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      It was an ordinary day—as days tended to be more often than not. Felicia L. Waldstein had no reason to expect today would be any different.


      But that was precisely the reason for the look of shock and confusion on her face.


      The scenery around her was the same as it ever was—overgrown trees, soundless tranquility—except for one addition that didn’t belong.


      That would be the boy sprawled out on his back at her feet.


      Felicia didn’t recall seeing this black-haired boy of about ten years old before.


      But the problem wasn’t that there was a stranger in the woods. The problem was that anyone other than herself was here, which was unthinkable.


      “But I can’t exactly call it unthinkable given that someone else actually is here right now,” she muttered with a sigh once her shock began to subside.


      However unthinkable it might be, it was a fact that this boy was here, so she had to accept that fact in order to determine what to do next.


      However...


      “The biggest problem is what to do now that I know.”


      As far as she knew, nobody but her had ever stepped foot into this area before. She had no way of knowing how to handle it.


      “Well, I suppose it comes down to one of two options.”


      To help this boy, or to abandon him.


      Frankly, Felicia had no reason to help him. This place literally belonged to her, and he’d entered without permission. That was reason to chase him out, if anything, not to help. She would even have been within her rights to kill him.


      “Although I would never do such a thing...”


      If anyone were killed, it would be her, she thought with a crooked smile as she glanced at the strands of white hair at the edges of her vision.


      Felicia was well aware that she was what they called a witch, and witches were taboo beings that disrupted the world. It was a sin for a witch to even be alive, and they were to be killed on sight.


      So, considering that, she only had one choice. If she helped him, he might not only not be grateful but try to kill her... In fact, that was more likely. And Felicia didn’t want to die.


      “I wouldn’t have to worry about him being attacked by monsters here...”


      He was unlikely to die if she just left him here. He didn’t appear to be hurt at a glance. It was likely that he would wake up eventually.


      “Well, that in itself would be a problem...”


      Felicia frequented this spot on the way to other places, and it was close to where she lived. That meant that she might meet him again when he regained consciousness.


      That was highly likely, in fact. While this forest was large, there were a limited number of safe places inside it. Whatever he was doing, he would certainly make this area his base, which meant she was bound to run across him again.


      It was hardly a possibility that he would be gone before then given the kind of place this was.


      “I don’t know what brought him here, so it would depend on that...”


      Judging by his appearance, she thought it might have been some kind of accident. This wasn’t the kind of place people came intentionally, and even if they did, a certain someone would have been sure to notice.


      Nevertheless, the result would be the same whether she helped him or not...


      “Who am I making excuses to?”


      She smiled wryly, realizing that her train of thought had turned to excuses for what she was about to do.


      Well, she knew what that meant. Although she’d given it some thought, she’d already known what she intended to do from the beginning.


      Whether it was convenient for her or not, she couldn’t just leave an unconscious boy there.


      Even if it meant she would die as a result.


      No, for that matter, she’d never had a problem with that to begin with.


      She didn’t want to die, but...


      “It isn’t like I have anything I really want to stay alive for,” Felicia asserted with a sigh as she began to walk toward the boy.
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      When Soma woke up, he saw an unfamiliar ceiling. It was a plain one, like most ceilings were, but he didn’t recall seeing this one before.


      After blinking several times, he murmured to himself, “It seems some kind stranger has taken me in.”


      His memories were intact; he clearly remembered what had happened before he’d woken up. That made it easy to deduce his current situation.


      He could almost still feel the sensation of cutting through something. That wasn’t just because of his success but because it was familiar to him: it had felt the same way when he’d cut through space.


      That must have been why he’d ended up somewhere unfamiliar; in other words, he’d “leapt” from the academy to somewhere else.


      “That means that I overdid it...but all’s well that ends well, I suppose.”


      Although he’d been teleported away, he’d fulfilled his objective and remained in one piece. It would have been greedy to ask for more.


      “That isn’t to say I have no problems with this, naturally...but they’re within allowable limits,” he muttered as he tried to move his arm, grimacing at the ache that shot through it.


