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  Chapter 0: Prologue
Ugh.

A sigh mixed with irritation escaped her small mouth.

This was roughly the tenth time. Another failure.

“Ugh…why isn’t this working…?”

Finally, she put down the flask and herbs on the desk and flopped onto the bed.

She needed to cool down her head, which had been heated up from magical research.

“I used ogre muscle because it’s supposed to be elastic, but that didn’t work. I used sea serpent mane because it’s supposed to be flexible, but that didn’t work either…”

It wasn’t spacious, but it had everything she needed. This was her magic laboratory.

It was a precious home that she had obtained after much effort, developing various magic spells after being transmigrated into this body.

Of course, looking at the chaotic interior, one might think it wasn’t precious at all…but that was just a matter of personal preference.

“Haah…”

She was currently developing a magic weapon.

It was shaped like a staff, but with an internal mechanism that allowed it to fire projectiles like a gun.

However, it was currently stalled in the development stage.

“The demons will start going crazy soon, and then this will surely be a hit!”

As you can probably tell from the context, she had transmigrated into a novel.

A typical fantasy world with a hero protagonist, filled with clichés.

The hero protagonist gathers companions to defeat the Demon King, and whether by coincidence or design, only heroines join, eventually turning it into a harem party rather than a hero(warrior)party.

Of course, this had nothing to do with her.

She hadn’t transmigrated as the hero or anyone around him, and even if she had, she would have found a way out.

‘I’m not crazy, why would I follow them?’

Even if it was a harem party, it was still a group whose foundation was fighting demons and monsters, so they fought a lot. As someone who pursued a leisurely life, her personality was the complete opposite of that party.

“And this body…”

What should have been there was gone, and what shouldn’t have been there was present.

Even though what was newly added wasn’t as overwhelmingly large as the heroines of the hero’s party.

However, she found the smaller size easier to move around with.

“It should be…about a year by now.”

She had seen news of the hero’s party being formed about a year ago in the newspaper.

Her laboratory was located a little distance from the imperial capital, so the news was delayed.

One year meant it was still the time for them to train and build their strength within the empire.

And according to the hero’s party’s route, they weren’t too far from here.

“Ah…what should I do?”

The weapon in front of her was more important than the hero’s party. Why should she care about them when they wouldn’t even provide her with ingredients?

That’s why she had been ignoring the letters sent by some high-ranking officials. It’s not like she would be sent to the guillotine for ignoring them.

After transmigrating into this novel, into this body, she realized that magic was her calling.

And by appropriately combining magic with knowledge from her previous life, she had been earning enough to at least avoid starvation.

‘If I can’t complete this, I’m in big trouble.’

However, she had recently spent all her money buying some supplies, so she needed to finish this weapon as soon as possible.

“…I’m hungry.”

She got out of bed, her steps lightened by semi-forced motivation, and checked the shelves.

She could see that food like bread was running low.

“Ah~ I wish someone would cook me a meal.”

How nice would it be if she could eat for free without money, do magic research, and get all the ingredients she wanted!

Maybe she could sell some magic equipment secondhand…

“No, I can’t do that to my babies.”

She had put so much effort into obtaining them. Absolutely not.

In the end, the place she took refuge in was once again her bed.

Oh, bed. My little paradise.

Is there really no way to live in paradise forever?

……The hero’s party.

Strong monsters and demons.

Byproducts of monsters and demons. Good ingredients. Fresh ingredients.

Food. Almost free, though there’s the drawback of having to take turns cooking.

Research. High probability of freedom, considering the hero’s personality.

“… … … Nah. I’m still not going.”

What audacity would it take for her to join the hero’s party, who were going to defeat the Demon King?

Absolutely not.

And soon, a witch heroine would join, replacing the mage.

That meant there was a high possibility of conflict since they were in a similar line of work.

It was better to just shut up and develop equipment and skills.

“…Come to think of it, isn’t this around the time they start thinking about replacing their equipment?”

Because their equipment couldn’t handle their increased strength, there was even an episode where they were put in danger.

But well, that was the kind of ordeal the hero had to overcome.

So there was no need for her to interfere and help.

Hmm.

Indeed.




“Everyone! We have a new member joining the party! Everyone, listen up!”

“…I’m Rui, the new mage. Pleased to meet you.”



Just get the ingredients and leave immediately.






  Chapter 1: A Matter of Ingredients
From the moment I transmigrated into this body five years ago, I had one unwavering belief:

Never get involved with the hero’s party.

The protagonists of the novel, they were, and would continue to be, entangled in countless incidents. Each incident alone was enough to exhaust one’s body and mind, and yet they occurred one after another.

As someone who preferred staying comfortably indoors rather than wandering around outside, both in my past and present life, this was a rule I would never break.

However, unfortunately, living comfortably required a suitable amount of money. And to earn that money, I needed rare magic ingredients.

Ultimately…

“I want to join the party.”

“Huh?”

A handsome man with sharp features and uncommon black hair.

The protagonist of this world, the leader of the hero’s party, the man destined to defeat the Demon King and save the world.

I spoke to the hero, Aswell. I told him I wanted to join his party.

The hero, who was contemplating accepting a quest at the Adventurer’s Guild, stared at me with bewildered eyes.

“Uh… are you perhaps undera…”

“I’m not underage. I’m a mage.”

Even if I was short, being mistaken for a minor was too much. As I reacted with a cold stare, the hero hurriedly corrected himself.

“Ah, oh! I see. Um, you’re a mage?”

“Yes.”

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Aswell, though I’ve been undeservedly given the title of hero. Shall we sit down and talk?”

Despite my sudden appearance, the hero treated me kindly. He led me to a seating area in a corner of the guild.

I sipped the drink the hero offered me and observed him.

“Do you live around here?”

“No. I was near the capital.”

“Really? You made it here well.”

“The hero’s party’s movements are known everywhere. Can we get to the main point?”

“Ah, yes.”

Currently, the hero’s party consisted of four members.

The hero, Aswell, the leader, in charge of attack and defense. The saintess, who strengthened the party with healing and buffs. The archer, who attacked and supported from the rear. And finally, the knight, who was in charge of frontline attacks alongside the hero while also protecting the two in the rear.

Of course, the three members besides Aswell were heroines. From the current situation, it might seem like the archer could handle ranged attacks, but mages and archers played different roles.

The archer, practically a ranged assassin, specialized in small-scale combat. On the other hand, the basic image of a mage was someone who could dominate large-scale battles.

The current hero’s party lacked a heroine, or rather, a person, who could handle such large-scale firepower, so the hero needed a mage.

“I certainly feel the absence of a mage. However…”

“I understand your concerns.”

“Huh?”

“I haven’t shown you my skills yet, and considering what you’ve been through in the past year, it’s understandable that you can’t easily accept a new companion.”

