell the headmaster. Just share a little with me, yeah?”

Unbelievable.

Pretty bold and brazen talk coming from a kid. What’s he planning to be when he grows up?

I no longer had the patience to deal with him.

So I pulled out a useful little weapon I’d been using more and more lately—

A single flower with snowy white leaves.

I let a drop of liquid fall right onto its head.

With a visible flinch, Eddie took a step back.

“You’d better run before you get a taste of something nasty.”

“Tch… That stuff doesn’t scare me anymore!”

“Oh really? Then why are your feet moving backward?”

I walked toward him slowly, holding the flower bud in my hand.

Just then, a girl with messy golden hair suddenly jumped out in front of me, stretching her arms wide to block my way.

“Annie.”

One of Eddie’s gang members—and someone who especially hated me.

“Annie. I’m warning you, I’ll bury you for real.”

I said firmly, but Annie didn’t budge an inch.

In fact, she glared defiantly and even puffed out one cheek, as if daring me to try.

“Go, Annie! Good job!”

Eddie, who had been cowardly hiding behind her, suddenly lunged forward and grabbed a handful of my hair.

“Ugh…!”

Pain shot through my scalp, and my face twisted involuntarily.

“Gotcha!”

Eddie sneered as he yanked my hair hard.

“Let. Go.”

I muttered through gritted teeth, trying to endure the pain, but Eddie clearly wasn’t interested in listening.

“I’ll let go if you pay me! It’s not fair for you to be making money all by yourself, right?!”

“If you’re born a man, earn your own damn money. Stop leeching off a girl with your hands out.”

At my cold rebuke, Eddie’s face immediately twisted in anger.

He didn’t even pretend to listen to my advice. Instead, as if taking his anger out on me, he yanked my hair even harder.

“You little…! Did you just say everything you wanted to say?!”

“Ugh…!”

The pain hit me so hard, my hand moved instinctively to the inner pocket of my shirt.

I was about to pull out what I had hidden in there, but after a brief moment of hesitation, I withdrew my hand and instead grabbed Eddie’s arm tightly.

“Let go. While I’m still being nice.”

“What makes you think you’re so great? You’re just like me… abandoned by your parents!”

“You’re just another orphan from the gutter too!”

“…I’ve been holding back a lot already, Eddie.”

I could understand why Eddie was acting immature. A hundred times over.

After all, there wasn’t a single adult in this orphanage who could properly teach right from wrong.

But this time, he had crossed a line that no person should ever cross.

Silently, I raised both arms and placed my hands on Eddie’s shoulders.

Then, with all my strength, I drove my knee up between his legs.

Thud!

A heavy, echoing impact.

“…Huh?”

Eddie blinked blankly, completely unaware of what had just hit him.

Then slowly, his facial muscles began to twist in pain. His legs started wobbling, crossing awkwardly.

“G… guooohk…”

Letting out a bizarre groan, Eddie collapsed to the ground with a thud.

I gave him a slightly pitying look and gently patted his head.

“Don’t try that again.”

The kids around us all recoiled in shock, stumbling backward.

They looked at me like I was some kind of demon. From a guy’s perspective, it was probably understandable.

“Does it really hurt that much…?”

Only Annie tilted her head in confusion, wearing a puzzled expression.

“What’s all this commotion?!”

Just as I was about to slip away, the orphanage director came storming toward us, eyes blazing.

She scanned the group of kids to assess the situation, and then fixed her sharp gaze on me.

“Was this your doing, Bella?”

“…Eddie grabbed my hair first.”

I protested, even though I knew it wouldn’t get through.


“I see.”

But what happened next took me completely by surprise.

The director gave me a gentle smile, then frowned at Eddie, who was still lying on the floor.

“Eddie! How many times have I told you to stop causing trouble? You’re going without dinner tonight!”

Totally unexpected. All I could do was blink in stunned silence.

After yelling at Eddie, the director turned back to me with the same soft smile.

“Bella, would you come with me to the office for a moment?”

…What’s with that ominous smile?

Even though she was siding with me, all I felt was suspicion.

I would’ve preferred if she just scolded me—she was definitely not someone who helped others out of kindness.

With a growing sense of unease, I quietly followed her to the director’s office.

***

In this run-down orphanage, the director’s office was the only place that even remotely looked presentable.

There were even expensive paintings hanging on the walls here and there—as if she was openly declaring,

“Yes, we’re embezzling funds.”

“What if the temple finds out later? What are you even planning to do to clean up the mess?”

“No, maybe even if they do find out… it might not really matter.”

“Fufu, would you like a cup of tea?”

The director’s gentle smile was something I could never get used to.

“No, I’m fine.”

“You’ve always been such a mature child, Bella. You have no idea how reassuring it is to have you here at our orphanage.”

At this point, it was almost offensive.

I felt like running back to my room and gagging my guts out.

“Is there something you want from me?”

“Bella, I heard you’ve been making money outside.”

The director lifted her teacup, took a small sip, and quietly got to the point.

“So what if I am?”

“I heard you earn around fifty rune a day. How impressive.”

She even looked into that?

“Bella.”

“Yes?”

“Since you’ve grown into such a reliable young lady, I think it’s time you helped out our orphanage a little.”

I hadn’t gone out of my way to hide it, thinking it would come to light eventually.

But I never expected the director to reveal such blatant greed.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘help’?”

“I’d like you to donate half of your earnings to the orphanage.”

The suggestion was so outrageous, I couldn’t even laugh.

“You know our orphanage is in a difficult situation. That’s why I hope you can lend us a hand, just a little.”

And we all know why it’s struggling.

Isn’t it because you embezzled every bit of support money from the temple?

“If you help us, things will get better for everyone. For you, and for me.”

It looked like a request on the surface, but it was nothing more than a veiled threat.

The moment I refused, I was certain she’d find some way to make my life hell.

“Bella, you’ll help the director, won’t you?”

“No.”

I didn’t want to be manipulated. That’s why I rejected her flatly, without a moment’s hesitation.

The director’s smile slowly faded. She raised an eyebrow, visibly displeased.

“Bella, I do hope you haven’t forgotten the grace you received here.”

“Grace? The only thing I remember is getting beaten to a pulp.”

“And who do you think fed you and gave you a place to sleep?”

Does she really think that counts?

The bread was always rock-hard and cold, barely edible.

We had to sleep on beds moldy in patches.

In winter, cold showers were all we got—sometimes not even that.”

Do you have any idea how much money it took to raise you for eight years?”

“That money all came from the temple’s funding, didn’t it?”

The corner of the director’s eye twitched slightly.

She hadn’t expected me to know that.

All officially registered orphanages receive a set amount of support from the temple.

And the more children they care for, the larger the amount.

Smack—!

A familiar slap.

With a sharp sound, a stinging pain burns into my left cheek.

“You little brat, talking back like that…!”

Where did the person go who, just moments ago, called me lovely and admirable?

Now, only a twisted, cruel face—like that of a demon—was glaring at me.

“Think it over again, Bella. Wouldn’t it be better for everyone if we helped each other out?”

“No matter how many times you ask… I can’t give you the money I earned.”

My firm response made the director scoff in disbelief.

“Fine, we’ll talk about this again some other time. You can go for now.”

But the one who wanted to get out of that room more than anyone… was me.

Without hesitation, I turned and shoved the door open.

Outside, Isabel was standing with a troubled expression, staring at me.

“Bella…”

“I’m okay, senpai.”

“…I’m sorry.”

Isabel lowered her head, pressing her lips together.

Why was she apologizing?

She, too, was just someone like me—powerless against the orphanage.

“Really, I’m fine. It’s not like they’d actually kick me out.”

They couldn’t afford to.

If I left, the funding would decrease.

At most, the harassment would just get worse.


I walked past Isabel, who still had her head bowed, and made my way down the long, seemingly endless hallway.

A path that felt far too long for a child’s small legs.

It’s okay.

I carefully held my burning cheek,

And whispered quietly to myself.



 
  Chapter 5: What an Ungrateful Child


“Bella!”

As soon as I entered the village, Uncle Hans called out to me cheerfully.

His face, looking more excited than usual, turned cold the moment he saw my swollen cheek.

“What happened to your face?”

“There were… some circumstances.”

It was clearly a mark from being hit, but I offered an excuse anyway.

Maybe he understood what I meant—Uncle Hans pursed his lips tightly, unable to hide his frustration.

“Anyway, did something happen with you?”

“Oh, right… the thing is…”

A faint smile crept back onto his lips.

“It’s about the herb you gave me yesterday. It’s causing quite a stir.”

“What?”

“Everyone’s waiting for you right now. Or more precisely, for the herb you brought.”

That was unexpected.

From the way Uncle Hans spoke so enthusiastically, something must’ve happened.

“Did it work that well?”

“You have no idea. My wife, who always looked gloomy and worn out, gave me the brightest smile this morning.”

So that’s why he looked so cheerful today.

There could only be one reason why the herb I’ve been selling for years suddenly caused such a buzz.

The effect of the divine power.

They say flowers touched by my saliva gain an even purer quality—and it seemed that power had taken effect.

I guessed the relaxing properties of the silverbell flower herb had been enhanced by the divine gift.

“Everyone’s waiting for you. How many did you bring today?”

“Uh… about ten…”

“Hm, they’ll probably sell out in a flash.”

Word must’ve spread overnight—there were already people lining up in front of the street where I usually sold herbs.

…I’m glad I went ahead and blessed them.

I’d hesitated right until the end, but this was a welcome surprise in the midst of hardship.

Uncle Hans had been right.

Indeed.

The street where I usually laid out my herbs was already crowded with people, and the moment they saw me, they rushed over, eyes shining.

“Bella, that herb from yesterday… Can you sell it again?”

“Me too, please! I’ll buy everything you can spare!”

“What?! You wench, can’t you see there are people waiting in line?”

People couldn’t stop praising the herb’s incredible effect.

They said that when they woke up in the morning, they didn’t just feel refreshed—they felt a revitalizing energy bubbling up from deep inside.

Normally, it would’ve taken a couple of hours at least.

But in less than five minutes of sitting down, all the herbs I’d brought were sold out.

***

“See? I told you it’d all sell quickly.”

“…I’ll have to prepare a bit more starting tomorrow.”

“What do you think about raising the price?”

“For now, five Rune is enough. Times are tough for the villagers too.”

A warm feeling started to bloom in my chest.

Just a little while ago, my heart had felt heavy.

But I guess not everything in the world is bad.

“My wife told me to thank you—said she finally got a good night’s sleep.”

Uncle Hans gently placed his hand on my shoulder with a kind smile.

“I’m glad.”

I quietly pulled out a hidden bundle of herbs from behind me and handed it to him, along with his payment.

“I hope she sleeps well tonight too.”

“…Bella.”

“Oh, it’s fine. Just think of it as your employer’s generosity for your diligent work.”

I exaggerated a smug expression and straightened my shoulders with mock pride. At my playful tone, Mr. Hans gave an awkward chuckle.

“Alright, thank you.”

With nothing else to do, I decided to head back to the orphanage.

It felt wrong to keep Mr. Hans any longer, and if I finished cleaning before dinner, maybe—just maybe—I could finally lounge around in my room for a bit.

“Well then, I’ll be going now.”

“Alright. And Bella—”

Mr. Hans was suddenly looking at me with a serious gaze.

“If you ever need help, don’t hesitate to ask.”

His eyes lingered on my swollen cheek.

I gave him a faint smile.

It was a truly warm gesture of comfort.

In this street, in the orphanage—no, in this entire town—there weren’t many people who would say something like that.

“Okay, I will.”

But in truth, that was a lie.

No matter what happened, I probably wouldn’t tell him anything.

It wasn’t that Mr. Hans didn’t mean what he said.

He was a good man. Maybe he really would reach out a helping hand if I needed it.

His hands were rough with calluses, marked by years of manual labor.

But the person he needed to protect wasn’t me.

It was his dear wife with her round belly, and the young man who still hadn’t lost his smile.

He was a good man.

And that’s precisely why I couldn’t ask him for help.

Mr. Hans had his own family to look after.

Still… thank you.

Even if it was just words, the comfort stayed with me.

On top of that, thanks to the blessing, my herbs had gained even more popularity.


All in all, it had been… a pretty good day.

Bad things come, but so do good ones.

Unfortunately, though…

That rule applies in reverse, too.

Low walls, crumbly fences, the creaking sound of window frames.

Back at the orphanage, the director was waiting for me.

***

“Starting today, you’ll be in charge of cleaning all the hallways.”

She added with a sneer,

“And until they’re spotless, you won’t be allowed outside. Just so you know.”

“…Do you really want to torment me that badly?”

“Bella, you may be more mature than the other children, but you lack flexibility.”

“Flexibility?”

“Sometimes, you need to put aside your stubbornness and learn to compromise.”

In other words, if I wasn’t going to pay up, she wasn’t going to let me keep running my business so easily.

“Bella, you do understand that I’m your legal guardian, don’t you?”

“And you should also realize that I’m generously turning a blind eye to your little venture.”

According to Imperial law, an orphanage that had taken care of a child for more than five years became that child’s legal guardian.

It was a clause intended to ensure care and protection until adulthood.

But as always, no matter the original intent, there were plenty who exploited the law.

That law ended up becoming the very shackle that bound me to this place.

From the moment I set foot here, my origin was tied to this orphanage.

Sure, I could run away, but where would an eight-year-old child go?

I’d just get caught and dragged back.

At least until I could fully carry my own weight, I had no choice but to grow up here.

“I’ll tell them everything. That you’re embezzling the temple’s support funds.”

“Oh my, how frightening.”

Despite my threat, the director simply smiled.

“But Bella, you still don’t seem to understand how the world works.”

Without another word, she placed her hand on my shoulder.

A cold sensation crawled up my spine, sending a chill through my whole body.

Instinctively, I slapped her hand away and stepped back.

“You see, the world doesn’t take kindly to tattletale children like you.”

“And sometimes, it seems like you forget that you’re an orphan.”

I’ve never forgotten that I’m an orphan.

I just chose to live without caring about it.

Because that’s the only way to survive—I learned that all too well in my past life.

“A child like you, born wrong from the start, should at least know how to listen to adults.”

“…”

As much as I hated it, I couldn’t argue back.

This isn’t a nice, civilized country like South Korea where personal rights are protected.

This is a rigid caste society where your fate is sealed the moment you’re born.

A noble child is greeted by three smiling maids bowing their heads the moment they open their eyes.

Meanwhile, a child born in a mountain hut learns to work before they even know their own name.

Their cries are drowned out by the groans of overworked parents.

Then what about orphans with no parents or status?

My birth being recorded in an orphanage actually makes me one of the lucky ones.

The truly tragic orphans live huddled in dugouts beneath the city walls.

And if you’re an orphan from the slums?

Children survive on scraps of rotting food.

Girls are sold to brothels by the age of fifteen, treated worse than animals and subjected to endless humiliation.

A person’s worth is determined at birth, and for most, it never changes until death.

Some are born with rights in their blood.

Others must ask for permission just to breathe.

This world, in the end, is only beautiful for those born to shine.

“You really are such an ungrateful child.”

Smack—

The sound of her palm slashing across my cheek rang out clearly.

My face, twisted to the left, throbbed with a sharp, metallic pain.

“Do you still not understand what a great mercy it is to feed and shelter someone like you?”

“…”

“Of course, things would be different if you helped me. You do know what kind of person I am, don’t you?”

Oh, I know very well.

Not just me—Uncle Hans, and everyone in this village.

No one dares to cross her.

Because she’s different from us.

She has noble blood.

“Just give me half. That’s all it takes. Then your life will get much easier.”

The defiance I’d felt toward the director faded with the pain still stinging on my cheek.

I didn’t even open my mouth.

As she said, any words I spoke were meaningless.

So I simply nodded quietly.

“Have you finally changed your mind?”

“I’ll clean the hallway.”

“Tsk.”

The director clicked her tongue and shook her head as if appalled.

“Let’s see how long you can keep rebelling like that.”

She disappeared into the room, and a brief silence followed.

Slowly, I lowered my head.


My shoes, ragged beyond repair, came into view. The toes were worn out, and threads were coming loose all over.

I lifted my foot and brushed off some dirt a couple of times. Carefully taking off my shoes, I quietly slid them into the shoe rack.

I walked down the hallway, listening to the creaking of the cracked wooden floor as I stepped into the orphanage.

“It’s okay.”

A small whisper slipped through my lips.



 
  Chapter 6: How long I could endure


Cold water soaked my fingers.

Grunting, I lifted the large wooden bucket and walked down the hallway. The creaking wooden floor was my only companion.

“So cold…”

It was the early hours of the morning, and the darkness outside the window had yet to lift—it was still so pitch black you couldn’t see a step ahead.

I calmed my shivering body and gripped the cold rag tightly in my hand. Kneeling down, I scrubbed the floor line by line.

Footprints left behind by the children, piles of dust, and cobwebs that had tangled up again already—I wiped down everything I could see, one by one, carefully.

Even when my arms ached, I didn’t stop. Even when my shoulders throbbed, I kept scrubbing. I had to finish cleaning before the sun rose high in the sky if I wanted to go down to the town.

And so, without taking a single break, I finished the floor. I immediately moved on to wiping around the window, and finally, carefully dried the floor with a clean rag.

Just as I was nearly done, I heard birds faintly chirping in the distance. Dim sunlight was seeping through the pitch-black darkness.

“Has it already been a month? You’re more persistent than I thought.”

A sharp, cold voice came from behind me.

“…The cleaning is all done.”

“You’re so diligent. You’d make a fine maid someday.”

She walked slowly toward me, then kicked the bucket of water with the tip of her foot.

Water splashed in all directions as the director calmly walked away without a second glance.

“Just clean that up, then. I’ll be counting on you again this evening.”

Once she left, I silently picked up the dry rag and began mopping up the spilled water on the floor.

It had already been a month since I started taking care of the hallway cleaning.

Every day, I’d wake before dawn, clean the hallway until late morning, then go down to the village to sell herbs.

At dusk, I’d return and quietly clean the dirtied hallway again before finally crawling into bed.

Surprisingly, the director said nothing—she only watched me, as if waiting to see how long I could endure this.

“Let’s go…”

Dragging my wobbly legs, I stepped outside the orphanage.

At least the good thing was that it didn’t take long to sell the herbs.

Over the past month, word had spread about my herbs among the townspeople, and what used to take two hours to sell now took only ten minutes.

I wanted to increase the quantity, but unfortunately, my power had its limits.

I could only bloom a single flower from my hand each day.

And the number of flowers I could purify with my saliva was, at most, three.

Those three flowers could produce ten to fifteen medicinal herbs.

Coincidentally, that amount exactly matched what I usually sold in the village—almost as if someone had drawn a line, telling me not to be greedy.

But it was enough.

Even just saving fifty runes a day would be more than enough to cover the Academy tuition in seven years.

The only worry was whether my body would hold out until then—just as the director likely intended.

“Here you go.”

“Yes, here you are.”

Under the warm sunlight settling over the street, I handed the money to an older woman holding a market basket, and gently offered her a bundle of herbs.

She sniffed the scent rising from the bundle and nodded with a satisfied smile.

“Hehe, thank you, Bella. The herbs you sell are much better than the ones from the pharmacy.”

“Thank you. Still, you should make sure to take proper medicine if you’re not feeling well.”

With a gentle smile on her lips, the woman slowly turned to leave.

The bundles of herbs that had been neatly laid out on a cloth had dwindled considerably.

After handing the last bundles to the final two customers, I stretched my arms high to loosen up my stiff body.

“Hey, Bella.”

At the sound of a familiar voice, I quickly looked up. It was Hans, his eyes filled with concern as they rested on me.

“You don’t look well. Have you been sleeping properly?”

I hadn’t meant to worry anyone. But if even others could see how tired I looked, I must have been more exhausted than I thought.

“I’m fine. Thank you for your concern.”

“Those herbs… they’re quite effective. Why don’t you try using them yourself?”

It wasn’t like I hadn’t tried.

It’s just that—

“They don’t seem to work for me.”

I only had about four hours a day I could spare for sleep. The rest of the time, I had to keep moving.

It was no surprise my face looked worn out.

I even used some of the herbs myself at the cost of fewer sales, but for some reason, they didn’t seem to have any effect on me.

“It’s okay. I’m still young—I’ve got stamina to spare.”

I bent my arm and struck a pose as if to show off my muscles. But what I actually revealed was a scrawny arm, so thin it looked like even the bone might show.

“…Are you really okay?”

“Of course. Don’t worry too much.”

Hans just looked at me silently. He didn’t say anything for a long time, lost in thought.

To ease his mind, I straightened my shoulders and gave the brightest smile I could manage.

“I’m really okay. I just had a bad dream, that’s all.”

“…Alright.”

It’s surprising how much comfort small reassurances can bring. Hans always seemed to give me strength in one way or another.

“Well then, I’ll be going now. See you tomorrow, Mister Hans.”

“Alright. Get home safe.”

After packing up my things and holding Hans’s quiet smile close to my heart, I stood up.

There was no time to hesitate. I had to eat dinner and clean the hallways until night if I wanted to sell again tomorrow.

Just as I was about to leave, dragging my tired legs away from the street—

“Wait a moment!”

A voice called out urgently from behind me. Hans instinctively stepped in front of me, blocking my path, and stared sharply at the unfamiliar man.

The man caught his breath for a while, then raised one hand and smiled gently.

“Oh, I’m not a suspicious person. You don’t have to be so wary.”

Even at a glance, it was clear—he was nothing like the people from our village.

The clothes he wore exuded a refined elegance rarely seen in the village of Binhell.

Perhaps it was thanks to his sophisticated attire that even his thick beard gave off a strangely neat impression.

“Are you the one selling these herbs?”

“…Yes, I am.”

“Ah, pardon me. I should’ve introduced myself first.”

He introduced himself as a merchant—not just any wandering peddler, but one with a keen sense and notable skill.


While traveling across the continent, he had come across rumors of my herbs. His curiosity led him to try them for himself, and he said he had been deeply impressed by their effectiveness.

From that moment, without hesitation, he rushed from the neighboring village all the way here.

“These herbs are the real deal. Their effects are astonishing. I even tried making something myself, but it turned out to be tasteless and ineffective. Haha!”

Wiping the sweat from his palm, he took a breath and stepped closer.

“I want to monopolize these herbs.”

“…Pardon?”

“I mean, I want to buy your entire stock.”

He proposed that I hand over all the herbs I would produce going forward. In return, he would consistently pay an amount that matched their value.

It was all too sudden and overwhelming.

I had never even imagined that a merchant would come all the way to such a poor village. Let alone take interest in my herbs.

“…I’m sorry. I’m already selling them without much trouble.”

I declined, carefully but firmly.

After all, I could sell the herbs just fine even without him. And thinking of the bonds I had formed with the villagers, handing everything over to one person didn’t sit right with me.

But at that moment, the merchant said something that changed everything.

“Fifty rune per unit. How about it?”

I froze on the spot.

Even Mr. Hans, who had been silently observing the situation, opened his mouth in disbelief.

“F-Fifty rune?!”

“It’s a product worth that much.”

The offer far exceeded anything I had expected, and my mind went completely blank.

Fifty rune a day would mean five hundred rune a day. Then in a year… how much would that be?

That kind of income would more than cover the academy tuition.

More than that—it might even let me experience something I’d never had before: a comfortable life.

But above all… it might finally let me escape that wretched orphanage.

“Bella, I think you should take this deal. Honestly, for five rune, the effects were way too good.”

Mr. Hans spoke with a serious look, trying to convince me.

My head was telling me that this deal was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity sent from the heavens.
A chance I absolutely couldn’t miss—maybe even the last one I’d ever get.

But even so, the bonds I had built with the people of this village were clinging tightly to my ankles.

“Sir, what if we did it like this instead?”

“Go ahead, I’m listening.”

He listened intently. Maybe that’s why he was a merchant—his gaze toward me wasn’t one you’d use on a child.

“What if I adjust the price to forty rune, but make five units per day for you instead?”

Greed is dangerous. Especially for a commoner like me.

And this village—it’s where I was born and raised.

No matter how tempting money might be, I didn’t want to abandon the villagers who had always used my herbs.

Besides, I wasn’t aiming for anything huge—just enough to save for the academy tuition. Selling five a day would be more than enough.

“Hm… How about this instead—what if you made fifty units per week? We’ll keep the price at the original fifty rune.”

The merchant countered with a new offer, but I shook my head.

“It’s better if they’re used on the same day. The herbs might spoil.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll lend you a magitech device that can control temperature.”

“A ma-magitech device?”

A magitech device—equipment powered by mana as a catalyst.

Usually crafted by enchanters or alchemists, it works by refining mana-infused crystals.

I’d seen them countless times in the game. I even remember some shops having them on display or getting them frequently as quest rewards.

There had been rumors that one was hidden in the orphanage director’s office, but in real life, I’d never seen one with my own eyes.

Not because they were rare. In fact, magitech devices were probably everyday tools for nobles living in the imperial capital.

The issue was the price.

Magitech devices were outrageously expensive—far beyond what anyone in this village could ever afford.

“Think of it as a complimentary service for our contract. A gesture of respect for your diligence in supporting yourself from such a young age.”

With a magitech device that could regulate temperature, the herbs would likely retain their effectiveness even after weeks.

“Shall we make a deal?”

He extended his hand toward me.


There was no reason to hesitate.

But there was one thing that still weighed on my mind.

As I took his hand, I cautiously asked,

“Would it… be alright if I made one small request?”





 
  Chapter 7: My Deposit Money


“You want to deposit money in the Imperial Bank?”

It was a reaction that implied he hadn’t expected to hear that. Well, it’s not exactly something you’d expect from a child of about eight years old.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘deposit’?”

The middle-aged merchant listened to my proposal with an intrigued expression.

“I want to create a vault.”

There are two main ways to store money in the Imperial Bank.

The first is by opening an account.

This isn’t all that different from modern-day banking accounts. It’s typically used by nobles or bureaucrats who need public records and financial statements.

The second is by creating a personal vault.

A vault is sealed and engraved with the owner’s biometric data using mana, making it so that only that individual can open it.

It costs a fair bit to install initially, but the security it offers is unmatched.

For a child like me, there was no better option for storing money.

However, as an orphan, I couldn’t even enter the Imperial capital without the director’s permission. And there was no way that director would ever allow me to deposit the money I had into a bank.

“You want to store the money you’ve saved in an Imperial vault. And you’re asking me to take care of that for you.”

“I haven’t said I’ll trust you with it yet.”

At my wary reply, the merchant only smiled.

“Good instincts. For a merchant, the most valuable asset is trust.”

I couldn’t blindly trust a merchant I’d just met today.

But that didn’t mean I could avoid relying on his help either. If it came to the point of signing a contract, it was clear the money would become too much for me to handle alone.

“Indeed, placing it in a vault does seem like the wise choice.”

At my words, the merchant slowly nodded and began rummaging inside his coat.

Carefully, he pulled out a worn leather box and showed it to me.

With a soft click, the box opened to reveal a brooch with a green gemstone embedded in the center. The jewel shimmered subtly, intricate and luxurious in its craftsmanship.

“This is a gemstone called sabrite.”

“Sabrite…?”

“It means ‘star of the forest.’ It’s a rare mineral that only grows in the forests of the elves. It’s an excellent material for magical tools, and also used as an expensive gift.”

He gently placed the box in my hands. I stared blankly at the gem that had suddenly been handed to me.

“As collateral, it should suffice. Keep it safe until the vault is officially sealed and the confirmation certificate is issued.”

“How much is this worth?”

“Hard to say. But if put up for auction, it could easily fetch around twenty rune.”

My eyes widened as I felt the weight of the gemstone in my hand.

Twenty rune. That tiny gem in my hand was worth a full year’s tuition at the Academy.

“Why are you… going this far for me?”

“Didn’t I tell you? A child making a living on the streets at such a young age—any merchant would feel inclined to help.”

I held the small leather box in both hands as if it were precious. There’s no way jewels could be warm, and yet—why did it feel so comfortingly warm?

“Th-thank you…”

“No, thank you.”

From the backpack on his back, he pulled out a tiny needle and a glass vial.

“Now, may I collect a strand of hair and a blood sample? They’re necessary for locking the safe with your biometric data.”

“Ah, um… You need blood too?”

“Yes, the blood is the most important part.”

The thought of a needle made my body flinch, but I had to make that safe. So I squeezed my eyes shut and held out my arm.

Prick—

“Eep.”

“All done.”

With a small sting, bright red blood flowed into the vial. The merchant smiled faintly and carefully placed both the hair and the blood back into his backpack.

“Well done, Bella. It seems someone has finally recognized your efforts.”

Uncle Hans gently patted my head with a warm expression.

Maybe I was a little too excited without realizing it. I found myself nodding with an open, unguarded smile—something I normally wouldn’t have shown.

“Hehe, thank you.”

“…Now you finally look a little like a child.”

His fond gaze made me feel just a little embarrassed.

***

The quiet mountain slope was thick with a damp fragrance.

Walking for a while on the moist earth, we eventually arrived at a place where sunlight never reached—between rocks and bushes.

“Hoho, so this is where you’ve been hiding your money. To think you actually buried it.”

In the shallow pit, leather pouches lay exposed. Stroking his beard, the merchant looked at my precious belongings resting atop the soil.

“…This place is only known to me. It’s safe, too.”

I brushed the dirt off the pouch and handed it to him.

He carefully untied the knot and peered inside.

Copper and silver coins, old and dull, clinked softly as they stuck together and shifted inside the pouch.

“You’ve really been through a lot.”

The merchant’s expression twisted in an odd way. It wasn’t quite a smile, nor was it pity, as he tied the pouch to his belt.

“I’ll create the safe for you, including the amount you have here.”

“Thank you. I guess I’m lucky.”

“Lucky?”

The merchant looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“Well, I got to meet you, sir. I had so many worries, but… thanks to you, it feels like everything’s been resolved.”

I wouldn’t have been able to withstand the director’s pressure on my own.

If I hadn’t met the merchant when I did, even this money I worked so hard to gather might’ve been taken away eventually.

But meeting him had solved all the problems that had been weighing on my mind in an instant.

It felt a little unfair to realize that nothing could be resolved without someone else’s help…

But more than anything, what washed over me was a deep sense of relief—knowing I could now keep this money safe.

“Heh heh, saying you were lucky just because you met a merchant like me—that’s a bit much.”

“Huh?”

“If anyone knew the true effects of that herb, they would’ve rushed over just like I did. Honestly, I was the lucky one to be the first to discover it.”

He gathered up all the money pouches and stood, brushing the dirt from his knees.

“I heard you’ve been selling goods on the streets every single day?”

“Y-yes, that’s true…”


“My coming here wasn’t luck—it was your diligence that brought me.”

His unexpected words left me blinking in surprise.

For the first time in my life—aside from old Hans—someone had truly recognized me, sincerely.

For some reason, I felt like crying just a little.

But I swallowed the overwhelming feeling and forced a composed expression. I couldn’t cry over something like this.

I’m not a child anymore.

“And before long, you’ll realize this too. The one who truly got lucky with this contract… was me.”

The merchant looked at me with a somewhat meaningful gaze.

“Now then, shall we draw up the contract?”

And just like that, I made the very first contract of my life.

***

A month passed.

Mornings still began with hunger.

There was still mold on my bed, and the damp blanket still smelled musty.

But even so, there was no longer a shadow on my face.

Everything had changed after the contract with the merchant.

He had truly kept his promise.

A single document with my name and photo clearly stated that I was the official owner of the vault, and stamped across the top in bold was the Imperial Seal.

That meant I no longer had to dig in the forest to hide my money. And I no longer had to worry about someone stealing it.

My Own Safe.

Just thinking about it brought a smile to my lips.

Whenever I saw the growing balance in my safe, it washed away all my fatigue and physical pain.

Pressing my grinning mouth down with my fingers, I carefully pulled out a small leather box I had hidden in my clothes.

Inside was an amulet adorned with a sparkling green gem.

“You’d better hold on to this.”

The merchant had left the jewel with me. It was his way of saying he was counting on me to see the deal through to the end.

I had vowed to keep it safe and return it to him once the deal was completed.

Life at the orphanage wasn’t so bad. For some reason, the director didn’t torment me like he used to.

I still had to clean all the hallways, but once that was done, he left me alone.

I didn’t know why… I could only hope he would continue to stay out of my way.

“Bella!”

A bright, mature woman’s voice called out. A freckled woman walked over to me.

“Isabel sunbae.”

“I told you to call me ‘Unnie.’”

She smiled gently and handed me some herbs. I carefully packed the herbs into my inner pocket and handed her the payment in return.

“Here you go, sunbae.”

“Hang in there today too, Bella. I’m cheering for you.”

“…Thank you.”

As I gave her a faint smile, Isabel sunbae gazed at me blankly for a moment.

Then suddenly, she raised her hand and reached out toward my head.

Flinch—

Without thinking, my body trembled at her approaching hand.


Seeing my reaction, Isabel quickly lowered her hand, her face turning stiff.

“Sorry… You were just so cute, I reached out without thinking.”

“…….”

Struggling to calm my pounding heart, I turned my head slightly and muttered, mixing in a hint of annoyance.

“I’m not cute at all.”



 
  Chapter 8: How Ignorant


“Aaaagh!”

With the sound of flesh bursting open, crimson blood splattered in every direction.

The woman standing at the center of it all received the spray of blood with the grace of one greeting a sudden downpour from the sky.

Blood trickled down her pale skin. Her scarlet dress deepened into an even darker, more vivid red.

And yet, not even this vivid blood could stain the crimson of her eyes.

She gently licked a droplet of blood from the corner of her lips, then spat onto the ground with a slight furrow of her brow.

“Tch… what a greedy flavor.”

At a small nod of her head, several figures emerged from the shadows.

They revealed themselves without a sound, and began silently retrieving the lifeless corpse.

She flicked her fingers lightly. The blood that clung to her skin and dress slowly faded, vanishing as if it had never existed.

As though she’d never been soaked in blood to begin with, she turned and walked toward the door, her appearance pristine and composed.

Waiting just beyond was one of her subordinates, who bowed his head respectfully.

“A pleasure to see you, Lady Black Empress.”

“Speak.”

“I… was wondering if you’re still having trouble sleeping.”

One of her brows arched. Soon, a cold smile tugged at the corner of her lips.

“You already know the answer to that.”

As the chill in her eyes deepened, the man’s face began to distort—physically.

“Are you mocking me?”

“Not at all. I merely… may have found something that could help you rest more easily…”

Even as his skin twisted in pain, the man held onto his composure.

“Explain.”

“There’s a new line of incense being sold in the Empire. It’s become quite the sensation. People are praising its effects with one voice.”

“Incense?”

“Yes. It’s rather expensive, but it’s already gained great popularity among the nobility.”

Her eyes narrowed, her gaze sharpening. With a simple motion of her finger, she pointed at him.

“Ghk—”

It was just a casual gesture, yet blood began to pour from the man’s nose and eyes.

“All that buildup… just to talk about incense?”

Blood welled from his ears and spilled from his lips.

“Ggh… It’s not ordinary incense.”

With life barely clinging to his frame, the man shakily drew a finely wrapped leather box from inside his coat and offered it to her.

“P-please… may it bring you peace…”

The woman let out a scoff of disbelief.

She knew perfectly well that mere incense couldn’t possibly lull her into slumber.

And yet, the fact that this man had risked his life rather than let it go stirred her curiosity.

Her eyes shifted toward the small stick of incense in his trembling hands.

Half intrigued, she lifted the incense.

Bringing it close to her face, she slowly inhaled and closed her eyes.

“…Hmm.”

A chilling, yet beautiful smile crept onto her lips.

“Not a bad scent.”

***

Suddenly, a shiver ran down my spine.

I flinched, scowling as I glared at Isabel, who was lying beside me.

“What’s wrong, Bella?”

“…Did you just touch me?”

“Huh? No? You don’t like being touched, remember?”

Seeing the puzzled look on Isabel’s face, it didn’t seem like she had actually touched me.

So… was it just my imagination? Still feeling unsure, I turned my focus back to the herbs I was holding, concentrating on making the medicine.

“By the way, Bella, you haven’t been out in town much lately, have you?”

“Ah… things have changed a bit.”

Ever since I signed the contract, I could only put out five bundles of herbs per day for the village.

It wasn’t a lot, and the process was labor-intensive from the start. So I decided it was better to gather a week’s worth and sell them all at once.

Naturally, that meant I started going into town less frequently.

And since I’d borrowed a hot-cold magic tool from a merchant, I figured it was the perfect chance to make good use of it.

Granted, the magic tool was a bit… old. But the temperature control still worked fine, so I didn’t really have any complaints.

“Did something good happen? You can tell your Unnie, right?”

I hesitated for a moment, seeing the curiosity sparkle in Isabel’s eyes.

The only person who knew about the contract was Mr. Hans.

If the Director were to find out, it could turn into a whole mess. That’s why I’d hidden both the contract and the magic tool somewhere no one could easily find them.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me if you’re not comfortable.”

Isabel smiled mischievously and smoothly changed the subject.

But in the corner of her eye, I could see a faint trace of disappointment she couldn’t fully hide.

“Um… would you be able to keep it a secret from the Director?”

Isabel’s brown eyes sparkled as she quickly nodded.

“Of course! Why would I tell her anything?”

There really was no reason to hide it from Isabel.

More than anything, I couldn’t make medicine without her help—she was practically my business partner.

Besides, Isabel didn’t like the Director either, so I figured it wouldn’t be a problem.

“Well… about a month ago, my medicines became part of a contract.”

“What? Really?”

“Yes. I even have a contract document.”

Isabel’s eyes widened in surprise.

Understandably so—anyone would be shocked to hear that an eight-year-old had signed a contract.

“So now, I send half of the herbs I make to the person I signed with.”

“Wow… you’re really amazing, Bella.”

Isabel’s eyes sparkled with admiration, and her constant praise made me feel just a little giddy.

“But… how did you get the Director’s permission?”


“…Huh?”

Her sudden mention of the Director caught me completely off guard.

“You said you even had the contract. Then doesn’t that mean you got the director’s permission?”

“No. The contract… I secretly signed it under my name. I even stamped my fingerprint on it.”

“Huh?”

Isabelle tilted her head, looking confused.

“You personally signed the contract?”

“Yes. Is there a problem?”

“Uh, uhm…”

Isabelle paused, clearly deep in thought, before cautiously speaking up.

“Well, I’m not exactly an expert on law, but… as far as I know, under Imperial Law, you can only legally sign a contract after turning fifteen.”

“…What?”

“There are exceptions, of course. But I’ve heard those cases are extremely rare.”

That couldn’t be right.

I had definitely signed an official contract with the merchant, even sealing it with my fingerprint.