      This was one of those problems. It wasn’t as bad as he’d expected, but...


      “This isn’t very good in the sense that it gives me even more to do... Oh?”


      Just when he had that thought, he heard two tentative knocks. Turning toward the sound, he finally took in the place where he was lying.


      As he’d expected based on the ceiling, he was in a plain room. It had no decorations—or anything else, really. Apart from the bed he was lying in, there was nothing but a table and two chairs. It didn’t feel lived in; if he’d been told this was a storage room, he would’ve believed it.


      But there was something more important to attend to than the room. He turned his attention to the door located across the room from him; from it, he heard another two knocks. Someone was probably trying to check on him.


      He wondered for a moment how to reply, but he didn’t have to think for long, because the door cautiously opened.


      And then...


      “Pardon me—ah...”


      The girl on the other side of the door opened her eyes wide; apparently she hadn’t expected him to be awake.
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      Soma picked up on a variety of emotions in her eyes at that moment. Relief, joy, wariness, fear. There was also something mixed in that he couldn’t put into words, but he quickly dropped that train of thought once he put together what she was.


      Bloodred eyes, snow-white hair—Soma only knew one kind of being that had those traits.


      But he only froze in surprise for an instant. He was extremely curious about her, but there was something he had to do first and foremost.


      “Hmm... So I take it you...?”


      “Oh, um... Yes, I found you on the ground outside...”


      “Is that so? Thank you.”


      “N-No, it’s... Um, you’re welcome.”


      It was clear she’d helped him, so he had to thank her before anything else. Now that he’d acted on that principle, he looked at her with puzzlement.


      Her reaction was strange. It was as if she hadn’t expected him to be grateful. He thought it would have been entirely natural to expect gratitude after helping someone, but upon further thought, he could accept that sometimes things didn’t work out that way.


      “I apologize for remaining in this position. I would have preferred to give you a proper bow in thanks.”


      “Oh, no, I don’t mind at all... More importantly, are you hurt? I didn’t see any injuries, but...”


      “Hmm... No, I’m not wounded. It is hard to move, however. Mere muscle soreness, I suppose.”


      “Huh? You’re...sore?”


      Her face went blank in surprise at his answer. He nodded, thinking that she seemed to be surprised at every little thing.


      Yes, the pain that had shot through his arm when he’d tried to move it was due to soreness, not injury. This was one more piece of evidence that he’d overdone it.


      Well, the move he’d used was the same one with which he’d defeated Hildegard in his past life. In his current condition, he’d only been able to use a weaker version, but even so, it made sense that the exertion had taken such a toll on his body. He was lucky that it wasn’t worse; it wasn’t even as bad as the soreness he’d experienced several years ago.


      “I’m not entirely unable to move, if I must.”


      “No, as I said, I don’t mind...”


      “I’m glad that’s the case. I believe I should feel somewhat better by tomorrow.”


      “Is that so...? Shall we save the conversation for tomorrow, then? I imagine there’s a lot you want to know...”


      “Hmm, yes... I do have some questions, but it may be best that I save them for tomorrow.”


      Although she said she didn’t mind, it wouldn’t have been good manners to ask so many questions without standing up. Even Soma had enough discretion to realize that. It would have been bad enough if they were acquainted, but he didn’t even know her name.


      That thought made him realize what he had to say next.


      “So, we can talk more tomorrow, but why don’t we introduce ourselves first?”


      “Yes, it would make things easier if we knew each other’s names...”


      “Indeed. So, my name is Soma.”


      “Soma... All right. Mine is Felicia Le...um, just Felicia. Glad to make your acquaintance.”


      “I think I should be gladder in this case. Not only did you help me, I’ve indirectly confirmed that you intend to let me stay over at least until tomorrow.”


      “Oh, that’s true... Well, I thought it would turn out this way, so please don’t worry about it.”


      Soma looked back at her with puzzlement. Something was off with what she’d just said. She’d seemed to think he wasn’t hurt, so why would she have assumed that he would be staying the night?