The hero’s party’s exploits were heard throughout the empire. Their skills were well-known, but they knew nothing about me.

“First of all, I’m not a combat mage.”

Unfortunately, I couldn’t provide the large-scale firepower the hero desired. Something similar was possible, but the role I had in mind was different.

“Haven’t you been feeling like your equipment is lacking lately?”

“…It’s not unusable, but I can’t say it’s perfect.”

The hero honestly confessed their situation. Over the past year, they had grown to the point where the word ‘dramatic’ could be used.

While their growth couldn’t be measured with specific numbers, it could be seen as roughly a level up.

For a mage, it was like going from second circle to third or fourth circle. With increased power, their weapons and armor, their “clothes,” wouldn’t fit properly, which must be quite uncomfortable.

“I can take care of that part.”

“Equipment? Uh… are you a blacksmith by any chance, and I misheard?”

“No, I’m a mage.”

As proof, I extended my hand and cast a simple spell. The hero, though his eyes were filled with questions, nodded in acknowledgment.

“Well, let me show you briefly.”

I waved my hand, opening a rift in space, and took out a glove from within.

“W-wait, what did you just…”

“These are gloves with protective magic. I mainly enchant equipment like this or create magic tools.”

The witch heroine would handle the large-scale firepower anyway.

I just needed to utilize my specialty and support the hero’s party. And my specialty was research and technological development.

“So, if you allow me to join, I can repair and upgrade the equipment the party is currently using, or even make new ones.”

I could make enough for four people.

I showed the hero the piles of prototype equipment beyond the spatial rift. The hero’s eyes seemed to waver.

“Uh, um…”

“If this isn’t enough to convince you, I can use large-scale magic, though I don’t prefer it…”

“Oh, no! It’s not that I don’t believe you. Well, I do have some doubts, but…”

The hero, with a flustered expression, stopped me as I tried to stand up. He asked me to close the space first, so I closed the rift.

“Um… why do you want to join our party?”

“Huh?”

“…Shall I be honest?”

“I would appreciate it.”

“To get ingredients.”

“Ingredients?”

“Yes. I thought I could obtain various rare magic ingredients through the hero’s party’s journey.”

It would be nice to earn some money as well. That was my only goal. I had no desire to become personally close with the hero’s party.

“Then couldn’t you just request us to get them in exchange for equipment?”

“I need to see and select them myself, or even dismantle them.”

That way, the freshness of the ingredients could be maintained, maximizing their original effectiveness.

At my words, the hero seemed to ponder for a moment.

“Hmm… To be honest, as the leader of the party, this is a very good offer. However, I think it’s unfair that you would receive so little in return for what we get.”

Wow.

Look at his heart. As expected of a hero, refusing an unfair contract that would benefit him.

He was truly a good person. I could vaguely understand why so many people, heroines aside, liked him.

“So, rather than joining the party…”

“Then just listen to one more thing.”

“What is it…?”

“Exclude me from night watch and cooking duty. I’m terrible at both.”

For the hero’s party, who spent most of their journey outdoors, these two activities took up a significant portion of their time.

So, to be excluded from both duties? Even I thought I was asking for a lot.

“Is that truly all you want…?”

“Yes. I only need the ingredients.”

“Hmm… Alright. If you don’t need to stop anywhere else, would you like to come to the inn where we’re staying?”

So, I passed.

I breathed a sigh of relief, unbeknownst to the hero, and stood up to follow him.

“I’ve already packed my luggage, so I can go right away.”

I wasn’t the type to leave my things behind, so I could go as I was.

“Ah… subspace… I understand. This way.”

“Okay.”

“Oh, by the way, may I know your name? We’ll be working together from now on, so I think it would be easier to communicate if I knew.”

“…Call me Rui.”

“Rui. Alright.”

“You don’t have to be so formal. I’m younger than you.”

“…Okay, Rui. You can drop the formalities with me too.”

“I’m more comfortable this way.”

After a short while, we arrived at the inn where the hero’s party was staying. Perhaps because they were directly supported by the imperial family, there seemed to be no other guests at the inn.

Creak.

The door opened, and I followed the hero, who was taller than me, inside.

“Everyone! We have a new member joining the party! Everyone, listen up!”

One from the stairs, one from the dining table, and one from the door connected to the training grounds. Three gazes were directed at me.

“…I’m Rui, the new mage. Pleased to meet you.”

I bowed slightly with my greeting, feeling a bit stiff after not having done so for a while. Then, I slowly raised my head and observed the three people looking at me.

Just like the illustrations in the original novel.

A human saintess with gentle features and blonde hair, dressed in clothes that truly embodied the presence of a cleric. An elf archer with long, pointed ears and green hair, unlike the saintess. And finally, a human knight with sky-blue hair, equipped with a sword and armor like the hero.

They all possessed faces and figures worthy of being heroines. Whether in the modern world or this one, these three, who would likely receive the affection and love of many men, had their hearts set on the hero standing right in front of me.

And the gazes they, who loved the hero so much, directed at me, who had come with him, held one common emotion:

Wariness.

But I wanted to tell the heroines:

Don’t worry. That will absolutely never happen. You don’t need to be wary of me. On the contrary, I will help you end up with the hero.

I guarantee, I will be the only person in the hero’s party who doesn’t marry the hero.

“Wait, Aswell. A new companion?”

And so it began. The interest in the new companion.

It started with the green-haired elf archer.




  Chapter 2: The Unspoken Power
Raphilia.

A few dozen more characters were needed to truly address her, but for now, the hero and his companions called her by that name.

Raphilia, the mischievous princess of Wigdrasil, the noble kingdom of the elves. She had a more active and lively personality compared to the hero or the others.

So, even though she joined later than the saintess and the knight, she took on the role of speaking first about the new party member.

“Even if you’re the leader, you should discuss things with us!”

So, first, the elf. The next to speak was the saintess.

“Hmm, the hero did say he needed a mage…but I didn’t expect to meet one so soon.”

The saintess, Aria, looked alternately at the elf archer and the knight with a troubled expression. She was the only one in this party who had journeyed with the hero from the very beginning.

Therefore, in terms of heroine seniority(?), she could be considered the one who had been with the hero the longest.

“Raphilia, calm down. Aswell must have had a reason. Of course, it has to be a reason we can agree with.”

Lastly, the female knight leaned against the wall and spoke with a cool gaze.

Serin Kint. A skilled knight who became a quasi-noble through her own achievements, and even the hero’s first teacher. She was the heroine who showed the most mature side within the party.

“If there’s anything we don’t like, we’ll absolutely oppose it!”

“Hmm, Lia. Calm down. I’ll explain everything.”