We had each taken a copy, and I had secretly hidden mine along with the magic tool.

“No, I must be mistaken. Either way, it worked out in the end, Bella!”

Isabelle gave an awkward laugh and lightly tapped her head with her fist.

Yes. Isabelle had to be wrong.

People in this village rarely got the chance to properly learn Imperial law.

That had to be it—Isabelle was just misinformed. That was the only explanation.

But still… why?

Why wouldn’t the uneasy feeling rooted deep inside me go away?

Instead, that small seed of doubt began to grow, slowly gnawing away at me from within.

“…Sunabe, excuse me for a moment.”

“Huh?”

Leaving behind my puzzled senior, I ran out into the hallway.

My panicked feet carried me toward the last place I ever wanted to go.

I stopped in front of a certain door and knocked twice.

Soon, the director’s voice called from within, telling me to enter.

Taking a deep breath to calm my pounding heart, I opened the door.

The lavishly decorated director’s office filled my view.

“Bella, dear.”

The director greeted me with an inscrutable smile.

Maybe it was just my imagination, but the jewelry she wore seemed even more abundant than before.

“What brings you here?”

“I have something I want to ask…”

“All right, go ahead.”

“If I wanted to write up a contract, what would I have to do?”

She would know.

Even if she was now living in exile in this remote village, she had once been a noble of the Empire.

“How ignorant.”

A sly smile tugged at the corners of the director’s mouth.

“Until you turn fifteen, you’re not allowed to sign any contract without my permission.”

In that moment, my mind went blank.

***

Without thinking, I turned and bolted from the orphanage.

I tore through the quiet forest, running straight to where I’d hidden the safe.

For a while, I carefully dug through the dry soil. Soon, the shovel hit something with a heavy thud.

I pushed aside the cover and opened the box. Inside, another small leather case appeared.

I gently opened the case. A brooch with a green gemstone, glowing faintly, came into view.

Seeing the gem brought me a small sense of relief. I clutched the brooch tightly to my chest, as if it were a lifeline.

“Before long, you’ll see—I’m the lucky one in this relationship.”

The merchant’s offhand remark suddenly came back to me.

“…That can’t be.”

I hadn’t thought to doubt him much.

Not the contract he handed me.

Not the gemstone he gave me.

I accepted everything without suspicion.

His words—the warm affirmations that I was a brilliant merchant—those words felt like genuine trust more than anything else.

Even though I knew better than to trust someone so easily…

It had been so long since I’d felt that kind of warmth, I let my guard down without even realizing it.

I gripped the gemstone tightly.

Though a bit far, there was a trader in the nearby village who dealt in various goods.

If anyone could recognize this gemstone, it would be him.

If I said I came on the recommendation of the noble Director, even as a child, he wouldn’t assume I was lying so easily.

With a heart full of anxiety and unease, I took cautious steps forward.

The warm words he once gave me—I desperately hoped they weren’t lies.

With that hope held close, I ran, endlessly.

***

“What’s this cheap imitation you’ve brought me?”

“…An imitation?”

“You’re calling this a sabrite? Don’t be ridiculous. That gem would never emit such a dull light.”

The old man, with his sparse white hair hanging down, tossed the gem back to me with an annoyed expression.


“Coming to me this late at night… and for this? It’s not even worth a hundred lune. Tsk.”

His mocking voice jabbed at my ears.

At his words, my head drooped powerlessly toward the ground.

***

TN: My poor Bella T.T



 
  Chapter 9: Parents?


It was all in vain.

The contract bearing my fingerprint was nothing more than a useless piece of paper.

The certificate of the vault, which I had trusted and gazed upon with such pride, had been forged from the beginning.

There was no way I’d been properly paid for all the medicine I handed over to that merchant. He must’ve run off with everything—including the money I had saved up until now.

In the end, all I had left in my hands was a cheap green stone pretending to be something valuable and an old magic tool.

My mind went blank.

I couldn’t even think of what to do next.

All I could do was suppress this feeling—like my insides were melting away.

Gritting my teeth, I started running toward the orphanage.

Even as my feet blistered and the skin tore open from the pain, I didn’t stop. In fact, that pain only pushed me forward even more.

By the time I arrived at the orphanage, my socks were soaked in blood.

But I felt no pain—none—so I didn’t hesitate. I pushed the door open and headed straight to the director’s office.

“Hey! Where have you—”

Eddie, who I ran into by chance, went silent the moment he saw my face. Annie, standing next to him, stared at me with trembling eyes.

I ignored them both and slammed open the door to the director’s office.

The director, seated behind the desk, frowned and looked up.

“Barging in like that—what do you think you’re doing, Bella?”

Her eyes widened when she saw my face.

“…It was you, wasn’t it, Director?”

I knew I had to stay calm in a moment like this. But the fury boiling from deep within could no longer be held back.

And neither could the tears streaming endlessly down my cheeks. I couldn’t stop them.

“What are you accusing me of now?”

“That merchant…! It was all your scheme!”

I had thought it was just luck.

That the merchant had randomly discovered my product and approached me out of interest.

But I was wrong.

From the moment he came to me, everything had already been planned out.

“Looks like you’ve been scammed, huh?”

This was all orchestrated by someone. Someone who coveted my money, who waited for me to fall apart.

And that someone… was now watching me with a calm, innocent face, as if they knew nothing.

“If that’s the case, then that man taught you the most important lesson a merchant should learn.”

With a bitter smile, the director leaned on his chin and looked at me.

“Never trust people too easily. Congratulations, Bella. You’ve taken your first step toward adulthood.

Her sarcastic voice pierced deep into my chest like an awl.

“Why… why are you doing this to me….”

My voice, soaked in tears, barely came out.

Seeing me like this must have brought her great joy, as the director’s smile grew even more insidious.

“If only you had accepted my offer, none of this would’ve happened. This is the consequence of your own greed.”

The director slowly rose from her seat and walked over to the safe in the corner of the room.

Her hand rested on top of it. Soon, with the clinking of metal, the safe opened.

Inside were jewels, gold coins, and various documents.

All looked valuable and precious, but what caught my eye was something else.

A familiar pouch of mixed silver and copper coins, its colors faded. The very money I had asked a merchant to deposit into the safe.

“That’s my money… Please give it back.”

“Why would this be yours? This was a gift I received from someone.”

“I said give me back my money!”

Clenching my fists, I let out the fury I had been holding in.

At my cry, the director looked down at me with a cold gaze.

“Hoo… Bella.”

My body wouldn’t calm down. No matter how hard I tried to collect myself, the emotions welling up inside were impossible to control.

From the moment I was reincarnated, I had sensed it vaguely—

No matter how hard I tried, my mind ultimately followed this young body.

That was why I couldn’t control my emotions well. And this image of me, endlessly crying, was proof of that.

Being scammed, having my precious money stolen—it all made me angry and bitter.

But above all those emotions, the most painful one was my helplessness.

Smack──!

A sharp pain spread as my head snapped to the side.

Before I could even hold my aching cheek, another slap from the director’s hand struck me from the other side.

Smack──!

Unable to withstand the second blow, my body collapsed and rolled to the floor.

“Bella, you should be grateful to me.”

“……”

“Even when you’re being so insolent, I’m still willing to give you a chance.”

She pulled out a few documents and a pen from the safe, then approached me with a detached expression.

“That pitiful coin pouch you want so badly, and the bank vault you’ve been longing for—I’ll give them both to you.”

She dropped one of the documents she was holding. The paper rustled as it landed at my feet.

On it was a clear signature from a guardian, authorizing my ownership of the vault.

“I’ll even formally sign the contract you made with that merchant.”

This time, she dropped another document. Inside it were the exact terms of the contract I had exchanged with the merchant in the past—every single clause was accounted for.

And on that document as well, in the guardian signature field, the director’s name was written.

“You’ll get the money you were supposed to receive, and the contract will be carried out without a hitch. I hear your product is gaining some popularity in the Empire, isn’t it?”

I stared blankly at the two documents laid out in front of me.

The things I had so desperately longed for until now had been so easily granted with just a few strokes of her pen.

It felt as if the documents in front of me were whispering quietly. That, in the end, I was nothing more than a powerless orphan who couldn’t do anything without the director’s hand.

“The orphanage will only take 20% as commission. That’s quite a fair deal, don’t you think?”

She raised two fingers and smiled gently.

“…Why.”

I couldn’t understand.

All I had wanted was to enter the academy. I just wanted to raise the entrance fee.


But why did everything I tried always twist out of shape like this?

“Bella, all you need to do is sign here without a single worry.”

Her fingertips landed on the final document.

It was another contract—a simple one, bearing only my name and the director’s.

“One of the few contracts you’re allowed to sign at your age.”

“A personal guardianship agreement…?”

I muttered absentmindedly, staring down at the document.

It stated that until I got married, all matters concerning my person would be entrusted to the director.

Currently, my place of origin was still the orphanage. Naturally, that made the orphanage’s head, the director, my acting guardian.

But the moment I signed this paper, the director would become my true legal guardian.

“You asked why I’m going this far, didn’t you?”

I looked into the director’s eyes.

Until now, I had believed that the only thing those eyes held for me was disgust.

But only now did I finally see it.

Something far more suffocating, indescribably revolting, was coiled inside—like a snake.

“I thought it’d be nice to have a diligent little slave like you around.”

She slowly reached out, as if to pat my head.

A chill crawled down my spine at that touch.

My body moved on instinct. I stepped back as if to flee, distancing myself from her.

Perhaps displeased by my reaction, the director came toward me with a twisted expression.

Then, without hesitation, she raised her foot and kicked me hard in the torso.

“Ugh…!”

A cry escaped my throat. Wracked with pain, my body collapsed to the floor.

The director began kicking me without the slightest hesitation as I lay collapsed on the floor.

“Do you really not understand what a huge opportunity this is?! Can’t you feel my generosity?”

I bit down hard on my lip, suppressing the groan that threatened to escape. I would rather die than let her see me in pain.

“Isn’t it because of your stubbornness that your parents ended up abandoning you on the streets?”

Her kicks didn’t stop after just a few.

Faced with the strength of an adult woman, my small body could do nothing to resist. All I could do was accept the pain.

Only after trampling me for a long time did the director finally seem satisfied, stepping back with a look of release on her face.

She picked up the pen that had fallen to the floor and held it out to me.

“This is your last chance. The only chance you have to live like a proper person.”

My whole body ached. The pain wouldn’t subside, and my mind began to blur.

My vision darkened. The only thing I could still see were the words on the contract lying on the crisp white paper.

“Sign it. Then you’ll gain access to so many things.”

But in exchange, I’d have to live under her control until I got married.

Maybe… maybe I’d never be able to escape from her grasp for the rest of my life.

No.

Maybe that’s actually a blessing in disguise.

Maybe I am someone who can’t do anything on her own, just like she says.

Without her help, I can’t even open a bank account.

Even if my life ends up being tied to hers—maybe it’s easier to just give up and accept it.

If I beg and plead, maybe… maybe she’ll at least send me to an academy.

That might actually be the easier path.

A single tear fell.

With trembling fingers, I slowly picked up the pen.

“Reincarnators in novels always managed just fine.”

They overcame every hardship with their own strength, lifting their heads high and walking forward with pride.

But… it seems I’m not like them.

Maybe my dream of joining a hero’s party was just an unrealistic fantasy.

Just like the director said—I’m a useless orphan, even my parents threw me away.

From my past life to this one. That part of me has never changed.

“Sign it, Bella.”

I stared at the blank space next to my name on the contract. Then slowly, I wrote my name there.

Only then did the director smile in satisfaction.

“Good girl, Bella. Now, all that’s left is your fingerprint.”

She grabbed my hand.

The moment her skin touched mine, my whole body began to tremble violently, as if seizing.

“D… Don’t touch me….”

My breathing quickened, the pain in my gut like it was burning from the inside out.

Cold sweat dripped down my forehead. The feeling of my insides twisting made me want to retch.

“Please… don’t touch me…”

“Shy, are we? Now, let’s make a mark here.”

The director poked my finger with the pen’s tip.

Red blood began to spill out. The director rubbed my other thumb in the blood and, without hesitation, pressed my finger onto the contract to make a stamp.

“Ah, finally!”

Only then did the director release my hand.

I wrapped my arms around myself, barely managing to suppress my violently shaking body.

“Now, you’re officially mine. I look forward to working with you, Bella.”

“……”

A surge of anger rose within me.

I felt so furious that I could have died, and infinitely miserable.

Both the director, who treated me like a tool, and myself, who couldn’t defy her intentions.

Why did I have to experience something like this?

Is it because I have no parents?

If Uncle Hans had been my real father, maybe I wouldn’t be in this situation now.

Parents.

What does it even mean to have parents? Can life really be this miserable just because I don’t?

All I wanted was to save up money, without harming anyone, and do what I wanted.

Why is not having parents such a crime…!?

“I hate it…”

In the end, I couldn’t hold back the anger rising inside me.

Just as I was about to scream, unable to stop the tears that were welling up.

“I hate──!”

“What’s this?”

A voice came from behind me.

It was a voice both authoritative and beautiful, soft yet powerful.

It was so sudden.

It wasn’t my voice, nor the director’s. It was a voice I had never heard before.

Both I and the director blinked, dazed, muttering under our breath in confusion.

“What… who are you?”

The director’s voice trembled as she followed up, her eyes widening with surprise.

Just as I was about to turn my head toward the mysterious voice, something grabbed the back of my neck. My vision suddenly soared upwards.

My body was lifted into the air.

My arms and legs dangled, swinging freely in midair.

Then my body spun in the air.

My vision flipped upside down, and what I saw next were blood-red eyes, as if soaked in blood.

The moment our gazes met, my body froze in terror.

She was a woman.

A woman with a dignity so noble that, despite the overwhelming fear that made my whole body tremble, I couldn’t look away.

A person whose beauty was so close to perfection that I wondered if someone like me was even worthy of being in her presence.

“Is it you?”

She gazed at me quietly.

Her eyes, burning fiercely, seemed like they could swallow me whole at any moment.


I couldn’t say a word under the cold, almost freezing gaze that lacked any warmth.

Then her red lips parted.

Her youthful voice came through her lips once again.

“Why is a kid this scrawny?”





 
  Chapter 10: Tell me what you want


Sunlight gently seeps through the crack in the window.

The delicate song of sparrows tickles the ears through the pleasant spring breeze.

It was a clear and sunny morning.

Beneath long eyelashes, her red eyes blankly stared at the ceiling.

Her cloudy eyes blinked, slowly regaining focus.

“…Hah.”

The woman slowly rose, her eyes heavy with weariness. Her platinum hair, disheveled, cascaded down her shoulders carelessly.

She brushed her hair back with one swift motion and gazed out the window.

She had fallen asleep.

So deeply, in fact, that she didn’t even realize she had been asleep.

The persistent headache that always lingered was absent.

The screams of the dead, which always echoed in her mind, were nowhere to be heard.

She felt an unfamiliar sense of clarity she hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

Her gaze unconsciously shifted to the nightstand beside the bed.

There was a worn-down incense stick, its fragrance barely lingering as faint wisps of smoke drifted into the air.

Without hesitation, she left the room. As she passed through the corridor, the maids bowed their heads in unison, showing their respect.

Upon entering the office, a man who had been waiting inside quickly lowered his body and offered a greeting.

The woman threw the incense stick she was holding in front of him. Thin ashes scattered through the air, settling in his hands.

“Bring me the person who made this.”

“…The seller is anonymous. It was traded in an auction format, so we couldn’t trace their identity.”

“And?”

Her eyes, blood-red to an unsettling degree, stared at him.

“I will bring them.”

The man lowered his head deeply and quietly vanished into the shadows.

Everyone under the woman’s command was highly competent. They could easily track down any trader hiding behind anonymity.

Time passed, and her order was given. Less than half a day later, the anonymous seller of herbs was kneeling before her, head bowed.

“His name is Bart. He was an ordinary merchant, but his history is filled with a shocking number of frauds.”

Her subordinate revealed the merchant’s past as it unfolded. The woman’s red eyes gazed impassively down at Bart.

“What have I done wrong, my lord…?”

His voice trembled, his face drenched in cold sweat. The anxiety coursing through his body was palpable, as if he would faint at any moment.

“Just tell me…! If I’ve done wrong, I will compensate for anything…!”

From his appearance to his every gesture, he looked like a fraud, unmistakable to anyone.

It was probably for the best

If he had been an honest merchant, he would have only added unnecessary complications.

If the person was a fraudster, conversation would be much easier.

“You couldn’t have made this…”

The only deep sleep he had in over ten years.

That night was enough to instill an obsession with scented candles in the woman. An abnormal obsession that resembled desperation.

“Who made this?”

With such effectiveness, surely there would be nobles like her who would take notice.

If she hesitated even for a moment, someone would steal the opportunity. Even so, she was determined to go to war, if necessary, to obtain the scented candles.

“Well, that’s… a promise with the contractor… I can’t dare to say it myself…”

The woman’s fingertips brushed against the man’s jaw. As her sharpened nails sliced through his flesh, a stream of warm blood appeared on her hand.

The woman licked the blood briefly and gave a strange smile.

“I didn’t expect a fraudster to care about such things.”

She lightly flicked her finger. At that moment, Bart’s face began to twist in pain.

It was as if something was wriggling beneath his flesh, and his face distorted.

“Ugh, aaah!”

In unbearable pain, Bart screamed.

Amid the ear-splitting scream, the woman calmly spoke again.

“I’ll ask again. Who made this?”

“P-Please… spare me…”

“…Hmm.”

“Ugh, aaah!!”

The pain, almost like torture, repeated itself.

On the brink of death, Bart finally confessed everything.

The woman blinked, staring blankly at him.

It was an almost unbelievable story.

A curse that even renowned doctors couldn’t lift, and yet a mere child of around ten solved it.

That sense of disbelief made the woman’s obsession grow even stronger.

Well, in fact, it didn’t matter.

Whether the person who made the scented candle was a child, an elderly person, or anyone else.

Because, until the day she died, She would never, ever let go of it.

***

My mind is completely blank.

“Who are you?”

A mysterious woman suddenly revealed herself and asked while looking at me.

Her eyes, shimmering with a blood-red hue, were so chilling that I swallowed unconsciously.

For some reason, a sense of déjà vu washed over me.

It felt strangely familiar. I was sure I had seen those eyes somewhere before.

“Are you deaf? I’m sure I asked you something.”

Her eyebrows furrowed slightly.

At the same time, I felt a murderous aura that seemed to tighten around my throat. In the suffocating pressure, I almost reflexively opened my mouth.

“I-I’m not sure what you mean…”

“This, you made this, right?”

She held out a bundle in her hand.

It was a bundle of herbs, already completely burned. Through the ashes, I could faintly make out the leaves of silverflower herbs.

“Um… I think I did make it…”

“Good.”


A faint smile appeared on the woman’s lips.

Her smile was so beautiful that I couldn’t help but stare, captivated.

“W-Who are you?!”

The director’s scream echoed through the room.

The blonde woman, still gripping the back of my neck, turned her head to look at the director.

The director, meeting her gaze, took a step back with a bewildered expression on her face.

“That… those red eyes… Could you be… the Countess Raheltani?”

“You recognize me? I know you too.”

The woman took a step toward the director.

One step, then another. Even in her small steps, there was an indescribable elegance.

“The eldest daughter of the Erenbia Viscount family.”

The director’s eyes trembled slightly.

“She was once a prominent figure in the social circles. But one day, she was exiled after being involved in a scandal with a princess, wasn’t she?”

“……”

“I didn’t expect you to be here, abusing children in such a gloomy place. And it seems you’ve been embezzling too.”

“Well, it’s not really something the Countess would be concerned about…”

The woman, who was referred to as the Countess, lightly ignored the director’s words and gazed at me.

“How should I help you?”

“Excuse me…?”

She extended a finger and pressed it firmly against my side.

“Ugh…!”

It was the exact spot where the director had trampled me. A sharp pain seeped through my bruised skin.

“Say it with your own mouth.”

“Wh-what are you talking about…?”

“Say what you want.”

Her eyes, glowing with a red hue, quietly stared at me. I stared back at her blankly, silently questioning myself.

What do I want?

Naturally, it was to enter the academy. Furthermore, I dreamed of someday being part of a hero party.

For that dream, I had been saving up for my tuition by collecting fairytales.

But why was it that, at this very moment, when asked what I wanted, neither of those things seemed to be what I truly desired?

Right now, what I wanted was…

“I… I want to leave this orphanage…”

It wasn’t the romanticism of a brilliant hero party or the shining youth of the academy.

What I wanted now was simply to escape from the cruel director’s grasp.

“Heh, I see.”

The woman didn’t say anything more.

She continued to lightly lift the back of my neck and walked out of the director’s office.

“Wait…!”

But the director wasn’t going to let me go that easily.

With a twisted and ugly expression, she rushed toward us and grabbed my arm roughly.

“This child is the property of this orphanage! You can’t just take her away!”

The director gritted her teeth and yanked me roughly.

My body was too fragile to withstand the strength of an adult woman. Eventually, I grimaced in pain as it felt like my arm was being torn off.

“……”

To my surprise, the blonde woman didn’t resist much and handed me over to the director without a word.

The director, determined not to lose me, tightly wrapped both arms around my body.

The uncomfortable obsession from her grasp seeped into my skin.

“Let… go of me.”

As soon as her hands touched me, an immediate response shot through my body. The pain felt like my insides were being twisted and torn apart.

“Shut up, Bella.”

However, the director didn’t seem to care about my pain at all. Holding me tightly, she glared at the woman with a proud look on her face.



“No matter how much of a Countess you may be, I think this behavior goes against proper etiquette,” the director said sharply.

At the director’s piercing gaze, the woman instead smiled.

“There’s blood.”

It was an ambiguous muttering that could hardly be called an answer.

The Countess’s gaze was not directed at the director.

Her eyes lingered on the small, clear droplet of blood that had gathered on the back of her hand.

Without any hesitation, she brought that red spot to her lips.

The droplet of blood touched her tongue, gradually disappearing.

The director furrowed his brows at her incomprehensible and bizarre action.

“What are you doing──”

“You’re lucky. I had a good long sleep for the first time in a while, so I’m in quite a good mood.”

The Countess tilted her head slightly and gave a smiling glance.

It was a smile that was both captivating enough to take one’s breath away and chilling at the same time.

“I’ll spare your life.”

It was the moment her words ended.

There was a sound, sharp and clear, like something bursting, right next to the director’s ear.

After that, everything became hazy.

An arm, severed, rolling aimlessly, having lost its way.

The red blood spurting out like a fountain over my face.

Amidst this, the director’s horrifying scream filled the room.

“KYAAAAAAAAAH!!!”

The scream, sharp enough to tear the eardrums, shook the space.

With every convulsion of the director’s body, the blood spurted out even more fiercely, covering my face.

My body, having lost its balance, naturally fell toward the ground. But just before it touched the floor, the blonde woman’s hand grabbed the back of my neck once again.

She effortlessly lifted me as though nothing had happened.

“Hah… hah…”

I couldn’t breathe properly.


Something hot and sticky was flowing down from my forehead, down my cheeks, and along the back of my neck.

A gruesome sight, too horrifying to comprehend in my sane mind.

“Ugh, ugh…”

With my stomach churning, I lost consciousness right there.





 
  Chapter 11: The Blood Witch, Rozelia.


Why does my bed feel especially cozy today?

It was strangely comforting. It was like slowly rising on a cloud, if I had to describe it.

My consciousness was slowly clearing up, but in the midst of such a soothing feeling, I just wanted to fall asleep again.

“Hehe.”

There was no sharp, musty smell lingering in my nose. The fresh floral scent that was seeping in from somewhere was a type of fragrance I’d never smelled before.

Could it be that the orphanage changed the beds? Could the greedy director finally be willing to give us a little bit of funding?

What a surprise. I never thought that miserly person would ever show generosity.

Hmm, no.

Wait a second.

I’m sure… something happened.

Right.

With a terrible scream, blood spurted like a fountain.

Even amidst that chaos, there was something I remembered…

Hair that looked like it had been coated with melted gold, and two bright red eyes that flashed between the strands.

As my fading consciousness became clearer, memories started to resurface.

“Huh…!”

I pushed the blankets aside and got up.

This soft, cozy bed, which I could have slept in forever, was not from the orphanage.

I quickly turned my gaze and scanned the surroundings.

From the rug spread on the floor to the chandelier hanging from the ceiling, everything in the room was decorated with luxurious furnishings.

Not only had I never seen anything like this in the orphanage, but even in all of Binhell Village, I had never come across such a lavish room.

There weren’t many suspicious details.

Could it be that the lady, the Countess, brought me here?

Her platinum hair flowed like silk. Even without any noticeable jewelry, she exuded an antique aura.

I had never seen anyone so glamorous in my life.

But instead of admiration, I felt a sense of unease.

Her flawless, jade-like skin was unnervingly lit by her red eyes.

I was sure I had seen them somewhere before.

It wasn’t a memory from my current life. Maybe in the Empire, but there was no way I had met such a person after living my whole life in the orphanage.

Perhaps it was a memory from the Kairen Chronicles.

I recalled every memory I could.

With its vast world-building, the Kairen Chronicles featured many characters with golden hair.

But if my memory served me right, there was only one person with such vivid red eyes.

“Uh, huh….”

As the woman’s name popped into my head, a cold chill ran down my spine.

In the Kairen Chronicles, there are various bosses.

Liches that revive multiple times, the spider queen that makes you want to vomit just by looking at her, and the minotaur so massive that it can’t even fit in one frame.

And countless others as well.

Their origins and species vary greatly, and the number easily exceeds three digits.

However, the bosses directly involved in the main story number no more than around twenty.

The rest are characters that can only be encountered through side quests or hidden events.

Among them were also bosses that took human form.

And among those human-shaped bosses, there was one who wiped out entire parties with just a gesture, making countless players feel the despair of an unscalable wall.

She was a hidden boss, a shadowy figure, only accessible by unlocking a hidden storyline and special routes.

The Blood Witch, Rozelia.

Due to the unbelievably high difficulty level, most players avoided her.

It was such a coincidence that the only person in my memory who had platinum hair and red eyes was her.

“…No way.”

I shook my head vigorously and denied the reality in front of me.

How vast is this world?

Even if she didn’t appear in the game, there could be countless women in this world with platinum hair and red eyes, and that wouldn’t be strange.

It must be someone else. No, it has to be someone else.

The Blood Witch was certainly a member of a count family.

I couldn’t recall the name of the family, but Rozelia had once hidden her true identity while continuing the charade of being from a happy noble family.

But in reality, it was a family where a mother consumed by madness and a psychopathic daughter bent on turning the world to ashes coexisted.

…Now that I think about it, didn’t the director mention that the Countess was the wife of the count?

The situation lined up so ominously and precisely that I involuntarily swallowed dry saliva.

It must be a coincidence.

It must be a coincidence. No, it has to be a coincidence.

Even if I were terribly unlucky, and even in my reincarnated life, I couldn’t escape the fate of being an orphan.

I don’t think I’m unlucky enough to be caught by the mastermind who bursts people like balloons.

That would be too tragic a fate.

“You’re awake?”

It was at that moment, while I was lost in my thoughts.

A woman’s voice flowed into my ears, freezing my entire body.

I barely turned my creaking head and looked in the direction of the voice.

“Hiick.”

As I locked eyes with the eerily glowing crimson eyes, I instinctively let out a faint, panicked gasp.

“How are you feeling?”

She steps closer to me, one step at a time.

As the rose scent brushing against my nose grows stronger, the murderous intent tightening around my neck also gets closer.

It can’t be.

I desperately suppressed the fear in my heart, trying to turn away from the thought that she might be the blood witch.

“You look pale. The doctor said there’s nothing serious, but are you still in pain?”

She asked with a faint smile.

It was surely a smile filled with kindness. But due to her sharp features, even that smile somehow felt ominously close.

“…Are you okay?”

She cautiously reached out her hand.

Unknowingly, I moved my body to the edge of the bed, avoiding her shadow that was getting closer.


“……”

Her hand, having lost its destination, hovered in the air.

I hurriedly spoke, as if trying to explain, worried she might misunderstand.

“I’m sorry… I, I’m… afraid of being touched…”

“……”

“It’s not that I don’t like it. It’s just… my body… rejects it…”

“I understand, you don’t have to explain anymore.”

Was it just my imagination? Her eyes seemed to dull a bit.

Maybe she was upset.

“Still, this should be fine.”

Her hand suddenly moved and grabbed the collar of my clothes from behind.

Then, just like catching a cat by the nape of its neck, she easily lifted me up.

In an instant, my arms and legs dangled in mid-air.

“I couldn’t sleep a wink last night. So, please understand if I seem a bit sensitive.”

“W-what? Yes…”

“I thought it would get better, but after sleeping a bit, the insomnia became even more annoying.”

Her crimson eyes gleamed chillingly in the distance, as if they might devour me at any moment.

But maybe because it wasn’t the first time, it didn’t suffocate me as much as before.

“Did you… take me out of the orphanage?”

“Yes. It was what you wanted, wasn’t it?”

The woman answered with a soft smile.

Her eyelashes were so long that, without realizing it, I thought to myself that she was beautiful.

“Thank you so much for helping me. May I ask your name?”

The name of the platinum-haired woman with red eyes, the mysterious boss, was definitely Roseria. I desperately hoped that name wouldn’t be hers.

But as if to mock my wish, the name I most didn’t want to hear escaped from her lips.

“Rozelia Raheltani. Just call me Lady Roseria.”

“…Hik-.”

Unable to hold it in, a second dry cough shot out of my mouth.

“What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

No.

It’s the face of someone who has seen the dark forces that would claim the lives of hundreds of thousands in the future.

“You’ve been like this for a while, and now you can’t even answer a question properly. Is this a habit of yours?”

The gradually sinking gaze of hers made my entire body freeze in fear.

“Ah, no! I-I’ll answer properly!”

In my desperation to survive, I involuntarily raised my voice.

However, that desperate cry only made her expression colder.

“…Tsk.”

Rozelia glared at me sharply with a face full of annoyance.

“You’re no good.”

Along with that statement, the murderous intent tightening around my neck grew even stronger.

I’m going to die.

I will die.

If I even try to cough, I will die.

The brutality of her personality was something that would burst my head open if I annoyed her even a little bit. Rozelia was the type of person with such a temperament.

My body trembled violently. My mind went blank, and my breath became increasingly ragged.

I have to beg. I don’t want to die like this.

At least, I didn’t want to die before proving that I could do something with my own strength.

I squeezed my eyes shut and forced out my voice with difficulty.

“Pl-please spare me…”

“Let’s wash up first. You smell like a sewer.”

The answer I got was unexpected.

Carefully opening my tightly shut eyes, I looked at her.


“What?”

“It’s hard to talk with that stench right now.”

With a mischievous smile full of playfulness on her face.

My face began to flush with embarrassment.





 
  Chapter 12: I was Wrong


A corridor where warm sunlight gently filtered through the old-fashioned windows.

There, I was engaged in a fierce battle unlike any other.

“We’ll wash you, miss.”

Three mature women dressed in maid uniforms looked down at me with sparkling eyes.

“It’s okay…! I can wash myself!”

I pressed my back against the door of the space I was guided to, which was supposed to be the bathroom, and stretched out my hand towards the maids.

It was a warning, mixed with a threat, to not come any closer, but the maids seemed unwilling to give up.

“No, miss. You’re still too young to wash properly!”

“I can wash myself…! And I’m not a miss.”

I swallowed dryly as I met her gaze, filled with an overwhelming desire to bathe me.

But no matter what, it was absolutely not going to happen.

The male side of me would never allow it, and if they were to wash me, their hands would surely touch every corner of my body.

It was clear that my mind wouldn’t be able to withstand that.

“Fine… I understand. But would you allow me to just fill the bathtub with water?”

After my firm insistence, the maids reluctantly raised their hands and stepped back.

“If that’s all…”

After a fierce negotiation, I carefully shifted my body away from the door.

The maids, seemingly resigned to the situation, filled the bathtub with water and quietly retreated.

Left alone in the bathroom, I let out a long sigh of relief.

After desperately calming my tense body, I took a deep breath.

A subtle fragrance tickled my nose as the steam from the warm water rose.

“…This is different.”

I blankly looked around.

Everything was so different, beyond comparison to the old, rusty orphanage bathroom.

The immaculate white tiles, seamlessly connecting to cover the floor, and the luxurious decorations on the walls added to the overall elegance.

Even the bathtub they had filled with water was extraordinary. It looked at least five times larger than the one at the orphanage.

“…Just in case.”

I carefully locked the bathroom door and cautiously approached the bathtub, dipping my hand into the water.

“Wow…”

The warm water enveloped my fingertips, and I slowly felt the heat spreading.

For a child like me, it wasn’t too hot or lukewarm—just the perfect temperature.

When I was at the orphanage, the water was always too cold, and I had to wash as quickly as possible…

But with such warm water, I felt like I could bathe more than five times a day.

For the first time since my reincarnation, I was completely captivated by the warmth of the hot water.

​

Was that why?

​

I had soaked in the bathtub, and before I knew it, I had fallen asleep.

​

When I opened my eyes again,

​

I saw Rozelia glaring down at me with a fierce expression.

***

“I’ll have to punish the maids.”

​

Rozelia muttered under her breath with an expression of great displeasure.

​

The punishment from her, the hidden mastermind, didn’t seem like it would end in a typical way.

​

“They didn’t do anything wrong! It’s my fault… I insisted on washing alone, and that’s why this happened.”

​

“You’re the problem too. How could you fall asleep in the bathtub? What would have happened if something went wrong?”

​

Her scolding was directed at me.

​

I was puzzled by the way she looked so angry.

​

Now that I think about it, it was a bit strange.

​

Why am I being scolded?

​

Of course, falling asleep in the bathtub might not be the best thing, but…

​

It didn’t seem like something I should be scolded for.

​

If we were family, maybe, but Rozelia and I are not related by blood.

​

However, not wanting to upset the mastermind, I lowered my head.

​

“I’m sorry… it was my first time with warm water, and I got so comfortable that I ended up…”

​

Did I imagine it? For a very brief moment, it seemed like Rozelia’s shoulders trembled.

​

There was no response, so I cautiously lifted my head and tried to read her expression.

​

Rozelia stared at me with a look full of complicated emotions before frowning and turning her head away.

​

“…If this happens again, I’ll wash you myself. Remember that.”

​


“Next time?”

“Next?”
If someone heard that, it would sound like I would stay here forever.

“So, are you planning to go back to the orphanage?”

“…Shouldn’t I?”

Although I am out now, my safety was always under the protection of the orphanage.

Since my guardian is the director, sooner or later, I must return there.

And if my memory serves correctly, I definitely signed the protection form handed to me by the director back then.

In other words, the director is now legally like a parent to me.

“But you said you wanted to leave that place.”

However, Rozelia looked at me with a gaze that seemed unable to understand.

“Yes. Thanks to the Countess, I was able to have some peace. But… if I don’t go back, something bad will happen.”

“Because you’re an orphan?”

“…Yes.”

The director wasn’t frightening. She was no threat to Rozelia in the first place.

But still, my guardian was ultimately the director.

If she reported to the Empire, Rozelia could be accused of kidnapping.

No matter how much of an ally Rozelia was, she couldn’t break the Empire’s laws head-on at this point.

“…Thank you so much for helping me. I’ll repay you somehow.”

I sincerely expressed my gratitude to her.

Whether she had ulterior motives or not, at least for this moment, she was my benefactor who saved me from that dreadful director.

“Hmph.”

Rozelia, who had been tapping the table with her fingers, smiled with an uneasy expression and stood up.

“Follow me.”

“Huh?”

I asked in confusion, but received no answer.

Instead, she opened the bedroom door and stepped out. She gave a slight nod as if to signal me to follow.

I quickly followed her.

The place Rozelia led me to was far at the end of a long corridor in the mansion, where I had to go down several flights of stairs.

It was a space that looked like a deep underground.

It had an entirely different atmosphere from the warm bedroom I had been in just a moment ago.

The damp air, the sound of water dripping down the walls, and the smell of dark, cold stone filled the space.

If I were to describe it, it felt like a dungeon.

“Promise me. You won’t tell anyone about what you see here.”

Rozelia looked down at me with cold eyes and said in a low voice.

It felt like if I refused, I would immediately be locked up here. I quickly nodded my head.

“I keep my promises well.”

“Good.”

Following her, I walked down the dim path, and soon a wrought-iron door appeared.

Under the faint candlelight, two figures vaguely appeared beyond the iron bars.

And those two people… their faces were so familiar to me.

“B-Bella!”

One woman, trapped behind the bars, stepped forward as soon as she saw me, as if she were about to charge at me.

Her hair was disheveled, her lips pale and cracked, and her eyes were bloodshot.

Most strikingly, one of her arms, looking empty, immediately caught my eye.

Though her appearance had changed drastically, there was no way I wouldn’t recognize her.

“…Director?”

“Aah, Bella! I’ve missed you… I’ve truly missed you!”

She gave me a gentle smile, one she had never shown me before.

It was a smile that bloomed in a strangely bright and eerie way.

“I-I was wrong. I’ll do better from now on. I’ll make the safe you wanted… And I’ll support whatever you do, unconditionally!”

She gripped the bars with one hand and poured out words without a pause.

In this utterly absurd situation, I couldn’t speak easily and froze, unable to move.

“I-I’m sorry… please forgive me!”

As I blinked absentmindedly, another figure approached the iron bars.

It was a man. Though not someone I had encountered as much as the director, he was also an unforgettable face.

He was the merchant who had shoved a fraudulent contract in my face and taken everything from me.

“P-Please! I only followed this woman’s orders! I didn’t have any ill intentions!”

He, too, clung to the bars in a panic, shouting just as urgently as the director.

“What?! How dare you try to shift the responsibility onto me?!”

Hearing his words, the director’s face twisted in anger, and she screamed in a furious voice.

The merchant, too, growled back at her in response.

“Am I wrong?! It’s because YOU made me do it! If it weren’t for that, why would I have gone to that poor village?!”

“T-This… How dare a commoner speak back to a noble’s words…!”

“Ha, are you seriously arguing about this? In this situation? You’re out of your mind.”

“You… you bastard… Just try to get out of here. You won’t be able to walk with both your legs intact.”

“Go ahead, motherfucker! I’ll shove a knife right through your throat—”

The merchant’s coarse swear words were abruptly cut off.

One of his fingers exploded, flying off and tumbling through the air, eventually falling outside the iron bars.

Then, a spray of red blood splattered, covering the director’s face.

“Ughhh!”

“Ahhhhhh!”

The prison was filled with the horrific screams of the two. Their cries echoed long along the walls of the dark underground.



“Say one more word. I’ll cut off the remaining fingers too.”

Roselia’s eyes coldly stared at them.