      He glanced out of the window. The sun was still high in the sky. He would have understood if it were night, but...


      It hit him just then. He let out a small sigh. Considering what she was, it made perfect sense that there might be some reason he shouldn’t leave. He didn’t know for sure whether it was because of what she was, but he could ask tomorrow if he wanted to know. It wasn’t something he had to think about right now.


      He arrived at that conclusion because of how she was behaving. She still hadn’t come any closer to him than the doorway, which was to be expected; she had to be wary of strangers, even ones she’d helped. And now he’d fallen silent, which must have made her even warier.


      Not to mention, he predicted that he would be in her care for longer than just a couple days. In that case, he had even more reason not to put her ill at ease.


      Moreover, he was certain of what she was. That meant he shouldn’t give her any more reasons to be wary.


      With that in mind, Soma looked through narrowed eyes at her distinctive hair and eyes.


      A witch.


      As he wondered what to do knowing that she was considered an enemy of the world itself, Soma let out another small sigh.
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      All that currently ailed Soma was muscle soreness. He could move if he forced himself, so he wasn’t an invalid at the very least.


      However, he’d remained lying down regardless, so it was only natural that the girl he’d just spoken to briefly—Felicia—had left the room. They’d just decided to wait until the next day to talk, after all, so there wouldn’t have been any meaning in her staying longer to chat. And since they’d only just met, they probably wouldn’t have gotten into a rousing conversation, anyway.


      And it was convenient for Soma that he was alone now. There was a lot he didn’t know but also some things he did, and he wanted to get his thoughts in order before speaking with her.


      “This all came too suddenly...”


      After he’d woken up in a strange place, he’d known that someone had most likely helped him, but he couldn’t have predicted that that someone was a witch. He’d hidden his surprise so as not to worry her, but he’d been shocked when he saw her, to be honest. It might even have been the biggest shock he’d faced since being reborn.


      “Well, I have a lot to think about...but I should start with what’s directly in front of me,” Soma muttered, looking at the small table next to the bed he was lying in. Felicia had brought it in for him, since he would need it; she’d also left something on top of it. If anything, she’d probably brought the table just to leave that something there.


      And the item in question was...


      “Hmm... If my eyes aren’t deceiving me, that appears to be fruit.”


      According to Felicia, it had taken him over half a day to wake up, so she’d brought that, assuming he was hungry.


      He was indeed hungry, so he was grateful for that. The only problem was that moving his arm resulted in extreme pain, so it was difficult to eat on his own, but he couldn’t exactly ask a girl he’d just met to feed him by hand. He might have asked someone like Aina just to see her reaction, but she wasn’t here right now, so that was irrelevant.


      Also, it was worth withstanding pain in order to eat...or so he wished he could say, but to be honest, he was thinking that maybe he should have asked her to feed him after all.


      It wasn’t that he was in more pain than he’d expected. It was within allowable limits.


      “The issue is why she left them as is...”


      Yes, Felicia had unceremoniously left the fruitlike things on the table without cutting them up first. There were three of them, round and as red as her eyes, but nothing else.


      “It isn’t a problem that I’ve never seen a fruit like this before, and if I must eat them whole with my hands, I suppose I will, but...”


      He hadn’t been able to hide that he was taken aback after being handed that and told it was his meal. To be more specific, he was disappointed and confused. He wondered if this was her way of telling him to hurry up and get out of her house.


      “She didn’t seem to be that type of person based on our short conversation, however...”


      If she were, she wouldn’t have helped him in the first place. In that case...


      “Perhaps I should think of this as the result of her consideration...like a sick person’s meal.”


      To repeat, Soma wasn’t an invalid, but he was still lying down. He wasn’t entirely unable to eat as normal, but it was certainly difficult, so maybe this was the best option Felicia could come up with considering his condition.


      “Well, I suppose I can’t complain.”


      He’d been taken aback at being given whole fruit, but he wasn’t upset. Figuring that was just how it was, he reached out to pick one up.