Ah, truly the king of the harem. Nicknames flowed out of him as easily as breathing. Raphilia’s anger immediately subsided.

“Ugh.”

“Um… Rui? Would you mind if we talked with my companions for a bit?”

“Sure. Take your time.”

Since the hero had already accepted her, the possibility of them parting ways again was practically zero.

Because there was a heroine who faced much stronger opposition than her.

That heroine, despite not being particularly desired by the other heroines or even the hero himself, eventually joined the party.

So, would she, who had proven her worth, be rejected from joining the party due to the heroines’ opposition? Such a thing couldn’t happen.

While the hero went upstairs with the three, she sat on a chair and summoned a pen from a rift in space.

Since the conversation seemed like it would take a while, she planned to continue her research in the meantime.

“Hmm, let’s skip this part for now. The equation needed for the next process is…”

As the pen moved, glowing letters began to appear in the air, and soon she was able to concentrate on her research to the point where she couldn’t hear the surrounding sounds.



Saintess Aria.
Elf Princess Raphilia.
Female Knight Serin.

These three had different backgrounds, personalities, and appearances, but they shared one thing in common.

They all liked Aswell, the leader of this party, the hero.

Unfortunately, due to Aswell’s lack of awareness despite his other abilities, none of them had confessed their feelings directly, but they hadn’t given up either.

As time passed, they became aware of each other’s feelings and made a promise.

– Let’s not fight amongst ourselves since there might be new companions joining us in the future.

In any case, this party was formed to defeat the Demon King and the demons.

So, if the party were to split up just because of love, the one who would suffer the most would be none other than the hero, Aswell.

Therefore, the three of them maintained a precarious united front and strived to capture Aswell’s heart.

Then, it finally happened.

The arrival of a new companion.

And the moment they saw the new woman who called herself a mage, the three of them were quite shocked.

“Um… Aswell, before we talk, I have one question…”

“What is it?”

“Is it… um… do you prefer small ones…?”

Compared to the three, who all had chests of comparable size, the new mage’s were quite small.

– The hero didn’t notice their affections.
– Do they not like something about us?
– A new companion has arrived? But… she’s small?
– Wait, the hero brought her directly? Don’t tell me…

The result of dozens of agonizing thoughts led to a single speculation.

Could it be that the hero had that kind of preference?

If that were true, it meant the three of them had no chance from the beginning.

Perhaps because of that, they stared at the hero’s mouth with tension.

“Small? What do you mean?”

“No… um…”

“Ah, you didn’t find her yourself?”

“Uh… that’s right? I didn’t know Rui before.”

“Aha…”

The three of them sighed in relief at the same time.

It wasn’t confirmed, but they were relieved that at least he hadn’t revealed any particular preferences.

“…But then it’s even more puzzling. Serin, Raphilia, and I have had plenty of time to assess each other’s skills and build trust.”

Aria looked at Aswell with a worried gaze. She was worried about the more fundamental aspects, like the trust and minimum level of skill that party members should possess.

“Aria is right. Aswell, you were too hasty this time.”

They had to reach the Demon King’s castle in the end. Even though they had grown a lot during their year-long journey, that was only possible because they had the basic talent and skills to back it up.

Serin, who was also the hero’s teacher, pointed this out and criticized Aswell’s actions.

Receiving three gazes filled with worry and distrust, Aswell smiled gently.

“Everyone, I know you’re worried. How could I not know, after fighting and struggling together for a year?”

Then why don’t you know our hearts! The three of them barely managed to suppress their desire to speak out.

“But, despite that, there’s a reason why I quickly recruited Rui as a companion, without even hearing your opinions.”

“What is it?”

“While I was talking with Rui, she did something.”

Aswell recalled what had happened earlier. She had done it with an ordinary expression, as if she were breathing or biting into a piece of fruit, but Aswell couldn’t be so casual about it.

“You know about subspace, right?”

“Subspace? Like a space within a space, a small dimension, and so on?”

Raphilia, who had the best understanding of magic among the three, answered.

“Right. Lia, can you explain subspace to the other two?”

“Hmm~ Simply put, it’s a magic that creates a small space that only the caster can use. The form of the space isn’t fixed, and it takes the shape the caster desires.”

“So what? Is it a difficult spell?”

“Difficult…is it? Anyway, you have to reach a certain level to understand the knowledge of space…I think that’s how it was. But Aswell, subspace alone doesn’t prove someone’s skill.”

Subspace magic was a difficult spell. However, it wasn’t a spell that only a very limited few could use.

If they were to recruit mages based on the condition of knowing subspace magic, they would receive hundreds of applications. It was a surprisingly common spell.

Then, Aswell, with an expression of disbelief, recounted the situation.

“Like Lia said, subspace magic is treated like that. But Rui…she cast subspace magic without a magic circle or chanting.”

“…What?”

“As if taking something out of a pocket, she just flicked her hand to the side, and space split open, showing me a subspace filled with magic tools. She didn’t even seem to be struggling.”

“…Is that even possible?”

“Um…I don’t know much about magic, but I thought you had to chant a spell or create a circle to activate it?”

Even Aria, who had almost no knowledge of magic, said that.

So, it was natural for Raphilia, who knew the limits of magic in more detail, to hesitate.

If she could cast subspace magic without the supposedly essential magic circle and chanting, what about other magic? What about the various magic tools she possessed?

Raphilia swallowed unconsciously. She had been feeling slightly limited by being solely responsible for long-range support.

“Rui said that while showing me that. She added that she couldn’t provide the large-scale firepower we needed. Instead, she said she would manage the weapons and equipment we use.”

“Now that you mention it, my armor has been feeling a little tight lately…”

Serin adjusted her armor, imagining the mage downstairs. That frail body and face, working on equipment like a blacksmith? It was hard to imagine.

“Um… so, did Rui come all the way here to help us?”

“No, she had three conditions for joining us.”

Three conditions?

At those words, Raphilia, who had been momentarily stunned, opened her mouth.

“I knew it! She wanted something! Surely she has ulterior motives for Aswell—!”

“She wants the byproducts of the monsters we kill in battle. Oh, and she asked to be excused from cooking and night watch duty.”

“…Huh.”

After finishing, Aswell coughed to get the three’s attention.

“I felt something when I saw Rui using magic. That I had to bring her in as a companion. If we do, our journey will become much better.”

Blue eyes filled with the hero’s will.

Unfortunately, no one could object after seeing those eyes.

“Hmm… well. If you say so…”

“You’re the leader, Hero…”

“…I’ll keep an eye on her in my own way.”

Aswell, judging that the discussion had finally concluded, gave his thanks with a cheerful smile.

“Thank you!”

The four of them went down the stairs to tell Rui, who was waiting downstairs, the news.