At her chilling voice, the merchant bit his tongue and suppressed a groan.

“Tch, you really can’t keep your mouth shut in front of the child.”

Roselia clicked her tongue briefly, then immediately flashed a bright smile as if nothing had happened and looked at me.

“How is it?”

She tilted her head slightly and asked.

“Pardon…?”

Roselia raised her thin, long finger and pointed at the merchant.

“A man with a history of frequent scams. One day, he was found dead by the riverside, stabbed multiple times by the victim’s knife. Cause of death: fatal wounds.”

She paused for a moment, and her fingertip slowly moved towards the director.

“A woman with numerous embezzlements and a terrible sense of superiority, looking down on commoners. One day, she was targeted for revenge, lost her life, and was found as a cold corpse in the mud.”

As Roselia’s expressionless declarations continued, the merchant’s and the director’s faces grew paler.

“If you have a better story, do let me know.”

Her voice held no playfulness. It was rather serious, as though she was genuinely waiting for my advice.

“I… I…”

“Oh, and there’s something you’re misunderstanding.”

Roselia quietly extended her hand.

I reflexively shrank back and squeezed my eyes shut.

But to my surprise, she gently grabbed the back of my neck and lifted me up to her eye level.

“You might think you’re going back to the orphanage, but…”

A faint smile bloomed on her lips.

In that sweet smile, there was an indescribable, sticky emotion lingering.

“Even if you throw a tantrum and say you want to go back, I’ll never let you go.”


“Pardon…?”

“So just stay quietly by my side.”

Maybe…

I might have fallen into a much more serious situation than I thought.





 
  Chapter 13: I want to make a Deal


“Please spare me, Bella! I-I’ll do better!”

“If you could just give me one more chance! I swear I’ll make it up to you somehow!”

Desperate cries poured out from beyond the iron bars. Their sharp voices weighed heavily on my heart.

“What do you want me to do with them?”

Crimson eyes peered through the gap, urging me for an answer.

With a single word from me, the fate of those two would be decided.

Just yesterday, I was the one who couldn’t even resist them… and now, in the blink of an eye, everything has been turned upside down.

And the reason for it all was undoubtedly the woman standing before me.

For the first time, I met her gaze without looking away.

“…You’re helping me this much… It must be because you want something from me, right?”

I can’t keep running away from reality forever.

The woman standing before me is known as the mastermind of this world. And yet, for some reason, she’s been showing me kindness.

“That’s right. I need you.”

“Do you need my herbs?”

“Yes.”

Rozelia nodded politely, and I fell into a brief silence, lost in thought.

That must be the only reason. After all, the first thing she asked me was whether I was the owner of those herbs.

According to the game’s lore, Rozelia eventually succumbed to a curse and fell into madness.

So maybe my herbs are somehow effective against her curse. Maybe that’s why she’s gone so far to help me.

Whatever the case, there’s no denying she saved me.

I turned my eyes to the people trapped behind the bars.

The director who tormented me all this time, and the merchant who took away my life’s savings while I endured that torment.

Just looking at them made my stomach twist in knots.

Saying I don’t resent them would be a lie…

But even so…

“I… I’d prefer if you didn’t kill them.”

Rozelia raised one eyebrow, seemingly surprised.

“If you’re worried they’ll come back to haunt you, you don’t have to. Really.”

Trying to reassure me, she spoke gently, but I slowly shook my head.

Apparently displeased with my response, Rozelia’s brow faintly furrowed.

“You might not understand yet since you’re still young… but being too kind won’t do you any favors.”

“That’s not it.”

I wasn’t asking her to spare them out of the goodness of my heart.

Honestly, even if they were to die right here and now, I probably wouldn’t feel a thing.

However.

“I don’t want Lady Rozelia to have to get blood on her hands because of me.”

“…What?”

“And… I’ll definitely succeed someday and take revenge myself.”

She tightly clenched her small fists and glared sharply at them through the bars.

I didn’t want to rely on someone else’s hands to deal with what I had gone through. At the very least, I wanted to prove that I could become someone better than them with my own strength.

Of course, it was already too late to say that, considering how much help I’d already received…

“…Hmm.”

A meaningful smile curled at the corners of Rozelia’s lips.

“I’m not too fond of goody-two-shoes adults. But… I might quite like a stubborn little brat.”

She grabbed me by the back of the neck and slowly pulled me toward her face.

We were close enough to feel each other’s breath.

“I want to make a deal instead.”

“A deal?”

Rozelia tilted her head slightly, as if intrigued.

“You said you needed herbs from me.”

“I did.”

I didn’t want to be saved by a one-sided hand offered out of pity.

Even if some might laugh and call it foolish—this was my pride, my stubbornness.

That’s why I asked for a deal.

“I’ll make those herbs for you every day. In return… please grant me a favor.”

At the very least, if someone was helping me I wanted to be someone who could be of help to them, too.

“……”

Rozelia quietly looked down at me. Then, after a moment, she gave a slight nod as if telling me to go on.

I quietly pointed my finger at the headmistress and the merchant locked inside the cage.

“I want to inform the temple that that woman embezzled the orphanage’s funds and abused the children. The orphanage’s budget ledger will be the proof.”

Even if I said it myself, the temple would likely brush it off as nonsense from a snot-nosed kid.

Maybe the central temple in the heart of the empire would be different, but at least the local temples near Binhell Village had probably all taken bribes from the Director.

But if it was under Rozelia’s influence, they wouldn’t be able to ignore it.

“Be—Bella…!”

Realizing this, the Director screamed, grabbing the bars with one hand.

“And that man is a fraud. I have a forged contract with his own fingerprint as evidence.”

“You want him detained?”

“That alone might not be enough for imprisonment. But… I want people to know that he’s a con artist.”

So that no one else ends up a victim like I did.

“Hm? And then?”

Rozelia looked at me with an unreadable expression, waiting for my next words.

“…And, I hope… a good person becomes the new director of the orphanage in Binhell Village.”

Even if I were to repay Mr. Hans separately later…

There was Isabel, who needed help right now.

Annie and Eddie too… I don’t have many good memories, but I don’t think it’s right to blame them for everything.

Children grow up watching adults, after all. The real problem was that the one guiding them happened to be the director.

If a good adult were to lead them, I truly believed those troublemakers could change too.

“Do… do you think that’s possible?”

I looked up at Rozelia cautiously.


As I continued speaking, I started to feel embarrassed.

I had started this conversation confidently, calling it a deal, but in the end, I just kept going on with my own requests. I felt ashamed of myself.

“That’s the third and final one?”

Rozelia asked.

“Yes, that’s all.”

“You still don’t seem to know how the world works, so let me teach you something.”

“…Sorry?”

“The herbs you brought—those are worth much more than you think. Do you know how much that swindler sold them for?”

“How much?”

“Five hundred Rune.”

“What?!”

My mouth dropped open at the unexpected number.

Five hundred Rune?

He sold my herbs for five hundred Rune each?

I thought even fifty Rune would’ve been expensive.

If I sold ten a day, that would be enough to pay a year’s academy tuition every two days.

“That’s why you shouldn’t be afraid to ask for more. Your herbs are worth it.”

At that level, it really wasn’t a sum to take lightly.

It was the kind of money that could make me filthy rich. Maybe even enough to live proudly with my head held high in the Empire.

But through this whole situation, I’d learned one painful truth.

No matter how much money comes into your hands, if you don’t have the strength to protect it… it means nothing.

“In that case… I’d like to add one more condition to our contract.”

“Go ahead.”

Rozelia looked at me with growing interest in her eyes, waiting for what I would say.

“Until I become an adult… I need protection.”

“Be more specific.”

Growing up without parents, not even having reached adulthood yet—

Right now, I am such a powerless existence that I can’t even open a vault in the Empire under my own name.

But there was one single path.

The only way an orphan like me could stand alone, without anyone’s protection.

“Please let me enter the temple.”

The moment I became affiliated with the temple, my guardian would be the great god above the heavens.

Of course, that’s only in words. In reality, it was nothing more than being trapped within the huge fence that was the temple.

But it was still a hundred times better than staying in a place like an orphanage.

If I could just work hard and earn the position of a priest, I wouldn’t be looked down upon or despised no matter where I went.

“…The temple?”

But something felt off.

Rozelia’s eyes had slightly hardened. She even looked somewhat angry for some reason.

Had I made too unreasonable a request?

I thought it wouldn’t be too difficult for someone of her status… but it seemed my judgment had been wrong.

“…The temple is not an option. I’ll include all other conditions in the contract.”

“Ah, yes… I’m sorry.”

It was a firm and unwavering refusal.

What she’d already done for me was more than enough. I must have gotten greedy.


A wave of embarrassment washed over me.

“I can’t possibly send you to a place like the temple…”

Rozelia muttered with a frown between her brows.

But her voice was so low, I couldn’t make out what she was saying.





 
  Chapter 14: What is your identity?


“Once again, I could truly feel how powerful the nobility’s influence was.”

After being accused of embezzlement on top of blasphemy, the director was ultimately expelled from her family.

They had given her a village and allowed her to open an orphanage, telling her to stay quiet, but instead she caused trouble—naturally, she became a nuisance from the family’s perspective.

And so, she was stripped of her noble status overnight and exiled to a remote village.

Considering how proud and arrogant she had always been, it was hard to imagine she’d live peacefully even in that place.

The merchant was imprisoned in the imperial jail.

Even excluding his fraud against me, he had a long list of prior offenses, so with just one word from Rozelia, soldiers immediately came and took him away.

All of this was wrapped up cleanly in less than a day.

Rozelia had fulfilled every single condition I had set in our contract.

Now it was my turn to uphold my end of the bargain—regardless of whether she was the mastermind behind it all.

“Here it is.”

I handed Rozelia several bundles of herbs.

Even if silverblossom only grew in specific environments, it wasn’t impossible to find somewhere in this vast empire.

“Doesn’t look like much. Is this really all?”

Rozelia stared at the bundles for a while, then asked with a puzzled expression.

“Yes, that’s all of it.”

“Alright.”

Suddenly, she stood up and grabbed me by the back of the neck, dragging me along.

“Eh? Where are we…?”

“Just come quietly.”

She was headed for the bedroom.

Rozelia placed the herb bundles on the table, then abruptly threw me onto the bed.

“We have to test it, don’t we? See if it really works.”

In an instant, I was wrapped in the bedcovers, staring at her in confusion.

Snap—

Rozelia snapped her fingers, and a faint spark flickered at the end of the herb bundle.

Then, as the herbs began to burn, a gentle fragrance wafted through the air.

It was mana.

Invisible to the eye, but what Rozelia had just used was undoubtedly magic.

I was so captivated by the unfamiliar sight of real magic that I didn’t notice what she did next.

Rozelia lay down beside me and grabbed the back of my neck again.

“Let’s talk about the contract after a nap, shall we?”

“Huh? You’re going to sleep now?”

“Mm, I’m really tired.”

Wait, what?

Now? Just like that?

The situation was so sudden, I was left speechless.

Of course, it was understandable to want to personally test the effects of the herbs, but lying side by side on the same bed like this was pushing things way too far.

“Ah, okay, I get it… But could you please let go of me now?”

Rozelia furrowed her brows slightly and gripped the back of my neck even tighter.

“Who knows if you’ll try to run?”

“No, I mean… still, I can’t be in the same bed as the Countess.”“What’s the problem with that?”

There are so many problems, though.

Even if I looked like a woman right now, my mind was unmistakably and thoroughly male.

There was no way my sanity would survive this, and if anyone were to witness this scene, bad rumors would spread in no time.

What’s worse, Rozelia had a daughter. One just as vicious and sharp as Rozelia herself.

If she were to catch us like this… nothing good would come of it.

But the Countess showed no concern for my predicament and simply held on to me.

“Um…”

“No backtalk. Just sleep.”

Her voice was firm—unyielding, with no room to argue. She clearly wasn’t going to be persuaded.

In the end, I gave a deep sigh of resignation and glanced up at her carefully.

“I won’t go anywhere… So could you please let go of my arm?”

“Can I trust you?”

“Yes. I always keep my promises.”

Only after hearing my resolute reply did she finally release her grip.

I immediately pulled the blanket up to just under my nose and cautiously looked over at the Countess.

I could see her eyes gradually begin to blur.

“If you run… I’ll send soldiers after you…”

Her words trailed off unfinished.

The end of her sentence faded as her long, delicate lashes slowly fluttered closed.

And soon, only the quiet sound of steady breathing filled the space on the bed.

“…Are you asleep?”

I asked carefully, suppressing my disbelief. I hadn’t imagined she would fall asleep this fast.

Thinking back, she had mentioned struggling to sleep on most nights.

Maybe she has insomnia.

Or perhaps… it had something to do with the curse she carried.

The Power of Blood.

Rozelia’s very identity—and the source of her overwhelming difficulty level in the game.

The power to control the entire bloodstream of an opponent for a period of time, just by ingesting a single drop of their blood.

It was, quite literally, the ability to toy with someone’s life.

In the game, the moment you started bleeding, it triggered an instant death move. At a glance, it seemed like an all-powerful ability.

But in this world, all power comes with a price.

For abilities, that price is erosion.

The more powerful the ability, the more slowly it begins to corrupt the user’s mind.

Of course, people like me, with trivial abilities, are an exception…

But maybe that’s why—those with powerful abilities all seemed to be missing a few screws.

Among them, Rozelia, who possessed one of the most formidable powers, walked a path close to utter ruin.

In the end, consumed by her power, she lost her sanity. The corrupted Rozelia would later rise as the hidden villain who shatters the hearts of countless people.


I slowly lifted my head and looked at Rozelia.

Her features, elegantly sculpted, stood out starkly against her skin, which had gone past pale to ghostly white.

‘Has she not gone completely mad yet?’

From the timeline’s perspective, the game begins about six years from now.

If that’s the case, then maybe the erosion hasn’t had a significant effect on her yet.

“She doesn’t… seem like such a bad person right now…”

I murmured quietly as I gazed at her, peacefully asleep.

Sure, whether it was the headmaster or a merchant, she’d burst people’s bodies without hesitation, just like in the game…

But she also saved me, and in many ways, I couldn’t definitively call her a villain.

‘…I shouldn’t judge too hastily.’

No matter what, she’s destined to become the mastermind behind it all.

Maybe she’s already killed countless people.

And even if it’s not because of the erosion, the very goal she’s striving for will likely result in countless lives lost.

Still, separate from all that, I fully intend to repay the favor she showed me. We made a contract, and I’ll continue to supply her with herbs.

But beyond that, getting more involved with Rozelia probably isn’t a good idea.

I should just maintain our contractual relationship and quietly go my own way.

“…Haaah.”

Maybe I was thinking too much. Or maybe the scent of the silverflower herb was making me drowsy too.

Sleepiness began to slowly weigh down my eyelids.

My body was still too young to fight off the drowsiness creeping in.

I had promised I wouldn’t run away anyway—so maybe it was okay to just fall asleep like this.

Listening to Rozelia’s calm breathing, I slowly closed my eyes.

“I hope you won’t fall into darkness…”

I whispered softly, then drifted into sleep alongside her.

Hoping that my herbs might help her, even just a little.

***

With the refreshing chirping of sparrows, the closed crimson eyes slowly opened.

A mind cleared like a cloudless sky.

The headache disappeared.

The fatigue felt noticeably lighter

It had been an incredibly satisfying sleep.

Rozelia stared intently at the girl sleeping quietly before her.

She didn’t know how such a thing was possible, but this child had clearly been able to put her to sleep.

“What are you… really?”

Rozelia carefully raised her hand and gently brushed the girl’s hair aside.

Even when her fingers touched the child’s skin, she didn’t seem to feel any discomfort.

Normally, she would’ve hissed like a cat, her whole body bristling in defense.

Perhaps it was because she was asleep.

If so, then the issue was likely psychological.

There could be only one reason such a young child would fear physical contact with others.

“…I should’ve cut off the other arm too.”

Recalling the greedy director of the orphanage, Rozelia muttered in a low, murderous voice.

And then, suddenly—

She found herself wondering why she was feeling so emotional.

She was never one to care much about others.

Besides, she hadn’t even known this child for a full day.

‘Is it sympathy?’

It was far too short a time to form any sort of attachment.

Maybe it was sympathy for the child’s tragic circumstances.

Or perhaps… she was worried about herself.

If this child were to suddenly disappear, Rozelia might once again become someone who couldn’t sleep.

She was sick and tired of being tormented every night by the screams of the dead.

Silently vowing not to let the child go, Rozelia gently pinched her cheek.

“Mmnn…”

A soft, childlike whimper escaped the girl’s lips.

She looked like a tiny chick peeping for attention, and Rozelia couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Now that I look closely… you’re actually quite pretty.”

At first, the girl had looked so pitiful she hadn’t noticed.

But now that she got a good look, her features were surprisingly lovely for someone so young.

Delicate features emerging through the baby fat.

Long eyelashes paired with fine, flowing blue hair.

If she grew up well, she’d surely become someone capable of captivating many men.

‘…The temple, was it?’

Suddenly, she remembered what the girl had said.

She had asked to be sent to the temple—probably because it was the only place she believed could protect her.

“She might be right.”

For a child who was an orphan and not even ten years old, the temple would have been the only option.

But even knowing it was the best choice for the girl, Rozelia didn’t like the idea of sending her to the temple.

Rozelia rose to her feet.

Leaving the soundly sleeping girl behind, she walked toward her office.

A way to protect the girl’s identity—

And at the same time, a way to keep her close.


A solution, so clear and obvious, surfaced in her mind.

“I wonder what kind of face she’ll make.”

Imagining the girl’s bewildered expression when she woke up and saw the kind of ‘contract’ laid out before her,

Rozelia smiled—a smile that was almost a smirk.





 
  Chapter 15: Please take care of me from now on, daughter?


The sunlight tickling my eyes woke me up.

I slowly lifted my heavy eyelids and sat up. Shaking my head a few times, I cleared the lingering haze from my mind.

“You’re awake?”

The soft voice that reached me sharpened my senses.

I straightened up and turned toward the direction of the voice.

Rozelia was looking at me with a smile that was hard to read.

I blinked blankly, and then flinched at the sight before me.

Maybe it was because I had just woken up—Rozelia’s appearance felt unusually defenseless.

Between the thin straps that had slipped off her shoulders, her bare skin was exposed, and the gentle curves above it naturally caught my gaze.

But what stood out the most was the ample curve revealed just below her neckline.

‘Th-the size…’

I had always thought it would be hard to find someone with a better figure than Isabel senpai, but Rozelia shattered that belief in an instant.

My eyes, unsure of where to land, trembled without focus.

“Did you sleep well?”

Her gentle voice anchored my wandering gaze.

I cautiously nodded toward Rozelia, who was looking at me with a curious expression in her eyes.

“Yes, and… did you sleep well too?”

“Thanks to you.”

Her uncharacteristically kind tone made my heart feel strangely unsettled.

She had always been kind to me, but never this… sweet.

“Well then, shall we go sign the contract?”

Rising from her seat with a refreshed look, Rozelia suddenly grabbed the back of my neck and lifted me lightly.

She then stepped out of the bedroom and walked into another room.

The atmosphere in the study was a stark contrast to the cozy bedroom.

Bookshelves neatly lined the walls, softly glowing candlesticks, and well-pressed curtains all added a touch of orderliness to the space.

The subtle scent of paper and ink was perfect for calming my restless thoughts.

“You said you didn’t want to be indebted to me, right? That’s why you proposed the contract.”

Now dressed in an elegant gown, Rozelia exuded an even more noble and dignified presence.

“That’s right.”

I nodded quietly, accepting her words.

“Good, then we should sign the contract.”

Rozelia gracefully sat on the sofa in the corner of the study and crossed her legs with elegance.

“…But I thought I was still too young to sign a contract.”

“It’s fine. I’ve prepared a contract that someone your age can sign.”

A Contract I Can Write Myself

I heard that even someone as young as me can legally enter into certain types of contracts.

One of them was the personal protection agreement that the director had forced me to sign.

Maybe she prepared something similar?

“If there’s anything suspicious about what we discussed today, I’ll use the Grand Temple as a witness. You can trust them, right?”

A certain temple located in the heart of the imperial capital.

It was called the Grand Temple for a simple reason—its overwhelming size, incomparable to any other temple.

Even the saint who would later appear in the main story belonged to this very temple.

If it were anywhere else, I might hesitate, but if it’s the Grand Temple speaking, it’s trustworthy. In the game, too, the Grand Temple was well-known as a symbol of benevolent influence.

“…Alright. I’ll trust you.”

At my response, Rozelia gave a faint smile and quietly placed a single sheet of paper face-down on the table.

“Let’s save the contract for after we finish discussing everything. Before that, let’s go over the details.”

“By details, you mean…”

“First, all of your conditions have been taken care of. A new director has already been dispatched to your orphanage from the Grand Temple.”

It had only been a single day, and she already got it done. I couldn’t help but be impressed by her capabilities.

“So… now it’s just my turn to fulfill my end of the deal.”

In return for her granting my requests, I would provide her with herbs every day.

“No, I think the contract will need a slight revision.”

“…Sorry?”

A revision?

Did she want to add more conditions?

“You asked to have your status transferred to the temple, right? I haven’t been able to do that just yet.”

“Oh, but didn’t you say that wasn’t possible?”

“That’s right. But I’ve come up with something even better.”

I tilted my head at her unexpected words.

Rozelia, with an unreadable smile, pressed a finger gently onto the overturned contract.

“This contract will protect you more than enough. Even if you were to insult a noble, it would still protect you.”

My eyes widened in shock at her unbelievable words.

For a commoner to insult a noble—that was a serious crime.

Especially for someone like me, an orphan with no backing—being executed on the spot wouldn’t even be surprising.

And yet this contract could protect me even then?

Did it come with the imperial palace’s guarantee or something?

“If you sign this contract, you’ll be free from the shackles of your social status.”

“Can I take a look at it?”

“Instead, just promise me one thing.”

I swallowed hard and nodded cautiously.

“If this contract turns out to have nothing harmful to you, promise me you’ll sign it.”

“…Is that all?”

“Yes.”

Rozelia smiled quietly.

It was a statement full of loopholes.

If I felt even slightly that it was disadvantageous to me, I simply wouldn’t sign it.

If I really didn’t want to, I could even make up a reason to refuse it.

And yet, for her to say something like that—was she that confident about the contract?

“I promise.”


“You’re saying you’ll sign it, as long as there’s nothing harmful to you?”

“Yes.”

“Then that’s good enough.”

There was nothing for me to lose.

More than anything, what I desperately needed right now was protection.

A place where someone like the director could no longer control my life—a place to hide until I became an adult.

That alone would be enough for now.

Even if it meant forming a contract with the villainess behind the scenes of this world.

‘As long as I maintain a professional relationship, it’ll be fine.’

Even if she was the hidden mastermind, as long as I kept a reasonable distance, there wouldn’t be any problems.

A purely formal relationship, one I could cut off at any time without regret.

As long as I stuck to that boundary, things should be fine.

Who knows, maybe my herbs might even help her change.

From what I’d heard, she seemed to have been suffering from insomnia for quite a while.

If she could at least sleep well, maybe the chances of her going berserk like in the game would go down a bit.

“Take a look at the contract.”

I carefully turned over the document Rozelia handed me.

The pure white surface disappeared, and lines of finely printed words in elegant ink began to appear one by one.

And at the very top of the document, the largest sentence stood out clearly.

“Adoption Certificate.”

I read the words aloud without a shred of suspicion.

And then—three seconds of silence.

A delayed sense that something was wrong crept in.

I rubbed my eyes once and looked at the sentence again.

Adoption Certificate.

No matter how many times I blinked, the words didn’t change.

With trembling eyes, I slowly read the lines below.

Though there were numerous clauses written in dense detail, the essence was clear.

The document stated that I would be incorporated as a member of the Countess Raheltani household.

I hadn’t misread it.

It really was an adoption confirmation.

Adoption?

Me, into the Raheltani family?

That’s absurd. This isn’t even a contract to begin with.

Thinking that Rozelia had simply handed me the wrong document, I returned the paper to her without much thought.

“You must’ve given me the wrong contract.”

“It’s the right one.”

Rozelia casually handed the document back to me, completely unbothered.

I blinked blankly at her calm response.

“…What?”

“The Raheltani family will fully protect your identity. Just like it says there, we’ll also fulfill the role of exemplary parents.”

“N-No, this is…”

Even with her explanation, I couldn’t believe it.

Really? Seriously?

They’re actually trying to adopt me?

Why?

If it’s just about handing me herbs every day, they could easily do that without all this formality. No matter how I looked at it, there was no reason to go this far.

If I’m being coldly rational, they might not need any procedures at all.

If the Raheltani family simply wished it, I’d be in a position where I’d be forced to produce herbs for them, whether I liked it or not.

And yet, they’re adopting me just to get herbs?

This went beyond inefficiency—it was incomprehensible.

I stared at Rozelia in disbelief.

But unlike my confusion, she remained unfazed, offering me a pen with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“No matter how you look at it, there’s nothing harmful to you in this, right? Now, sign it.”

“W-What? No, this is…”

“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

Her crimson eyes glinted quietly.

It was the first time she’d looked at me with such a cold gaze.

“I really hate liars.”

A chill ran through me, cold sweat breaking out as a suffocating pressure pressed against my throat, heavy beyond explanation.

“Then explain to me why this contract would be harmful to you.”

In my heart, I could answer right away. Just how harmful this contract would be to me.

That this family would one day become the greatest hidden threat in the Empire, leading countless lives to ruin.

And that you, the mastermind behind it all, would someday be brought down by the protagonist. And just a few years later, your daughter would drag the Empire back into destruction.

That was why I wanted to say that I could never become part of this family.

But of course, I couldn’t say the real reason out loud.

They wouldn’t believe me in the first place. And even if they did, just the fact that I knew all about the circumstances of the Raheltani Count family could be enough for her to drag me to the execution block.

In the end, I had no choice but to hide the truth and make up a laughable excuse.

“M-Maybe you’ll… abuse me too, like the director did…”

Rozelia’s brows furrowed slightly.

When displeasure flickered in her eyes, I instinctively swallowed hard.

“The contract clearly states that I’ll act as a proper parent. If I abuse you, you can go report me to the authorities.”

“Y-You might… lock me up, too.”

“If you’re that doubtful, I’ll add a clause to the contract allowing a Holy Knight to be stationed by your side. Would that be enough?”

My mouth fell open.

Not just a regular knight, but a Holy Knight?

Knights who serve God as their lord, with overwhelming power far beyond that of ordinary knights—practically monsters.

Hiring one of them would be like pouring out a mountain of gold coins every day.

And she’s willing to go that far just to adopt me?

“If you have no objections, sign it already.”

Rozelia urged, pushing the document even closer.

My mind went blank. I had to come up with a way to escape this situation, but no excuse came to mind.

As she said, there was nothing harmful to me in this contract.

A penniless orphan being adopted into a noble family—something out of a fairy tale.

Any other child would’ve bowed gratefully and accepted without hesitation.

I might’ve done the same if I didn’t know what I know about this place.

“B-But… I mean…”

Still, my trembling hand refused to grasp the pen.

Did Rozelia find my hesitation displeasing?

“…You’re choosing the hard way.”

She let out a deep sigh and slammed her palm on the table.

“If you won’t sign, then the Raheltani family will have no choice but to be very… uncooperative with you.”

It was practically a threat.

I forced a smile, trying to calm her down, and made an attempt at negotiation.

“W-What if we tried another way instead? Like—”

“Oh, for the love of…”

Rozelia leaned in, face close.

Her crimson eyes glinted with menace, freezing me in place.

“If you don’t want to disappear without a trace… sign it.”

“H-Hic…”

An unbearable hiccup escaped from my mouth.

As her gaze grew narrower, the instinct to not want to die made my body move reflexively.

I quickly wiped away my tears and wrote my name on the adoption papers, stamping my fingerprint.

The moment my fingerprint was pressed, Rozelia smiled broadly and immediately snatched the document.

“Alright, let’s go eat.”


With those words, the deadly aura that had been there just moments ago vanished completely. Instead, she was looking at me with a gentle smile.

“Please take care of me from now on, daughter?”

I held onto my trembling body and gazed at her smile.

‘What… What should I do…?’





 
  Chapter 16: Family


I became the new adopted daughter of the dark family.

And that, even before a single day had passed.

Overnight, I became a noble, and my name was changed to include the surname “Raheltani.”

If this family weren’t known for the worst of crimes, it would have been a truly wonderful thing.

Some might say this:

“Isn’t it enough to just prevent Rozelia from turning dark?”

On the surface, that may seem simple.

But the real problem wasn’t that.

Even if Rozelia didn’t turn dark in the end, the schemes she was planning would eventually bring down this family.

The final destination of the plans she was quietly designing under the Raheltani name was, ultimately…

The death of the High Great bishop Pelios, who held the highest authority in the current temple.

To cut to the chase.

Even without Rozelia’s plans, there was an even greater problem remaining in this family.

In fact, rather than being a problem, it was more of a threat to my life.

And that threat was staring at me right in front of my eyes.

“I’ll introduce you to the new family.”

At Rozelia’s voice, two gazes slowly turned toward me.

One was a middle-aged man, and the other was a girl who seemed to be my age.

Both had faintly glowing purple eyes.

“This man is the head of the Raheltani family, Daniel Raheltani.”

Rozelia’s hand gently pointed at the man.

He nodded with a calm smile and approached.

“You must be Bella. I’ve heard much about you from my wife. What a blessing it is to have such a beautiful daughter.”

For just a brief moment, Rozelia’s gaze flicked over to the man. Suddenly, the man tightly shut his lips and gave an awkward smile.

Rozelia, without warmth in her eyes, smiled a cold smile and spoke.

“There’s no need to call him father. Just call him the head of the family.”

Her tone was less of a kind suggestion and more of an order.

“Do you understand, daughter?”

At the sharpness of her voice, I reflexively nodded.

The truth is, I already know.

The man who’s smiling gently in front of me is not Rozelia’s husband.

He is just one of the subordinates Rozelia commands under the shadow of the family.

On the outside, they pretend to be a couple, but in reality, he moves according to Rozelia’s will.

The only reason he is sitting there is for one thing, and that reason is sitting right next to him.

“And this is my daughter. Say hello, Camilla.”

At Rozelia’s words, a young girl lightly bowed her head.

Her long black hair, resembling the night sky, gently cascaded over her shoulders.

“Since Bella is eight, Camilla must be the younger one.”

The girl Rozelia referred to as her daughter, Camilla.

In reality, this girl is not Rozelia’s biological daughter. Nor is she the daughter of the man sitting over there.

The real reason Rozelia had placed this man in the position of the head of the household was because he resembled Camilla so closely.

Even down to their eyes and hair. People would never suspect they weren’t father and daughter.

His existence was an outward tool to keep Camilla under the protection of the Count’s family.

The external resemblance that allowed them to claim a family bond. It was a kind of theatrical performance held together by that one similarity.

And the protagonist of this play, sitting next to her, staring at me with an empty gaze, would later become just as infamous as Rozelia.

“Though we’re family, you won’t see them often. They’re both so busy.”

At Rozelia’s words, I was able to breathe a little easier.

At least, it was a relief that I wouldn’t have to face her too often.

Rozelia had the persona of a madwoman obsessed with curses.

But the girl in front of me was born evil itself.

She was a villain who defied the premise that all villains have a backstory. She is one of the final bosses appearing in the DLC after the main storyline of The Chronicles of Kairen.

And she was silently staring at me without a word.

‘Should I kneel and beg her to cancel the adoption now?’

It might actually be possible.

Rozelia was somewhat favorable toward me. If I begged earnestly, she might allow me to return to a contractual relationship.

But just as I was thinking that…

“Oh, and by the way, your adoption certificate has already been submitted to the court. It should be approved by today.”

Rozelia’s cheerful voice effortlessly shattered my hopes.

I silently stared at her. Unlike my trembling eyes, she smiled seductively with the corners of her lips curving up and added,

“Now you’re officially a member of the Racheltani family. You can be happy about that.”

I wanted to shout, I’m not happy at all.

But the words that rose to my throat were forcefully swallowed.

It had only been one day since I signed the adoption papers, and already the documents had been delivered to the court.

While I admired her swift actions, I couldn’t help but feel annoyed.

Faced with an undeniable reality, I eventually lowered my head in resignation.

‘…Maybe I should try to think positively.’

Although I had been adopted into a family at the heart of a dark conspiracy, I had gained the status of the heir to a powerful count’s family.

For an orphan like me, it was a miracle. To others, it would seem like a story from a fairytale about social advancement.

Perhaps this is an opportunity.

Above all, I have obtained the personal protection I had longed for.

Even if the Raheltani family harbors a dark future, it’s not something to completely despair over.

The main part of the game begins in the year 341 of the Empire’s Calendar, the year the hero is born.

Right now, it is the year 335 of the Empire’s Calendar. There are still six years left.

The conspiracy of Rozelia will start to unfold around the time the hero graduates from the academy. This means I am free from direct threats for at least the next eight years.

If I prepare well during this time, there will be plenty of ways to change the outcome.

The most certain way is to become independent from this family.

The first step is entering the academy. Once I’m enrolled, I can naturally become independent through dormitory life. Moreover, if I’m lucky enough to join the hero’s party, that would be even better.

Secondly… although the possibility is slim, there is another way.

If I could stop Rozelia’s darkening… if I could thwart the plans she’s plotting, then perhaps the Raheltani family wouldn’t become the dark force it is meant to be.


Although this would lead to a completely different development from the original story, the change… surely wouldn’t be a bad one.

But in reality, this is close to impossible, and aiming for independence from the family is far more likely.

“Let’s move forward positively.”

I clenched my fists tightly and steeled myself.

Turning a crisis into an opportunity – isn’t that the true mark of a capable person?

In any case, right now, I have Rozelia’s favor behind me. And as long as that favor lasts, I must somehow grow my own strength.

Having made up my mind, I gathered my arms in front of my stomach and lowered my head towards the two gazes watching me.

“My name is Bella. I’ll do my best not to be a burden.”

The fake count observed me with interest, while Camilla continued to look at me with an emotionless gaze.

However, perhaps because I had shifted my mindset positively, her hollow stare didn’t feel as chilling as it had before.

It was a look of indifference, as if she couldn’t even be bothered to consider me. A complete disregard, as if I were no more than a bug.

That was enough.

I didn’t seek her attention. In fact, being the focus of her attention would be troublesome.

If things go like this, I might be able to quietly stay out of her sight without drawing attention.

If that happens—

“Camilla, could you show your new sister around the mansion?”

Rozelia’s voice rang clearly.

For a moment, my thoughts stopped, and my mind went blank.

I looked up at Rozelia with wide, startled eyes.

“What?”

“Go with her and get to know your sister better.”

“Ah, no, that’s… really, it’s okay! You must be busy, so I can look around by myself…”

“Camilla, can I ask you to do this?”

Rozelia lightly ignored my words and turned her gaze to Camilla.

Camilla slowly raised her small body.

“Yes mother.”

She approached me with quick strides, offering a faint smile.

“I’ll guide you through the mansion.”

“Ah, th-that…”

I sent a desperate glance toward Rozelia, hoping for one last chance…

But she didn’t even seem to notice my look, continuing to smile as if it were second nature.

“Sister?”


“Ah, well… P-please.”

“Speak casually. You’re older than me.”

“Ah, ugh… Okay…”

…Is this really okay for me?





 
  Chapter 17: Shall we work on some mother-daughter bonding?


With each step I took, my feet grew heavier.

A girl in a black dress walked ahead. Just following her and staring at her back sent a chill through the air.

“This is your room.”

While walking down the corridor, she pointed to a door.

It was the first thing she said to me, forced to guide me around at Rozelia’s request.

And to think—she dropped the honorifics. Was the polite speech from earlier just a mask she wore in front of Rozelia?

“Ah… thanks.”

I nodded cautiously in response.

The girl—Camilla—slowly turned to look at me.

Her subtly glowing, violet eyes held no emotion.

Not cold, not warm—just empty. I swallowed hard and forced a smile under her gaze.

“You… don’t have to waste any more time on me. I can look around from here.”

“……”

She looked at me, then gave a small nod. Slowly, she stepped closer and spoke.

“I don’t care what kind of disposable tool you are.”

Her voice brushed my ears, as cold and detached as the emptiness in her eyes.

“Don’t bother me. If you do, I’ll act like you don’t exist.”

Her words, thrown like ice from that emotionless expression, felt more like a warning than a request.

And with that, Camilla walked past me without a trace of hesitation.

So different from the way she had acted in front of Rozelia. This must be the real Camilla.

I stared at the floor in silence.

In any case, it was a relief.

The fact that Camilla had no interest in me meant I could avoid immediate danger—for now.

In this household, it wasn’t Rozelia who posed the greater threat.

It was Camilla.

According to the game’s setting, she had a natural disposition toward villainy.

If a conflict were to arise, I could disappear from this world without a trace.

[I don’t care what kind of disposable tool you are.]

Her cold words echoed in my mind. Without realizing it, I clenched my fists.

“I’m not disposable, you know?”

I won’t let that happen.

Not in this life.

I’ve already decided—I’ll become someone who matters to others.

***

The room Camilla had led me to was far more luxurious than I had imagined.

The wallpaper that covered the walls was adorned with ornate patterns, and the carefully arranged interior design added an extra layer of elegance.

Beside the neatly laid rug stood a bed large enough to fit three grown adults with room to spare.

“…So this is what a noble’s life is like.”

To someone like me, who was used to sleeping on a moldy, worn-out bed, all of this felt like an overwhelming luxury.

The first thing I did was lie down on the bed.

The feather-like softness embraced my whole body, wrapping me in a drowsy comfort. It was so relaxing I almost yawned out loud.

Is this why everyone says money is everything?

“…Maybe I should shut my eyes a little bit.”

Both my body and mind were worn out, likely because I’d been on edge for a while, constantly aware of Camilla’s gaze.

I’d already handed over today’s batch of herbs to Rozelia anyway, so I figured it wouldn’t hurt to rest a bit.

“Bella.”

But as if to say “not a chance,” the door opened and Rozelia appeared.

“C-Countess…”

Rozelia frowned slightly as she looked at me.

“Countess?”

“Y-Yes?”

“Shouldn’t you be calling me ‘Mother’ now?”

‘Mother’? That title felt far too unfamiliar for someone I’d only met a few days ago.

“Can’t I just keep calling you ‘Countess’ for now? It still feels more comfortable to me…”

“……”

Rozelia’s furrowed brow showed no signs of softening. But after looking into my eyes for a moment, she reluctantly nodded.

“Call me ‘Mother’ when you feel comfortable. ‘Mom’ would be even better.”

“…I’ll do that when I feel ready.”