      “Ouch... I’d rather not move after all...but I’m too hungry to sleep. I can’t say whether this will be enough, but I’ll have to see when the time comes.”


      Grimacing in pain, he brought one toward his mouth. The faint smell wafting from it told him that he was right about it being fruit.


      It would have been hard to eat lying down, so he sat up despite the pain and took a bite. There was a pleasant crunch, a sweetness, and then a subtle acidity spreading through his mouth.


      “Hmm... This has a texture and flavor similar to an apple. I suppose she gave them to me whole as a sick person’s meal...or perhaps this is simply how she eats them.”


      People’s ways of eating food differed between race, country, and even family. This wasn’t how Soma was used to eating, but he could understand if he thought of it that way.


      “This seems to be a more complicated situation than I thought.”


      As he looked at the fruit with a fresh bite mark in it, his mind drifted toward what was outside of the room. While it was bad manners to suspect someone who’d helped him, he had no choice in this scenario. Not even Soma was easygoing enough to trust someone entirely just because they’d helped him, especially not if that someone happened to be a witch.


      With his awareness expanded, Soma continued to sense what was around him. He couldn’t tell much about it, but he could sense basic things, such as the size of the building. It would be good information to reference for an understanding of the situation.


      “Hmm... It seems moderately large, about the right size for four or five people...but Felicia seems to be the only one here. It’s possible that the others are out at the moment...”


      But that was highly unlikely. If Felicia lived with other people, she would have waited for someone else to get home before going into Soma’s room. It was careless of her to speak one-on-one with a stranger, even being a witch...no, especially being a witch.


      And judging by the wariness in her eyes when he’d seen her, it wasn’t that she trusted him that much. The logical conclusion, then, was that she lived alone.


      “In fact, that would be an understatement...”


      He widened his awareness even farther but sensed no other living beings, let alone people. This was clearly unusual. He got the sense that there would be some a bit farther away, but it seemed that nobody went anywhere near this area. He didn’t know if that was because of the area or because of her, but there must have been some reason for it.


      “But I already knew this place was unusual,” he muttered, looking out the window. He narrowed his eyes as he looked toward the sun, which was still in the same place in the sky.


      “That means that she and I are the only ones here.”


      In other words, nobody would interfere, no matter what he did. That was highly convenient for him.


      Although he did feel ever so slightly guilty.


      “Well, whatever I do, it will have to be after we talk tomorrow.”


      It wouldn’t be easy to do anything in his current physical state. First, he had to at least be able to move with no issue.


      And in order to recover, he had to eat, so he brought the fruit in his hand to his mouth again. Its sweetness flooded his mouth the moment he bit into it, and the accompanying tart flavor seemed to him more sour than before.
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      “Phew...”


      Felicia involuntarily sighed once she was back in her own room. She looked at her palm; it was damp with sweat. She’d apparently been more nervous than she realized.


      And that was to be expected. Although he was far younger than her, that didn’t necessarily mean she was safe—in fact, he was likely to be dangerous, since he had been holding a sword when she’d found him. It was a cheap-looking sword, but that only made it seem more practical to her—if he had that, he must have been able to fight.


      She’d put it in storage just to be safe, but she wasn’t certain that a sword was his only means of fighting; he may even have been able to use magic as well. If he’d felt like fighting, she may not have been able to make it back to her room.


      So it was natural that she would be nervous, she thought...then smiled wryly as she realized how late in the game she’d had that thought.


      “I already understood that when I decided to help him.”


      But she still hadn’t been able to remain calm when it came to actually facing the risk of death. She didn’t know what to do with herself.


      “And it’s too early to let my guard down...”


      While he hadn’t had a blatant reaction, the boy—Soma—had been shocked for a moment upon seeing her. She should assume he knew about witches; it would have been too optimistic to expect that nothing would happen going forward.


      “He looked at me quite intently...”


      And if she wasn’t imagining it or being too self conscious, she’d sensed desire in his eyes. She didn’t know what for, but she could think of a few possibilities.