“Rui, we succeeded in persuading them! So now you’re officially a member of our party…”

“…What the…”

What they saw when they went down was a single scene.

A girl with snow-white hair that reached her waist. She was asleep, leaning against a desk, wearing a robe bigger than her body, and holding an antique pen in her right hand.

But what they saw wasn’t her, but what was above her.
Hundreds of golden letters floated in the air, forming dozens of sentences.

Among the storm of letters, various devices and materials revolved, and in the center, they intertwined and even seemed to create something.

A truly surreal sight.

It completely shattered the four’s perception that magic was simply summoning elements to attack enemies.

The girl who seemed to have created this spectacle was asleep. Then, as the magic made a clear, ringing sound, its owner rubbed her eyes and woke up.

Then, seeing the four looking at her, she spoke in a nonchalant tone.

“Are you done talking?




  Chapter 3: First Impressions
Judging by the four people’s expressions, it seemed she wasn’t being kicked out. She summoned a clock to check the time, realizing she had slept longer than expected. About fifteen minutes had passed.

It was just a good, deep sleep after a tiring journey.

“Rui, I’ll say it again. Welcome to our party. I’m Aswell, the hero and leader of this party.”

Starting with the hero, the remaining three introduced themselves as well.

“I’m Aria. I’ve been tasked with defeating the Demon King, alongside the hero. I’m called a saintess, but I don’t think I deserve that title yet…”

Saintess Aria’s appearance was a collection of clichés. Slightly curly blonde hair, gentle eyes and a delicate personality, and a…voluptuous chest.

“I’m Serin Kint. I joined this party as Aswell’s teacher and a knight. Nice to meet you.”

Next was the female knight, with her striking blue hair like the ocean. Compared to the titles of elf princess and saintess, hers seemed less impressive, but in reality, it wasn’t.

She had another title that the other heroines didn’t: the hero’s teacher. She also possessed a chest that could make even a pacifist violent.

“Raphilia. Archer. I’ll decide whether it’s nice to meet you after observing you.”

Lastly, the elf with forest-like green hair. Contrary to Aria, she splendidly broke the cliché of “elves have small chests.”

With that, the three introductions were over. Having read the original novel multiple times, she already knew their names and characteristics, but there was no reason to reveal that, so she listened quietly.

Moreover, hearing the self-introductions they made whenever other heroines joined in the novel gave her a strange feeling. Like hearing a celebrity’s famous line in person.

‘Well, I’m not a heroine.’

She deactivated all the magic spells marked “[Process Complete]” and bowed her head.

“Let me introduce myself again. I’m Rui. I’ll be in charge of overall support in the party.”

She hadn’t yet come up with a proper title for the area she would be in charge of. She planned to provide support with equipment, buffs, and various conveniences.

‘Hmm, supporter? Or enchanter?’

It was closer to supporter, but felt like a mix of things. So, she just went with ‘support’.

Joining the party was just the first step. The hero’s conviction and appearance had minimized the discord, but it hadn’t disappeared completely.

Hadn’t Raphilia said as much?

In other words, to be recognized as a proper companion, she had to overcome two major challenges.

First, prove her usefulness as a companion. She also had to reassure the hero, who had defended her.

It wouldn’t do to embarrass him after he put his faith in her.

Fortunately, she had enough skill to avoid doing that.

The second…didn’t apply to the hero. It was what she had to make clear to the three heroines.

‘I’m not a heroine.’

To make it clear that she had absolutely no romantic feelings for the hero. This was actually more important to her than the first challenge.

The first one was likely to be resolved naturally over time. No, it had to be.

But the second one might not be resolved even after several rebuttals and demonstrations.

She was prepared to do anything until their vigilance completely disappeared.

“Rui, your room is the one on the far left on the second floor. I’m right next door, so if anything happens…”

“Huh? Right next to the hero’s room?”

“Yeah. Since you’re new, I thought it would be convenient to be close by to teach you things.”

“…Any other empty room is fine with me.”

“Well, I’m sorry, but the other rooms aren’t cleaned up. That room is the only one that’s clean because I cleared it out for physical training. Oh, are you uncomfortable because of me?”

The hero asked with an awkward smile.

‘No, it’s not you.’

She glanced sideways. Three gazes, each carrying a different kind of coldness, were fixed on her.

I’d rather switch rooms with one of them. But her inner thoughts didn’t reach the hero.



“Phew…”

Having endured the icy stares, she entered the room the hero had assigned her. It was certainly much cleaner than the other rooms, which looked like storage spaces, indirectly revealing the hero’s cleanliness habits.

‘What good does knowing that do?’

She was here to advance her magic research. She just needed to move around for her main purpose.

Click.

The door closed, and she grabbed the doorknob that appeared in the air.

Creak.

An antique door, different from the room’s door, slowly opened, revealing a familiar scene.

“This is so much more comfortable…”

Beyond the door was her laboratory. The hero’s party’s journey wasn’t going to end in just a month or two.

So she had literally packed everything and brought it with her.

“This wasn’t something a human should do…”

Putting her laboratory into subspace. It was something she never wanted to do again. Developing that had delayed her joining the hero’s party.

Still, she managed to join before meeting the witch heroine.

“Let’s store these results for now…”

She put the completed experiment results in a corner of a drawer while waiting for the hero’s party’s meeting. If her prediction was correct, the party would be leaving this town soon.

So, for now, it was more efficient to review and check for any mistakes rather than proceeding with new research.

Scribble. Scribble.

She took out her pen and wrote in her journal, then closed the lab door and came out. Then she took out four magic tools from another subspace.

Gloves with different patterns and colors, her first gifts for the hero’s party.

“They’re prototypes, but they should be usable.”

Test runs were for cowards. A real woman like her made things perfectly usable from the start.

“Hmm, Aria’s overall movements are more flexible and slower than I expected…”

She took out her pen again and started to engrave letters on the gloves. There was a big difference between making something after directly observing and making something based on rough estimations.

She had already modified fourteen formulas after seeing Aria’s physique and movements. Still, this was a more stable method than making them on the spot.

She finished processing the gloves for the four, starting with Aria. As the sun began to set, she was dozing off after completing the gloves when…

Knock, knock.

“Wah!”

“Rui, are you in there?”

It was the hero’s voice.

“Yes,” she mumbled.

“Can I come in?”

Why was he asking permission for every little thing?

Truly heroic.

“Yes, come in.”

“Thanks. We’re going out for dinner now, so Rui… you…”

She yawned as she greeted the hero, but his gaze seemed unusual. As she looked at him questioningly, the hero seemed to realize something and quickly turned his head away.

‘What?’

“Um… Rui. Sorry, but your clothes…”

Clothes?

‘What about my clothes?’

At the hero’s hesitant words, she glanced down.

‘Oh.’