Mom.

Would the day really come when I could call her that?

Even if someone casually told me to try saying it, I felt like the words wouldn’t come out easily.

“…Did you come for something?”

I’d already given her the herbs for today. Did she need something else?

“Ah, there’s someone I want to introduce you to.”

Over Rozelia’s shoulder, a woman I didn’t recognize stepped forward.

She was about the same height as Rozelia.

Her neatly trimmed bob fell just to her neck and was stark white like snow, while her contrasting dark eyes held a calm air.

When had she even arrived?

Her striking appearance should have stood out, yet I hadn’t noticed her presence beside Rozelia at all.

“My name is Sierra. I’ll be serving you from now on.”

Her voice was slightly cool but pleasant to hear.

“Huh? You’ll be serving me?”

Rozelia was the one who responded.

“Yes, she’s your personal maid. If you need anything, ask her or come to me.”

“Personal… maid?”

“If one isn’t enough, I could assign you two more.”

Startled, I waved my hands in protest.

“No! That’s not it… I’m just not used to the idea of having a personal maid.”

“Why are you so surprised? You’re part of the Raheltani family now. Don’t you think someone should be attending to you?”


It was baffling. Just a day ago, I was the one doing those kinds of chores.

“Camilla has three personal maids. There’s no need for you to be so timid.”

Rozelia’s gaze was firm.

In the end, I quietly nodded and accepted her words.

“…I look forward to working with you, Miss Sierra.”

“Likewise. And please, just call me Sierra.”

“Huh? Oh, no, it’s fine.”

Having grown up in Korea where manners were deeply ingrained, I wasn’t used to speaking informally to someone who seemed much older than me.

“It actually makes me more comfortable if you speak casually.”

“Ah… I’ll try.”

Sierra’s first impression was of a somewhat stoic face, but unlike Camilla, she didn’t seem scary.

Maybe cool, yet gentle at the same time.

“Now that introductions are done, let’s leave it at that. Are you free right now, dear?”

“Sorry?”

“If you are, would you come with me?”

Caught off guard by Rozelia’s unexpected request, I couldn’t think of a reason to say no.

So I quietly nodded and followed her.

The place we headed to was her office, where I had briefly stopped by once before.

On her office desk, various items were neatly arranged, but what stood out the most was a silver-flowered herb with petals as white as snow.

“Try making the herb here.”

At her words, I hesitated for a moment.

“Right now, here?”

“Yes. I’m curious about something.”

Rozelia’s expression looked far more serious than usual.

“If there’s something you’re curious about, please tell me. I’ll explain as best I can.”

Making the herb right here and now was difficult for many reasons.

“Hm…”

Rozelia seemed to fall into thought for a moment, then soon opened her mouth again.

“Did you know the herb you make is quite popular across the Empire?”

“Uh… is it?”

“Of course, there were people who tried to imitate you and sell herbs too.”

That was unexpected.

I had assumed there’d be some demand, but I hadn’t imagined it was popular enough for others to try copying it.

“But none of them could reproduce the same effect as yours. Even though they used the exact same ingredients.”

Rozelia’s gaze turned to the silver-flowered herb on the desk.

Only then did I start to guess what it was she wanted to know.

The reason my herb differed from others’ could only be explained by my power.

And Rozelia wanted to know the origin of that difference.

“…It’s a trade secret.”

Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell her.

Not exactly because it was a secret. Just… the process wasn’t something I could show others.

“If you’re worried I’ll spill the secret, I can write a pledge.”

“Still… I can’t.”

“May I ask why?”

I fell silent for a moment.

To be honest, the method was just too embarrassing.

What I needed to activate my power was… my saliva. How could I show someone that I drool on a flower?

In the end, I hid the truth and gave a reason that fit my situation.

“If others know how it’s made, I’d become useless. I… don’t want that.”

Rozelia’s red eyes wavered slightly.

She opened her mouth as if to say something but soon closed it, then let out a short sigh and shut her eyes.

“I wasn’t asking for a reason like that. I just…”

She trailed off, biting her lip for a moment, then cautiously spoke her heart.

“I have a condition that’s not good for my body. But… only your herb seems to help with the symptoms, so I asked.”

“…Ah.”

“I was wondering if there might be a clue to a cure hidden in your herb.”

The condition she spoke of—most likely the erosion caused by a divine curse.

It had been described like that in the game, too.

“But hearing you out, I realize now that I might have been too hasty.”

Her eyes looked a little dimmer than before.

That gaze shook me slightly.

For Rozelia to speak this way… she must be suffering quite severely from the erosion.

In the game, it was simply labeled a curse, but I had never imagined how deep or relentless the pain could be.

‘What should I do?’

Should I really tell her?

If the power I have can heal her curse… maybe, I could prevent this family’s tragedy.

“It seems… the first thing I need to earn is your trust.”

A seductive smile spread across Rozelia’s lips.

A sensual smile only she could wear, blooming atop her sharp features.

I found myself blankly staring at that smile. And just then, as always, she casually grabbed the nape of my neck with a familiar touch.

“Shall we work on some mother-daughter bonding?”

“Huh? If you mean bonding time….”

Rozelia’s red eyes curved gently into a soft smile.


“Why don’t we take a bath together, like with your mom?”

“…A bath.”

A brief silence filled the room.

I blinked several times, and only after a delay did I fully grasp what she meant—then I jumped in surprise and shouted.

“W-What?!?!!”



 
  Chapter 18: Mother and daughters in the same bath


“No…!”

The voice that spilled from my lips was half a scream.

“Why not?”

Rozelia looked at me, slightly furrowing her brows as if she couldn’t understand.

“I-I mean, it’s obvious, isn’t it? I can’t take a bath with the Countess….”

“What’s the problem with a mother and daughter bathing together?”

Her eyes held genuine confusion, unable to comprehend my reaction.

Sure, in an ordinary family, it might not be strange for a mother and daughter to bathe together.

But I was far removed from anything resembling ordinary.

I had lived as Bella for eight years, but I had spent much longer living as a man in South Korea. Because of that, my male identity still lingered strongly within me.

And now I was supposed to share a bath with Rozelia? Just the thought made my mind reel.

“Are you worried our bodies might touch? Don’t worry. We’ll just sit in the tub together.”

But Rozelia couldn’t even begin to guess my circumstances.

Look at that determined gaze. Whatever excuse I gave, she had clearly resolved to drag me along in the end.

“…Still, I can’t.”

But this time, I couldn’t back down either.

No matter what, I had to avoid entering the bath with Rozelia.

“How about… a picnic in the garden instead?”

I tried a feeble tactic to redirect her interest.

“That’s fine too. Then we’ll bathe today and have a picnic tomorrow. Let’s do that.”

But instead, my attempt only fueled her enthusiasm further.

“I-I’m just… scared to bathe with others….”

I switched strategies, trying to elicit sympathy.

Not knowing what kind of consequences that would bring.

“…Don’t tell me.”

The air around Rozelia changed.

Her crimson eyes gleamed like fresh blood, and a suffocating hostility filled the room.

“Did someone touch you?”

She asked in a cold, low voice unlike her usual tone.

Even as a normal person, I could feel the crushing pressure. If I hesitated even a second in answering, it felt like someone’s head might go flying.

“No! N-not at all…!”

“Really?”

“Yes! It’s just that… I’m really shy….”

I had to stop any innocent person from being sacrificed, so I abandoned the sympathy ploy.

Rozelia stared at me in silence for a while. Her gaze seemed to pierce through me, judging whether I was lying.

“It’s because you’re shy, right?”

She asked again, this time more firmly. I quickly nodded in agreement.

“Y-yes, really. I’m fine with a picnic, just… not the bath….”

“Alright.”

To my surprise, a smile spread across her lips.

She looked relieved, like someone who had just solved a tough problem.

“Then it’s simple.”

“…Sorry?”

“If bathing alone with me feels burdensome…”

Before I could even reply, she swiftly grabbed the back of my neck.

“Then we’ll just have Camilla join us too.”

The moment those words left her lips, my body froze in place.

“I should tell her to come along for tomorrow’s picnic too.”

***

A bathroom filled with pleasantly warmed steam.

Beyond the hazy mist, a pair of violet eyes stared piercingly at me.

“……”

Camilla was looking at me in silence.

But that cold gaze was already saying more than enough.

She was probably debating internally whether or not to kill me.

I couldn’t bear to meet those empty and heartless eyes any longer, so I lowered my head.

Honestly, I felt wronged.

Who could have predicted that Rozelia would suddenly bring Camilla along?

Even in the original game’s setting, the two of them weren’t written to be particularly close.

“It’s quite the surprise, Mother. I didn’t think you’d ask me to bathe with you.”

Camilla’s empty gaze now turned toward Rozelia.

Rozelia gave a light shrug, wearing a mischievous smile.

“I’ve found a bit of peace of mind, in various ways.”

At that vague answer, Camilla turned her eyes back to me.

It was a look demanding an explanation.

I shook my head with the most wronged expression I could muster.

“Come now, get in quietly.”

One small mercy in this situation was that Rozelia wasn’t completely naked.

She stepped into the bath wearing a thin robe.

But as the wet fabric clung to her body, it somehow created an even more provocative atmosphere that made me avert my eyes.

Especially the two large round curves that stood out prominently through the cloth—they had an overwhelming presence.

‘…They’re even bigger.’

Still, one thing was certain—it was definitely better than bare skin.

Camilla followed Rozelia into the tub without even a moment’s hesitation.

Even in the steamy, hot water, her expression remained cold and unfeeling.

After hesitating at the edge for quite a while, I finally gathered my resolve and stepped into the tub.

Contrary to my fears, once I sank into the warm water, the anxiety slowly faded, replaced by a sense of calm.

“Is the water temperature okay?”

“Yes, Mother.”


After Camilla’s brief reply, Rozelia’s gaze shifted to me.

“…It’s fine.”

Still not used to her half-exposed skin, I kept my head down and answered cautiously.

“Being like this really feels like a family.”

Rozelia looked back and forth between Camilla and me, seated side by side, with a mysterious smile.

After that, a quiet stillness settled in the bathroom for a while.

Not knowing where to look, I just soaked in the tub, staring at the ceiling the entire time.

I didn’t even dare to breathe loudly, too afraid to turn my eyes.

Camilla simply gazed at me quietly.

And Rozelia, the one who orchestrated this whole situation, at some point leaned back against the edge of the tub, her eyes closed, saying nothing.

‘…She’s not sleeping, is she?’

She looked asleep from how still she was.

No way.

She scolded me at length not long ago for dozing off in the tub—there’s no way she’d fall asleep herself.

And she didn’t even light any scented candles, so she’s probably just enjoying the bath with her eyes closed.

And so, time passed endlessly in that awkward silence.

Just as the heat gradually spreading through my body began to feel stifling, Rozelia opened her eyes and sat up.

As the water flowed down and revealed her silhouette, it was so enchanting that it was almost too much to look at directly.

Good thing I reincarnated as a woman—if I still had a man’s body like in my past life, I probably would’ve passed out right here.

“We should do this more often.”

With half-lidded eyes, Rozelia yawned and flicked her fingers lightly.

Snap—

Immediately, a strong gust of wind swept through the bathroom, blowing away the water droplets clinging to Rozelia’s body in an instant.

“You two take your time and enjoy yourselves.”

With a refreshed smile, Rozelia left the bathroom with a languid expression, moving unhurriedly.

And then, silence.

In the stillness that came without warning, I stared blankly at the spot where Rozelia had vanished, my mouth half open.

‘W-Wait…’

She really just left like that?

Left me alone with Camilla?

Does Rozelia not know what kind of person Camilla is?

“This is strange. I’m sure I told you.”

A voice so cold it sent a chill down my spine, yet devoid of any emotion.

With a stiff, creaking motion, I turned my head toward the source of the voice.

“We agreed you wouldn’t be a bother, remember?”

Her eyes, sharp and filled with cold hostility, were fixed on me—so different from Rozelia’s warmth.

“I didn’t initiate this! The countess suddenly invited everyone to bathe together, so I couldn’t exactly say no….”

I rushed to explain, the injustice rising up in my throat, but Camilla’s expression remained completely still.

“She’s not the type to bathe with others. The only thing that changed… was you.”

There was a clear trace of menace in the way she ended her sentence.

Suddenly, Camilla’s body glimmered faintly, and hazy violet threads began to rise around her.

“You ignored my warning?”

The fine threads floated around her, slowly revolving in the air.

I stared blankly at the glowing strands.

They looked like threads on the surface, but I instinctively knew they were far more than that.

“…Mana.”

A mysterious power that doesn’t exist on Earth—unique to this world.

To a swordsman, it grants deadly sharpness; to a martial artist, a body of steel; to a mage, possibilities beyond imagination—a blessing in the form of a resource.

When Rozelia used magic, the mana had never looked so vivid.

But now, the mana blooming around Camilla moved as though it were alive.

It was mesmerizing.

Magic.

Even after being reborn in another world, I had believed that magic wasn’t meant for me.

A body that couldn’t even sense the presence of mana. From the moment I realized that, I had given up on magic.

And yet, seeing the mana unfold before my eyes now rekindled a longing for it.

Violet mana drifted through the air—flowing like an aurora lost in the night, never stopping, glowing without blinding.

Unconsciously, breathlessly, I whispered to myself:

“…Beautiful.”

As if drawn to it, my hand slowly reached toward the glowing strands.

“Wait.”

Camilla said something, but it was already too late to pull back.

Sharp, thorn-like edges extended from the mana and pierced my fingers in an instant.

“Ugh…”

A deep, stabbing pain.

When I pulled my hand back, blood was dripping down.

“Are you stupid?”

Camilla scowled and lashed out with a scolding tone.

Only then did I realize just how foolish my action had been.

“…Sorry. It was so pretty… I couldn’t help myself…”

“……”

Camilla, who had been silently staring at me, soon withdrew her mana. With a delicate wave of her hand, the light that had filled the air quietly vanished.

“I hope there won’t be any more bothersome things like this.”

Her voice was cold.

Camilla stepped closer to me—barely a hand’s breadth away—and added:

“You’ll make sure of that, won’t you?”

“Uh… well…”


At my hesitant words, her eyes quietly sharpened.

“The truth is… the Countess asked us all to go on a picnic tomorrow.”

“……”

For the first time, emotion flickered in her previously vacant violet eyes.

It was clearly something like annoyance.



 
  Chapter 19:  Mother-Daughter Picnic


Drowsy sunlight enveloped the afternoon.

The scent of early summer grass floated on the breeze, brushing gently against my skin.

“The weather’s quite nice.”

A soft smile spread across Rozelia’s lips.

Her platinum hair fluttered in the gentle wind, and through it, her crimson eyes shimmered faintly.

Just sitting there, she looked like part of the scenery—beautiful in a way that was almost unreal.

In the game, she was always consumed by madness, so I never imagined she could be this beautiful.

“Are you alright, my daughter?”

She looked at me and smiled gently.

“…Yes, the weather is really nice.”

Right now, I was at a peaceful picnic with people who would one day plunge the empire into chaos.

I heard this place was one of the empire’s most beloved picnic spots. Apparently, the Countess of Raheltani had rented out the entire area for the afternoon.

From the outside, it might look like a simple, happy family outing.

But in truth, I was utterly confused.

Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d go on a picnic with Rozelia.

If it were a massacre soaked in blood, sure—but a sunny outing in the fields? That wasn’t her style at all.

How did things end up like this?

Rozelia must have arranged this with hopes of improving our relationship, but to me, it was nothing but discomfort.

And the main reason for that discomfort sat right beside me—a certain girl.

“Camilla, you don’t look too cheerful.”

As Rozelia narrowed her eyes, Camilla forced her lips into a smile.

“No, Mother. I… like picnics.”

It was obviously a strained voice, but Rozelia didn’t seem to notice.

“Come to think of it, you two still look a bit awkward. Have you talked at all?”

At those words, Camilla’s violet eyes quietly turned toward me.

The moment her cold gaze touched me, my shoulders tensed instinctively.

“You’re family now. Sisters should get along.”

It was not a welcome suggestion.

It was already hard enough just sitting across from Camilla. I didn’t understand why Rozelia kept trying to put her near me.

Was Rozelia always this meddlesome?

Or did she simply not know what kind of person Camilla really was?

Even a single glance at those hollow eyes should be enough to see she lacked basic sociability.

Did she truly expect any sisterly bond to form?

But this family was only ever a performance. Could real affection bloom in something so fake?

“I’m close with Unnie.”

Camilla approached me, a smile playing at her lips and eyes.

“Right, Unnie?”

Her gaze told me clearly: If you don’t want to die, play along.

Even Camilla, who was born with malice in her veins, seemed to tread carefully around Rozelia.

“Yes… We’re close.”

I echoed her words with an awkward smile.

Close? Far from it. If anything, I was treated like dust.

“Is that so?”

Rozelia looked pleased at our response and opened the basket beside her.

Inside were finely crafted confections, beautifully arranged.

Luxury snacks that would have been unimaginable in Binhel. Village, where we used to gnaw on grass and roots.

‘…They look delicious.’

Maybe because of my still-young body, I instinctively swallowed at the sight of the treats.

“Here, say ah~ my daughter.”

Rozelia gently picked up a cookie and held it out to my mouth.

Both Camilla and I stared at her in bewilderment.

“C-Countess….

“It was clearly stated in the contract, wasn’t it? That you would fulfill your role as a parent. And that you wanted to get closer to your daughter too, right?”

“…Is it because you want to know how to make the medicine?”

“Yes. I’m desperate. I want to break free from this curse.”

She was honest.

At the very least, she didn’t seem like the director, who hid her true intentions and laid traps.

“My arm hurts.”

At Rozelia’s subdued voice, my body moved instinctively.

I hurriedly reached out and took the cookie she was holding, then put it in my mouth.

And the moment the cookie touched my tongue, my eyes widened on their own.

The sweet, savory taste I was experiencing for the first time since reincarnating.

‘…It’s delicious.’

It was so heavenly that I chewed silently without a word.

“Cute.”

Rozelia picked up another cookie and this time, extended her hand toward Camilla.

Camilla looked at her in disbelief, but Rozelia showed no sign of backing down.

“…You’re not acting like a mother.”

Camilla muttered in a low voice, looking away.

“I know. We didn’t use to be like this.”

As if expecting Camilla’s reaction, Rozelia answered calmly.

“Still, you’re my daughter, aren’t you?”

“…Contractually.”

“Exactly. So humor your mom a little, won’t you?”

Rozelia’s eyes curved gently. Her smile, a mix of affection and subtle pressure, made Camilla flinch slightly.

Camilla hesitated for a moment before slowly parting her tightly shut lips.

A small piece of the cookie slipped into her mouth, and Camilla, looking embarrassed, chewed with puffed cheeks while keeping her head down.

It was a little unexpected.

Though she would become a villain threatening the world one day, in this moment, she didn’t seem much different from any girl her age.


Come to think of it, she was younger than me.

Maybe I had been seeing her through the lens of the game’s setting, fearing her more than necessary.

“Here, Camilla.”

Rozelia placed a cookie into Camilla’s hand.

“Feed one to your sister.”

“…What?”

Camilla’s violet eyes widened in surprise.

“You two still seem a bit awkward with each other.”

Rozelia smiled gently in my direction.

Just like Camilla’s furrowed brows, I was also flustered by this situation.

“You don’t want to?”

“N-No…”

If I realized anything today, it’s that Camilla can’t go against Rozelia’s words.

Even with a sour expression, it was clear when she obediently handed the cookie to me as Rozelia told her to.

“…Here, sister.”

A flat, emotionless voice. Her face clearly wished this would end quickly.

I didn’t think much of it either, so I opened my mouth and accepted the cookie she offered.

With the sweetness melting in my mouth, her fingertips briefly brushed my tongue.

“Thank you.”

To my thanks, Camilla only nodded expressionlessly without a word.

And then it happened.

As I looked at Camilla, something caught my eye.

There were still cookie crumbs near her mouth that she hadn’t wiped away.

Because of my nature—I couldn’t just leave something messy—I reached out to her without thinking.

“You’ve got something here.”

I gently wiped the corner of her mouth with my finger.

Only then, seeing Camilla staring blankly at me, did I realize I’d been too forward.

“Ah… Sorry if that made you uncomfortable.”

“It’s okay.”

My old habit of taking care of children from the orphanage slipped out before I realized it. In the end, we grew apart, but they were still the children I used to look after and care for first.

Now that I think about it, it was after the director got involved that my relationship with those kids began to fall apart.

“That’s strange.”

Rozeria’s voice cut into my thoughts.

She had been watching me with a puzzled expression for a while, then carefully reached her hand toward the corner of my mouth.

“Ugh.”

Instinctively, I flinched and took a step back from her approaching hand.

Rozeria frowned slightly at my reaction.

“I thought you were afraid of being touched by people, but you seem fine when it’s Camilla?”

“…Ah.”

“Do you not like me or something?”

“N-no, that’s not it… I am scared, but…”

“But you’re okay with Camilla?”

“That’s… um…”

Rozeria’s sharp gaze pinned me in place. I couldn’t meet her eyes and dropped my gaze.

“If you don’t tell me, I might be a little hurt.”

Her voice sounded slightly deflated.

For some reason, her reaction felt wounded, and I found myself raising my head without thinking.

“It’s not that! It’s just…”

“Just?”

“It’s just that…”

There are three things.

From my past life up until now, there are three things I instinctively fear.

First, zombies.

Second, needles.

And the third…

“I’m… scared of physical contact with women…”

“…Huh?”

Rozeria blinked blankly.

The last one, which I never wanted to say out loud.

It was none other than physical contact with women.

To be precise—skinship.

It was painfully embarrassing, but true.

My resistance to skinship with women wasn’t just low—it was in the negatives.

It’s no exaggeration. At its worst, even the brush of a fingertip would make me tremble all over.

And that instinct remained with me even now, despite having been reincarnated in a female body.

“But Camilla is a girl too, isn’t she?”

Rozeria tilted her head, asking.

“Camilla is…”

Camilla was an exception.

This was something that only applied to women of a certain age—like Isabel or the orphanage director.

“Camilla’s a child, so it’s fine.”

For a brief moment, I sensed a faint flinch behind me.

Feeling a strange presence at my back, I slowly turned my head.


There stood Camilla, blinking blankly with a dazed expression.

Though, maybe it was just my imagination—

I could’ve sworn I saw a certain expression on her face just now.

Well…

Probably just my imagination.



 
  Chapter 20: Gynophobia


Camilla blinked her eyes with a blank expression, as if she was absent-minded.

“So, you’re saying… you’re afraid of women?”

Rozelia asked carefully, looking at Camilla.

Her eyes, still filled with doubt, seemed like she couldn’t understand my condition at all.

This is exactly why I didn’t want to talk about it.

If it were something like acrophobia or claustrophobia, I wouldn’t have needed to hide it so much. But the fear of physical contact with women? I imagined how trivial it would seem to others. I’d be ridiculed, so I had kept it hidden deep inside.

“Isn’t that something that only boys go through?”

She was already thinking of it as a joke.

The corners of Rozelia’s mouth curved in a mocking smile, and a light laugh escaped her lips.

Even that smile seemed beautiful, which made me once again think that her appearance was unfair.

Looking at her now, she might even be prettier than most heroines.

Even more so than my favorite character, the saint.

“Has it been like this since you were born?”

Rozelia asked carefully again.

The condition had actually been with me since my past life, but I couldn’t exactly tell her that.

“I developed it while growing up in the orphanage…”

In the end, I chose to hide the truth and provoke Rozelia’s sympathy.

Maybe it worked, as her gaze softened a little.

“I have a lot of bad memories related to the director…”

The director, who was of no use in my life. I thought I might as well make use of that at a time like this.

Thinking of the trauma caused by abuse, it felt a little less shameful.

“…I see.”

Did my attempt to evoke sympathy work? Rozelia’s smile gradually faded.

After a moment of deep thought, her red eyes once again fixed on me.

“As your mother, it’s my responsibility to heal my daughter’s trauma.”

“…What?”

“Any unworthy traits in the Raheltani family must be erased completely.”

She pointed a finger at me.

“It’s a relief that you’re not afraid of men. That way, I can help you.”

“You’ll help me?”

“Fear is meant to be overcome. Let’s defeat it together, daughter.”

I was caught off guard by her unexpected words.

Could it be that she’s really trying to cure my fear? If that’s the case, unfortunately, I thought it might be impossible. This wasn’t just a simple acquired trauma, but a condition that felt closer to my natural instincts.

“First, let’s practice by patting your head.”

Rozelia’s hand slowly moved toward my head.

The shadow of her hand, slowly approaching like darkness, made my body tremble reflexively.

But her hand stopped just in front of my head. It didn’t actually touch me; instead, she gently pretended to pat my head.

“…?”

Confused, I slowly raised my head. Rozelia withdrew her hand with a serene smile.

“Nothing special, right?”

“…Huh?”

I tilted my head in confusion, unable to understand her intentions.

“…I’ll go in first.”

Camilla, who had been quietly observing me and Rozelia, gently stood up from her seat.

“So soon?”

“Yes, I have class soon.”

“I see. Well then, let’s go in together.”

Rozelia stood up and began to tidy up, following Camilla.

As the atmosphere was being tidied up, for just a moment, Camilla’s gaze passed over me.

Her eyes were still devoid of emotion, but it seemed like she might have been a bit upset.

***

The sunset faded, and the clumsy night settled over the mansion.

The only things that colored the room were the cold night breeze and the softly spreading moonlight.

“…This is strange.”

I muttered softly while lying on the bed, gazing at the ceiling.

I tried to recall the events from yesterday and today, one by one.

We bathed together, talking about various things. We had a picnic, sharing tea and treats in a sunlit field.

No matter how I thought about it, these were things that didn’t seem to belong to a dark, secretive family.

In fact, they seemed more like things that would happen in a happy family.

“…Family.”

If I had a real family, would I have spent these days together with them, I wondered.

Laughing and chatting even over small treats, and building memories, layer by layer, with time that seemed meaningless.

“…I need to pull myself together.”

I shook my head and suppressed the emotions that were rising in my chest.

Hadn’t I already learned the emptiness of family’s absence through one life?

I didn’t want to give my heart to such meaningless relationships again.

And hadn’t I already promised myself several times during my reincarnation?

That I would face it all alone, without a family.

Somehow, I would succeed and, with pride, mock my parents who abandoned me.

Even if I did receive help from someone, I would make sure to return that favor tenfold.

I would prove to the world that I could achieve something with my own strength.

And the reason Rozelia showed me favor was clear from the beginning.

It wasn’t because she thought of me like family.

It was because of the medicinal properties of my herbs.

She was showing me this favor because she firmly believed that my herbs could heal her.

If it weren’t for these herbs, would someone like Rozelia have ever taken even a second glance at me?

Without power, I would never have been part of her world from the start.

I would probably have been regarded as a meaningless being, more insignificant than a passing bug.

So, it would be better to keep in mind that someday, when I’m no longer useful, I could be discarded.


“I can do it alone.”

It was when I made this resolve, with my hands clenched tightly.

Suddenly, I heard a knock from the direction of the door.

I wondered if it was Sienna, but the knock was softer than when she usually knocked.

“…Come in?”

Before I even finished speaking, the door opened.

And an unexpected figure appeared beyond the threshold.

“…Camilla?”

“You.”

Her eyes still lacked even a single trace of light.

She walked over lightly, then looked up at me from below my bed and spoke.

“What have you done?”

Her voice was neither too high nor too low, emotionless and dry.

“What do you mean, what have I done?”

“Picnic, bath. These were things that never happened before you came.”

Her gaze pierced me deeply.

The intensity of her stare was so persistent that it felt like she was watching every breath I took.

“Your mother has changed.”

She seemed to think that Rozelia’s change had originated from me.

“What I did was only help the Countess fall asleep.”

Camilla’s eyes widened in surprise. It was the first time I had seen her eyes tremble like that.

“…You put Mother to sleep?”

“Yeah.”

“How?”

Was it really that surprising that Rozaria had fallen asleep?

Now that I think about it…

I had heard that despite calling many famous doctors, no one had been able to cure her insomnia.

“I think the herbs I used helped.”

“Herbs? No magic worked, but just herbs?”

She had a look of disbelief. In fact, it wasn’t unreasonable for her to react that way.

Even with herbs, most of them only help with sleep, but they have no effect on curing insomnia.

Unless, of course, extremely rare ingredients were involved. Something like silverflower wouldn’t do the trick.

“Do you want to try it? It helps you fall asleep.”

I got off the bed and walked toward the magical tool that was placed in the corner of the room.

It was something I had gotten from that con artist before. I had kept it because the temperature control function seemed useful.

I took out a bundle of herbs from inside the tool and handed them to Camilla.

“Did this… make Mother fall asleep?”

“Yeah. Try it.”

Camilla stared at the herbs with suspicion.

After a moment, she put them into her pocket, then looked at me with a cold stare.

“And I don’t want any more troublesome things from now on.”

“…Yeah. I’ll try.”

Without saying anything more, Camilla kept her eyes on me.

I couldn’t tell what thoughts were hidden in those dark, sunken eyes.

But fortunately, Camilla soon left the room.

As she was about to step out the door, she stopped and turned to me briefly.

“And I’m not a child.”

“Uh?”


“I’m much more capable than you.”

With that last remark, she opened the door and left without hesitation.

I stared blankly at the spot where she had disappeared, then laid down on the bed and muttered.

“…I already know that.”

That you’re much more capable than someone like me.



 
  Chapter 21: I’ll touch every inch of your body with my bare hands


The clear sound of birds chirping tickled my ears along with the morning breeze.

“Miss. It is time to wake up.”

A neat and calm voice woke me up. As I opened my eyes groggily, the sight of white and beautiful silver hair appeared before me.

“Eeek…”

My face flushed instantly when I saw Sierra looking down at me with her graceful face.

I hurriedly shook off the blanket, got up, and awkwardly looked at her.

“Ah, hello… Sierra.”

“Good morning.”

Sierra quietly bowed her head with her unchanged, expressionless face.

It was my fourth day since entering the Count’s household. Sierra still felt like a stranger to me.

Having lived as an orphan for two lifetimes, the presence of a maid felt more burdensome than comfortable.

I had never lived a life of commanding others, nor did I have the personality for it.

“Thank you for waking me up.”

I tried to smile as brightly as I could and looked at Sierra.

“Is there anything you’d like me to do?”

She asked, still maintaining a neat posture.

“No, I told you.”

I straightened my shoulders slightly and spoke with a somewhat confident voice.

“I won’t trouble you. You can rest comfortably.”

I had taken on the responsibility of cleaning the room, doing laundry, and even washing dishes after meals.

I told the maids to leave it to me, but I absolutely hated burdening someone else with tasks.

In the end, it was the maids who gave in first to my stubbornness.

“I will speak to the Countess on your behalf.”

I looked at Sierra with a satisfied expression and broadened my shoulders.

Helping a personal maid relax and be lazy… I thought it was a pretty good thing for a noble.

“You may give me instructions if you wish.”

However, Sierra’s tone remained calm and expressionless.

She quietly rummaged through her clothes, then took out a small pouch made of brown cloth and handed it to me.

“These are the herbal ingredients for today.”

“Ah, yes… thank you.”

I received the pouch with both hands.

Inside, there were three sprigs of silver-flowered herb that emitted a subtle light, along with several other medicinal ingredients neatly packed.

“And the Countess wishes to have a meal with you.”

“Ah, is that so?”

“Yes. She is waiting in her office.”

“…Alright.”

“I will guide you.”

I still couldn’t fully grasp the true intentions of Rozelia.

When I first entered this house, I thought my only job was to continuously prepare herbal bundles.

Could she really want to build a mother-daughter bond with me, as she said?

‘I don’t think that’s really necessary.’

However, no matter what, I couldn’t go against Rozelia’s wishes. In the end, I followed Sierra as she led me to the dining area of the mansion.

“Did you come?”

There, Rozelia greeted me with a bright smile.

It seemed she wanted me to sit next to her, as she gently tapped the seat beside her with her palm.

I slowly approached her. The chair was a bit high, so I had to carefully step onto the footrest and sit down.

“Did you sleep well?”

I cautiously asked, and she responded briefly.

“Thanks to you.”

With those words, her hand stretched above my head.

For a moment, my body instinctively flinched, but Rozelia only pretended to stroke my hair before quickly withdrawing her hand.

Though her touch didn’t reach me, I could clearly feel her intention.

“Hehe.”

Rozelia lightly smiled.

I couldn’t understand the strange smile that spread across her lips, so I tilted my head slightly.

She did this yesterday too, and I still don’t know what she’s trying to do.

“Let’s eat. Camilla is still asleep, so I couldn’t call her.”

“Ah… okay.”

Rozelia picked up her utensils. I also followed her and picked up a small fork that fit my hand.

The table was set with such a spectacular array of food that it made my eyes widen.

The meat, browned to perfection, sizzled with juice, and next to it, freshly baked bread exhaled a delicious, fluffy aroma.

The soup, with steam rising from it, had a rich and deep fragrance.

To me, who had only ever eaten cold bread until now, it was still an unfamiliar and extravagant scene.

Rozelia took a small piece of bread, dipped it in the soup, and blew gently on it to cool it down.

“Here, have a bite, dear.”

A fork was carefully extended toward me. I looked at her with a confused gaze.

“I don’t mind handing it to you with my hands, but this way is okay, right?”

“…Is this part of developing the mother-daughter relationship?”

“Yes.”

With Rozelia’s short and firm answer, I finally opened my mouth.

A piece of warm bread, cut into a bite-sized chunk, entered my mouth along with the soup.

The moderately cooled warmth, the sweet taste of the soft soup, and the texture of the crispy yet moist bread slowly filled my mouth.

‘…It’s delicious.’

It was so delicious that I couldn’t help but smile without realizing it.

Rozelia, who was watching me, narrowed her eyes slightly, then raised her hand again, reaching over my head.

But once again, she only pretended to pat my head and then withdrew her hand.

“Eat a lot. You need to gain some weight.”

Her tone was so firm that it almost sounded like an order.

“…Even if you say that, I can’t eat much.”


My stomach has always been small.

If someone asked who ate the least in the orphanage, they would probably say my name.

But I didn’t think that was a bad thing.

In fact, I considered it a useful habit.

It allowed me to fill my hunger with small portions, which helped me save in many ways, and I didn’t have to chew cold bread for long.

“Then, from now on, we’ll gradually increase it little by little.”

However, it seemed like Rozelia didn’t agree with that.

She took a piece of meat with her fork, dipped it in a soft sauce, and held it out to me.

“Here, have a bite.”

“I… I can eat by myself.”

“Eat.”

Rozelia frowned slightly, then pushed the fork closer.

Under her intense gaze, I eventually gave in and opened my mouth, thinking it would be better to just eat quickly.

The meat that entered my mouth was surprisingly tender. As I chewed slowly, Rozelia again raised her hand above my head.

But once again, her hand never touched my head.

She just pretended to pat me.

“Why do you only pretend to do it?”

Unable to hold back, I asked cautiously.

“Mm?”

Rozelia blinked in surprise, looking at me.

If you’re going to touch me, touch me; if not, just leave it. Her half-hearted gesture made me feel like I was being treated like a child.

“You’re afraid of touching women, right?”

“Even so, I don’t know what effect this behavior has.”

“Maybe.”

Without saying anything, Rozelia raised her hand again.

This time, her hand stopped just in front of my forehead.

“At least now, you’re not trembling when I reach out.”

“That’s… because I know you won’t touch me.”

“Right. I won’t touch you recklessly in the future.”

It was subtle.

Rozelia’s eyes curved softly, her mischievous smile forming.

“So, don’t be too scared,” she said in an oddly gentle voice, one that felt slightly unsettling.

“…Actually, I have something I want to say.”

I hurriedly changed the subject, feeling awkward for no particular reason.

“What is it?”

“I… I want to sell my medicines.”

The number of medicines I can make in a day is about ten. Even if I give two to Rozelia, eight would still remain.

Even though I had become a noble, I would still have to raise the funds for my academy tuition on my own.

From now on, I would have to start saving money again, diligently.

“Is there a place nearby where I can sell my herbs?”

Having grown up in the village of Binhel my whole life, I had no real knowledge of the empire’s geography.

The only thing I knew was that this place was the capital of the empire.

“Why not just give them all to me? I’ll pay you a good price for them.”

Rozelia made a rather sweet offer.

“…I can’t.”

But I refused. If I did that, it would mean I was relying on my family to make money.

I wanted to earn the money for my academy tuition with my own strength.

“Hmm…”

Rozelia’s expression seemed to show that she was not pleased.

It was clear she didn’t like the idea of me going out to sell herbs.

Just like how the orphanage director had felt about it.

“…Is that not possible?”

A trembling voice escaped my lips.

What if she doesn’t allow it? What would I do then?

Rozelia had shown considerable interest in my medicines.

Perhaps she didn’t want my medicines to leak out into the world.

But I had to sell them.

[People need to be flexible, Bella.]

Suddenly, the director’s words came to mind.

It was advice from someone I wanted to forget, but maybe she was right.

“Rozelia, then… what about this?”

“Hmm?”

Rozelia raised one eyebrow slightly as she looked at me.

“If you let me sell my medicines… I’ll give you 30% of the profits.”

“…What?”

“Of course, it might be a small amount compared to the count’s wealth… but I think it could still have some meaning.”

Rozelia’s brows furrowed slightly.

Seeing the clear displeasure on her face, my heart started to race in anxiety.

Had I offered too little?

Should I give more than 30%…?

40%…?

Come to think of it, the director had asked for half at first.

Would half be enough to satisfy Rozelia?

“If 30% is too little… I’ll give you half…!”

“What are you saying?”

Rozelia snapped sharply.

It was the first time I had heard her speak to me with such hostility.

“Do I look like someone who needs a few coins?”

Her red eyes glowed ominously. I couldn’t meet her gaze and lowered my head.

But Rozelia wasn’t staying quiet. As if to say it was impossible, she grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me toward her face.

“I’m sorry…”

Out of fear, my apology slipped out first.

“What are you sorry for?”

Her persistent gaze wouldn’t let go of me.

“Well, for… trying to make a deal with such a small amount, even though it must be nothing to the Countess…”

“Ha.”

Although I tried to explain myself, her expression only grew colder.

“Sorry, sorry…”

“If you say sorry one more time, I’ll touch every inch of your body with my bare hands, so keep that in mind.”

My body froze at her chilling voice.

I barely swallowed the apology that had risen to my throat and quietly nodded.

After glaring at me fiercely for a while, Rozelia finally closed her eyes and let out a long sigh.

“If you want to sell medicine outside, you can sell it. Why are you so restless?”

“…What?”

“I’m not locking you up, so is there any need for you to worry about my opinion?”