      For example, she’d heard that anyone who succeeded in capturing a witch could earn quite a lot of prestige—as well as enough money that they would never have to work again. That was how much people feared witches.


      It was also possible that he wanted to kill Felicia out of sheer righteousness. On top of that, she’d heard that a witch’s flesh and blood could be valuable prizes in themselves—that if someone with very little magical power used them, they could gain the ability to use high-level spells.


      That last part was nothing more than a rumor, but the point was that there were good reasons for someone to want to kill Felicia.


      “And to be honest, what he said made me suspicious...”


      Especially when he’d said he was so sore that it hurt to move. She’d been sore before, and she certainly hadn’t wanted to move much, but it hadn’t been so bad that she would lay down motionless all day. If he was telling the truth, what had he done to end up in that state?


      She didn’t think he was lying about being unable to move, though. That was most likely true. The question, then, was why he’d said it was muscle soreness.


      Maybe he’d been wary of her as well. Witches were considered enemies of the world. She had no counterargument; she felt like an enemy of the world herself.


      Witches didn’t make human sacrifices or seek out the blood of living creatures, however. And they didn’t make creepy potions... Well, maybe they did, but not using human liver as an ingredient.


      But she knew people said those things about witches, so maybe Soma had claimed he was sore in order to protect himself. While it would be very difficult to move if he was physically injured, it would be possible if he was just sore. He had said something to that effect himself, in fact. Maybe he’d wanted her to know not to try anything since he was capable of fighting back.


      “Well, I might be overthinking it...”


      But she could worry about that later. It couldn’t hurt to be wary of him.


      “But if I’m thinking that, I suppose I don’t want to die after all.”


      Well, she knew she didn’t want to die. She didn’t like pain or fear.


      However...


      “Is that acceptable, though?”


      Was it acceptable for her to go on living without a reason to live?


      That would have been fine for the average person.


      But Felicia was a witch—a poison that rotted the world through her very existence.


      Was she allowed to live just because she didn’t want to die?


      “Well, even if I’m not, I don’t plan to die anytime soon... I don’t want to, after all. And now I have a role to fill.”


      So Felicia would go on living another day, just as she had until now.


      “Maybe I’m having these thoughts because it’s been so long since I’ve spoken to another person...”


      She met and spoke to a certain someone once a month, but it was closer to business communication than anything. She didn’t come away feeling as if she’d had a conversation.


      Well, regardless, today was a day like any other, so she picked up the food she’d brought and prepared to do as she always did. It was one of the same fruits she’d given Soma.


      “I wonder if I gave him enough, now that I think about it...”


      One was enough for her, but Soma had been sleeping for half a day, so she’d given him three...but looking back, he’d seemed as if he had something to say. She had to go back and check on him.


      “But no, he told me he would go right back to sleep after he ate so he could recover.”


      It may have been because he couldn’t do anything else, but the fact that he’d said that meant that he expected the food would be enough to sate his appetite.


      “Well, I can check with him tomorrow. I chose to help him, so it wouldn’t be fair to neglect him,” she muttered, a strange feeling coming over her.


      Tomorrow...


      A tomorrow with someone else.


      It felt strange and unusual. She must have experienced it before, but that time was just a distant memory now. She struggled to recall it even when she tried hard.


      But...


      “It might not be so bad,” she said with a wry smile. It was quite carefree of her to be thinking this way despite the possibility that he might kill her, she reflected.


      And she had another thought at the same time.


      “I think, after all...”


      I don’t want to die, but I wouldn’t mind if I did.


      With that in mind, Felicia brought the fruit to her mouth as she always did. The flavor that flooded her mouth should have been the same as it always was, but it seemed to her ever so slightly more sour.
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      When Soma woke up the next day, he stretched to check his physical condition. Then he sat upright, opened and closed his hands several times, and tried clenching them into fists.


      He hadn’t completely recovered, but most of the pain had subsided. Apparently sleeping right after eating had been meaningful.