She remembered. She had naturally changed clothes after entering the room. Not into comfortable clothes after feeling tired, but into soft pajamas. And because of her restless sleeping habits… the buttons on the front had come undone quite a bit.

‘Ugh.’

The only fortunate thing was that only her stomach and shoulders were visible. But since this was the first time this had happened, she froze.

“So-sorry. We’re going to have dinner, so come down if you’re joining us. Or I can bring it up to you. …I’ll just go now.”

After the hero hurriedly left, silence filled the room.

‘We just met today.’

To meet him like this on their first day… She cursed her past self for not fixing her habits.

But regrets were regrets, and she needed to eat dinner. She also had to give the gloves to the four of them.

She wasn’t embarrassed about meeting the hero’s eyes or anything.

Absolutely not.



I messed up.

I should have realized Rui’s voice was that of someone who had just woken up. I ignored it and went in, causing a disaster.

‘I should apologize.’

Even if it was just a part, it was still a woman’s body. There were things you could do by mistake, and things you couldn’t.

Aswell, the hero, felt remorse as he waited downstairs.

“Hero? What’s wrong?”

“Huh? …Oh, nothing.”

Aria was concerned about his condition, but he couldn’t respond as he usually would. The more he tried to erase it from his mind, the more vividly the scene from a moment ago replayed.

‘What if Rui is so shocked she decides to leave…’

What should he do? he was a warrior who had wisely resolved various incidents over the past year, but he couldn’t think of any solution now.

That’s when…

Creak… creak…

he heard someone coming down from the second floor. There were already three people besides his on the first floor, meaning there was only one person who could be coming down.

“Good evening, everyone.”

he came downstairs slowly, with a nonchalant expression. In his hands were four unknown bags.

“You’re here. Shall we go then?”

“It’s still awkward with Rui…but we can get closer while eating!”

“Hmph.”

The three started walking ahead, and the hero and Rui followed a step behind. Aswell usually walked at the front, but he had something to apologize for now.

“Um… Rui… about earlier…”

As Aswell was about to apologize, the mage, who was shorter than him, spoke.

“It’s okay. It happens. I wasn’t careful enough.”

“…But.”

“Rather, I’m sorry. I showed you something unsightly.”

Unsightly? Aswell realized he was denying those words in his mind before he even knew it.

Even though the lights were off, the glimpse he had of her body was quite…

‘Crazy.’

“I’m still sorry. If there are any errands you need me to run later, just tell me. I’ll do anything.”

“Hmm, okay. Then…”

“Hero! We’re here!”

Their conversation ended there. The five entered a famous restaurant in town.

True to its reputation, the restaurant was quite large, and many people filled the interior.

The five entered a private room where others couldn’t see them, ordered their food, and fell into a brief silence. It was Rui, the mage who had just joined today, who broke the silence.

“Everyone, please take these.”

As if she had something planned, the mage handed each of them a bag. They all took out the contents of their bags and examined them.

“This is…”

“Gloves?”

“The material looks quite high-quality…”

“Rui, what are these?”

The mage answered the hero’s question.

“Consider them my first support items. I’ve incorporated appropriate formulas to match each of your characteristics and fighting styles.”

They looked like gloves made by a skilled craftsman.

Wait, ‘match each of you’, ‘appropriate formulas’?

A sudden silence fell over the group.




  Chapter 4: A Helping Hand?
Hmm.

Their reactions were lukewarm.

‘Are they the type who imagine something flashy when they hear “magic tool”?’

That kind of prejudice was common in her previous life too. Like assuming computer science majors could fix any computer, or English majors spoke like native speakers.

Magic tools received similar treatment in this world.

‘But the four of them have seen their fair share, haven’t they?’

It was mostly commoners who rarely saw magic tools that held such notions. A hero, a princess, a saintess, and a quasi-noble would have seen some everyday magic tools.

Ignoring them, she continued explaining the gloves.

“As an example of appropriate formulas… Hero.”

“Huh, huh?”

“Would you mind trying on the gloves?”

“Oh, right, of course…”

The hero’s gloves were black with a snow-white sword pattern. To be honest, the reason she fell asleep earlier? She was exhausted from meticulously embroidering eight of those patterns.

“Are they too tight or anything?”

“No, they fit perfectly…”

“That’s the first formula. Adjusting to the user’s hand size.”

What good were sturdy, high-performance gloves if they didn’t fit? That’s why this was the first function she included.

They were crafted with elastic materials as a base. At her words, the other three also put on their gloves.

“My hands are a bit small, so even the gloves the church gave me were quite loose…but these fit perfectly.”

What? A large chest but small hands? What an imbalance.

At Aria’s praise, the remaining two nodded in silent agreement.

“But that’s not all, is it? They feel…cool.”

“You tend to sweat a lot during intense battles. So, there’s a ventilation function.”

This function was particularly appreciated by the hero and Serin. They moved around more intensely at the front lines than Aria and Raphilia.

Sweaty gloves were quite unpleasant, so mercenaries and knights sometimes chose not to wear them at all.

“Other common functions include water resistance, dirt resistance, and puncture recovery.”

“Oh, oh…”

“This is…more than I expected.”

“Uh…um…”

Honestly, items that only covered parts of the body like gloves didn’t need water resistance. Water would seep in through the wrist openings anyway.

But she wanted to include it. Why? Because she believed water resistance was a basic requirement for high-quality items. Like smartphones in her previous life that came standard with water resistance.

Dirt resistance reduced the effort required for washing, and puncture recovery was a magic that allowed small holes to repair themselves. Both were inspired by new material ideas from her previous life, applied as a coating over the gloves using a mixture of suitable ingredients.

“And now for the individual options. The hero and Serin both have weight alteration.”

“Weight alteration?”

“Yes. You can reduce or increase the weight of the object you’re holding to a certain extent. Hero, try holding the cup and wishing for it to be heavier.”

“Alright…whoa. It’s real.”

The hero held the wooden cup and trembled slightly. If he was faking it to cover for her earlier blunder, he deserved an award for best actor.

“It’s real.”

Serin, on the other hand, lightly lifted a rather heavy chair. Proof that both the reduction and amplification formulas were working correctly.

“Reducing weight, I get, but why did you include increasing it?”

Raphilia, who had been watching their demonstrations, asked.

“I haven’t thought of a proper use for it yet. As a mage, I rarely need to use brute strength. But I thought it might be useful for training.”

It would be helpful for strength training, at least. The two nodded in agreement.

“Certainly, this might increase my sword speed.”

“Thank you, Rui. For such a gift.”

“You’re welcome. And the other function is increased defense? You should be able to block a not-so-sharp sword.”

“…Huh?”

“…?”

“Next is Aria’s gloves. I enhanced the purification ability of the gloves themselves. I saw you diligently volunteering in slums and hospitals in the newspapers.”