“I thought you didn’t like me selling medicine outside…”

“Which parent would dislike their daughter wanting to make money at such a young age?”

“But when I said I wanted to sell it outside, you didn’t like it. You even frowned…”

“Yeah, that definitely bothers me.”

Rozelia clicked her tongue and continued.

“Who knew you’d catch the eye of some weird guy if I sent you out alone?”

I could hear her words, but the meaning didn’t immediately hit me, so I blinked blankly for about three seconds.

“What?”

“Do you have any idea how many guys here are just all flashy on the outside? Innocent girls who grew up in quiet villages like you are exactly their prey. How can I not be concerned?”

“Y-yes?”

“Looking all pretty and delicate… You’re giving me more than one worry.”


Her expression was incredibly serious.

As I started to understand what she was saying, embarrassment rose from within, and my face heated up.

“W-what are you worried about?! I’m eight years old!”

Sometimes I feel…

Rozelia really seems to have some strange quirks.



 
  Chapter 22: I’ll really treat you like a Sister


“Do as you wish. Just make sure Sierra is always by your side.”

The situation unfolded far more smoothly than I had anticipated. I had been worried that Rozelia might become obsessed with the medicine and try to monopolize it, but the worst-case scenario never came to pass.

Rozelia allowed me to run my business on a single condition—that Sierra must always be kept close.

It wasn’t a particularly demanding request, so I accepted it without resistance.

“With this, I can make money again.”

Now all that remained was to secure a vault at the Imperial Bank.

For now, the room was spacious enough to store the money, but it wouldn’t do to leave it there forever. At the right time, I planned to bring the proposal up with Rozelia once more.

In any case, I could finally start moving toward enrolling at the Academy again.

Humming a tune in excitement, I entered the bedroom.

And there, in my room, I encountered an unexpected figure.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

A pair of eyes, glowing softly like amethysts, stared straight at me.

It was Camilla.

Still wearing her usual vacant gaze, she was perched casually on the edge of my bed.

“Do you need something?”

“I used the herbs.”

Camilla hopped down from the bed and approached me. In her hand were the burnt remnants of the herb bundle.

“Witchcraft?”

Camilla asked.

“Witchcraft?”

“You can’t get such a strong sleeping effect from these ingredients anywhere else.”

She must have examined the herb bundle thoroughly. And she seemed to have a pretty deep knowledge of herbs.

“What did you do?”

Her softly pressuring eyes silently demanded an answer.

“…It’s a trade secret.”

Unable to bear her empty gaze, I turned my head away, then cautiously added in a quiet voice:

“And didn’t we agree not to bother each other?”

“……”

“I won’t bother you anymore. So please, don’t worry.”

Camilla stared at me in silence for a while, then slowly took a step forward and gently placed her hand on my head.

Her small, soft fingertips gently ran through my hair.

As she lightly tousled my hair with a few motions, I looked at her in confusion, unable to guess her intentions.

“What are you doing?”

“……”

Camilla frowned slightly instead of answering.

Then she walked past me and exited the room.

“Mother said we’re all having dinner together tonight.”

Leaving behind that short message, she vanished.

Absentmindedly brushing the hair she had touched, I murmured quietly:

“…What was that about?”

***

The gentle clinking of tableware echoed through Raheltani’s dining room.

Four people, including the fake count, were dining together.

“Ah~ open wide, dear.”

As always, Rozelia approached me holding a fork.

With a soft smile, she waited patiently for me to open my mouth.

“Are you shy because your little sister is watching?”

At her playful remark, I quickly opened my mouth and bit the piece of meat from the fork.

Rozelia made a satisfied expression and pretended to pat my head.

Meanwhile, Camilla was staring at me with an inexplicably cold gaze.

“Want a bite too, Camilla?”

Perhaps noticing Camilla’s gaze, Rozelia rested her chin on her hand and smiled teasingly.

“No, I’m fine.”

Camilla promptly turned her head away and refused firmly.

“I know. You don’t like things like this.”

“…That’s right.”

After that, Rozelia and Camilla quietly focused on the food on their plates.

Was it just my imagination?

There seemed to be a strange tension in the air.

Even though they had known each other much longer than they had known me, a subtle distance lingered between them.

“How are your lessons going?”

At Rozelia’s question, Camilla gave a short nod.

“Yes, I’m learning a lot.”

“You’re doing well. Good girl.”

“……”

The conversation once again came to an abrupt halt.

Even I, sitting next to them and eating, felt awkward for no reason.

The fake count, apparently not even pretending to play the father’s role, silently continued cutting the meat on his plate.

I felt like I was going to get indigestion.

“There are… lessons here?”

Breaking the heavy silence, I cautiously opened my mouth.

Fortunately, Rozelia nodded and answered.

“Magic, history, swordsmanship, noble etiquette. Various tutors come.”

“Really?”

How noble-like. While commoners toil away in labor, nobles trap themselves in the pursuit of knowledge.

“If you want, Bella, I can arrange tutors for you too.”

It was an unexpected offer.

Honestly, it was tempting.

Learning anything would surely help when I eventually went to the academy. Even if some subjects sounded dull, I especially wanted to try magic and swordsmanship.


Of course, I was well aware that my body was hopelessly untalented in both areas. Still, how could anyone suppress their romantic fascination with swords and magic in a fantasy world?

Just seeing mana flow before my eyes made my heart flutter. I couldn’t imagine how thrilling it would be to take a magic lesson myself.

“Do you want to receive lessons?”

“No, it’s fine. I have to start working from tomorrow anyway.”

Even so, I shook my head.

Lessons here were basically private tutoring, and I knew they would cost a fortune.

If I could afford it myself, that would be one thing, but I wasn’t comfortable receiving the count family’s support for free.

“It’s impossible anyway.”

But the one who replied to my words wasn’t Rozelia—it was Camilla.

She looked at me with piercing eyes and quietly spoke.

“Your body, Unnie, can’t learn magic.”

Her voice, continuing firmly, left no room for doubt.

“Your body also isn’t suited for swordsmanship.”

“Camilla.”

At Rozelia’s slightly stern tone, Camilla quickly shut her mouth.

Rozelia smiled faintly and turned to me with a gentle voice.

“If you want it, you can say so. As a parent, I have to fulfill my duty, don’t I?”

“No, it’s okay.”

Why was that?

There was no reason to be bothered by Camilla, who was younger than me, and yet, I felt a sting to my pride.

Her words, as if dismissing me as a useless person, lingered in my mind.

“…Camilla is right.”

“Bella.”

Rozelia called my name carefully.

I slowly turned my gaze to Camilla, who continued eating beside Rozelia.

“But still, I don’t think that means there’s no reason to learn.”

Rozelia’s eyes widened in surprise, while Camilla slightly furrowed her brow.

“You don’t have to be talented to try something.”

“……”

Camilla looked at me in silence.

That gaze felt a bit threatening. But unlike before, I wasn’t intimidated by her stare.

During the few days I’d spent here, I had learned one thing.

Camilla never disobeys Rozelia.

I didn’t know if she feared her, but at the very least, she always followed her words without question.

And Rozelia desperately needs my medicine.

As long as that condition remains, Camilla won’t be able to treat me recklessly.

“……”

Still looking at me in silence, Camilla raised her hand and lightly snapped two fingers.

Snap. 

With a soft sound, black flames rose from her fingertips.

“You can’t even light a flame like this.”

Her whisper pierced me like mockery.

“That’s the limit of your talent. There’s no point in being stubborn.”

Outwardly, it sounded like ridicule, but Camilla’s eyes were as emotionless as ever.

“Camilla. What do you think you’re doing?”

Rozelia’s chilling voice froze the room.

Camilla flinched, then opened her mouth while glancing at Rozelia.

“With magic… it’s better to know your limits, Mother.”

“……”

“We’ve seen so many people despair after hitting their limits, haven’t we?”

Rozelia silently looked at Camilla.

She didn’t say anything, but that silence itself meant she agreed with Camilla’s words inside.

“This isn’t a conversation for the dinner table. Apologize to your sister.”

Under Rozelia’s firm pressure, Camilla eventually looked at me and lowered her head.

“I’m sorry, Unnie.”

It was an insincere apology.

Camilla probably had no idea.

That what she just said was the kind of thing I hated to hear more than anything else in the world.

Telling me I had no talent. That I should give up because it was hopeless — those loathsome words.

How many times had I heard them in my past life?

[Wouldn’t it be better to give up?]

[What? School? With your background?]

[Give it up. You can’t even pay the tuition.]

[It can’t be helped. You’re an orphan.]

I clenched my fists at the voices echoing in my head.

“…What if I do light it?”

I murmured to myself.

But even that small and frail voice reached Rozelia and Camilla.

“Bella.”

Rozelia spoke as if trying to stop me, but I ignored her and stared straight at Camilla.

“If I light a flame — what will you do?”

Camilla smirked.

It was the most emotion she’d shown since we met. The problem was, that emotion was ridicule.


“If you can, I’ll really treat you like a sister.”

I’ll prove it.

“I’ve promised myself countless times that this life will be different from the last one.

I’ll show them — boldly, without a doubt.

That I’m someone who can do it, if I set my mind to it.”



 
  Chapter 23: Stubborn Pride isn’t good, Unnie.


A Street in the Empire

I took a deep breath on this bustling street, lively with people going back and forth since early morning.

“So this is the Empire…”

I could now feel in my bones just how extreme the wealth gap was between here and Binhell Village.

Unlike the shabby, crude village of Binhel, the Empire’s streets were lined with elegant buildings.

There were pastry shops emitting sweet aromas, and boutiques selling clothes adorned with jewels in colors I had never seen before. Just wandering this place all day would probably make time fly by.

But I couldn’t afford that.

I was here today as a merchant.

The spot where I stood was part of a street packed tightly with small stalls divided by tents.

People walking down the street passed by, eyeing each stall with curious interest.

This street was managed by the Ergon Trading Company.

Anyone who wanted to sell could rent a small area from Ergon by paying a set stall fee.

The space you received was barely large enough for an adult man to stretch his arms in, but it was enough to lay out your goods.

The fee was 30 Rune per hour. Not exactly cheap, but not outrageously expensive either.

If I could sell all the herbs I had prepared, I’d be able to make a decent profit.

“I’m counting on you, Sierra.”

I bowed my head to the tall, beautiful woman standing beside me.

“I’m counting on you too, miss.”

With an expressionless face, she bowed her head in return. She had short, snow-white hair.

She was the personal maid assigned to me by Rozelia.

Judging by the dagger tightly strapped to her waist, she clearly wasn’t an ordinary maid. She might even be part of the secret organization Rozelia leads.

“It was called the Black Blood Unit, if I recall.”

A group that worked in the shadows under the great house of the Count, handling unseen affairs. Rozelia had created it herself to orchestrate the death of the Great Bishop.

“No need to dwell on it.”

It was a world that didn’t suit me. After all, my dreams led me down a path completely opposite to Rozelia’s.

“Heave-ho.”

I lifted the sack I had brought onto the table.

I pulled out a red cloth and spread it over the table, then carefully laid out the prepared bundles of herbs on top.

After that, I took out the signboard I had brought to hang up.

The sign said I was selling remedies that helped with sleep.

But then, I ran into an unexpected problem. I wasn’t tall enough to reach the signpost.

I stood on tiptoe and stretched out my arm, but the distance between the signpost and my fingertips was still hopelessly far.

“Allow me.”

Just then, Sierra took the signboard from me and hung it up in my place.

“Ah… thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Thanks to her help, I was able to finish preparing the stall quickly.

Finally, I hung a black cloth next to the shop. It served as a sort of signal that the shop was open.

I had prepared ten bundles of herbs. I priced them at 50 Rune each.

Someday, if word spread and people came to trust the effectiveness of my remedies, I planned to slowly raise the price.

Although it was ten times the price I used to sell them for in Binhel Village, considering that swindler merchant had bought them for 50 Rune and resold them for 500 Rune, this price didn’t seem unreasonable.

Charging 500 Rune just because a bit of power had been imbued into some ordinary ingredients didn’t sit well with my conscience. For now, 50 Rune felt fair.

“May I ask what that book is about?”

Sierra pointed to the thick book I had placed in the corner. It was something I had brought separately.

“Oh, this? It’s a basic book about magic.”

“Magic?”

“Yes. I found it in the Count’s library, so I borrowed it.”

Of course, I paid the proper fee to borrow it.

Rozelia had said I was free to use the library, but accepting such generosity without offering anything in return didn’t sit well with me.

“Are you interested in magic?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

To be honest, I still hadn’t let go of my romantic notions about magic.

More than anything, though, I wanted to bring down Camilla’s arrogant pride.

Even if I had to read every single book in the count’s library, I vowed to one day create a flame with my own hands.

Besides, selling herbal bundles would take quite a bit of time anyway.

This wasn’t the village of Binhell. It was the Empire’s most bustling commercial district, a street where nothing was lacking.

Sleep-inducing scented herbs would be common here, and there would be plenty of products packaged far more luxuriously than mine.

It would be tough competition.

Still, I was confident that, at least in terms of effectiveness, my herbs were second to none.

After all, I had the power of divine authority on my side.

‘Hehe, even Rozelia was impressed by how effective they were.’

As I began waiting for my very first customer,

I sat down with a confident smile and opened the first page of a magic book.

***

As the bright sunlight gradually faded and the crimson glow of sunset began to color the street, dusk settled in.

Once the sun had set, the merchant district, so bustling all day, grew noticeably quieter.

“…Sierra, how many hours has it been?”

“It’s been five hours, miss.”

I slowly looked at the bundles of herbs on the table.

I had prepared ten in total. And the number of herb bundles still sitting neatly on the table was also ten.

In five whole hours, I hadn’t sold a single one.

‘…Was the price too high?’

I had planned to start at 50 rune and raise the price gradually once word-of-mouth spread.

But forget about 50 rune — now I was seriously wondering if I should lower the price instead.

I had been confident that no one could beat me when it came to effectiveness…

But people would only glance briefly at the herbs before walking off with little interest.

‘Maybe I should try prettier packaging…?’

Of course, I hadn’t expected them to sell as easily as they did back in Binhel.

Still, I never imagined I wouldn’t sell a single one.


Even the stall fee I had paid today was 150 rune. For someone like me, who needed to earn every day to survive, that was a painful loss.

“Let’s go back now, miss.”

As much as I hated to admit defeat, I couldn’t afford to be stubborn as the sun was setting.

“…Yes, let’s go back.”

Moving sluggishly, I began gathering the herb bundles one by one from the table.

As I did, Sierra, who was helping me pack, casually glanced at the magic book still lying on the wooden plank.

“…You only got through two pages in six hours?”

Startled by her words, I hastily shut the book and shoved it into my bag.

“I thought you were watching quite attentively.”

In contrast to Sierra’s calm expression, my face flushed slightly red.

“I-I just didn’t understand it well… I can’t help that.”

“Shall I ask the Countess to assign you a magic tutor?”

“N-no! I want to do it on my own. And it’s not like I’m that serious about magic anyway.”

“For someone not that serious, you seemed pretty focused.”

“Ahaha… Oh, right!”

Trying to quickly change the subject, I pulled out some rune money from the inside pocket of my clothes and held it out to Sierra.

“This is your payment for today. Thank you for your hard work.”

“Excuse me?”

Sierra blinked at the money I handed her, looking confused.

“You escorted me all day today. Please take it.”

“I was only performing my duties. And I’ve already been compensated by the household.”

“Still, I personally feel indebted to you. So please accept it.”

“It’s really fine.”

“Please, just take it… okay?”

Sierra looked flustered.

For a while, the two of us had a quiet standoff over whether she would accept the money or not.

Eventually, worn down by my persistence, Sierra sighed and reached out her hand.

“…Haah, thank you.”

“No, thank you. I’ll be relying on you again tomorrow.”

If Sierra had refused until the end, I probably would’ve felt uneasy the whole day.

“In return, if you have any questions about magic, I can teach you.”

At her unexpected words, I widened my eyes and looked at her.

“Sierra, you can use magic?”

“Yes, to a certain extent.”

“T-then… can you light fire in your hand?”

Sierra gave a quiet nod and held out her palm in front of me.

A faint wisp of smoke appeared, and soon, a small flame flickered to life on her hand.

“Wow… how did you do that?”

“This much is possible once you learn the basics of mana and elemental manipulation.”

“Could I… do it too?”

Though afraid to hear the answer, a faint hope fluttered in my heart.

“Even someone with an average amount of mana should be able to do this.”

The response, to my surprise, was a positive one.

It was enough to sweep away the disappointment of not even being able to sell a single herb.

“Here, could you extend your hand for a moment?”

“Uh, are you going to… touch it?”

“Yes. I’d like to give you a tip for mana control.”

Her careful answer made me hesitate for a moment.

Her intentions to help were clear, but the idea of direct contact still felt a bit overwhelming.

But maybe… this was a chance to get one step closer to magic.

[Stubborn pride isn’t good, Unnie.]

Camilla’s voice suddenly echoed in my mind, and I bit my lip tightly.

“…Here you go.”

I cautiously held out my clenched fist to Sierra.

“Then, excuse me for a moment.”

Sierra gently placed her palm over my hand.

All the nerves in my body stood on edge, and a queasiness slowly crept into my stomach.

“Ugh…”

My breathing grew rough from the tightening sensation in my chest.

My body even started to tremble.

“Are you all right, my lady?”

Perhaps sensing something was off, Sierra asked in a worried tone.

“I-it’s okay… just hurry….”

Sierra closed her eyes and seemed to focus deeply.

It started with a tickling sensation at my fingertips—then, suddenly, a wave of intense discomfort hit me like my insides were being turned upside down.

I couldn’t bear it and instinctively pulled my hand away.

Startled by my sudden action, Sierra opened her eyes and quietly looked at me.

“Sorry… I just suddenly felt a little strange…”

Sierra didn’t say anything.

Was it just my imagination? Her eyes seemed a bit dimmer than before.

“What do you think?”

As the awkward silence dragged on, I started to feel uneasy for no reason.

Sierra bit her lip for a moment, then finally looked at me and spoke.

“I think it would be best for you to give up on magic.”

“What?”

“I just tried to naturally draw out the mana in your body, but it was like hitting a wall—there was no response.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that you were born with a body that cannot emit mana. It’s a condition that occurs occasionally, so there’s no need to worry too much, but…”

Sierra continued, trying her best to keep a calm expression.

“As far as magic goes… it would be best to give it up…”

Still, in the corner of her eyes, there was an unmistakable glimmer of pity.

Of course there was.

If I have a body that can’t emit mana, then no matter how hard I try, I’ll never be able to produce even a single spark.

Camilla was right.

She had already known this.

“Well, that’s too bad. I always wanted to try using magic at least once.”

With a bright smile, I closed the magic book and put it back into my bag.

Then I fished a few runes out of my coat pocket and handed them to Sierra.

“Thank you so much for telling me. It’s not much, but… please accept this as a token of appreciation.”

“What? Oh, no, miss. That’s quite alright.”

Sierra waved her hands, her face gone pale.

“Please take it. I insist.”

But I firmly pushed the money toward her.

Eventually, Sierra accepted the pouch with a flustered expression.

Having given her at least a small token of thanks, the heavy feeling inside me lightened just a little.

Only then could I leave the small stall.


“I didn’t make any sales today, but tomorrow, I’ll definitely sell something.”

“I’ll stay by your side.”

“Hehe, I’ll be counting on you.”

Fingering the magic book inside my bag,

I turned my steps back toward Raheltani.



 
  Chapter 24: This kind of touch is a bit difficult for me


Camilla’s day only began in the deep night, after the sun had long since set.

Except when she had private lessons.

She would nap through the day and only leave her room in the early dawn, when everyone else was fast asleep.

She loved the sounds of the quiet night.

She cherished the silence that no one disturbed and the darkness that allowed her to roam the world alone.

In the still hours before dawn, Camilla was walking alone through the darkened halls of the mansion, as she always did.

Humming softly to herself and savoring the darkness, something suddenly caught her eye.

A sliver of bright light seeped out into the corridor through the darkness that had settled completely.

The faint glow lingered in her sight like a smudge that refused to be wiped away.

Frowning, Camilla approached the source of the light.

It was the room of the girl who had moved into the mansion just a few days earlier.

She must not have turned the light off properly, as a dim glow was leaking through the crack under the door.

Fell asleep with the lights on, did she? And she dares to call anyone else a child?

With a cold gaze, Camilla stood before the door and reached out her hand.

Thin threads of mana unfurled from her fingertips like strands of silk, silently opening the door.

She stepped inside, intending to turn off the light.

But in the blink of an eye, something unexpected caught her attention, and she instinctively stepped back.

Holding her breath for a moment, she cautiously approached again and peeked through the door crack.

“The circuit… without breaks… in one go…”

Inside, the very girl who had repeatedly annoyed her was there.

Sitting on a chair nearly as tall as herself, she hunched over the desk, staring intently at an open book, groaning.

Though she clutched her head in frustration, she was constantly scribbling something down on paper.

Papers of the same kind were scattered all over the floor.

On them were intricate black ink drawings.

At a glance, they resembled mana circuits—but calling them that would be generous.

They looked more like a child had taken a pen and scribbled wildly across the page.

‘…Is she studying magic?’

Listening to the girl’s murmuring, it was clear it had to do with magic.

Had she been reading magical texts with the light on all the way until now?

Camilla had only one thought as she looked at the scene:

‘Pathetic.’

She had known from the very first moment.

The girl who had suddenly shown up claiming to be her “sister” had a body incapable of producing even a single spark.

Even if, by some miracle, she managed to create fire, it would amount to nothing more than a crude trick to amuse children in the town square.

And yet she was pouring so much time into it. So inefficient, so utterly foolish.

“Adjust the flow… ugh… this is hard…”

A pitiful soul, ignorant of her own limits, clinging to the impossible.

That girl, suddenly appearing and acting like a sister, was just one of those types.

Camilla reaffirmed her decision: such a person wasn’t worth dealing with.

And yet—why?

Even though she thought that way, Camilla found herself watching the girl from beyond the crack in the door for quite a while.

“So… if I curve it like this…”

So absorbed, she hadn’t noticed the door was open.

Her hair was a mess, as if she had run her hands through it countless times.

Her lips kept moving in a string of murmured thoughts.

Her sky-colored eyes never strayed from the pages, and the corners of those eyes… were slightly red.

“….”

Something about the serious expression of the girl immersed in her own world…
made Camilla freeze at the doorway.

****

A street crowded with bustling people

It was the very marketplace where she’d faced humiliating failure just the day before.

“Sierra, look at this.”

I straightened my shoulders proudly and rummaged through the wooden planks and my backpack. Soon, I proudly pulled out my masterpiece and handed it to Sierra.

“Is this… the medicine you were selling yesterday?”

“That’s right. It’s a bit different now, right?”

Unlike the messy bundles of herbs from yesterday, what Sierra was holding now were incense sticks beautifully wrapped with colorful petals.

“It didn’t sell at all yesterday. So, I thought about it and decided to change it like this.”

Originally, the incense I made consisted of various materials stacked layer by layer, including silver flowers.

But in my focus on just the effects, I had completely overlooked the importance of its appearance.

Perhaps the reason people hadn’t shown interest was because of its messy look.

“It definitely looks better now.”

Sierra nodded and looked at the product. Her acknowledgment made a smile unintentionally spread across my face.

“Right? I redid it carefully yesterday.”

This time, I didn’t just layer the materials.

I picked neat petals with a clean scent and color to wrap it around, and applied special oil to the ends to ensure the fragrance lasted longer.

“Is the reason you looked so tired because you were preparing this?”

“Yes. But I’m glad to hear you say that, Sierra.”

The real reason I was tired was something else entirely, but I didn’t want to burden Sierra with it.

“I’m definitely going to sell it today.”

With firm determination, I spread out a black cloth and hung it on the stall. It was a sign that business was starting.

I took out a magic book from my backpack and spread it out on the table.

I purposely gave a bright smile to Sierra, who was looking at me with a pitiful gaze.

“It’s not like that. I’m just looking because I’m bored.”

“…Is that so?”

“Yes. After all, we have to stay here for a while, right? I think it’d be a good idea for you to bring a book too, Sierra.”

“Heh, I’ll think about it.”

For the first time, Sierra smiled at me, and I blinked in surprise.

Her faint smile, from someone who usually had a cold demeanor, was quite beautiful.

“Sierra, you’re really pretty when you smile.”


I spoke the words with admiration without thinking. Sierra flinched and then cleared her throat, stepping back cautiously.

“Thank you.”

I smiled lightly and, while listening to the bustling sounds of the street, continued reading the magic book.

From time to time, I looked up and surveyed the surroundings, keeping an eye on the street.

A bit of time passed, maybe around half an hour.

“An herb that helps with sleep?”

A man with a neatly groomed beard stopped in front of me and asked.

The first customer to approach my stall. I widened my eyes and hurriedly stood up.

“Yes! If you use it before bed, you’ll feel much more refreshed in the morning.”

“What’s the price?”

“Fifty Rune.”

The man stroked his beard, looking like he was thinking for a moment.

“It’s similar to the incense sold in the empire shops, but what’s better about this one?”

“Just try it. If you don’t like it, then you don’t have to come back.”

I answered clearly without avoiding his gaze.

Perhaps he liked my bold attitude because he took out five silver coins from his pocket and dropped them onto the table.

“You’re bold. I guess it’s fine to trust you.”

“Thank you!”

The man took one of the incense sticks I made, left without hesitation, and disappeared.

I had succeeded.

Although I had only sold one so far, it was a huge accomplishment compared to yesterday.

And fifty Rune in one go!

As expected, people from the empire were much more generous with their spending compared to the villagers of Binhell.

“…Miss.”

A voice filled with coldness growled from behind me.

I shivered and turned around to find Sierra biting her lip and fiddling with a dagger.

“Si-Sierra?”

“Would you allow me to cut off that kid’s arm?”

At the absurd words, I blinked in shock.

“W-What are you talking about?”

“How dare he treat the young lady like that…”

An important fact I had forgotten suddenly came to mind.

Ah. Now that I think about it, I’m a noble, aren’t I?

It was a treatment that had seemed completely natural to me, having lived as an orphan for most of my life, but it appeared that Sierra didn’t see it that way.

“Ah, no! I’m just here as a merchant today.”

“……”

“Anyway, no one knows I’m a noble. It’s fine.”

The fact that I had been adopted into the count’s family had not been made public yet. The adoption documents and the records of them being submitted were all that existed.

Moreover, the prestigious count’s family would never carelessly leak such private matters to the outside world.

“So there won’t be any harm to the family’s reputation. Don’t worry.”

After all, no one who knows my face is here.

“I’m not worried about the family…”

Sierra, who had been mumbling for a while, took a step back with a deep sigh.

“…Understood. If that’s what you wish, my lady.”

Fortunately, Sierra respected my wishes.

“By the way, Sierra, I’ve already sold one.”

I straightened my shoulders proudly.

“Changing my appearance really helped, didn’t it? If I make myself even prettier, I might be able to sell more.”

Sierra silently watched me as I rambled on.

“I’m confident the effect will be good, and once it gets some word of mouth, I think it’ll be fine to raise the price… Or maybe I’ll just package it more carefully—”

That was when it happened.

Sierra’s hand lightly rested on top of my head.

At the same time, a chill spread from my toes to the top of my head.

“Ugh…!”

Startled, I instinctively took a step back.


Only then did Sierra pull her hand back with a startled expression.

“I have committed a grave sin, my lady. I didn’t mean to…”

“Ah, no! It’s not a grave sin, not at all.”

I quickly cupped my hands around the spot where Sierra’s hand had touched my head, lowering my head and murmuring carefully.

“B-but, this kind of touch is a bit difficult for me.”



 
  Chapter 25: Reconciliation with a Kiss


“I sold five today!”

The dining hall was filled with the clatter of dishes. Straightening my shoulders proudly, I announced today’s achievement.

“Really? How much did you make?”

Rozelia asked with a long, drawn-out smile.

“Two hundred and fifty rune.”

Of course, after deducting the stall fee of 150 rune and Sierra’s labor costs, there wasn’t much left—but compared to yesterday, it was an impressive result.

“If you’d sold them to me, you could’ve gotten several times that.”

I wavered for a moment at Rozelia’s words, but quickly shook my head and put a piece of bread into my mouth.

“No, I’ll be making even more profit from now on.”

“Hoho, is that so?”

Rozelia smiled alluringly at me before turning her gaze to the side.

“Still, I’m surprised, Camilla. I didn’t think you’d come to dinner of your own accord.”

The girl with long black hair quietly bit into her bread.

“…Because I was hungry.”

Her voice was low and flat, devoid of emotion. As she spoke, she glanced at me briefly.

“How’s the magic coming along?”

“…Huh?”

“Can you make fire yet?”

Her casually thrown question left me speechless.

As if taking my silence as an answer, Camilla gave a nonchalant nod.

“Give it up. You’re not cut out for magic.”

At her cold words, I hid my hand beneath the table and clenched my fist tightly.

“I’ll make fire. Just wait.”

“……”

Camilla stared at me without a word. A heavy pressure filled the quiet silence.

“You really are—”

Camilla had just begun to say something when—

Smack—!

A dull, heavy sound rang out, and her head snapped backward.

“Guh?!”

A dazed noise escaped Camilla’s lips. A red mark vividly appeared on her pale forehead.

“Camilla.”

Rozelia dabbed her lips with a napkin and slowly stood up.

As her usually calm crimson eyes flashed sharply, Camilla instinctively shrank back and lowered her head.

“…I’m sorry.”

“That’s not something you should be apologizing to me for, is it?”

In the middle of speaking, Rozelia’s lips curled into a sly smile, as if something had just occurred to her.

“You did this last time too. I guess a simple apology isn’t enough.”

Suddenly grabbing Camilla by the scruff of the neck, Rozelia dragged her toward me and thrust her forward.

“At least give your sister a kiss of reconciliation.”

At Rozelia’s casual remark, both Camilla and I opened our eyes wide in shock.

“‘What?!’”

Our voices overlapped perfectly. We had never been more in sync.

“Sure, sisters can fight. But you have to make up properly.”

“…M-Mother.”

Camilla’s voice trembled—for the first time.

“From now on, every time you two fight, you’ll make up with a kiss. That’s the new rule.”

Rozelia looked down at us with a mischievous grin, clearly enjoying herself.

Judging by that expression, she knew exactly how horrified we were—and was doing this on purpose.

“No objections allowed.”

Her crimson eyes gleamed with a chilly light. Faced with her overwhelming presence, Camilla turned to me with a deeply frustrated expression.

‘Hey, wait—what?!’

You’re the one who started this with those mean words!

“…Camilla.”

Camilla’s pupils quivered slightly at Rozelia’s voice, which was growing colder and colder.

Even though her face looked flustered, her eyes remained eerily empty, devoid of emotion. That in itself was unsettling.

“Uh… uhh…”

Camilla tightly shut her eyes and slowly brought her face closer to mine.

Smack—

And in that fleeting moment—

Her lips touched mine, making a faint sound.

“…Huh?”

The unexpected softness made me blink in a daze.

Rozelia, too, seemed momentarily at a loss for words.

“…I told you to kiss the forehead.”

Rozelia’s voice echoed softly. At that, the dining room was swallowed by a chilling silence.

In the long stillness, only Camilla’s gaze grew dimmer and dimmer.

“…Please put me down, Mother.”

A dead voice, hard to believe came from a six-year-old. Even Rozelia seemed slightly taken aback by the words.

“Ah, okay…”

Rozelia gently lowered Camilla to the ground.

Camilla glanced at me with a blank expression, then silently walked out of the room.

“It’s the first time. Camilla’s gotten angry at me.”

Rozelia murmured quietly as she looked at the spot Camilla had left.

Then she turned to me, her gentle smile returning.

“That just means she cares about you.”

“……”

I don’t think so.

To Camilla, I’m probably nothing more than an annoying bug that suddenly crawled into her space one day.


“So you should care about Camilla too, okay?”

This time, Rozelia grabbed me by the back of the neck and hoisted me up.

“Eek.”

“Camilla’s been through a lot, just like you.”

“A hard time?”

Now that I think about it, even the game’s setting book didn’t go into Camilla’s past much.

She was simply the villain from the start—Rozelia’s successor, the one who would bring down the empire. That was it.

Could she have had her own share of wounds?

“Finished eating?”

Still holding me, Rozelia headed out of the dining room.

“Huh? Where are we going?”

“Let’s go take a bath with Mommy.”

“Whaaaaat?!”

“Last time we bathed together, my body felt weirdly refreshed afterward.”

Her sultry smile was an odd mix of playfulness and sincerity.

I was left speechless, only able to stare at her with a dazed expression.

***

The retreating red sunlight dimly lit the corridor.

I pressed a hand to my forehead and let out a deep sigh.

“Ugh…”

The bath had left my body refreshed, but my mind was still in disarray.

While playing The Chronicles of Kairen, I’d seen countless complaints from players saying Rozelia’s powers needed to be nerfed.

But now I realized—it wasn’t her powers that needed nerfing.

It was that devastating body of hers.

Those two massive, round curves that had swayed in the water just wouldn’t leave my mind.

“Why do you keep insisting on bathing together, my lady…”

I muttered the small complaint as I walked past my room.

The place I arrived at was in front of Camilla’s room.

I hadn’t really wanted to come, but the look in her eyes the last time I saw her stuck with me.

Eyes that were as lifeless as a dead corpse. They were the same eyes I had seen from Camilla in the game.

It just didn’t feel right to leave things as they were. The painful past Roseria had mentioned also lingered in the back of my mind.

Without hesitation, I knocked on the door.

There was no response.

“Camilla.”

When I called her name and knocked again, after a brief moment, the door creaked open eerily.

It was my first time entering Camilla’s room. But there wasn’t anything particularly worth describing.

Because I couldn’t see anything.

The room, not even lit by a single candle, was more than dark — it was completely void.

A truly gloomy space, just like Camilla herself.

“Why are you here?”

From deep within the room, Camilla’s cold voice echoed from the darkness.

“I came because I have something to say.”

“Not interested.”

A short and firm reply. A slight chill seeped into my body.

Camilla was still just a six-year-old child, but she would become a villain who would one day take countless lives.

And I was nothing more than a powerless person who couldn’t even put up proper resistance in front of her.

If possible, it was best not to get involved with her.

If Roseria hadn’t said anything, I wouldn’t have come to this room in the first place.

But since it’s already come to this, I decided I would at least try to ease her mood.

Straightening my shoulders, I looked directly at Camilla, who was staring at me from the darkness.

“I was fine with it.”

“…What?”

“That kiss. It didn’t bother me at all.”

A short silence followed.

“Just think of it as me playing along with the Countess’s instructions.”

“……”

“So you don’t need to feel so down about it. Let’s just pretend it never happened.”

At this point, I thought I’d get some kind of reaction, but she still remained silent.

I wondered if I should step a little closer.

“Just think of it as a meaningless act, okay?”

“……”

“The Countess said we should kiss every time we fight, but it’s fine to do it without any feelings. You don’t have to think too much about it.”

She was so unresponsive I wondered if she might’ve fallen asleep.

Well, I figured I’d said everything I needed to say.

Camilla probably wouldn’t think too much of it anymore either.

“Then I’ll get going. Goodnight, Camilla.”


I left the room as gently as I could, leaving her with a voice as cheerful and soft as possible.

Somehow, I felt a little grown-up for being the one to extend the olive branch first.

After saying all that sincerely…

Camilla probably won’t worry about it anymore.





 
  Chapter 26: I want It


As always, the shop was bustling with people today.

A neatly dressed middle-aged woman stood in front of the store, looking up at the sign.

“40 Rune discount for a week?”

“Yes, starting next week the price will go up to 50 Rune.”

For now, I had decided that the most urgent task was to get people to know about my herbs.

That’s why I lowered the price to 40 Rune and added the word “discount” to catch attention.

The woman raised one eyebrow, clearly unimpressed.

“50 Rune? That’s more expensive than scented candles.”

“Well, that’s because it’s much more effective than scented candles!”

It might not look like much, but this herb used to trade for 500 Rune. It’s a valuable item.

But perhaps because I looked young, the woman didn’t seem to believe me.

“You can try it once and decide for yourself!”

“Hmm…”

After thinking for a while, the woman eventually pulled out four silver coins and handed them to me.

“You’ve got a pretty face, so I’ll trust you this once. Got it?”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

With a bright smile, I saw off the last customer of the day.

Then I pulled back the black cloth that had been hanging nearby and looked over at Sierra.

“Sierra! We sold everything today.”

“You’ve worked hard.”

Her reply was flat, but I was just happy.

It had already been a week since I started running the shop. Today, for the first time, I managed to sell all the herbs I had prepared.

“Once word starts to spread, even more customers will come. When that happens, it won’t take this long anymore.”

Humming to myself, I carefully packed the magic books into my bag one by one.

Sierra gave me a faint smile and helped organize the rest of the items.

“Oh, right. Is there a shop nearby that sells magic tools?”

“Magic tools, you say?”

Sierra’s usually expressionless face briefly showed a flicker of surprise.

“Yes, there’s something I want to buy.”

“There is one nearby… but magic tools tend to be quite expensive.”

“That’s okay. I’m not looking to buy the tool itself.”

Sierra blinked a few times in confusion. It seemed she couldn’t understand why I would go to a magic tool shop if I wasn’t going to buy one.

But with my current financial situation, there was no way I could afford such an expensive item.

However, I could afford one of the components used in making magic tools.

The material used as fuel for magic tools.

Refined mana.

***

A shop filled with magic tools so expensive someone like me wouldn’t dare dream of buying them.

“Th-three hundred Rune…?”

I mumbled quietly, mouth agape at the price, which was much higher than I expected.

“That’s a fairly standard price,” said the shop owner, looking at me with a puzzled expression.

He held out a glass bottle containing a blue-tinged liquid.

If Earth had petroleum, this world had an energy source made from processed mana.

That liquid, known as refined mana, is the primary fuel used to power magical devices.

It’s also a key ingredient in crafting mana potions in the game.

“May I ask what you’re using it for?”

I hesitated at his question. I figured there was no real need to hide it.

I pulled a few sheets of parchment from my backpack and handed them over. Complex circuits were tangled on them like a maze.

“A disposable circuit, huh.”

The shopkeeper, who grasped it at a glance, tilted his head.

“The material isn’t anything special, and the circuit itself is a mess. Honestly, this is barely usable…”

His cold assessment made me flinch before I even realized it.

“Who gave you such a shoddy blueprint?”

As he asked, genuinely baffled, I dropped my head.

“Uh… I made it myself…”

Three seconds of silence settled over the shop. The air inside turned stiff and heavy.

“Haha! Well, everyone has to start somewhere!”

The shopkeeper laughed heartily and tried to offer some words of encouragement, but the bead of sweat on his forehead revealed his true feelings.