      “Considering how much I’ve recovered, I think a day must have gone by...but has it actually?” he muttered, looking out the window.


      The sun was in the middle of the sky, just as it had been when he’d gone to sleep. He felt like he’d been asleep for half a day, so he’d expected that it would be dark outside. It seemed like being here might throw off his sense of time.


      “Well, I’ll see how it goes, I suppose.”


      Just then, there were two knocks on the door. He sensed someone on the other side. The presence was familiar, and he didn’t have to guess who it was.


      So he replied, “You may come in.”


      There was a momentary hesitation, but his visitor quickly mustered her resolve and opened the door. There he saw Felicia, looking the same as she had the day before.


      “Good morning, Soma. How are you feeling?”


      “Well, as you can see, I’m better than I was yesterday. I believe I should be able to carry out daily life activities now.”


      “Is...that so? That’s wonderful to hear.”


      Wariness and anxiety flashed through Felicia’s eyes despite what she said.


      That was only natural, however. If Soma had recovered, that meant he potentially posed a threat to her. He would have been concerned if she hadn’t been wary of him, in fact.


      So Soma continued to speak without touching on Felicia’s discomposure.


      “I owe it to you. Thank you for your help.”


      “Oh, no, it was nothing...”


      “Not only did you help me, you gave me a safe place to sleep and a meal. I would call it overly modest to say that that was nothing.”


      “Do you really think so...?”


      “Hmm?”


      “I might have only done that because it suited my own needs... You know, since I’m a witch.”


      Soma’s eyes widened when he heard her say that. While he’d known it already, he hadn’t thought she would bring it up herself. He’d been meaning to bring it up at some point, though, and he hadn’t known quite how. This in itself was convenient for him—in more than one way.


      “Hmm... Splendid. I suppose there’s no need for me to beat around the bush either, then.”


      “Huh?”


      Felicia blinked at the unexpected response and drew back slightly. Paying it no mind, Soma continued.


      “It happens to be convenient for me as well that I came upon you.”


      “You mean...you wanted to find a witch for something?”


      “Yes. It was only by coincidence that I ended up here, but I was looking for a witch.”


      “Is that so...”


      Felicia let out a sigh, seeming to come to a conclusion in her mind. Soma was puzzled at that, but he had more to say. He hadn’t gotten to the important part yet. Setting her reaction aside momentarily, he wondered what words to use as he opened his mouth.


      “Why don’t you sit down for the time being? You came to speak as we agreed to yesterday, yes? I imagine this will be an involved conversation...although perhaps I shouldn’t say so myself. Would you prefer I go over there, actually?”


      He looked over at the chairs sitting in the room. Right now, unlike yesterday, he would have no trouble getting up to sit in a chair, and it would be questionable to make the master of the house sit in a chair while he stayed in bed.


      Or so he thought, but Felicia shook her head, indicating there was no need.


      “No, you can stay as you are, Soma. I did come to talk to you, so it may be better if we both sit down for that, but if you aren’t fully healed, it must hurt to move, so there’s no need. Don’t worry about offending me.”


      “Hmm... If you say so, I suppose I’ll take you up on that.”


      He agreed in part because it did in fact hurt to move, but also because he thought Felicia had another intent in saying that. The table was small, so if they both sat in the chairs, it would necessitate getting close to each other, and she probably wanted to avoid that.


      Soma looked at Felicia, thinking she must be wary of him. After a brief hesitation, she decisively stepped into the room and sat in one of the chairs.


      “All right... Where shall we begin?”


      “How about we start from the beginning? I need to ask where this place is regardless.”


      “Right... I’ll tell you about that first, then.”


      Felicia nodded, but then glanced back and forth as if unsure where to start. Once she put her thoughts in order, though, she began to speak with another nod.


      “As you may have gathered based on the fact that I’m a witch, this area is known as the Witch’s Woods.”


      “Hmm, the Witch’s Woods... I suspected as much, but wasn’t confident they really existed.”
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