“Ah…”

Considering her frequent contact with patients, she had included three formulas related to cleanliness. Since Aria would likely use the gloves’ functions more than the hero and Serin, she also increased their durability.

“And since you lack combat skills compared to the others, I added a repulsion formula, taking that into account.”

“Repulsion?”

“Simply put, if you touch a target with the gloves and intend to push it away, it’ll be repelled.”

“R-really? Let me…”

“Don’t do that to a per…”

Thud.

The hero, who was standing next to her, went flying and landed on the floor.

“Oh no! Hero! I’m so sorry!”

Aria hurriedly rushed to the hero’s side and helped him up. The hero, for some reason, smiled and grabbed her hand as he got up.

“I-I’m okay. They’re certainly effective.”

“Indeed. This will greatly reduce the need for me to move back and forth to protect Aria.”

“By the way, except in combat situations, it won’t activate like that, so you don’t have to worry about everyday life.”

The hero, the knight, and the saintess were done. The only one left was the elf princess, who was glancing at her with unspoken anticipation.

“Raphilia…yours only has one function. I couldn’t add any more after including that formula.”

Raphilia’s gloves had more intricate patterns compared to the others.

“Ah…well, i-it’s okay.”

“The ability absorbs surrounding mana and automatically creates wind magic to enhance the trajectory of your arrows…”

“…Wait, what? Wind? Huh?”

“Think of it as an aiming assistance device.”

“…??”

Since she couldn’t shoot arrows right now, Raphilia would have to test them later.

“These are the equipment I can give you for now. I wish I could give you more, but I’m short on time.”

There were various magic tools in her equipment storage, but they weren’t suitable for the four of them. They were prototypes, so there could be side effects. For example, one spoon-shaped magic tool had the side effect of making everything taste like strawberries.

“No…this is more than enough…”

“With this, I can better match Aswell…”

“Weren’t magic tools supposed to have only one or two formulas? I really don’t know…”

“Is everyone hungry? I’m not, can we go back to the inn?”

Fortunately, the reactions weren’t bad. The bad first impression seemed to have been somewhat mitigated by the gloves, but she couldn’t stop there.

‘Should I work on weapons next, or armor?’

Or maybe auxiliary tools similar to the gloves? She would have to think about it.

“Food’s here! Where’s the carrot soup?”

“Ah, right here.”

Yes! Her favorite carrot soup arrived just in time. Eating a warm bowl of soup and then sleeping soundly at the inn would be the perfect way to end the day.

She started eating the appropriately cooked, soft carrots with her small but diligent mouth. Since becoming this body, her mouth had become smaller, so she had to eat this way to keep pace with the others.



The next morning.

Knock, knock.

“Mmm…”

“It’s Raphilia. Can I come in?”

Raphilia?

The elf princess’s voice instantly woke her up. Learning from yesterday’s mistake, she quickly changed her clothes before opening the door.

‘They’re big today, too.’

“Can I come in?”

“Yes. Ah, be careful there.”

Raphilia carefully avoided the tools scattered on the floor and sat on a chair. She sat on the bed and waited for Raphilia to state her business.

“…I tried the gloves you gave me earlier.”

“Already? This early?”

“Early? It’s past 10 a.m.”

10 a.m. was practically dawn.

“Anyway…it’s true. My accuracy has improved. 47 out of 50. I hit seven more shots.”

That was within the expected performance range. She felt a sense of pride as the creator of the gloves.

“That’s good to hear.”

“And, um…I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize?”

“Yes. For being a bit irritable yesterday.”

“Ah…?”

Irritable? Had Raphilia been sharp with her? She couldn’t recall it no matter how hard she tried.

“Aswell brought you along so suddenly, I thought you were after him.”

“Aha…”

As if. She had absolutely no interest in the hero.

“Things like this have happened a few times before. Every time, Aria would be restless, and Serin would practically disappear. And Aswell, the person involved, is completely clueless.”

The hero might be praised as an all-rounder, but when it came to awareness, he was a criminal.

“So, I decided to take on the role of driving those people away.”

“I see.”

Apparently, several women had approached the hero before, aiming for a night with him or his child. Each time, Raphilia used her position and wisdom as an elf princess to repel them.

“So I thought it was the same this time. I apologize for that.”

Raphilia was more serious than she had thought. Since the only Raphilia she knew was the one infatuated with Aswell in the novel, she had underestimated her.

‘Good. You pass.’

She had decided. The first heroine she would help, under the pretense that she wasn’t after the hero, would be Raphilia.

“I joined the party to obtain ingredients.”

“Yes, I heard.”

“So I have absolutely no interest in the hero.”

Even yesterday’s pajama incident didn’t faze her.

“…Is that so?”

“Yes. So, I was thinking of helping you, Raphilia.”

Helping her?

Raphilia tilted her head slightly. She gave her a slightly haughty look. As a reader who had perused the entire novel more than twice, she knew more about the hero than Raphilia did.

The hero’s party would soon leave the village and pass through a location that triggered an event. She would turn that place into Raphilia’s stage.
She would just nudge things along, create opportunities for them to be together, and then enjoy the show with popcorn.

“How to seduce the clueless hero.”

Raphilia’s eyes suddenly widened.




  Chapter 5: Keys and Comfort
If you wanted unrestricted access to a place, who should you befriend? The leader? Or a key figure?

Wrong.

‘The gatekeeper.’

The gatekeeper was entrusted with protecting the place. In other words, they were responsible for the safety of the people within. Therefore, earning the gatekeeper’s favor meant they were essentially vouching for your safety.

In this case, Raphilia was the gatekeeper of the hero’s party. Of all the current heroines, she was the most wary of Rui.

So, if she showed herself to be friendly with Raphilia, she could naturally gain the favor of Aria and Serin as well.

‘I’m very genius.’

If being smart was a crime, she was definitely committing a world-altering level of offense. So smart.

“Seduce… how…?”

Raphilia looked around and asked in a low voice. Lost in thought about the hero, a faint blush colored her cheeks.

“Rui, do you know how to seduce men?”

Raphilia asked with an innocent face.

“…Of course. I’m very good at it.”

“Ooh…”

Fortunately, she wasn’t asked to demonstrate by seducing a random man from the village right then and there. Worried Raphilia might catch on, she quickly got to the point.

“How do you usually act in front of the hero?”

“How I act…?”

“Like, your bright personality or cool demeanor.”

“Hmm… I try to approach him casually and act friendly.”

“You need to change that image.”

“Change it?”

“Yes. Think about it. The hero has a very kind personality.”

“Right?”

“But imagine one day, you get injured in battle. The hero approaches you, grabs your injured arm, and gets angry.”

“Hmm… An angry Aswell? I can’t quite imagine it.”