It’s okay, mister.

I already know how messy my blueprint is.

“Anyway, I came to buy mana to use with this circuit.”

“Hm… With a circuit like that, you won’t need much. A few drops should be enough.”

After stroking his beard in thought, the shopkeeper pulled a small bottle from a drawer and carefully filled it with mana liquid.

“How does fifty rune sound for this amount?”

A bottle about the size of a fingertip. The quantity was small, but more than enough to power ten of my circuit diagrams.

Fifty rune was a price I could afford.

“Sounds good. I’ll take it.”

I handed him the money and carefully tucked away the mana liquid.

“Do you need anything else? We also sell nodes, you know.”

He pointed to a corner of the shop, where pieces of metal carved into various shapes were displayed.

Nodes—those appeared in the game too.

They’re used mostly when crafting magic scrolls, altering the properties of mana based on the type of node embedded in the circuit.

It was a core technique for creating scrolls that could cast elemental magic.

“Not right now. I don’t need nodes just yet.”

So far, I had only studied the basic concepts and very elementary design of circuit diagrams. I still had a long way to go before I could handle nodes.

“I see. Still, I’d give a discount to a cute young lady like you. Heh heh.”

At his joke, Sierra, who had been quietly standing in the corner, furrowed her brows slightly.

Sensing her look, the shopkeeper awkwardly waved his hands.

“Haha, don’t misunderstand. I meant nothing weird by it.”


Since I was here, I decided to look around the store.

Magical tools with sky-high price tags lined the shelves—armor and blunt weapons infused with mana, equipment engraved with ornate runes.

But the most eye-catching item was inside a display case at the center of the shop.

Covered in red cloth, its identity was hidden, yet it radiated a strangely familiar aura.

“What’s this?”

“Oh… You’ve got a good eye.”

The shopkeeper smiled meaningfully and pulled a small key from his pocket.

“Normally, I wouldn’t show this to just anyone… but I’ll make an exception for you.”

He unlocked the case and carefully lifted out the mystery item covered in red cloth.

Then, with a confident expression, he pulled the cloth away. What appeared was a shape both familiar and foreign.

It was a plant.

Its root resembled a ginseng, and above it bloomed a glowing blue flower.

Its form was so distinctive that I recognized it immediately.

“A… Aetherbloom?”

“Oh? So you know it. I made quite the investment to get this one.”

Eyes wide, I stared intently at the rare plant before me.

Magic Herb.

A plant that has grown by absorbing mana and life force from the earth over a long period of time.

The brighter the blue light lingering on its petals, the more mana it contains.

In the game world, consuming a Magic Herb would increase one’s maximum mana and magical power.

In the early stages, it provided a significant boost of up to 5%, but as a character’s stats improved, its effects became increasingly negligible.

By the time one had grown enough to challenge the final boss, it had become an item of little real value.

However, that didn’t mean the Magic Herb lost its worth. On the contrary—it was a rare and highly sought-after herb, difficult to find.

“…How much is it?”

The shopkeeper raised one finger with a serious expression.

“Ten thousand Rune.”

“Te-Ten thousand…?”

That was equivalent to a semester’s tuition at the academy.

I’d have to earn at least five times what I’d saved so far to even think of affording it.

“…That’s expensive.”

“It’s a Magic Herb.”

Quite literally.

Even at ten thousand Rune, there were probably plenty of buyers inside the Magic Tower.

But for someone like me, who was saving up just to attend the academy… it was a completely unattainable amount.

‘If only I could grow Magic Herbs myself…’

That would change everything—but I still didn’t know the conditions required for it to bloom.

I’d tried several experiments, but so far, the only thing I could grow was Silverflower Grass.

Spending ten thousand Rune on a single Magic Herb in this situation was far too risky.

“…If I make a lot of money later, I’ll come back to buy it.”

“Haha, if it’s still here by then, I’d be glad to sell it.”

Even after I gave up, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the flower radiating its blue light.

I knew it was far beyond my reach, yet I couldn’t look away.

And for some reason, the moment I saw the Magic Herb, I felt an inexplicable sense of déjà vu.

[I want it.]

“Eek?!”

Startled by the sudden voice, I shuddered and looked around.

It wasn’t the shopkeeper’s voice. I quickly glanced at Sierra, but she was looking at me with a puzzled expression.

‘…A hallucination?’

I’d been pulling all-nighters for days, pouring all my energy into mana circuit research. It must have taken a toll on my body.

To be hearing voices at this age—maybe I really was overdoing it.


“Thanks for the introduction. I’ll be going now.”

I bowed to the shopkeeper who had kindly shown me the Magic Herb, then turned to leave with Sierra.

Was it just my imagination?

I had a strange feeling that Sierra’s gaze lingered on the Magic Herb for quite a while, too.





 
  Chapter 27: Please don’t get the Wrong Idea


A calm energy lingered in the drawing room of the Count of Raheltani.

But the one occupying that position of authority was not the head of the Raheltani family, but his wife.

“You’re keeping everything under control, right?”

Rozelia’s crimson eyes turned to Sierra.

“Yes. I’ve taken care of everyone who cast impure gazes.”

Bella would never know—just how many beasts in human skin walked this world.

Among them were the vile kind who approached a young girl, barely past infancy, with twisted desires.

“They’ve all been dealt with, so there’s no need to worry.”

A dagger, hidden in Sierra’s arms, was stained with an unknown blood.

“Sigh… Bella still has no idea how dangerously beautiful she is.”

Resting her chin on her hand, Rozelia muttered with displeasure.

Eyes as clear and blue as the sea. Skin so fair it seemed to glow beneath the light.

Delicate features, and soft, sky-colored hair cascading over her shoulders like silk.

For someone so young to possess such a flower named beauty—she was among the rarest even within the empire.

On the surface, it might look like a blessing.

But it also meant she was far more likely to attract the eyes of the worst kind. Especially as a girl working like a commoner.

“I want to introduce Bella formally into society.”

“She will not permit it, My Lady.”

“Yes, I suppose not.”

Originally, Rozelia had planned to announce Bella as a new member of the family the moment she signed the adoption papers.

But Bella’s strong refusal forced her to give up on the idea.

The memory of Bella desperately pleading with cold sweat on her brow was still vivid in Rozelia’s mind.

Her desperation had been so raw and sincere that Rozelia couldn’t bear to push her.

She’d said she didn’t want to bring disgrace upon the family.

And that once she became an adult, capable of standing on her own, then she wished to be part of the Raheltani house.

“From what I’ve observed, the young lady has a deep aversion to receiving help,” Sierra continued.

“To a level that feels almost pathological.”

Rozelia nodded silently, her eyes heavy.

When Bella had once offered to pay just to borrow a book from the family’s library, Rozelia had been too dumbfounded to respond.

But Bella had looked like she might burst into tears at the slightest refusal—so Rozelia had no choice but to accept the money.

She had quietly instructed a servant to take only a small amount.

“…I need to grow closer to her—soon.”

Rozelia’s low voice filled the office. Her fingers tapped the desk in a steady rhythm, betraying her troubled thoughts.

“Dark Empress, may I make a suggestion?”

Rozelia raised an eyebrow slightly.

“Go ahead.”

“On the way here, we stopped by a magic item shop with the young lady.”

“A magic shop? Why?”

“She said she had something she wished to buy.”

“Hmm, and?”

“By chance, I saw her eyeing some Magic Herbs.”

Magic Herbs.

They were a fairly rare herb, but Rozelia didn’t show much interest.

“And?”

“The young lady seemed very eager to get her hands on them.”

Rozelia’s tapping fingers halted. Her crimson eyes widened.

“Bella… was interested in Magic Herbs?”

“Yes. She couldn’t take her eyes off them.”

Suddenly, the image of Bella, crestfallen after Camilla told her to give up on magic, surfaced in Rozelia’s mind.

Now that she thought of it, Bella had shown interest in magic before too.

“Hm…”

A strange gleam flickered in Rozelia’s eyes.

A seductive smile slowly spread across her lips.

“Magic herbs, huh…”

She slowly rose from her seat and put on her coat.

“If I can win my daughter’s heart, a few thousand of those flowers would be a small price to pay.”

***

I blinked blankly at the incomprehensible scene before me.

Maybe my reaction amused her, because Rozelia was looking at me with a beaming smile.

“Th-this…”

“Yes, that’s right.”

I pointed with trembling fingers at the small vial Rozelia was holding.

Was it just my imagination?

It looked exactly like the magic herb I saw yesterday at the magic tool shop.

No. There was no point in denying it.

The flower glowing blue right in front of me was unmistakably a magic herb.

But why was Rozelia holding a magic herb?

For someone like her or Camilla, who were born with innate magic, magic herbs shouldn’t mean much.

“That… why…?”

“I just wanted to see a little cuteness from my daughter, that’s all.”

With a mischievous smile, Rozelia held out the magic herb toward me.

I was at a loss for words.

Could she really be trying to give it to me?

Did she somehow hear about how I had been looking at the herb yesterday?

Even if that were true, I never imagined a situation where Rozelia would personally buy a magic herb and offer it to me.

“…Did you spend money because of me?”

My chest felt heavy. I couldn’t lift my head and just lowered it.

Helplessness and guilt spread deep through my heart. I tightly shut my eyes and shook my head vigorously.

“I’m sorry. I can’t accept it.”


Surprisingly, Rozelia accepted my refusal with a calm expression.

“I figured as much, so I came here to make a deal.”

“…What?”

With a gentle smile, Rozelia made a motion as if to pat my head.

By now, even that gesture didn’t feel unfamiliar anymore.

“I’m no fool. I didn’t plan on giving this away for free. Of course, I bought it expecting something in return.”

“But… I don’t have anything valuable enough to pay for a magic herb.”

“Why do you think that? You have something far more precious.”

Rozelia grabbed me by the nape and led me toward the sofa.

After seating me, she sat across from me and carefully placed a brown pouch on the table.

“Can you show me the process of making your medicine? Right here and now.”

Inside the pouch were all the ingredients for my medicine, including silver blossom.

“In exchange, I’ll give you the magic herb.”

“…That’s… not a fair trade.”

A single herbal recipe for a magic herb? No matter how I looked at it, Rozelia would be at a loss.

In fact, I had been debating for days whether I should just tell her.

If my gift could somehow stop her from falling into darkness, then it would be worth it.

“You’re right, it’s not a fair trade.”

Rozelia nodded, looking straight into my eyes.

“Then, how about ten magic herbs?”

“Wh-what?!”

“If that’s still not enough, should we make a contract where I give you one every month instead?”

I was at a loss for words.

What on earth was she talking about?

I couldn’t understand why Rozelia was trying to give me even more.

“It’s just… I meant you, Countess, would be at a loss!”

“Me?”

But rather than me, it was Rozelia who looked puzzled.

“Daughter, it seems you still don’t realize how incredible your herbs are.”

She crossed her arms and continued with a serious gaze.

“Not even the most renowned doctors or alchemists I hired for hundreds of thousands of Rune could make me sleep.”

“H-hundreds of thousands of Rune…”

“And yet, this medicine put me to sleep instantly.”

Rozelia’s gaze turned to the silver-blossom herb on the table.

“If I can learn the recipe with just a few magic herbs, it’s a trade more than worth it to me.”

“……”

“Daughter, I can give you as many magic herbs as you want. So I hope you’ll accept this deal.”

I couldn’t easily speak as I looked into her crimson eyes, filled with earnestness.

I stared at the magic herb lying before me for a moment.

After a long deliberation, I made up my mind and picked up the herb ingredients on the table.

“…Just one magic herb is enough. It’s not worth more than that.”

Rozelia’s face brightened at my words.

“Thank you. I’ll make sure this never leaks anywhere.”

“…To be honest, it’s not that I didn’t tell you because I was worried about that.”

“Hmm?”

Rozelia tilted her head, looking puzzled.

“…I’ll show you.”

I swallowed dryly and began carefully taking ingredients out from a brown pouch.

Rozelia attentively watched every small movement of my fingers.

Using sleepweed, I made a small circular ring. I softly covered it with blue moss, then placed the aromatic herbs in sequence.

Finally, I pulled out a silver-blossom flower with silver petals.

“Here—if you place just the petals of the silver-blossom between these gaps, it’s complete.”

“…What?”

A look of confusion spread across Rozelia’s face.

She looked at me with eyes that said she couldn’t believe it.

“This… is all there is?”

“Well, there is one more thing…”

I gently fidgeted with the silver-blossom in my hand.

A fresh herbal scent faintly tickled my nose.

“Could you… tell me that last thing?”

I tightly shut my eyes and slowly nodded.

“Well, actually… I have an ability.”

A brief but deep silence fell inside the office.

In Rozelia’s eyes swirled an indescribable emotion.

“…An ability. Now I understand.”

Maybe it was just my imagination, but her gaze on me seemed to deepen.

As she continued to silently urge me to show her, my face began to burn with embarrassment.

“I-it’s… an ability, but…”

“Is it related to the silver-blossom?”

“Y-yes, I mean…”

My face felt like it might explode.

If I looked in a mirror now, I was sure I’d be redder than a tomato.

But having made my decision, I couldn’t back down now.

“P-please don’t get the wrong idea…”

Trailing off, I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear.

Then, carefully, I brought the silver-blossom to my lips.

I gathered saliva in my mouth and slowly stuck out my tongue toward the petals of the silver-blossom.

Then, from between my lips, a thin stream of saliva trickled down and touched the bud.

The saliva pooled on the bud and gently soaked the petals.

After closing my mouth again, I softly rubbed the flower bud with my hand and delicately placed each petal into various bundles of herbs.

“Th-this really is the end now.”

My mind went completely blank.


A wave of self-loathing and embarrassment hit me all at once.

I cautiously lifted my head and looked at Rozelia.

She was staring blankly at the space between my parted lips, blinking slowly.

Her bewildered gaze…

…made me want to die from shame right then and there.



 
  Chapter 28: Let go of it, now?!


“···Bella.”

Why?

Rozelia’s voice was unusually subdued. No, it wasn’t just subdued—it had an undertone of irritation.

The warm smile she had just moments ago had completely vanished, and now, she was glaring at me with a stern expression.

“Yes, yes…?”

“So, you’re saying that up until now, you’ve been making and selling herbs like this?”

The atmosphere felt like an interrogation, and I involuntarily swallowed dryly.

“Yes, but…?”

“···.”

Rozelia silently tapped her fingers on the table, lost in deep thought.

What exactly is the problem?

In the tense silence, I quickly racked my brain. Before long, I could vaguely guess why Rozelia was upset.

“Well, it’s a little messy…,” I said hesitantly.

Rozelia’s shoulders slightly trembled. Judging by her reaction, it seemed my guess wasn’t wrong.

“Even if it’s dirty, it’s not for consumption…! There shouldn’t be any health issues,” I tried to explain.

“No, that’s not the problem…”

Rozelia, who had been uncharacteristically flustered, tightly shut her eyes and grabbed her head.

“I think I need some time to sort things out alone. Let’s talk again tonight.”

“Yes, then…”

“And I don’t want you to sell anything today.”

“Yes?”

Her unexpected words made my heart sink.

“Why? I need to sell…,” I protested.

It was only now that customers had started showing interest in my herbs. It would be a shame to take a break at such a moment.

“Can’t you just hold off for today?”

But under Rozelia’s cold gaze, I couldn’t bring myself to argue any further. I hesitated for a moment, then quietly nodded.

“Thanks for understanding. Oh, and Bella.”

Rozelia lightly reached over my head and patted me, then looked at me with a soft smile.

“Promise me you won’t tell anyone about your powers from now on.”

“···What?”

“Promise me.”

Her tone was firm, almost commanding. It was the first time Rozelia, who usually respected my choices, had put such pressure on me.

“It’s for your own good. Powers can sometimes bring danger.”

Yet, strangely, I didn’t feel any sense of rejection from Rozelia’s words. Unlike with the director.

Had I unconsciously started to develop feelings for Rozelia?

“···Okay, I promise.”

In the end, I had no choice but to accept her request.

***

Later

Bang—Bang—

The sound of blankets being kicked off.

The only sound in the bedroom was me venting my frustration on the bedding.

“Ugh…”

I knew this childish behavior wasn’t very mature. But in a way, it was the only way I could calm the boiling shame I felt inside.

Upon reflection, the moment Rozelia’s attitude subtly changed was right after I demonstrated my power.

To be more specific, it was right after I had drooled onto the flower.

She probably didn’t take it well.

Finding out that someone else’s saliva had touched the herbs she had been using all this time must have been quite embarrassing for her.

The stiffness in Rozelia’s expression and the coldness in her tone must have been a result of that.

By now, she probably doesn’t even want to touch my herbs.

“Still… since I have this…”

With a face still tingling with heat, I slowly turned and looked at the bottle on the bedside table.

Inside, a plant had grown over a small, firm flowerpot. A soft green light spread, coloring the inside of the bottle.

Looking at that light, I felt my heart settle a little.

Magic herb.

I never imagined I would end up with something this precious. It was an unexpectedly big gain.

I wanted to open the bottle right away and examine it carefully, but now was not the time.

I had heard that this plant was sealed with a preservation spell to maintain its original form. The flowerpot it was planted in would also be under a similar protective spell.

If I opened the bottle and the plant came into contact with the outside air, the preservation would slowly disappear from that moment.

“Not yet… I can’t do it.”

Even with the magic herb, there wasn’t much I could do right now.

Of course, I could sell it to people. Its mere existence would surely be worth quite a bit.

But considering my powers, this was more than just simple luck.

There must be some condition that would allow me to make this flower bloom.

If I could make the magic herb bloom from my hands every day, my life could change overnight from that moment.

So until I find out those special conditions, the magic herb must remain sealed for now.

I carefully lifted the glass bottle and placed it on my desk, standing on my feet. I then gently put the bottle on top of the wardrobe in the corner of the room and covered it with a cloth.

It wasn’t hidden perfectly, but that was fine. This was a gift Rozelia had given me personally.

No one in Raheltani would dare to steal it, not unless they wanted to earn Rozelia’s hatred.

“…Alright, no more thinking about it.”

Suppressing the lingering shame, I jumped down from under the desk.

The magic herb was important, but there was something else I needed to focus on right now.

I pulled out the circuit diagram I had made myself and the mana I had purchased earlier from my bag.

Sitting in the desk chair, I carefully cut away the parts of the diagram that weren’t drawn. The remaining rectangular paper was filled with intricately woven circuit lines.

It looked like something out of a movie, like the talisman of a mystic.

“I failed yesterday, but… today, I will definitely…”

I carefully opened the glass bottle. Tilting the bottle of mana, I slowly dripped a drop onto the starting point of the circuit diagram.

As the blue mana droplet touched the paper, the dark circuit lines briefly glowed and then settled back down.

After dripping about five drops, I closed the bottle again.


The amount seemed ridiculously small, but it was more than enough mana to activate this simple circuit.

I poked the starting point of the circuit with my fingertip. A tiny, precise hole appeared in the paper.

At that moment, a small spark briefly flickered, and soon the circuit lines began to glow with a soft blue light.

I carefully placed the paper on my palm.

After a short while, a heat haze-like smoke started rising from the paper.

Flare—!

The paper burned up and disappeared, leaving a small ember floating in the air above my hand.

It floated gently, as if alive.

“I did it! I did it!!”

I stared, wide-eyed, at the ember, lost in awe.

It was a small and weak flame. But that ember warmed my heart more than any great magic ever could.

“I did it… I did it… I did it…”

My heart pounded. I couldn’t help but smile.

Since my reincarnation, I wondered if there had ever been a moment I had been this happy.

Even though I pretended not to care, seeing this ember made me so happy, it seemed I hadn’t truly let go of magic in my heart after all.

“If it’s this, even Camilla will admit it.”

The reason humans are great is because they know how to use tools.

Humans don’t have wings. So, to fly in the sky, they made airplanes.

Humans can’t breathe underwater. So, to navigate the sea, they made submarines.

No life on Earth could venture beyond the atmosphere into space. But humans made even that impossible reality come true.

For humans, nothing is impossible. It was the belief I held and the desperate wish that moved me.

“So… I can do it too…”

I carefully opened the lid of the bottle again and dropped mana onto the newly drawn circuit diagram.

With excitement, I tightly held the circuit diagram in my arms and rushed out of the room.

I ran straight to Camilla’s door and knocked.

A moment later, the door creaked open, and her purple eyes rose from the darkness.

Had she been asleep? Camilla’s hair was messy, and her eyes were half-closed.

“What are you doing?”

Her voice was still hollow, like an empty tomb.

But at that moment, I was able to face her more confidently than ever.

“I can now make fire with my hands.”

Her half-closed eyes slowly widened at my words.

I took out a piece of paper, made a hole at the starting point of the circuit, and placed it on my palm.

Soon, smoke began to rise.

Whoosh—

A tiny spark of fire appeared on the palm of my hand.

Camilla stared blankly at the spark. I smiled confidently and added:

“I made the circuit myself, and I bought the mana with my own money.”

“……”

“With this, it’s no different than me making fire with my own hands, right?”

I stood up straight, waiting for her acknowledgment.

“…Ha.”

But what I got in return wasn’t recognition but a deep sigh.

At that moment, the air around Camilla stirred.

Sparks of fire rose into the air, quickly growing into vivid flames, spreading in all directions.

The flames seemed to have a life of their own as they spiraled in the air, only to harden into cold ice crystals and fall to the ground with a thud at Camilla’s gesture.

Thud—

The sound of ice hitting the floor.

I blinked, staring blankly at the overwhelming sight.

“Don’t force it. It’s ugly.”

Words sharper than thorns pierced my ears.

Instinctively, I clenched my fists and faced Camilla directly.

“What… do you mean by ‘forcing it’?”

“You know without me saying it.”

“The spark was made by my power. I made it.”

“So? In the end, you gave up on magic and clung to such petty tricks.”

Camilla continued without a blink, her gaze cold, and her voice even more indifferent.

“Give it up. You have no magic, no talent.”

“……”

“All you can do is put your mother to sleep. That’s all.”

She glanced at the circuit diagram in my hand, which had scattered like ashes.

Her eyes carried no emotion. But somehow, it felt as though she was mocking me.

“Just live here, clinging to your mother’s grace. That’s your life.”

With those words, Camilla slowly turned her back on me.

I lowered my head and stared at the floor.

I have to endure.

After all, she’s just a child. There’s no need to be shaken by such words.

I have to endure.

I have to endure…

I can’t.

My emotions, I just couldn’t control them.

I tried to keep my head calm, but my small body was trembling from my toes to my head.

In the end, I decided to just do what I wanted.

“Hey!!!”

At my sharp scream, Camilla flinched and recoiled in surprise.

I ran toward her, who was staring at me with wide eyes.

Without even realizing it, I grabbed her hair.

“Eek?!”

“You don’t know anything!”

“What…?!”

Camilla furrowed her brows and without hesitation, reached out to grab my hair.

“Let go of it, now?!”

Camilla roughly yanked on my hair.

A sharp pain spread through my head, but I was already used to this kind of pain from the director.

“You…”

Camilla’s face contorted. Mana flowed from her fingertips like threads, rushing toward me.

A strand of black mana wrapped around my body like a snake and began pulling me toward the ceiling.

But I tightened my grip on Camilla’s hair even more.

Every time the black thread pulled me, Camilla’s head jerked upward too.

“Ugh! You… wanna die?”

Camilla threatened me with a menacing tone.

But I glared at her, grinding my teeth.

“Go ahead! I’m someone the Countess needs, you know?!”

“Grr…!”

Unable to refute, Camilla pulled my hair even harder, glaring at me with an annoyed expression.

I, too, held on to her hair just as firmly.

For a while, we fought, holding onto each other’s hair, literally at a standstill.


It felt like both of us had temporarily abandoned all reason. It was a mess.

How much time had passed?

It was around the moment when reason finally started to return.

Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine.

When I snapped back to reality and looked around, I saw Rozelia glaring down at us with a cold gaze.



 
  Chapter 29: You know this means Nothing, right?


As a result of living as a child for 8 years after being reincarnated, I realized how simple the body of a young child is.

In my mind, I could always make rational judgments, but my body always reacted before my thoughts.

When something happy happened, I couldn’t hide my smile.

When I got angry, no matter how much I tried to control my reason, my body would tremble, and the frustration rising deep in my chest was hard to overcome.

Finally, in physically exhausting situations, my emotions would show clearly on my face.

Just like in this moment.

“Raise your hands properly, Bella.”

At Rozelia’s firm voice, I stretched both arms straight above my head.

A punishment of raising hands… I thought nobles had to stand in such punishment too.

“You too, Camilla.”

When her gaze turned to the side, Camilla, who had flinched slightly, quickly raised her hand as well.

The tangled hair of Camilla and I had clear signs of being tugged at.

“…It was my sister who grabbed my hair first, Mother.”

“Who caused this?”

“….”

Camilla tightly shut her mouth and raised her hand even higher.

I had no choice but to lower my head at the resentful glances she sometimes threw at me.

I should have held back. I should have, but…

Now that I think about it, I couldn’t even understand myself.

I’ve heard the saying ‘Give up if you don’t have talent’ so many times in my life, but there was no need to get so worked up.

Yet, for some reason, when I heard Camilla say those words carelessly, an inexplicable anger rose inside me.

“I wanted us to get along well, not to fight by pulling each other’s hair.”

At Rozelia’s deep sigh, Camilla quickly lifted her head.

Her violet eyes glared at me as if expecting an explanation.

Thinking about it, this incident was mostly my fault. I should take responsibility for fixing it.

I carefully lifted my head and met Rozelia’s gaze directly.

“Lady Countess… I’ve heard that sisters grow closer by fighting.”

“……”

“So, wouldn’t this incident make our relationship even better…?”

At the cold look from Rozelia, my body instinctively flinched. I could never get used to seeing her like that.

After a moment of silence, Rozelia placed her hand on her forehead and exhaled deeply.

“Sigh… Fine. You can lower your hands now.”

Camilla and I lowered our arms at the same time.

Perhaps because our bodies were still young, my arms ached from holding them up for just a short time.

“From now on, try to solve things with words, okay?”

“Yes.”

Camilla and I answered softly in unison.

Only then did Rozelia look down at us and smile.

“Since you both made a mistake, you should apologize to each other.”

“Excuse me?”

I tilted my head, not understanding her words.

“I told you. From now on, make up with a kiss.”

Both Camilla and I froze. Slowly, we turned our heads toward each other’s faces.

“Since it started with the lips, it’s best to finish with them, don’t you think?”

Without realizing it, my face scrunched up.

Camilla’s expression mirrored mine, irritation creeping across her usually indifferent face.

If this were before, we would have brushed it off without much thought, but right now, I didn’t want to be near Camilla in this mood.

“…Wouldn’t lips be a little too much? Wouldn’t the forehead be better?”

I carefully made a suggestion, but Rozelia only shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly, showing no interest.

“So what? It’s just between women, sisters, and besides, you’re still young.”

“But…”

“Seeing those faces you’re making, I think it’s even more necessary to do it with lips.”

Her firm tone made it seem like no more words would reach her.

“Do it quickly.”

With Rozelia’s urging, I hesitated for a moment, then took a short breath and approached Camilla.

‘…You know this means nothing, right?’

I whispered to Camilla with just the shape of my lips.

Carefully, I leaned my face toward hers, and our lips brushed briefly.

Chirp.

Before I could even feel the sensation of our lips touching, I quickly pulled my face away.

“Camilla, you have to do it too.”

“…Yes.”

At Rozelia’s words, it was now Camilla who stepped forward.

She tightly shut her eyes and leaned in.

Soon, our lips met again. Camilla lingered longer than I expected, and the soft sensation of her lips was fully transmitted.

It was a feeling I didn’t want to know.

“Good, from now on, we’ll make up like this.”

With a satisfied smile, Rozelia concluded the situation between me and Camilla, both of us with furrowed brows.

In this awkward moment, only she was truly happy.

Once everything was done, I headed straight to my room.

There had been the incident with Camilla, and honestly, I wanted to bury my face in my bed and stay there all day.

But I had to prepare the medicines to sell at the market tomorrow. I was planning to buy some pretty flowers from the flower shop and wrap them with their petals.

I didn’t have the luxury of taking it easy.

I slapped my cheeks a few times to regain focus and quickly got out of bed.

Just as I was about to gather my things to leave, a magic book on the desk caught my eye.

“It’s not good to be stubborn, Unnie.”

I slowly shook my head and left the room.

Underfoot, papers with intricate circuit diagrams rustled.

***


That night, while everyone slept, a quiet stillness covered the mansion. The only sound that could be heard was the distant hoot of an owl.

Camilla walked slowly down the corridor, alone.

‘I don’t like this.’

That girl who suddenly appeared and kept bothering her every chance she got.

What did she think she could do with that body that had no talent? Her eagerness, in spite of it all, was unpleasant.

Her attitude, as if trying to teach her something, even though she was in no position to do so, was irritating.

And today, she even dared to pull her hair.

It was utterly ridiculous.

With magic so weak that it could easily be shattered, her reckless attitude made her seem laughable.

If it hadn’t been for their mother, she would’ve cut off her arms right then and there.

In that case…

Watching her sit on the floor, sobbing bitterly with her arms lost, would have made her feel a little better.

She was sure of it…

Suddenly—

A sharp pain pricked somewhere in her chest.

Confused by the unfamiliar sensation, Camilla stopped and blinked in surprise.

After some time confirming her body, she realized the pain wasn’t physical.

Camilla had lived her life without feeling an ounce of guilt. Even when she killed her parents, she never shed a single tear.

So why.

Why, when she recalled the scene of Bella staring at her with lifeless eyes, did her chest begin to tighten?

‘…Forget it.’

No matter how much I tried to care, it only made my head hurt for no reason.

In the end, I was just a disposable item that would be discarded the moment I became useless.

Right now, she has a rather affectionate expression on her face, but Rozelia is not the type of person to be attached to such emotions.

She’s a person who, without a change in expression, could take someone’s head off, born with cold blood.

My mother was, in the end, the same type of person.

Perhaps that’s why. Camilla wanted to be recognized by her mother.

No, if I’m being greedy… I also wanted to live like a real mother and daughter.

But Camilla, who knew Rozelia better than anyone, could be sure. No matter how the sky split, she would never receive affection from her.

The reason she was adopted into this family in the first place was solely because of her magical potential.

But that child… The one who suddenly appeared one day, calling herself “sister” and approached her…

What is it with her, that she’s doing that to mother…?

“…Hah.”

Just as her thoughts were spiraling, Camilla’s footsteps stopped.

A familiar light was leaking through the gap in the door from beyond the hallway. It was Bella’s room.

A sigh involuntarily escaped. With a displeased expression, she walked toward the light and muttered to herself.

“Could it be that she still can’t let go of magic?”

It was supposed to be the time when she should be asleep.

Moreover, didn’t she say she would go out to do business during the day? While she might lack talent for magic, it seemed like she was born with great stamina.

“How annoying.”

With a flick of her finger, a thin thread of mana seeped through the gap in the door.

Then the door slowly opened, soundlessly.

As expected.

Inside the room, the girl with sky-blue hair was so engrossed in a magical book that she didn’t even notice the door opening.

Camilla had been thinking whether she should tell her once again to give up on magic and face reality.

But then, she noticed something different about Bella.

Her nose was flushed red. Even more so, the area around her eyes was darker.

From her usually clear and transparent sky-blue eyes, tears were flowing endlessly.

Yet, she didn’t look away from the book.

She would occasionally sniff and tightly close her eyes, but when she opened them again, her gaze was always fixed on the book.

“…….”

Camilla was momentarily at a loss for words.


She was wiping away the tears, her trembling fingertips sketching out a circuit diagram.

Foolish and naive. Yet, for some reason, it was hard to take my eyes off her.

A sharp pain—

Somewhere in my chest tightened.

It was a strange pain I had never experienced before.



 
  Chapter 30: I was wondering what it would be like to drink your saliva.


“…Miss?”

Sierra, who had come to wake me up, was looking at me with a worried expression.

Her hands, unsure of what to do, hovered around my eyes as though she wanted to wipe them. But perhaps knowing my condition, she hesitated and never actually touched them.

“Did you cry yesterday?”

“No?”

I answered in the calmest voice I could muster.

However, Sierra’s narrowed eyes seemed filled with doubt, as though she couldn’t believe my words.

“Miss, did you look in the mirror?”

Of course, I had.

My eyes were swollen, and there was still a lingering sting around them.

At a glance, it could seem like I had been crying, but I shook my head and showed Sierra the bottle of medication I had prepared in advance.

“The medicine I was making yesterday splashed. It accidentally got into my eyes.”

“Ah… are you okay?”

Understanding what I meant, Sierra asked with an even more concerned expression.

“I’m fine. It’s just a little stinging.”

“If something happens, you must go to the doctor.”

“Hehe, don’t worry. I know this better than you, Sierra.”

At those words, Sierra finally stopped worrying and nodded her head.

I rose from the bed, rubbing my stinging eyes with the back of my hand.

Around the floor near the bed, unfinished circuit diagrams were scattered in a messy heap.

I should have cleaned up. My face turned hot, feeling like I had shown Sierra a childish side of myself for no reason.

“Sierra, I made this… would you like to see it?”

To distract Sierra from the chaos in the room, I picked up a circuit diagram from the desk.

“Really? You made it, Miss?”

Sierra asked, sounding quite surprised.

I made a small hole in the circuit diagram. The moment I did, a wisp of smoke rose, and a small, clear spark appeared on my palm.

“…Isn’t this, in a way, magic?”

I cautiously shared my thoughts while keeping an eye on Sierra’s reaction.

Sierra blinked and paused for a moment, her eyes widening, before she smiled faintly and nodded.

“Of course. It’s truly wonderful, Miss.”

Taken aback by the unexpected praise, I blinked for a while. At Sierra’s smile, I cleared my throat and tried to act casual again.

Still, a smile unconsciously crept onto my face. Her single compliment had made me feel a little better.

‘That bad Camilla.’

Can’t she even offer a small compliment like this?

Swallowing her name in my mind, I pressed down the heavy dissatisfaction.

But it didn’t matter anymore. I had already decided not to waste any more of my heart on her.

I would live like a complete stranger to Camilla, just as she wanted. I vowed not to let anything she said affect me anymore.

Of course, I still had to pretend to be a sister in front of Rozelia, but other than that, we wouldn’t have much to do with each other, so it didn’t matter.

“Miss. Lady Rozelia sent word for you to come.”

“Countess?”

“Yes, she has something to discuss.”

There was no real reason to refuse. The person I didn’t want to face was not Rozelia, but only Camilla.

I quickly washed up. I calmed my eyes with cold water and put on the clothes I had brought from the village of Vinhel, then headed straight for Rozelia’s office.

***

A quiet space filled with silence. At its center, Rozelia sat, as always, in a noble posture.

“Did you find me, Countess?”

“You’re here.”

Rozelia’s red eyes held a more serious weight than usual. There was a noticeable trace of deep thought in her gaze.

She stood from her chair, moved to the sofa, and gestured for me to sit opposite her.

“It’s not that, I just wanted to confirm a bit about your powers, so I called you.”

“Confirm? What do you mean?”

I followed her and sat on the opposite side of the sofa.

Without a word, Rozelia handed me a slender plant stem.

At first, I didn’t feel much, but when I noticed the small red spots scattered along the stem, I was greatly surprised.

“Is this… perhaps Life Herb?”

“That’s right. You seem to know quite a bit about plants.”

It felt familiar somehow.

The Life Herb was a material that was frequently used in Kairos Chronicles, a game I had played countless times.

It was a basic herb used to craft healing potions, a plant that faintly preserved the energy of nature and the vitality of the soil.

By itself, the Life Herb could only be used to create basic potions, but when combined with rare materials, it could become the key to more powerful alchemical ingredients.

“My guess is that your saliva has the power to enhance certain ingredients. Am I right?”

“Yes, that seems to be the case.”

Since I had already shown my powers, there was no need to hide anything now.

I had never felt any hostility from Rozelia, and in my current situation, I was definitely in her debt.

“There’s one more thing…”

If I was going to be honest, it would be better to just tell her that I can make flowers bloom as well.

“Actually, my power is—”

Just as I was about to speak, a sudden sharp pain surged through my head.

If it had been a regular headache, I would have endured it, but the unexpected intensity of the pain caused my face to contort in agony.

“Are you okay?”

Rozelia extended her hand to me with a worried look. Although her fingers didn’t actually touch me, I strangely felt a warm energy.

Perhaps because of that warmth, the sharp pain gradually began to subside.

…Sleep really is important.

This was the worst headache I had ever experienced.

The only possible cause for such a pain was fatigue.

I had stayed up all night the previous day analyzing and organizing magical circuits. Even though I knew it was too much for a child’s body, I couldn’t bring myself to stop when Camilla’s words, telling me to give up, kept resurfacing in my mind.

But now, after the hallucinations and the headache, it felt like my body was finally warning me.

I should avoid pushing myself too hard for a while and try to sleep earlier.

“I’m okay. More importantly… I’ll tell you about my powers.”


“Alright, please tell me.”

Rozelia still had a worried expression, but she carefully tilted her head and waited for my explanation.

“My power, to be precise, is that any flower touched by my saliva becomes purer.”

After some hesitation, I decided not to mention the ability to make flowers bloom. It didn’t seem necessary to say it right now.

If she asks about it someday, I can tell her the truth then.

Besides, Rozelia herself had once mentioned that revealing my powers might lead to undesirable outcomes, so I figured she would understand.

“Purer, you say?”

“Yes.”

Of course, the concept of purity wasn’t exactly clear to me yet.

For now, it was more realistic to assume that it simply enhanced the flower’s effectiveness.

“Could you try applying it to the Life Herb?”

Rozelia’s suggestion.

Honestly, I didn’t really want to show anyone my saliva in front of them.

But I couldn’t break the serious atmosphere by saying that I was too embarrassed.

“…Okay.”

In the end, I quietly nodded and carefully brought the Life Herb close to my mouth.

I slowly parted my lips. A drop of saliva gathered at the tip of my tongue and fell onto the stem. The droplet soaked the middle of the Life Herb, leaving a faint sheen.

I spread the saliva evenly over the parts that hadn’t been touched with my fingertips, then placed the herb back on the table.

“…Here.”

I tried my best to act nonchalant, but the fact that I had just shown my saliva in front of someone made my face heat up.

Rozelia silently took the herb.

Without any hesitation, she drew a pen on her arm and created a small wound.

The skin tore, and soon red blood began to seep out.

“Lady?!”

In an instant, my heart sank. My mind went blank at the sight of blood flowing from her arm.

But Rozelia remained incredibly calm. Rather, as if nothing had happened, she gently rubbed healing herbs onto the wound.

“It’s nothing serious, so don’t turn so pale.”

Her eyes were calmly focused on the wound.

Before long, changes began to occur. The blood gradually decreased and slowly stopped flowing.

Although the scar of the wound didn’t completely disappear, it had noticeably healed.

Rozelia, who had been staring at the wound, soon shifted her gaze to me.

“Bella.”

“Yes?”

“As I said before, from now on, you must keep your powers hidden.”

“…Yes.”

Was she trying to monopolize the medicine for herself, or was she saying this out of concern for me?

If I were the headmaster, I would have thought it was the former without hesitation. But sometimes, when I saw Rozelia’s smile, it seemed like she was genuinely concerned about me.

“…Hmm.”

Rozelia tapped her fingers on the table, staring at me for a while. That look, which I couldn’t quite interpret, felt a bit burdensome.

“Countess…?”

“Oh, I was just thinking for a moment.”

“Thinking?”

She elegantly crossed her legs and smiled sensually. With a slight squint of her eyes, she rested her chin on her hand and looked at me.

“I was wondering what it would be like to drink your saliva.”

“…Pardon?”

At her unexpected words, I blinked, stunned.

As I began to understand her intent, a hot flush rose to my face.

“W-What do you mean by that?!”

“Your saliva might be able to break my curse.”

“But my saliva only reacts to flowers…!”

What in the world is she talking about?

Drinking my saliva… Could there be such shameless and impure behavior?

“I’m just joking.”

After staring at my lips for a while, Rozelia gave me a playful, seductive smile and shrugged her shoulder lightly.

“Now, let’s get back to talking about your business.”

“My business?”

“Wouldn’t it be possible to sell medicine without using your powers?”

I frowned, thinking she was joking, but her gaze remained serious.

“That would be difficult. I wouldn’t be able to sell it for 50 Rune…”

“…Right, I see.”

She probably asked me to refrain from using my powers because she was wary of the medicine with powers spreading in the world.

If it caught the attention of higher nobles, it could lead to all sorts of troublesome situations.

“I’m not here to block your path. Do what you want.”

Rozelia accepted my position.

Even knowing about my powers, she allowed me to freely pursue my business on the condition that I accompany Sierra.

“Bella, can you promise me one thing?”

“Yes. What is it?”

“If you notice anyone trying to buy your herbs with malicious intent, let me know immediately.”


Her blood-red eyes suddenly glinted ominously.

For a moment, I wondered if I had imagined the murderous intent that seemed to flicker within them.

“Can you do that?”

“…Yes, I suppose so.”

Malicious intent… What could they want with my herbs? I’m not selling poison, after all.



 
  Chapter 31: Don’t get in my sight from now on.


Rozelia reluctantly allowed me to run my business. Her displeasure was clearly visible on her face, but she didn’t say anything more.

After having lunch with her, I went out into the street with Sierra and set up a stall.

By now, word of mouth had spread, and customers seeking herbs began to trickle in.

I even started to get regulars who came every day.

One day, a customer raised his voice, saying he would buy all the herbs.

However, what he walked away with was only a single herb.

I only sell one herb per person.

That was a principle I had set for myself after being deceived by a scammer in the past.

I was worried that someone might resell my herbs for profit.

Of course, this measure wouldn’t stop all resellers, but I believed it would help suppress them to some extent.

After finishing the day’s sales, I returned to the Laheltani family’s mansion.

The sky was slowly turning red with the setting sun.

“…Huh…!”

I clasped my hands together in the bedroom and quietly closed my eyes.

I concentrated for a while, but there was no response.

“…It’s not working.”

I exhaled a long breath and slowly relaxed my hands.

When I opened one of my palms, a small, white petaled flower, a silverflower, carefully bloomed on it.

I stared at the flower for a long time.

With a complicated heart.

‘I’m able to bloom a silverflower like this…….?’

But what I had just tried to bloom wasn’t a silverflower, it was a rose.

This wasn’t the first time.

Every day, I held a rose in my hand, trying every possible method to make it bloom.

But all my attempts always ended in failure.

What was I missing?

The curiosity was slowly turning into obsession.

The silverflower was now an herb I was well familiar with.

I had been working with that flower for almost two years.

Every day, I would pluck the petals, trim the stems, and turn it into an herb.

It was likely that, over that long time, the conditions had perfectly aligned for me to be able to bloom the silverflower.

The problem was, I had no idea what those conditions were.

‘Should I try eating it?’

I lifted a wilted rose.

One thing I could do now was try eating the flower. Perhaps that was the hidden clue.

But when I thought about it, I realized I had never eaten a silverflower before.

More than anything, I found it hard to summon the courage to put a raw flower into my mouth.

Eventually, I just stared at the wilted rose and fell into deep thought.

Knock knock—

A sudden knock interrupted my thoughts.

It was a little too slow and soft for Sierra. If it had been Rozelia, she would have entered without knocking. The only person who came to mind was someone else.

As the door opened, a girl with violet eyes appeared.

She looked even younger than me. Her face still had the plumpness of childhood. But her eyes were dark, like someone who had lost all hope in the world.

“…What is it?”

The voice that came from my lips was much lower and duller than I expected.

Camilla stared at me without saying a word, then silently stepped inside the room.

“Are you still studying magic?”

Her voice was still empty.

There was no trace of the liveliness one might expect from a child in her eyes.

“…What does that have to do with you?”

I subtly hid the magic book behind my back, which was placed next to the bed.

I didn’t want to show her this.

“Are you not going to give up?”

That same annoying phrase again. ‘Give up.’

In the past, those words would have stirred up emotions in me, but strangely, now, I felt nothing.

In fact, I was able to look at her with more calmness.

“Did you come here just to say that?”

“You have no talent for magic.”

At this point, I was more curious about her true feelings.

It was Camilla who had drawn the first line. She was the one who had shown the attitude of not wanting to get involved any further.

So why, then, was she here now, saying all these things?

But it didn’t matter anymore.

I had decided not to invest my heart in her any longer.

“Right. You’re right.”

Though I wasn’t as cold as Camilla, my tone, which came out somewhat indifferent, surprised even me.

“Huh?”

Camilla’s eyes briefly flickered.

“I’ve let go of magic.”

I slowly got up from the bed and walked toward her.

Although we were two years apart, our heights were nearly the same.

“You gave up?”

It seemed like Camilla’s eyes widened even more than usual.

Maybe she was secretly happy inside, realizing that my stubbornness had finally broken.

“Yeah. So just go back now. You don’t have to worry. I won’t be bringing magic around you anymore.”

Her eyes wavered again.

For a brief moment, I sensed something unusual in her gaze.

Then came the sudden silence. The air was thick with an unspoken tension.

“Why?”

Breaking the silence, Camilla asked.


She was quietly studying my face.

A look of confusion. That expression made me feel even more perplexed.

“Why, you ask?”

“Really… are you going to quit magic?”

Camilla asked again, her face faintly troubled, as if she couldn’t believe my words.

“I’m just saying… I won’t insist on doing magic anymore.”

“……”

“Your words were right, after all.”

Still, no response came from her.

She was always hard to read, but now, with her lips tightly sealed, staring at me, I felt inexplicably frustrated.

“Magic is infinite.”

Finally, Camilla spoke first. Her words came out quickly, and she slightly stumbled over her pronunciation.

“I know. You must be lucky. You’re talented in magic.”

“…You’re right. I’m good at magic.”

“Mm.”

With my short reply, another silence settled in. Camilla seemed to swallow her words, her lips moving without sound.

“Isn’t it a good thing for you?”

I broke the silence again.

“Huh?”

“My giving up on magic was something you wanted, right? So… you should be happy.”

“…Not really.”

A repeated exchange of words that had no substance.

The ongoing frustrating conversation made me frown involuntarily.

The person who most wanted me to give up magic was Camilla. But now, when I said I was giving it up, she was the one who seemed most uncomfortable.

Could this be the fickleness of a child?

‘…Never mind.’

I couldn’t understand Camilla’s sudden change.

But I didn’t really want to.

“Camilla.”

“Yeah?”

“I won’t interfere with your life anymore.”

I smiled quietly.

There was no joy or reconciliation in that smile.

Only the meaning of a parting without any lingering feelings.

“I’ll act like a sister in front of the countess, but other than that… I won’t bother you.”

I carefully extended my hand toward her.

Camilla, staring blankly at my fingertips, took a step back.

“Camilla?”

“…Are you saying we shouldn’t care about each other?”

“Yeah.”

I thought Camilla would actually welcome this suggestion.

Even if her face didn’t show joy, I thought she would take my hand without hesitation.

But all I got in response was a single word.

“Got it.”

Her expression, obscured by the darkness, was hard to see from a distance of just an arm’s length.

Still, her violet eyes shone calmly.

“Don’t get in my sight from now on.”

A short, sharp remark.

When I first met her, Camilla had said the same thing.

“Yeah, sorry.”

I gave her a faint smile.

Camilla briefly looked at my face, then silently turned away. Without leaving a trace, she left the room, and soon the door closed.

Left alone in the bedroom, I let out a long sigh.

Now that things were over with Camilla, I felt both relieved and strangely uncomfortable.

I don’t even know if it was because we’d grown fond of each other while arguing.

“Anyway, this should be the end of it.”

I lay down on the bed, my tired body sinking into the mattress.

As I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, suddenly, I recalled something Rozelia had said.

[Camilla has a dark past, just like you.]

I buried my face in the pillow.

I don’t know what kind of past Camilla had, but judging by Rozelia’s words, it probably wasn’t a warm memory.

But, Camilla, you have strength.

No matter what your past was, you have overwhelming magical talent that allows you to easily ignore it and move forward. Even the proudest mage, known for their arrogance, hide away in the Magic Tower, fearful of you and your abilities.

Without anyone’s help, you could do anything with that power. If you set your mind to it, everyone would look up to you.

But I’m different.


I don’t have the intellectual ability to understand things like you do, nor the immense power like Rozelia. Without someone’s help, I can’t even take care of myself properly.

“…I guess I’ll make some herbs.”

A wave of gloomy emotion hit me. I quickly got up and pulled off the blanket.

Still dreaming of the day I could join the hero party.

I hunched over and began picking the petals of the silverflower one by one.



 
  Chapter 32: Camilla’s Past


The week passed in the blink of an eye.

Since I declared that I would no longer care about Camilla, I hadn’t run into her even once. Maybe that’s why time seemed to pass more quickly.

By some coincidence, our paths naturally began to diverge. Camilla only moved around at night when everyone else was asleep, and during the day when I was awake, I was out running errands.

It was oddly comfortable. I didn’t have to worry about those cold, unsettling eyes. Really, it was like looking at a corpse—so frigid.

But even so, a lingering discomfort remained in the corner of my mind, something that wasn’t easy to erase.

The last time I saw her face, a week ago.

Camilla’s expression, which had suddenly turned flustered, seemed to show that she wanted to hold on to me.

That face kept floating up in my mind, fading in and out of my thoughts.

Outwardly, I told myself to stop being bothered, but perhaps what she truly wanted wasn’t what I had thought. That thought kept rising up in my chest.

“Bella.”

A voice whispered in my ear, pulling me from my thoughts. When I looked up, I saw Rozelia’s red eyes staring at me.

Breakfast with her every morning.

In the past, Camilla would sometimes appear, but now it was only me and Rozelia, alone together.

“Are you troubled about something?”

“…No.”

I set aside the various thoughts that had been swirling in my mind for a moment and quietly bit into the bread in front of me.

Honestly, not running into Camilla wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. She was a person I couldn’t understand, and after all, wasn’t she a villain who would one day take thousands of lives?

“Hmmm… Now that I think about it, Bella, did you and Camilla have a fight or something?”

“What?”

“I’ve noticed the two of you seem a bit distant lately.”

“We never really ran into each other much anyway.”

I answered calmly, as if it wasn’t anything special.

Rozelia knew that Camilla was nocturnal, so she didn’t ask any further questions.

“Still, after you came, Camilla seemed to lighten up a bit. But now it feels like she’s gone back to her old self.”

It was hard to believe.

That lifeless, corpse-like gaze had brightened?

“I really did hope that you and Camilla would get along.”

Rozelia cut the bread into bite-sized pieces and carefully placed them on my plate. I still wasn’t used to her gentle consideration.

“…Rozelia, do you care about Camilla?”

“Of course, she’s my daughter.”

She’s not really your daughter, though.

The words almost slipped out of my mouth.

Camilla and Rozelia were not blood-related.

Like me, Camilla had come to this mansion as someone needed by Rozelia.

In the game, their relationship was closer to an alliance than family.

After Rozelia’s fall, Camilla later appeared in a DLC, vowing to kill the Great bishop in Rozelia’s place, but that was merely a convenient excuse.

In reality, Camilla’s desire was more akin to a brutal hunger for blood.

At least, that was how it was presented in the game.

“…Come to think of it, you said Camilla had a dark past.”

I carefully observed Rozelia’s reaction.

She didn’t seem particularly disturbed by my words.

“That’s right.”

“Do you know what happened?”

I had wanted to hear it once.

She even described Rozelia’s past as something unpleasant.

“Are you curious?”

Rozelia asked, gazing quietly into my eyes.

Instead of speaking, I nodded silently.

She rested her chin on her hand, looking as though she was deep in thought.

A brief silence passed.

Then, slowly, Rozelia spoke.

“Bella, what I’m about to tell you is a secret even the people of our Raheltani don’t know.”

Her voice was low and serious, unlike usual.

Her gaze on me was the same.

The sudden shift in atmosphere made me tense, and I straightened my back.

“Is it alright for you to tell me something like that?”

“Well… but Bella, you seem like a girl who can keep a secret. Isn’t that right?”

“Well, I can be quiet… I guess…”

“And now that you bear the name of Raheltani, I think it’s time you knew.”

She hesitated for a moment.

It might be better not to hear it.

After all, getting more entangled with this family might lead to unforeseen consequences.

One day, if I knew too much, I could be quietly disposed of without anyone noticing.

“Do you want to hear it?”

Rozelia asked again.

It was somewhat of a warning.

A warning that if I were to leak it, she wouldn’t easily overlook it.

Logically, there was no reason to hear it.

I could just distance myself from this family and not want to know.

But I couldn’t bring myself to say that.

The image of Rozelia, who had smiled at me and reached out with such kindness, kept appearing in my mind.

Her touch, so close to my hair, had been careful and warm.

The blood witch described in the game’s lore had been a being that carried no warmth.

But the Rozelia standing before me now was completely different from that witch.

The gap between them sparked a small flame of possibility in my heart.

Perhaps I could prevent her eventual corruption, her steps towards destruction.

I briefly raised my fingertips to my lips.

Why was that? The sensation that suddenly came to me was Camilla’s lips.

Despite her cold, hollow eyes, her lips had certainly been warm.


Amazingly soft and delicate, the warmth of a young girl like me.

“Please, tell me.”

In the end, I made a choice I couldn’t explain logically.

I didn’t know what had moved me.

But something in me thought that this story might relieve the unexplained unease I had been carrying.

‘I really am spineless.’

I had promised myself not to care about Camilla just a week ago, but now I couldn’t resist my curiosity and kept interfering like this.

Well, people’s hearts can’t always be the same.

Feelings can change.

It was something I could just not talk about.

If it became too difficult, I could just make a blood oath when I eventually leave this family, swearing not to reveal their secrets. That should be enough to reassure Rozelia.

Rozelia smiled faintly.

After a brief silence, she finally spoke.

“Camilla is not my daughter.”

It was a fact I had long known.

But I couldn’t show that I knew, so I deliberately widened my eyes as if surprised.

“Then… the lady of the house’s…”

“She’s not his daughter. Camilla, like you, was an adopted child.”

“Is that so…?”

Rozelia nodded her head.

“Camilla was a sacrifice.”

“A sacrifice?”

“Yes. She was the sacrifice that the pagans intended to use.”

In that moment, my eyes widened in shock.

It was a statement I never expected.

Pagans.

It didn’t sound unfamiliar.

There was definitely a group known by that name.

The so-called Black Altar.

It was a corrupt force made up mostly of madmen, not in their right minds.

A sinister group that sacrificed children and used the corpses of the elderly for necromancy.

But what was even more terrifying was their twisted beliefs that made them view all these evil deeds as completely natural.

They followed the demon lord, a being who had once infected half the world with sickness 300 years ago.

To bring the demon lord back, they trampled on any morality without hesitation.

The fact that Camilla was a sacrifice for such a group was something I had never seen mentioned anywhere in the game.

“For a mere hundred Rune, Camilla’s parents sold their daughter to the pagans and disappeared without a trace.”

“That’s…”

I couldn’t continue speaking.

My parents abandoned me right after I was born, but at least they left me in front of an orphanage.

But Camilla’s parents were different. They sold their child, with their own hands, to a group of inhuman beings who should never have been involved with children.

“Our family had a conflict with the pagans. When we raided their base, we happened to find Camilla.”

Was she recalling the past?

A faint sadness flickered in Rozelia’s red eyes.

“She was only four years old. She was on the altar, waiting for her life to end.”

This was much heavier than I had anticipated.

I had vaguely thought that Camilla, like me, had been abandoned and grew up in an orphanage.

But it wasn’t that. The story I heard was a harsh truth far worse than I had imagined.

“Why… did you adopt Camilla?”

I asked carefully.

In the game, Rozelia was depicted as recognizing Camilla’s magical talent and raising her as a weapon to kill the Great bishop.


But for some reason, I didn’t think that was why Rozelia had taken her in.

“If it were that child… I thought that one day, she might be the one to stop me.”

At the end of Rozelia’s words, there was an emotion that seemed like regret.

Only then did I realize something clearly.

The Rozelia before me was not at all like the bloodthirsty witch from the game.



 
  Chapter 33: I’m a Genius


The soft moonlight gently bathed the bedroom in silence.

Lying in bed, I remained still, my gaze fixed on the ceiling.

“Did you wish for me to stop…?”

I repeated Rozelia’s words over and over.

Had she already foreseen her own corruption?

Perhaps, she had been aware of the ominous fate where one day she would stain her hands with the blood of countless innocent lives. Maybe, to prevent that from happening, she had adopted Camilla.

For now, that hypothesis seemed to lend the most credibility to Rozelia’s words.

“…The game setting is completely messed up.”

Rozelia, addicted to her powers and losing her reason. And then, following her, Camilla became another murderer. But when I looked closely at the details, the story unfolded in a completely different way than what had been presented on the surface.

It started to bother me.

Scenes that I had passed over indifferently as game text now weighed heavily on my chest in the face of reality.

I felt a tinge of regret. Having discovered this, I couldn’t just turn a blind eye as if nothing had happened.

A growing emotion deep within me wished that Rozelia would not be completely consumed by darkness. My resolve to pretend not to notice Camilla was slowly fading.

I tossed and turned in bed for a while, sinking into deep thought.

Thanks to my medication, at least I felt like I could prevent Rozelia from falling into corruption under the curse’s influence.

But the real problem was everything else.

Rozelia’s meticulous plan to assassinate the Great bishop. And Camilla’s tragic, empty, and gloomy past that twisted her into a ruthless villain.

After all, I was now a member of the Raheltani family.

I had a small hope inside me that this family wouldn’t head towards ruin.

But my current body was that of a child who couldn’t even write a proper contract. What could I possibly do in this situation?

No matter what I said to Camilla, it was likely to be easily ignored. If Rozelia herself took action to persuade her, maybe it could work. But from my position, it seemed impossible.

“Rozelia.”

Suddenly, a brilliant idea sprang to my mind, and I unconsciously raised my head.

Perhaps, there was a very simple way to prevent this family’s downfall.

Rozelia didn’t hate Camilla. From the conversations I had heard, it was clear that she wanted Camilla to grow up bright and healthy.

And Camilla didn’t hate Rozelia either. On the contrary, she often showed that she followed and respected her.

In that case, the solution was simple. I just needed to bring Rozelia and Camilla together in a genuine, mother-daughter bond.

A bond filled with warmth and love, stronger than any mother-daughter relationship in the world.

If Rozelia found a precious family in Camilla, maybe she would abandon her plan to kill the Great bishop.

I could at least prevent her from falling into corruption due to the curse, so this was the only remaining thing to do.

Camilla, too, would likely be influenced more by Rozelia’s warm smile than by anything I said, no matter how persuasive I tried to be.

If Camilla found a new family in Rozelia, she might be able to escape from her dark and painful past.

Rozelia would find happiness in having a real family, Camilla would heal from her wounds and find stability, and I would be partly freed from the pressure of this family.

It was a win-win situation.

I knew it was a somewhat vague plan.

But now that I had formed a bond with them, my wish for these two to rely on each other and live well together was growing stronger.

“I think I’m a genius.”

A smile spread across my lips.

A pleasant certainty spread through my body.

I sprang out of bed and walked briskly, without hesitation, towards Rozelia’s room.

It was late, but it wasn’t quite bedtime yet.

She would definitely still be awake.

***

Visiting Rozelia’s room at night turned out to be a mistake.

The evidence of that was the exposed pale skin of her body.

“Bella.”

Rozelia called my name and turned her body slightly.

She was dressed in a thin negligee, and the curve of her chest, visible beneath her neck, was naturally exposed. The soft white skin flowing along her collarbone and shoulders strangely caught my eye.

“It’s the first time my daughter came to visit me first.”

She seemed pleased, her face flushed slightly, and she gave a seductive smile.

With such an expression on a face as stunning as hers, it felt like cheating.

If I had reincarnated as a man, I might have fallen for Rozelia right here and now.

“I have something to tell you.”

I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

Rozelia sat at the edge of the bed and patted the space next to her with her palm.

I cautiously sat next to her.

As always, she made a gesture of affection, gently ruffling my hair.

“Go ahead, tell me.”

“You said you wanted me to get closer to Camilla.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“But in my opinion, what Camilla really needs isn’t me, it’s you, Rozelia.”

Rozelia’s red eyes slowly widened.

A mix of bewilderment and confusion flickered within them.

“I know that things between you and Camilla are awkward. In fact, it seemed even more uncomfortable than when you were with me.”

“…Hmm.”

“Just as you approached me, why didn’t you do the same with Camilla?”

Rozelia’s eyes quickly shifted away.

It was a clear attempt to avoid my gaze.

She was aware of her actions, it seemed.

I continued to stare at her, not letting go of her gaze.

After a long, persistent stare, Rozelia let out a deep sigh.

“…Actually, Camilla and I have already established a relationship.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Before you arrived, I was indifferent to her. There were times we didn’t even exchange a single word for months.”

Months, huh.

Even so, if they were living under the same roof, they would have crossed paths at least a few times.

“I had my own circumstances, and I thought it wasn’t the right time to get attached. I had my reasons.”

Rozelia spoke in a tone much more subdued than usual.

“But now, suddenly changing my attitude would probably make things even more awkward and uncomfortable for her.”


“So?”

“So… rather than me, I hoped that you, Bella, would get closer to Camilla.”

Now it made sense.

It seemed that her past actions were holding her back.

“…Are you just pushing this onto me?”

“Maybe so.”

Rozelia didn’t deny it.

She only gave a bitter smile.

“Camilla would probably feel uncomfortable around me too. So, Bella, you—”

“No.”

I interrupted her.

I knew it was impolite, but I wanted to correct this misunderstanding.

“Camilla still follows you, the Countess. She likely has feelings for you deep down.”

Camilla had a hard-to-approach personality.

She was stubborn, cold, and in the original story, even had a psychopathic trait.

Yet, she followed Rozelia without any resistance to her words.

It wasn’t because she was scared of Rozelia.

“I haven’t been here for long, but I can already tell how Camilla looks at you, Rozelia.”

“If you approach her first, I’m sure she’ll open her heart.”

Rozelia didn’t respond.

She just silently stared at me.

“…Why don’t the two of you take a bath together?”

Unable to bear the awkward silence, I blurted out something random.

Yet, Rozelia’s gaze was still fixed on me.

I couldn’t help but feel astonished again by how red her eyes were.

“…Yeah. You’re right.”

Thankfully, Rozelia broke the silence and spoke.

The cold aura from her previously expressionless face faded, and a faint smile slowly spread across her face.

“You’re more mature than me, Bella.”

“…No.”

I shook my head.

I’m not mature.

If people feel that way, it’s just because I’m a reincarnator.

“I’ll try doing it your way.”

Rozelia raised one hand and gently reached out over my head.

As always, she must be pretending to stroke my head.

It didn’t really bother me anymore.

Srrrk—

The soft sound of her hand brushing against my hair.

The warm touch rested on my head.

I blinked, dazed.

Gradually, as my messy hair unraveled, I slowly realized what the warmth on my head was.

I lifted my head.

Rozelia was looking down at me with a faint blush on her face.

And her hand was…

It was definitely resting on my head.

“Ugh…!”

Finally, my body reacted.

But before I could even tremble, Rozelia withdrew her hand and poked her finger out right in front of my face.

“It’s not too painful, right?”

Her voice was filled with mischief.

Her teasing smile made my face flush red.

I wrapped my hands around the top of my head where her hand had just brushed against.

I took a step back, almost like I was running away, and kept my guard up against Rozelia.

“There’s a lot you’ll have to do from now on, so you should get used to things like being patted on the head quickly.”


Without thinking, I asked her back.

“What… what are we going to do?”

“That kind of thing, you’ll slowly find out.”

The answer I received was still vague.

And then, Rozelia’s strange smile.



 
  Chapter 34: What’s Bella’s secret?


As the awkward sunset faded and the cold night slowly began to blanket the sky…

Camilla’s eyes gradually opened.

Her violet eyes groped through the darkness.

A sight with nothing visible ahead.

It wasn’t an unfamiliar scene for her.

There wasn’t any particular reason why she waited for the night.

Before coming to Raheltani, during the days when she lived with her blood parents—daylight meant bruises blooming on her father’s and mother’s hands.

But at dawn, when everyone was sound asleep, she could finally breathe in peace.

That’s why Camilla moved at night.

At night, no fists would fly just because she picked up a piece of bark from the street to chew on out of hunger.

“…I’m hungry.”

She murmured quietly and slowly lifted her body, the hunger pressing in from her side.

Not long ago, Camilla used to share breakfast with Rozelia and Bella.

But now that she no longer did, the hunger only deepened naturally.

[I won’t bother you anymore from now on.]

Those were the last words Bella left behind.

True to those words, Bella vanished completely from Camilla’s sight from that day on.

Only now could Camilla find peace.

She no longer had to care about that bothersome person who called herself her sister. She no longer had to face those sky-colored eyes that shone unnecessarily bright.

Those sky-blue eyes, sparkling with vibrant life.

That gaze, always looking at her so full of life while she curled up in the dark, made her feel unbearably small.

That’s why she hated her.

She had no power, no ability.

Just like her, she too had been abandoned—yet she still looked at her with those lively, hopeful eyes. That gaze was unbearably uncomfortable, and unpleasant.

But now, they would never cross paths again.

Because she herself had declared she would leave.

There was never much of a connection between the two of them. And it would remain that way.

Bella, who lived with light in her eyes, would go on living in bright daylight—true to her nature.

She was never someone who could truly belong with Camilla, who only found comfort in the dark.

Now, Bella would remain by Rozelia’s side.

No one knew better than Camilla how Rozelia had changed since Bella stepped into Raheltani.

Their first bath together. Her first picnic in her entire life.

All those moments had only been possible because Bella was there.

And now that Camilla had stepped back, the two of them would grow even closer—without her.

“……”

Staring blankly out the window, Camilla slowly turned and walked toward the door.

She had always known deep down in her heart—

That no matter what happened, she could never grow close to Rozelia.

It had never been Camilla who built the wall between them—it had always been Rozelia.

Click.

Camilla’s small hand cautiously grasped the doorknob. As it turned gently, the door opened.

Moonlight from the hallway faintly seeped into the room, which was otherwise filled with deep darkness.

And then, someone she hadn’t expected greeted her with a gentle smile.

“Hello.”

“Eek?!”

Startled, Camilla jumped back in surprise.

“Oh my, what a cute reaction.”

Eyes gleaming like fresh blood beneath long lashes, dyed a vivid crimson.

Even in the dark, her radiant platinum hair shone brightly, drawing the eye.

“…Mother?”

“Yes.”

Rozelia gazed at Camilla with a soft smile.

That smile left Camilla frozen, standing blankly for a moment.

It was the first time.

The first time her mother had come to her room this late at night.

For a second, she even wondered if Rozelia had mistaken it for Bella’s room.

“What… brings you here?”

“I came because I wanted to see you. You hardly ever leave your room except at this hour.”

Camilla’s eyes widened again.

She couldn’t believe those words had come out of Rozelia’s mouth.

“M–Me?”

“Who else would I have come to see?”

At Rozelia’s calm reply, Camilla dropped her gaze.

“…Maybe my sister.”

“I came to see you, Camilla.”

Rozelia bent one knee to meet Camilla’s eyes.

“Would you like to take a bath with me? Just the two of us?”

“…Just the two of us?”

“Mm-hmm. Only if you’re okay with it.”

Camilla looked up with wide, clear eyes.

After a brief hesitation, she nodded.

“Okay.”

“All right.”

Timidly.

Shyly.

Camilla’s small voice mumbled the words.

Only then could Rozelia truly meet Camilla’s gaze.

It hadn’t been rejection or avoidance.

She had simply been cautious, trying not to ruin the moment.


“If you approach her first, I’m sure she’ll open her heart.”

Bella’s voice drifted faintly through Rozelia’s mind.

She had no choice but to admit it.

All this time, she had been running away.

If she wanted to restore her relationship with Camilla, she should have reached out first.

Bella had instantly realized this and pointed it out.

“Really, she’s more mature than I am.”

Though her stubbornness to do everything on her own was still a problem.

“Mother…?”

Camilla’s small voice pulled Rozelia out of her thoughts.

“Shall we go take a bath now?”

“…Yes.”

Seeing Camilla nod enthusiastically—

Rozelia couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

***

In the still, deep hours of the night when everyone was fast asleep—

Soft moonlight seeped through the bathroom window, quietly flowing through the misty steam.

As the warm scent lingered in the air, Rozelia gently placed bubbles on Camilla’s shoulders.

“We’ve never really had moments like this before, have we?”

“…Even now is fine with me.”

Rozelia realized, once again, just how foolish she had been.

This child had always been so devoted—why had she misunderstood that Camilla was avoiding her?

It had already been two years since Camilla came to the mansion.

And in that time, moments where the two of them sat face-to-face like this were few and far between.

But now, as they soaked in the warm water and shared a quiet, honest conversation— the cold wall that had stood between Camilla and Rozelia slowly began to crumble.

“Yes. Let’s have moments like this more often from now on.”

As Rozelia gently rinsed off the bubbles and washed Camilla’s back—

Camilla responded with a small nod.

From the outside, it was nothing more than a tender bath-time conversation between a mother and daughter.

This exact atmosphere was what Bella had longed for.

If Bella had been secretly watching this scene right now, she would surely be patting herself on the back, calling herself a genius.

But Bella didn’t yet know.

That everything in the world has another side.

Always trying to see the world in a positive light, Bella held onto a hope that Raheltani would never walk the path of darkness.

“However, contrary to Bella’s hopes…”

The title of Count of Raheltani, granted by the Emperor for Rozelia’s merits over a decade ago,
had, from the very day the house was founded, already been walking the path of sin.

“…I have something to report, Black Empress.”

The tender atmosphere from just moments ago had vanished entirely.

The faint excitement once reflected in Camilla’s eyes was now replaced by a cold, indifferent chill.

“Speak.”

Rozelia’s lips curled into a strange smile, a smile of a completely different nature from the one Bella had seen before.

A twisted expression, cruel and captivating at once.

A smile so sharp it could cut at a glance—clearly the expression of a villain.

“We interrogated the Apostle Mother brought in. Even after breaking his bones and flaying his flesh, he wouldn’t speak.”

“Seems he truly knew nothing.”

“Yes. Likely a bottom-tier member.”

It had already been two years since Camilla was adopted into the House of Raheltani.

And in those two years, what had built up between them was nothing like the bond of mother and daughter.

“But, he did reveal the location of one of the Black Altar’s local cells.”

“Did he now?”

“Yes. If you bring in an Apostle of higher rank next time, I believe we could extract more meaningful information.”

The bathroom, filled with warm steam, was starkly at odds with the cold conversation flowing within.

“Good. Is that all the business for today?”

“…Yes.”

With Camilla’s short reply, the tense air began to loosen.

Rozelia gently swept a hand through Camilla’s hair, her gaze more solemn.

“Camilla. You don’t have to follow the path I walk, you know.”

“No… I’m fine.”

A flicker of emotion stirred in Camilla’s otherwise vacant eyes something distinctly resembling a murderous intent.

“The Black Altar… I’m going to kill them all.”

“…You truly are my daughter.”

Once again, Rozelia raised her hand and stroked Camilla’s hair.

At the touch, Camilla blushed faintly and lowered her head.

“…And I was happy you came today, Mother.”

A surprisingly affectionate remark.

Rozelia’s eyes widened slightly in surprise.

She should have treated her like this sooner.

Regret quietly pierced Rozelia’s heart.

But she couldn’t allow such feelings to show.

So, with a faint smile, she reached out a finger to Camilla.

“Everything we talked about today… it’s a secret from Bella, alright?”

“…Yes.”

Rozelia was an observant woman.

From the moment she first met Bella, she had sensed it.

If Bella had overheard the conversation that took place in this room today, she would have lived the rest of her life trembling in fear of her.


“That wouldn’t do.

I’ve only just now managed to be able to stroke her head.

If Bella were to run away in fear…

Rozeria was prepared to overturn the entire continent to get her back.”





 
  Chapter 35: You really are an idiot, Unnie.






It had already been a week since I gave Rozelia a little push to help improve her relationship with her daughter.

“Can I feed you?”

At Rozelia’s gentle question, Camilla shyly nodded her head.

On the fork was a steaming, freshly roasted potato.

Rozelia lightly blew on it to cool it down, then carefully brought it to Camilla’s lips.

“Thank you, Mother…”

“Yes.”

Rozelia smiled warmly at Camilla’s bashful gratitude.

In the dining room of Raheltani,

The two were enjoying a tender moment, feeding each other bits of food.

Watching them warmed my heart for no reason.

So far, my plan to improve Rozelia and Camilla’s relationship was going smoothly.

Just the fact that Camilla—who used to only come out at night—had voluntarily shown up for a meal said a lot about how close the two had grown in just a few days.

Even thinking back on it, it was a rather clever idea.

Bringing together two people destined to become villains and planting the seed of love between them to prevent their descent into darkness. After all, love is a powerful force that can turn even villains toward good. It was like killing two birds with one stone.

The uneasiness that had long been buried deep in my heart also began to lift. At least for now, I could stop worrying about the two of them.

“…What’s with that smug look?”

I must’ve gotten lost in thought without realizing it.

When I came to, Camilla was staring at me with eyes as cold as ice.

“Ahem.”

I awkwardly cleared my throat and turned my gaze back to the table.

Life had been more peaceful than expected.

The medicine I had developed was quickly selling out by word of mouth, and Camilla, having grown closer to Rozelia, looked noticeably brighter.

‘For now, I should focus on saving up money.’

Dinner ended before I knew it, amidst a warm and harmonious atmosphere.

I was about to head straight to my room to prepare the medicine for tomorrow when—

“You.”

A hollow but familiar voice.

At the far end of the long corridor, Camilla called out to me.

“Huh? Me?”

Camilla silently stared at me.

An eerie feeling crept over me for no reason.

Still, her gaze seemed much softer than before.

Without a word, Camilla approached and suddenly grabbed my hand.

And without a moment’s hesitation, she began pulling me somewhere.

“Uh, huh?”

“Come with me.”

Led by her small hand, I found myself standing in none other than Camilla’s room.

“What are you thinking?”

“Huh?”

“I heard from Mother. That you wanted us to get along.”

It must’ve been Rozelia who said that.

If only she hadn’t, maybe things could’ve progressed more naturally between me and Camilla.

“Why did you say that?”

Camilla’s chilling gaze pierced through me from a distance so close I could feel her breath.

And yet, strangely, it wasn’t as frightening as before.

Maybe it was because I had come to understand her past.

To me now, she looked like a child wrapped in thorns, trying to hide her deep wounds.

Abandoned at the mere age of four, forced to become a test subject of the Black Altar—such a tragic life.

Thinking of that cruel fate, what I felt toward Camilla now wasn’t fear, but something much closer to sympathy.

“The Countess told me. About what you went through.”

Camilla’s eyes quivered slightly.

There was no doubt: the emotion flickering in them was embarrassment.

“…She told you?”

It must’ve been shocking for her.

After all, it was a past she probably never wanted anyone to know.

“…So, is that it? Pity?”

Her eyes turned sharp as blades, aiming straight at me.

There was a murderous edge in her gaze—something very close to hostility.

Before her misunderstanding could deepen, I gently took her hand.

Startled by the sudden gesture, Camilla’s small, delicate body trembled ever so slightly.

“Camilla, I envy you.”

“…What are you talking about?”

“The Countess told me. That you have incredible talent for magic. That you’re extraordinarily smart.”

“Huh…?”

“They say you’re a once-in-a-century genius.”

I looked straight into her eyes.

In the end, it was Camilla who looked away from my unwavering gaze.

“You’re right. I have no talent—for magic, or anything else, really.”

“……”

“No matter how hard I try, I may never be able to get revenge on the people who hurt me. But you’re different.”

I wasn’t special.

I was ordinary—maybe even close to mediocre.

Rozelia, Camilla, and the protagonist of this world.

I had no right to stand beside those who shone with natural brilliance. I was just a minor, colorless supporting character, destined to leave not even a single line of my name in this story.

Which is why I couldn’t stop. Striving not to be that forgettable person—that was the only thing I could do.

“You have a shining gift. And if you choose to, I believe one day you’ll be able to overcome your pain.”

Camilla said nothing.

Silence flowed naturally between us.


“You… can become someone everyone looks up to.”

Please, I hope she doesn’t become a villain.

With that feeling in my heart, I continued speaking.

“The people who tormented you in the past—they’re nothing compared to you. Just pathetic little people.”

Maybe I’m projecting what I wanted for myself onto Camilla.

“So… I hope you won’t stay trapped in the past.”

I let go of the hand I was holding—Camilla’s.

Now that I had said everything, a wave of embarrassment hit me.

I wondered if I’d gotten a bit too carried away in my excitement.

I glanced at her cautiously from the side.

Camilla was still staring at me with a dazed expression, silent.

“A-And, there are so many beautiful things in this world!”

As the silence dragged on, the awkwardness thickened.

Unable to bear the heavy atmosphere, I hurriedly spoke again.

“There’s delicious food, amazing scenery, fun games and entertainment…!”

“……”

“With your abilities, you can have it all. So… what I’m trying to say is…”

My lips moved on their own.