“Just imagine it. He gets angry and says, ‘How dare you get hurt without my permission!'”

Simply put, she was asking how it would feel if she approached him with a bad boy, tsundere-like attitude. Raphilia, who had been struggling to imagine the scenario, suddenly blushed crimson.

This elf princess seemed to blush easily.

“U-um. That’s… not bad.”

“Now, apply that in reverse.”

“You mean I should get angry when Aswell gets hurt?”

The elf princess was on the right track, but then she stumbled.

“Do you think the hero will ever get hurt?”

“…That’s true.”

“And getting angry doesn’t suit you. The image you should project is ‘seriousness’.”

“Oh, ooh…”

“I asked the hero yesterday, so I roughly know our next route. There’s a flower field along the way…”

“Mm-hmm. And, and?”

With that conversation as a starting point, their meeting lasted for about an hour. By the end, Raphilia was practically bursting with laughter, imagining her success with the hero.

‘Was that strategy too much for the elf princess?’

Still, she pretended to rub her nose with pride.

“Thank you, Rui…! Oh, but…there’s a problem.”

“What is it?”

“The flower field is a bit off the road, right? How do I get Aswell there…?”

“That’s for you to figure out.”

“How can I! It’s scary!”

“…I’ll take care of that.”

She had the perfect excuse from yesterday’s incident with the hero. She could use that to send them to the flower field.



Two days later, the hero’s party left the village and set off on their journey. They had been staying in the southern part of the empire.

Now, they planned to slowly move towards the western part of the empire, following rumors related to monsters and demons.

‘The most important events are… the witch heroine and the Twilight Fortress.’

Both would happen within three months. That meant they had plenty of time.

‘Of course, there will be constant battles.’

In this world, monsters popped up whenever they pleased, threatening people. They weren’t native creatures; they somehow teleported directly from the demon realm, making them difficult to predict.

So most villages and cities maintained forces to deal with monsters, but sometimes that wasn’t enough. In such cases, if the hero’s party was nearby, they would step in to resolve the issue.

The village the hero’s party was heading to had sent such a request. The river they used for water had been occupied by a group of goblins and orcs.

So, how would the hero’s party get there? Fortunately, they weren’t resorting to the brute-force method of walking.

But they were using a mode of transportation she had never used before: horses.

“Sorry, Rui. I couldn’t get a horse for you.”

Pfft.

‘Is he a prince?’

A pure white horse, its groomed mane swaying, waited for the hero. Beside it, the three heroines’ horses gathered around the white horse.

She remembered hearing that the white horse was a gift from the emperor. It was supposedly a fine breed. The heroines’ horses seemed to know this as well, constantly trying to stay close to the white horse.

Incidentally, the horses matched the gender of their riders.

“So, it looks like we’ll have to ride together until we can find a horse for you…”

“Hmm.”

She looked around for a cart to carry her luggage, but unfortunately, there wasn’t one. She would have preferred to stay holed up in her lab and only come out when necessary, but the limitations of her magic prevented that.

The lab’s door was fixed to spatial coordinates, so it couldn’t follow a moving horse. That meant she had to ride with one of the four.

“Then, with Raphilia…”

Riding with any of the three would undoubtedly result in a stiff neck and back from their ample bosoms, but she couldn’t ride with the hero either. If she did, the three heroines would glare daggers at her, and she couldn’t ignore that.

But then something unexpected happened.

“No. Wish can’t carry anyone else. He has a bit of a temper.”

“Eh?”

Wish was the name of Raphilia’s horse. She looked at the creature with a bewildered expression, and it glared back at her as if asking, “What are you looking at?”

Honestly, the horse was rather large, and its threatening gaze made her involuntarily step back towards the hero.

“Then, with Seri…”

“I’m wearing armor, so it’ll be quite uncomfortable for you. Are you sure?”

“Hmm…”

It wasn’t just the armor. There were also various weapons and equipment, and even some armor on the horse itself. Riding like that would probably feel like lying on a bed of rocks.

“Aria…”

“Oh, I’m fine!”

“…I’m not fine.”

She almost felt a glimmer of hope, but then she saw Aria’s impressive chest and gave up. One wrong step by the horse, and her neck would be snapped.

“Why…”

Only one option remained.

“Then ride with me.”

“I suppose I have to.”

The hero wore simpler armor than Serin, so it would be relatively less uncomfortable. Of course, the trade-off would be the three burning gazes directed at her.

“Get o- oh, wait. Let me help you up.”

“Huh? No, it’s fine.”

Before she could protest, the hero hopped off the white horse, put his hands under her arms, and lifted her up. She flailed in the air for a moment before managing to grab the reins and clumsily climb onto the horse.

“…I could have gotten on myself.”

“Sorry, sorry. I’ll help you up by holding your hand next time.”

Actually, she couldn’t have gotten on by herself. The horse, like its owner, was quite large, and she couldn’t even reach the stirrups.

She ended up dangling like a child sitting on a high chair with their feet off the ground.

“Alright.”

And once again, the hero lightly jumped onto the horse behind her.

“Huh? Why am I in front?”

“Huh? Where else should I put you?”

Wasn’t she supposed to be in the back? With the hero’s arms holding the reins in front of her like this, she felt trapped. His broad shoulders and torso felt like an inescapable prison.

“Hmm.”

“Tell me if you’re uncomfortable.”

“I’m not uncomfortable.”

‘The stares from behind are uncomfortable.’

She was self-conscious of the three people following behind. Even though the horse was large, the space was limited, and with the horse’s movements, it was inevitable that she would be pressed against the hero.

‘This won’t do.’

Trying to ignore them, she took out her pen and continued her research. She also took out some paper so as not to disturb the hero or the horse, and started scribbling words.

“Are you doing research?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of research?”

“You wouldn’t understand even if I explained it.”

“Ahaha… that’s true, but I’m curious. About what you do.”

“Gravity reduction formulas.”

“Gravity…?”

“Simply put, if I apply this to your shoes, you’ll be able to jump higher and fall slower.”

“That’s amazing…”

“I know.”

She heard a chuckle and looked up to see the hero smiling at her. She had simply stated a fact, and she didn’t understand what was so funny.

Time passed, and the first night of their journey arrived.

“We should arrive tomorrow morning. Let’s set up camp here.”

“Okay!”

“Should I take the first watch?”

After enjoying Aria’s delicious cooking, the four busily prepared tents, a campfire, and other necessities. Watching them, she set up the door connected to her lab in a corner of the campsite.

“I’ll sleep there.”

“There…? A door?”

“What is that…?”

What was it? Her sweet lab, of course. There was a bed inside, so she could sleep there.