Now that I thought about it, it might have sounded like I was meddling from Camilla’s point of view.

But since I had already opened my mouth, I wanted to say it all the way through.

“I just… hope you grow up bright and happy.”

It was the last thing I could offer her.

Fortunately, before the silence dragged on too long, Camilla spoke first.

“It’s magic.”

It was a rather out-of-the-blue comment.

I tilted my head, unsure what she meant.

“Huh?”

“That scroll you made—it’s magic.”

“…What?”

“It’s magic you created with your own effort.”

Camilla mumbled, avoiding my eyes.

Her pale earlobes seemed to be faintly tinged with red.

“I was wrong. You can use magic too.”

It was an unexpected statement.

This time, I blinked in surprise.

Did Camilla… just praise me?

And even admitted she had been wrong?

“Th-Thanks?”

“And maybe… I don’t mind if you’re a little annoying.”

Camilla turned her head again to look at me.

In those violet eyes that once looked so empty, a faint, unreadable light flickered.

“Wait, no! I’ll make sure not to be annoying. Don’t worry!”

I hurriedly waved my hands in protest.

I had said all that for her, but for some reason, her forehead wrinkled.

“If we’re not on good terms, my mother will get suspicious.”

Hmm.

Well, she wasn’t exactly wrong.

Rozelia wasn’t someone who was slow on the uptake. In fact, not long ago, she even asked me if Camilla and I had gotten into a fight.

“…So that’s why.”

Camilla took a step closer to me.

Her violet eyes shimmered faintly, like softly glowing amethysts.

“So we need to maintain a proper relationship.”

She probably meant we should get along just enough not to raise Rozelia’s suspicions.

It was a little unexpected. I didn’t think Camilla would be the one to suggest that.

“Uh, yeah… sure.”

It wasn’t a big deal for me.

Pretending to get along was something I could do easily enough.

“Then, does this mean we’ve made up?”

Did she think we had been in a fight?

I’d just thought we were keeping our distance.

“Yeah. Made up.”

I didn’t feel the need to correct her.

If Camilla wanted to call it making up, then fine.

I held out my hand to her for a conciliatory handshake.

“……”

Camilla frowned as she stared at the hand I extended.

It was clear from her expression that something about it displeased her.

“Did you forget what Mother said?”

Camilla looked straight at me and stepped in closer.

So close, our toes were almost touching.

Camilla gently leaned in.

Smooch—

A soft sensation brushed against my lips.

A gentle warmth spread slowly.

Camilla pulled back as if nothing had happened.

“…Huh?”

I dazedly touched my lips.

“You really are an idiot, Unnie.”

Camilla muttered a brief insult and snapped her fingers.

Clear strands of mana flared up around her.

The strands wrapped around my waist and shoved me out of the room.

Bang— The door slammed shut behind me.


Just like that, I was suddenly kicked out.

“…What was that, just now?”

I stood in the hallway, staring blankly in confusion.

My hand still rested on my lips.

It felt like Camilla’s warmth was still lingering there.



 
  Chapter 36: Camilla has Changed





Camilla had changed.

A faint light had appeared in her eyes, which had always seemed hollow. She, who had always remained silent, now occasionally took the initiative to speak first.

But above all, the most significant change was in her active hours.

Originally, Camilla would only briefly wake during the day for the occasional tutoring session and would only truly become active late at night.

Yet now, she would sit beside me and share lunch.

One day, Rozelia asked her if something had changed in her heart.

“Because I’ve come to like the light a little more,”

Camilla had replied.

For some reason, as she said that, she cast a brief sidelong glance at me. Unable to guess what that glance meant, I simply tilted my head in puzzlement.

In any case, Camilla’s transformation was undoubtedly a positive one. She had brightened up a little, and she had started being active during the day.

After all, people are meant to live in the sunlight.

Once I let go of needless worries, time seemed to fly by. Sales of the medicines went smoothly, and I continued my studies on magical circuits without interruption.

Moreover, a few months ago, I finally received permission from Rozelia to open a vault in the Imperial Bank. I could now have one under my own name.

Watching money accumulate in my account has become one of my small daily pleasures. Seeing the deepening relationship between Rozelia and Camilla has also brought me joy.

And just like that, a whole year passed.

The name Raheltani, which now followed mine, no longer felt so unfamiliar.

“I did it…!”

In the familiar setting of my bedroom, I looked at the flower blooming in my hand and smiled brightly. It was a vivid rose, deep red like Rozelia’s eyes.

My heart beat fast.

It had been a year since I joined the Raheltani family. And at last, I held the key to making a flower bloom.

‘Who would’ve thought… I actually had to eat it.’

Frustrated by my inability to identify the conditions, I had begun eating one petal a day.

Surprisingly, the rose tasted sweet.

I knew very well that what I was doing was far from normal. But strangely, ever since I began swallowing those petals, I’d been able to make the rose bloom.

The most plausible theory at present is that to make a flower bloom, one must carry the components of the flower within their body.

As for the Silver Flower Grass, years of touching its petals and breathing in its scent must have caused it to seep naturally into my system.

My gaze drifted to one corner of the room. There, a sealed container still emitted a gentle glow—the magical herb.

“Just wait… my life’s about to change.”

My heart pounded with overwhelming anticipation.

I could only make one flower bloom per day.
But if I could bloom a magical herb every day, I would never have to worry about a thing again.

Of course, I’d earn enough money not just to pay the academy tuition, but to live a life of luxury for the rest of my life.

“Once I make a lot of money, I’m going to buy every single high-grade scroll material I can find.”

Coincidentally, I had just graduated from the beginner-level scroll crafting concepts.

I’d also come to understand, to some degree, the principles of nodes that amplify and distort mana.

With proper materials, I might finally be able to use magic like other mages.

“Hehe, heh heh.”

A silly laugh escaped my lips without me realizing.

Even though I knew that getting my hopes up too much could be toxic, I couldn’t suppress the excitement bubbling up inside me.

I was smiling, lost in my daydreams of a brilliant future.

“…What are you doing?”

A cold, contempt-tinged voice sent a chill down my spine.

Startled, I sprang to my feet.

Camilla’s emotionless violet eyes were scanning me, as if interrogating me.

Over the past year, Camilla had changed quite a bit as well.

Her features had become sharper and more refined, and she’d grown a little taller, too.

“What’s got you giggling like that all by yourself?”

But her tone was still as frosty as ever, and her eyes just as devoid of warmth.

“…It’s none of your business.”

I grumbled back at her.

Camilla only gave a slight shrug of her shoulders, showing no real reaction.

“Mother says it’s time to eat.”

“Okay.”

Over the past year, I suppose you could say I’d grown a bit closer to Camilla.

Of course, being “closer” didn’t mean we’d become friendly. It was more like cohabitating in an ill-fated relationship than anything resembling a harmonious sisterhood.

“Could you clean your room, Unnie? How can you live like this?”

Even her nitpicking had become something I was used to by now. To an outsider, we might actually look like real sisters.

Just a year ago, she was all about keeping a respectful distance. I never imagined we’d end up entangled like this.

“I was going to clean before going out, okay? And you’ve got no room to talk, skulking around in the dark with all your lights off.”

“At least I’m not messy like you.”

“It’s only like this in the morning!”

“How long are you going to stay stuck at the beginner level with that magic circuit diagram?”

Camilla glanced sideways at my circuit diagram, throwing in a sharp jab.

These days, she’d even started nagging like this.

Honestly, anyone would think she was the older sister.

“I’m not the kind of person who just bulldozes through with talent like you, okay?”

“True. You don’t have any talent.”

Her words hit a nerve in a weirdly specific way.

I narrowed my eyes and glared at her.

“Hey, I know more about magic circuits than you do.”

My voice had risen slightly, and Camilla lifted one eyebrow in feigned amusement.

“And solid fundamentals are important when it comes to circuits. Climbing up too fast isn’t always a good thing, you know.”

“Well.”

Camilla slowly pointed her finger at me. In that instant, something formless forcefully lifted my body into the air.

My body floated momentarily, then dropped straight back onto the bed.

“To me, it just looks like a bunch of scribbles.”

Her mocking words made a thin vein bulge on my forehead.

Honestly, I think Camilla from a year ago might have been better. Back then, she had an aura that made it hard to even approach her. Now, she was just plain annoying.

“If you’d at least drawn a defensive circuit, this wouldn’t be happening, right?”

Camilla wiggled her fingers.


My body lifted back into the air and started swaying around the room in response.

“Hey! Let me down!”

“Nope.”

“Ugh—!”

I pulled out a palm-sized circuit diagram I had been holding. Poking a hole through it, I threw it straight at Camilla.

As the circuit burned, a faint breeze stirred and blew her bangs back.

Taking advantage of her momentarily distracted gaze, I quickly landed on the ground and charged at her.

“Cut it out already!”

I shoved her to the floor and pinned her down. Worried she might fling me away again, I grabbed her hair tightly with both hands.

“Apologize.”

“Sorry. Unnie.”

“…Huh?”

Maybe it was because I had her by the hair, but she apologized instantly. The abruptness of her change in attitude left me dumbfounded.

Camilla slowly sat up and brought her face close to mine.

Smooch—

Her lips touched mine.

“A reconciliation kiss.”

By now, it was a familiar sensation.

I casually wiped my lips with my sleeve and shot her a short glare. Unbothered by my stare, Camilla held out her hand.

“Let’s go eat. Mother’s waiting.”

“…Hmph.”

Her face definitely looked brighter than before.

And yet, for some reason, she felt even more insufferable.

Rozelia quietly gazed at Camilla’s tangled hair.

“It feels like there hasn’t been a single day without a fight lately. Is it just my imagination?”

“…Camilla started it first.”

I voiced my frustration, but Rozelia didn’t seem very sympathetic.

“But we made up, Mother.”

At Camilla’s follow-up remark, Rozelia let out a deep sigh.

“…Alright. Let’s eat for now.”

Rozelia didn’t press any further and calmly let the matter go.

She sometimes intervened when the quarrels got too intense, but otherwise, she didn’t involve herself much in the conflict between Camilla and me.

I dipped a piece of savory bread in the soup and carefully brought it to my mouth.

Even after a year, my stomach was still small, and I couldn’t eat much. Usually, one piece of bread was enough to make me full, and I couldn’t eat any more.

There was a time when Rozelia, feeling sorry for me, tried to make me eat by force.

But after she saw me throw up everything I had eaten, she no longer said anything about my eating habits.

“Thank you for the meal.”

Finishing my meal early, I gently opened my bag and took out something I had prepared in advance.

It was a delicately wrapped scented candle, almost as if it had been made in a boutique shop.

It was a medicinal candle I gave her two at a time every day to help her sleep better. Along with it, I pulled out a small glass bottle filled with green liquid and handed it to her.

“Hm? What’s this?”

Rozelia squinted at the glass bottle.

“I just made it for fun… It should be good for your skin.”

“…Oh my.”

Rozelia accepted my herbal concoction with curious eyes.

I took out another bottle and casually tossed it toward Camilla.

“You can use it or not, whatever.”

Camilla blinked blankly for a moment before reaching out to take the bottle.

“Thanks, Unnie.”

Rozelia opened the cap and took a quick whiff.

“It smells like lemon.”

“Yes, I added a little lemon juice too.”

“Hm…”


Rozelia looked intrigued as she examined the bottle and gave it a gentle shake.

Then, wearing a playful smile, she quietly approached and leaned close, whispering in a low, teasing voice by my ear:

“Did you spit in this one too?”

Her voice was full of mischief.

I couldn’t stop my face from flushing red.



 
  Chapter 37: Take This!





Magic Herb

A mysterious plant that has absorbed the mana and energy of the earth over countless years.

Its shape, resembling that of a ginseng root, bears a flower that blooms upward—its soft blue glow radiating a gentle brilliance.

The true essence lies in the flower.

The root merely serves as a channel to absorb mana. Only when the condensed mana reaches the flower bud does its true value manifest.

That tiny flower alone holds a value of several thousand Rune.

And now, right before my eyes, the flower of the Magic Herb was glowing faintly with a bluish light.

“I won’t… fail, right?”

To calm my trembling nerves, I took a deep breath.

Now, I would consume the Magic Herb.

This incredibly expensive plant worth a full ten thousand Rune.

My body couldn’t expect to gain much from its effects.

What if I failed to bloom the Magic Herb?

In that moment, it would be no different than throwing ten thousand Rune to the ground.

‘It’s fine.’

I had spent a whole year preparing meticulously for this moment.

There was no more reason to hesitate.

I picked up the Magic Herb and brought the flower close to my lips.

A subtle, divine fragrance tickled the tip of my nose.

According to the setting, the Magic Herb can be consumed raw, so it shouldn’t be a problem. At worst, maybe a mild stomachache.

Without hesitation, I bit into the flower.

A cool sensation spread through my mouth, followed by an inexplicable freshness that danced on the tip of my tongue.

It wasn’t spicy, nor was it simply sweet.

It was a strangely refreshing flavor, subtly sweet at the same time.

A taste I vaguely remembered from a past life.

‘…It’s mint?’

I wasn’t particularly fond of mint, but I didn’t dislike it either—so the taste was a welcome one.

I bit the flower off cleanly and let it roll around slowly in my mouth.

Gulp—

At last, I swallowed the flower down my throat.

It was much more palatable than I’d feared.

No, to be honest… it was actually kind of tasty.

Since the root merely acts as a conduit for mana, there seemed to be no need to consume it.

I took a moment to steady my breath, then closed my eyes and brought my hands together.

Focusing all my senses into my fingertips, I visualized the Magic Herb in my mind.

My fingertips slowly began to tingle.

Then, something cold and unfamiliar gently settled onto my palms.

With a heart full of both hope and anxiety, I slowly opened my eyes.

As my vision cleared, I saw it—clearly and vividly.

Resting calmly atop my small, careful hands was a single flower radiating a brilliant blue light.

My eyes widened. A surge of irrepressible joy spread across my lips.

“I did i—…!”

Just as I was about to burst out in joy—

Zzziing—!

A sudden, sharp pain pierced through my head like a blade.

“Ugh!”

My vision flipped upside down.

It was a kind of pain I had never experienced before.

But before I even had the chance to writhe in agony, the pain quickly vanished.

What… was that just now?

Still, my gaze soon shifted to the flower that had bloomed in my hand.

The pain was swiftly forgotten, replaced by the warm satisfaction of having made a magic bloom.

I grabbed the flower and ran straight to Camilla.

***

“It’s a mana bloom.”

Camilla looked indifferently at the flower in my hand.

“Right? This is a mana bloom, isn’t it?”

“…Why are you asking? Mother bought it for you.”

“R-right.”

Camilla didn’t know about my Authority. Besides, Rozelia only knew of an ability related to saliva.

I hadn’t told anyone that I could make flowers bloom myself.

And if I could help it, I wouldn’t tell anyone in the future either. Especially the fact that I could bloom mana flowers—that had to remain a secret.

“You picked a flower. You know the effects disappear in half a day if you don’t use it, right?”

I knew that. But it didn’t feel like a waste.

After all, I could bloom one every day. One flower now didn’t mean much.

I couldn’t sell it just yet, but the path ahead of me was already leading to success.

“Camilla, here… You take it.”

I held out the mana bloom to her.

A flash of surprise and confusion crossed Camilla’s face.

“…What? You’re giving this to me?”

Of course she’d be shocked.

It wasn’t just anything—it was a valuable mana bloom.

“I thought about it, and I don’t really have any use for it. So I figured I’d give it to you.”

“…If you don’t need it, you could just sell it.”

Wow. That’s rare—Camilla actually said something reasonable.

I am planning to sell them in bulk later anyway.

And since the flower’s potency fades after half a day, I might as well score some points with Camilla while I’m at it.

“I just… felt like giving it to you rather than selling it.”

“…Huh?”


Camilla mumbled blankly, eyes wide in disbelief.

“You’re a genius when it comes to magic. Use it well.”

Looking at her dazed face, I felt like giving it to her had been the right move.

It kind of felt like I’d won something?

Riding that subtle wave of victory, I shrugged and patted her on the shoulder.

“Try not to bully me so much from now on, okay? Sis.”

It might’ve sounded a bit arrogant.

But Camilla said nothing. No reaction at all.

Hmm…

She look pretty shocked, huh?

Could it be that you wanted the Magic Herb?

***

The next morning.

I was lying in bed, organizing my thoughts.

Just because I could now produce the Magic Herb didn’t mean all problems were solved.

I still had to face the issue of how to sell this Magic Herb.

Distributing it through official channels was practically impossible. To sell it legitimately, I’d have to disclose the source of the Magic Herb.

If my ability to produce Magic Herb by hand became known to the world, the entire empire would be turned upside down. It would probably make the front page of the empire’s newspapers.

Of course, becoming that famous isn’t all bad.

I could gain a certain reputation, and maybe even get a direct route into the hero party I dreamed of.

But there were definitely risks involved.

For example, the Black Altar, which seeks the resurrection of the Demon King.

The Rozelia Black Blood Sect, which controls the underworld and targets the archbishop’s life.

And also the madmen who are simply obsessed with bloodshed and slaughter.

Besides them, there were nearly a hundred bosses appearing in this world.

Right now, I couldn’t handle any of them. Plus, I was in the body of a child. Gaining fame in this condition would bring far more harm than benefit.

In the end, Rozelia was right. It’s better to keep my powers a secret until the very end.

Then how should I sell this Magic Herb?

No need to worry.

This is exactly when I could use the knowledge from the original story.

***

There’s an underworld hidden in the empire’s shadows. The Black Moon Sect, ruled by Rozelia, was also an organization born from this underworld.

Within it, there’s a secret auction house that operates completely anonymously.

Since all transactions are anonymous, it’s a perfect place for someone like me.

Of course, not everyone could use the auction house. To enter, you need a kind of access pass.

The protagonist of the Kairen Chronicles was able to enter the underworld after getting that access pass from a professor affiliated with the academy.

“If I just get into the academy, it’ll be fine.”

I can’t sell it right now, but if I enroll in the academy and get that access pass, from that moment on, I can make huge profits through the Magic Herb.

By then, even without the help of the Raheltani family, I could live a life that benefits this world purely by my own strength.

The academy. No matter what, I will definitely go.

With firm determination, I got up from the bed. I can’t sell the Magic Herb yet, but I could put it to use.

I clasped my hands together as if in prayer and closed my eyes.

After a moment, a blue flower bloomed on the palm of my hand. Seeing the clear, radiant blue light spreading made me inexplicably pleased.

The throbbing pain was much better than yesterday.

I carefully plucked off the petals. Then, I crushed the flower’s head into small pieces.

I took out a small cup, put the crushed Magic Herb in it, and poured hot water. The clear water soon began to turn blue.

“As expected.”

When the Magic Herb is crushed like this and mixed in water, it becomes mana that can be used directly.

It’s no exaggeration to say that it’s a much more highly concentrated extract than the refined mana sold in magic tool shops.

In other words, it means I no longer need to stop by the magic tool shop to buy refined mana.

“Still, I should test it.”

I took out the circuit diagram I designed myself and spread it out on the floor.

It was a circuit that created a slight breeze, enough to lift a strand of hair. I had used it on Camilla before.

While dropping water drop by drop onto the circuit, a sudden curiosity arose.

I lifted the cup again and brought it close to my mouth.

“Will my power work on the Magic Herb too?”

I carefully let a few drops of saliva fall onto the cup’s contents and stirred it well. Then I dropped about five drops onto the circuit diagram.

The circuit on the paper briefly glowed, then settled down. Excited, I opened the bedroom window and extended the circuit outside.

If the power was amplified and the room got messy, it would be troublesome, so testing it outside would be better.

I carefully poked a hole at the circuit’s starting point with my finger.

A short spark flew, and the circuit ignited. At the same time, a small wind began swirling over the circuit.

“Oh, it really works.”

I was amazed that the circuit operated solely from the Magic Herb’s ingredients.

A small whirlpool formed and began sucking the wind into it.

The circuit gradually pulled in the surrounding air and grew larger.

Soon there should be a bang sound as the wind spread out.

But the whirlpool did not stop. It kept sucking in the air greedily, swelling bigger and bigger.

“Hm…?”

In the blink of an eye, the vortex had grown as tall as I was.

Still, it showed no sign of stopping. It continued greedily inhaling the air around it, growing even larger.

“W-wait a minute…”

The surrounding air started swirling rapidly.

The window frame shook violently, and a fierce wind rushed into the room.

The wind roared like a storm.

Objects on the desk flew around. The cup tipped over, spilling the liquid containing the Magic Herb onto the floor, and the circuit diagrams scattered with dust flew across the bedroom.

“This… I think something bad is happening…?”

It was around this moment that a growing feeling of dread that something had gone wrong crept over me.

KWAANG—!

In an instant, the whirlwind exploded, violently blasting everything in the room away.

I, the one who had been using the circuit diagram, was no exception.

“Ugh!”

My small body was flung into the air.


The back of my head slammed directly into the wall, and the aftershock of the impact caused me to collapse helplessly to the floor.

A sharp pain shot through the back of my neck, and at the same time, my vision slowly flipped upside down.

Something warm trickled down my forehead. What fell was blood—red as Rozelia’s eyes.

The fierce wind that had raged through the room vanished without a trace, and a quiet stillness settled over the bedroom.

As my consciousness faded, the last thing I faintly heard was the urgent sound of someone’s footsteps.



 
  Chapter 38: Are you insane, Unnie?





A hazy sensation, as if floating above the clouds, enveloped my entire body. I couldn’t even feel my feet touching the ground.

All around me was thick darkness, as impenetrable as Camilla’s room—nothing could be seen ahead.

The utter lack of realism in the situation instantly made it clear: this was a dream. A lucid dream. A strange experience I had never gone through before.

I must have blacked out after hitting the wall. Though my head was still a bit foggy, I slowly looked around.

In the pitch-black darkness, a faint red light began to spread.

Suspended awkwardly in the air, unable to stand on solid ground, I drifted toward the red glow as if swimming.

As I reached the center of the light, a single flower came into view.

It was a flower of a deeper crimson than even Rozelia’s eyes. Its color was captivating yet unsettling at the same time.

Like a magical herb, it emitted its own light, but far more vivid and intense.

The moment I looked at the flower, a strange emotion began to ripple slowly from deep within my heart.

It was warm and gentle—soothing, even peaceful. Though I had never seen the flower before, an odd sense of familiarity washed over me.

Where could this feeling of déjà vu be coming from?

The gentle swell of emotion led my hand forward. Before I realized it, I was reaching for the flower.

And the instant my fingers touched the crimson petals, a sharp headache surged through my skull, and my vision flared white.

“Ugh…!”

The light was so blinding that I instinctively shut my eyes tight. When I opened them again, a completely different scene had unfolded.

It wasn’t my room, yet it didn’t feel unfamiliar. It was Rozelia’s bedroom.

In front of me sat a bearded man, dozing off with his head bobbing. Judging by his white robe, he seemed to be a doctor.

“Nngh…”

Groaning, I held my head.

“…Bella?”

Perhaps she heard my faint murmur. From one corner of the room, Rozelia’s voice called out.

I turned my head in the direction of her voice.

Her eyes were full of emotion as she looked at me, and then she rushed over, so suddenly that I flinched on instinct.

“L-Lady Countess, I—”

Contrary to the fierce energy that had surrounded her just moments ago, Rozelia simply sat by the bed and gazed at me.

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

“…Huh?”

“Even something minor is fine. Do you feel any discomfort or anything strange in your body?”

Her voice was urgent, and I shook my head right away.

“I-I’m okay. Just a bit of a headache…”

Rozelia’s eyes wavered noticeably. Her piercing gaze shifted to the doctor sitting beside me.

Somehow already awake, the doctor was sweating nervously under her scrutiny.

“Didn’t you say she was completely healed?”

“I-I treated all her wounds completely! It’s just… there may be some lingering sensory issues…”

His stammering sounded almost like he was begging for his life.

Though he looked to be at least twice Rozelia’s age, he couldn’t so much as move under her gaze.

So this is what power truly looks like.

“I’m really okay, Lady Rozelia. There’s nothing wrong or painful at all.”

I hurriedly tried to reassure her before the poor doctor suffered any more unnecessary wrath.

She looked at me for a moment, then cautiously raised her hand and placed her palm near my forehead.

“Please tell me the truth. Are you really okay?”

Warmth spread from the spot where her hand touched. It was an odd mix of discomfort and familiarity.

Now that a year had passed, it was much easier to accept Rozelia’s touch than when she first placed her hand on my head.

Of course, only when it was on my head—and even then, I still flinched a little.

“…I really am okay.”

Hearing my words, Rozelia calmed her gaze and instructed the doctor to leave. He bowed, almost as if he had been waiting for permission, and fled the room.

Suddenly, the room grew quiet. Watching Rozelia, who still seemed visibly unsettled, I carefully spoke.

“How long has it been since I passed out?”

“It’s been about half a day, dear.”

I looked out the window. It was a quiet night. So still that not even the sound of an owl could be heard. Had Rozelia stayed by my side this entire time?

A strange tickle stirred in a corner of my chest. I scratched my head with an awkward smile for no real reason.

“Hehe, that’s a relief. I was worried I might’ve missed a whole day of business.”

“…Business?”

It was a joke meant to ease the awkward mood, but I could see Rozelia’s expression harden.

“Are you seriously… worried about business right now?”

One of Rozelia’s eyebrows furrowed sharply.

“Y-yeah…?”

“Even knowing what we’ve all been through… you say that?”

I instinctively swallowed dryly at the subtle tremble in her angry voice.

This was the first time Rozelia had shown her anger so openly. And I had the sinking feeling it was because of me.

Why was she so furious? I might carry the name of Raheltani, but I’m not really her daughter.

‘…Ah, right.’

The medicine that could make Rozelia sleep.

If anything happened to me, Rozelia wouldn’t be able to get that medicine anymore. That would mean she’d once again be tormented by sleepless nights.

Maybe the reason she was so emotionally shaken was because she couldn’t bear the thought of going through insomnia again.

When I thought about it from her perspective, I could understand her anger.

So I bowed my head and apologized.

“I’m sorry….”

But an apology alone wasn’t enough to calm Rozelia’s anger.

“…This won’t do, Bella. You’re grounded for a week.”

“What?!”

“I can’t trust what you might do in your own room, so you’ll stay in either my room or Camilla’s during that time.”

“B-but…”

“Use that time to reflect so this never happens again.”

I blinked, speechless, my mouth opening and closing in disbelief.

“Then… what about my business…?”

Rozelia’s eyes narrowed coldly. I felt like if I said anything more, things would only get worse.

“…Okay.”


In the end, I had no choice but to accept reality with my lips drooping in defeat.

Only after hearing my response did Rozelia finally ease her fierce gaze. She stared at me for a moment, then let out a long sigh and sat in the chair the physician had used.

“Tell me what happened.”

“…Actually, my mana circuit went out of control.”

“I figured as much. That happens when you pour too much mana into the circuit.”

“I know, but…”

Mana circuits go berserk when they’re overloaded with mana beyond their capacity. It’s a warning written in bold on the first page of every magic book.

But that kind of breakdown usually only happens with a massive overload of mana.

Judging by my circuit and the refined mana I used, it would’ve taken at least a liter to cause that. But I’d only used five drops at most.

Even if it was a mana potion made from mana grass, I never expected it to be that powerful.

“You knew that and still did it?”

Rozelia’s voice sharpened again, stabbing like a thorn.

“I-I’m sorry… I’ll be more careful next time.”

I bowed my head.

I knew better than anyone that excuses only made things worse.

In my previous life and in this one, all excuses ever got me were harsher discipline.

“…Bella.”

She called my name softly.

I looked up.

In Rozelia’s eyes, there was no anger or sternness, but a complex and unreadable emotion.

“Don’t bow your head to anyone like that.”

“…Huh?”

“Even if you did something wrong, reflect on it, sure—but there’s no need to lower yourself like a sinner.”

Rozelia raised her hand and gently stroked my head.

“If anyone ever tries to force you to bow your head again, bring them to me. I’ll have a word with them.”

“…….”

I looked up at her.

Eyes that were both cool and warm at the same time. Eyes that made me mistakenly feel as if she truly thought of me as family.

‘…That can’t be true.’

I must not forget.

There was only one reason I was adopted into this place—

Because I could help Rozelia sleep.

Nothing more.

***

Back in my bedroom.

It seemed Rozelia had intervened—everything related to magic had disappeared.

All the tools I used for making circuits were gone, and the magic books that used to sit on my desk had been replaced with fairy tales with flashy covers.

“…I didn’t think it would come to this, honestly.”

I murmured lowly, rubbing the back of my bandaged head.

Most magical circuits are designed not to harm the user.

The one I used also had a structure that directed the blast of air away from me.

But the fact that I had been blown away too meant this wasn’t just a matter of increased power—it meant the circuit had gone berserk, unable to handle the magic.

Well, the parchment I used was cheap—bottom of the barrel, even among low-grade materials. It might have been fine for basic mana, but there was no way it could handle mana infused with magical firepower.

Not to mention, my own power likely amplified the effect as well.

BOOM—!

“Eek!”

I was deep in thought when a deafening noise exploded near the door—as if something had just blown up.

The door swung open with enough force to break, and in stepped none other than—

Camilla.

“C-Camilla…?”

She looked different from usual.

Her breath was ragged. Her hair was windblown and messy. And maybe it was just my imagination, but there seemed to be a faint red hue near her eyes.

“Are you insane, Unnie?”

Camilla snapped at me sharply. Considering we’d always had a hostile relationship, this kind of insult wasn’t anything new.

But the atmosphere was different. Her usually cold eyes now swirled with emotion—so similar to Rozelia’s.

“A-Are you… mad?”

“You really have to ask?”

Camilla bit her lip like she was holding back fury.

A heavy, oppressive aura—comparable to Rozelia’s—radiated from her and bore down on me.


“What the hell were you trying to do?”

Her voice was crushing, like an interrogation. I could only panic in response.

First Rozelia, and now Camilla.

I was the one who got hurt.

So why were they the ones getting angry?



 
  
    Chapter 39: Good night, Unnie





Under Camilla’s cold gaze, I had no choice but to lower my head.

“How on earth do you even make a low-grade circuit explode? Did you flood it with mana or something?”

“Uh… something like that.”

“Are you crazy? Why would you do that?”

Was Camilla always this talkative? My head throbbed from her nonstop nagging.

“I know…”

I didn’t want to hear this kind of scolding from someone like Camilla, who felt more like a nemesis. But I had no excuse, so I just mumbled and nodded.

Camilla, watching me, suddenly made a grinding noise with her teeth.

“Is it because of me?”

“Huh?”

“Is it because I teased you about being stuck with low-grade circuits?”

A faint fragment of emotion flickered in Camilla’s otherwise vacant eyes. Was I imagining it? For some reason, she looked apologetic.

Camilla, feeling guilty? No way.

“No, it was just my mistake. It won’t happen again.”

“……”

Even after I said that, Camilla’s expression didn’t soften.

Her amethyst eyes turned away coldly, and that alone tugged at my heart. She hadn’t done anything wrong, and yet I felt like I should apologize.

‘Can’t be helped.’

Anyway, it was my fault this time. I figured showing a little maturity, just this once, wouldn’t hurt.

I tilted my head slightly and leaned in toward her. Our noses brushed, and then our lips met.

A soft warmth enveloped my lips. Smooch. The quiet sound lingered in the room.

I slowly pulled back, leaving the warmth of Camilla’s lips behind.

“Sorry. Forgive me?”

Camilla blinked at me, dazed, as I offered my apology.

The kiss of reconciliation had definitely worked. The icy atmosphere from just moments ago had completely melted.

Her gaze was still cold, but it now held a calmer hue.

“…It’s the first time you’ve kissed me first.”

She muttered softly, brushing her lips with her fingertips.

After a brief silence, Camilla silently held out a mysterious envelope she had been holding.

“Hm? What’s this?”

“It’s for you.”

I took the envelope from her. It was heavier than I expected, and my body naturally tilted downward from the weight.

“What the… why is it so heavy…?”

Tilting my head in confusion, I opened the envelope. The moment I did, my eyes widened at the dazzling golden light.

Inside was a pile of gold coins. At least several dozen of them, easily.

“Five thousand Lune.”

“…What?”

I looked up at Camilla, dumbfounded by the unexpected amount. She met my questioning gaze with a casual shrug.

“For the Magic herb.”

A short explanation.

The Magic herb I’d given her before—she was now paying me back for it.

“That was a gift. There’s no reason for me to take this.”

I hurriedly tried to return the pouch, but Camilla didn’t move. She simply looked at me with deep, unwavering eyes.

“You never accept anything.”

“Huh?”

“Small gifts, little favors—you never take them. You always return everything.”

“Well, I mean… I can’t just keep taking…”

“I’m the same. So take it.”

A refusal to accept refusal. Camilla’s gaze left no room for negotiation.

In the end, I awkwardly set the pouch down gently on the bed.

“…Alright.”

Maybe Camilla and I are more alike than I thought.

“I wonder if she also has the desire to accomplish something on her own, like I do.”

“Instead, make me one promise. Okay, unnie.”

Camilla took a step closer. The distance between us was so close, it felt like our breaths might touch.

Just a year ago, she had been a little shorter than me, but now she had grown to eye level.

“…What is it?”

“Don’t use this money for anything strange—just spend it on materials for your magic circuit.”

“A magic circuit?”

It was sudden.

I thought she might be joking, but Camilla’s eyes were dead serious.

“Stop drawing circuits on crappy parchment and use proper scrolls.”

“Uh…?”

“Promise me you’ll use it only for circuit-related supplies.”

It was a little surprising, but not a bad suggestion. After all, I was planning to buy nodes for circuits first once I made some money.

More than that—Camilla was showing this much concern for my magic circuits? I was a little touched, honestly.

“Y-yeah… okay. I promise.”

If I thought of it as the price of the magic herbs, there was no reason to refuse.

Still, since things had gone this far, I figured I might as well be clear about something.

“Camilla.”

“Yeah?”

“This is ten thousand Runezzas, you know.”

“…Huh?”

“What about the remaining five thousand?”

Camilla’s eyes filled with confusion.

We usually acted like mortal enemies.

But in moments like this, I sometimes found her kind of cute.

***

Rozelia had imposed a one-week disciplinary restriction on me. I didn’t care about most of it, but not being able to do business was a painful blow.


I was, quite literally, confined to the mansion. And to make matters worse, all my circuit-related items had been confiscated, so I couldn’t even tinker with anything.

But even more troubling was something else entirely.

“You’re not going to sleep?”

A soft candlelight glowed faintly, illuminating the bedroom. Camilla’s violet eyes stared straight at me.

Wearing a black negligee with lace at the hem, she was still dressed in sleepwear.

“…I am.”

I was lying next to her, also in a thin white negligee.

One bed.

One blanket.

We lay side by side, the same blanket pulled up to our thighs.

Rozelia had been firm when she laid down the rule: choose either Camilla’s room or hers.

In the end, I chose Camilla’s. There was no way I could share a bed with Rozelia, whose body could only be described as… destructive.

One experience like that was more than enough.

“At least with Camilla, I’ll feel more at ease.”

One week. I could manage.

Honestly, I had been thinking it might be good to take a proper rest anyway. The occasional hallucinations and frequent headaches were probably from lack of sleep.

This seemed like a good chance to recover my worn-out body over the course of a week.

Letting out a short sigh, I burrowed deeper under the blanket. Camilla quietly pulled the blanket up to her face, mirroring me.

And then came silence.

Only the hoot of an owl outside broke the stillness of the quiet night air. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, but the unfamiliar environment made it hard to drift off.

I glanced to the side. Camilla was also awake, staring at the ceiling.

“…This is kind of awkward.”

Even though we had fought plenty of times and grown closer in our own way, actually lying in the same bed gave the air a strange tension.

“You don’t talk in your sleep or anything, right?”

Trying to break the awkwardness a little, I spoke up. I wasn’t going to fall asleep easily anyway, so chatting a bit didn’t sound like a bad idea.

“Talk in my sleep?”

Camilla’s eyes slowly rolled toward me.

I turned onto my side to face her more easily. Camilla hesitated a moment, then turned to face me as well.

Lying there, face to face. I gave a slight, mischievous smile.

“You don’t snore or grind your teeth in your sleep or anything like that, right?”

“…Do you?”

Camilla slightly furrowed her brow.

Judging by her disgusted expression, it seemed she also had an aversion to those kinds of habits.

“No, I don’t. But there were quite a few kids at the orphanage where I used to live who did.”

At those words, Camilla’s shoulder gave a faint twitch.

The small vibration was clearly transmitted through the shared blanket.

“At the orphanage… you slept with others?”

“Of course. It’s not like we were nobles or anything. Nearly twenty kids slept in the same room.”

Only Sunabe Isabel had her own room. Come to think of it, I wonder how she’s doing these days.

“So… someone slept right next to you?”

Camilla’s eyes widened.

Her slightly trembling eyelids were clearly visible.

“Yeah, that’s right.”

On either side of me were Annie and another girl I wasn’t very close with.

Now that I think about it, after the first night Annie and I slept together, she started to avoid me. The girl on the other side would also avert her gaze or lower her head whenever she saw me.

‘…Huh?’

Wait a second.

Could it be… did I talk in my sleep?

Now that I think about it, something was strange. Even if Annie had a reason, the other girl had none to distance herself.

…No way, right?

Surely I didn’t snore loudly, or mutter to myself unconsciously, or grind my teeth?

The sudden realization made me a little uneasy.

I might end up living communally again if I join the hero’s party someday, and habits like that would definitely be a drawback.

If I did have such habits, I had to fix them now while I was still young.

“Camilla.”

“Hm?”

“If I talk in my sleep or do something weird while I’m sleeping… can you let me know?”

At my words, Camilla tilted her head slightly, looking puzzled.

“…Didn’t you say you don’t?”

“I probably don’t… but you never know, right?”

Yeah, I probably don’t.

I didn’t have any such habits in my past life either.

Surely I wouldn’t suddenly develop them in my second life… right?

***

In the deep hours of dawn, when even the faintest moonlight couldn’t reach—

“…It’s hot.”

Camilla stared blankly at the ceiling.

Beside her, Bella had her arms tightly wrapped around Camilla, hugging her like a doll.

Her soft, steady breaths endlessly tickled the back of Camilla’s neck.

“Ugh… heh…”

It might be more bearable if she just stayed still.

But Bella kept tossing and turning, rubbing her face against Camilla’s shoulder.


Each time she did, her blue hair brushed against Camilla’s skin, leaving a ticklish sensation behind.

“…You said you don’t talk in your sleep.”

Camilla let out a deep sigh.

Even though she was the older one, Camilla thought she might be a bit of a hassle.

Still, she didn’t push Bella away.
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