“Wow…”

The saintess gave a vague reaction and clapped. Raphilia and Serin frowned and turned away from her. And the hero… he gave an awkward chuckle and folded up the tent he was about to set up.

‘Was he making that for me?’

The hero had already set up his own tent. The other heroines had set up theirs as well, so the only one left was hers.

“Just a moment.”

She clutched four keys in her hand and came back out.

“Please take these.”

“Huh?”

“Turn them like you’re opening a door, in a suitable spot in the air.”

Click.

As the hero turned the key, a door appeared in mid-air. With expressions of disbelief, the remaining three heroines also turned their keys, and brown wooden doors appeared.

“They’re trial versions, but they’re usable.”

Among the many trials and errors she went through while putting her lab into subspace, these four keys held in their hands were four of the successes. The spaces they opened were smaller than her lab, but they were still the size of a small studio apartment, enough for a person and their belongings.

“You can sleep there if you want. There are basic furniture and magic tools for washing. Oh, if you prefer sleeping outdoors…”

“As if!”

“Thank you!”

“Thanks!”

The three heroines quickly responded and went inside with their luggage. There were makeshift beds, so sleeping shouldn’t be a problem.

Lastly, the hero.

“…I’ll put it to good use. Thank you, Rui.”

“You’re welcome.”

He thanked her and disappeared inside. Looking at the four doors floating in mid-air, she cast protective magic around them before entering her own lab to sleep.




  Chapter 6: The Rat Hunt
The next morning, the four members of the hero’s party emerged, opening their doors with peculiar expressions.

“Hmm…”

“Ahaha…”

“This feels strange.”

“Me too. It’s like…”

They felt none of the usual fatigue from sleeping outdoors. That was only natural. They had slept in a warm room with soft beds.

It was practically no different from the inn they had stayed at until yesterday. And the one responsible for this was the owner of the door that remained firmly shut.

“Is this magic? Something’s surrounding us.”

“I thought I felt something strange. So it was magic.”

She had even set up magic circles that seemed specifically designed for them. Frankly, it was too comfortable.

Even if they were the hero’s party, they were still human. They wanted to sleep comfortably and avoid night watch duty if possible.

That’s why they were so pleased with the rooms provided by the small, white-haired mage. But precisely because of that, they couldn’t continue using them.

“…I’m going back to camping tonight.”

“It would be nice to have such comfortable nights every time, but it’ll ruin our habits.”

The hero’s party’s battles and travels didn’t distinguish between day and night. Monsters were active day and night, as were the demons, their superiors.

“Hmm, then how about we each use them once every few days? It feels wrong to not use them at all…”

“We shouldn’t have accepted them from Rui in the first place.”

Just once. That was the number of times the hero’s party had abandoned camping and night watch for a comfortable sleep. And they had already tasted the comfort of sleeping indoors.

Now that they had received the keys from her, the vow to “not sleep in rooms anymore” would undoubtedly be broken.

“…Anyway, shall we get ready?”

“Yes.”

Raphilia took on the task of waking the mage. The others prepared breakfast, scouted the area, and organized their supplies.

Knock, knock.

“Yeees…”

“Rui, breakfast is ready.”

“Ugh…”

“Uh, oh. Rui, your clothes.”

“…Oh.”

Noticing Rui emerging in her pajamas, Raphilia quickly ushered her back inside, preventing a repeat of the previous incident. The incredibly skilled mage was extremely weak in the mornings. Everyone in the hero’s party was now fully aware of this.

“Haa…”

The white-haired mage’s yawns, unlike yesterday, didn’t cease until the hero lifted her onto his horse once more.



Today was quite busy. She had to finish the gravity reduction formula research she had been working on since yesterday, as well as prepare for the event that Raphilia was so eagerly anticipating. And there was something she absolutely had to take care of in the village they were heading to.

‘What am I, a career woman?’

Except for her clothes, hair, and general demeanor, she was no different from a cold city woman. Leaning her head against the hero’s arm, she used her pen to write down the equations for the formula.

‘I should make shoes for the next equipment.’

Shoes seemed to be the best way to utilize the gravity reduction formula. The examples she gave the hero would all shine when applied to shoes.

‘Then I need to examine their feet.’

Unlike gloves, shoes required checking the user’s foot shape and size. Their feet accumulated more fatigue than their hands from long journeys. And ill-fitting shoes could lead to injuries.

“Hero.”

“Huh? What?”

“Show me your feet later.”

“…Huh? Feet?”

“It’s necessary.”

She didn’t receive a verbal response from the hero, but she interpreted his silence as tacit agreement and flipped the page of her notebook. The other heroines would probably show her their feet if she asked. Checking their feet was a trivial matter.

‘Should I design the shoes to match the gloves?’

The crafting process for shoes was more complex than for gloves, but she could solve that with formulas. By the way, there was one thing she had come to appreciate since becoming this body: her improved aesthetic sense.

Thanks to that, she didn’t create “functional but ugly” items. If she had, she might have had to hire a personal designer.

“Hero, I think we’re almost there. I can see the terrain described in the request.”

At Aria’s words, she lifted her head and looked ahead. The road was still laid out in the middle of a flat plain, but a mountain was starting to appear in the distance.

Considering that Intrell Village, the one that issued the request, was located on a mountain ridge, they must be almost there.

She shifted her position, as the four seemed to be picking up speed.

“Rui, we’re going to run.”

“Okay.”

With those words, the sound of galloping hooves began to shake the earth. As expected of the horses gifted by the emperor to the hero’s party. Even at this speed and rough terrain, her backside didn’t hurt too much.

The mountain scenery became clearer, and a small village came into view.



Intrell Village. A village located between the southwest and south of the empire.

Situated in the middle of a vast plain, it served as a midpoint connecting the south and west. Thanks to its role as a midpoint, there were various inns and restaurants within the village catering to outsiders.

And these outsiders included armed groups like adventurers and mercenaries. But the reason this village specifically requested help from the hero’s party was because of the current unusual circumstances.

‘Wasn’t there a mobilization order issued in the west around this time?’

The previously mentioned Twilight Fortress. Because of it, various monsters were appearing in the surrounding area.

Several villages and cities had been affected, and adventurers and mercenaries from the west were all heading there. So why wasn’t the hero’s party, arguably the strongest force, heading there directly?

Firstly, the adventurers and mercenaries were putting out the immediate fires, and the monster groups near Intrell Village were growing rapidly. Most importantly, the noble managing the area around the Twilight Fortress had sent a letter saying, “[We’re fine],” allowing them to focus on this area.

“Oh, Hero!”

“You must be the village chief. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Thank you so much! Even the children are having to ration water, it was truly a desperate situation…!”

“We’ll take care of it, so don’t worry.”

The hero gave a reassuring smile. He had simply offered comfort, but the villagers already looked as if they had won a war.

‘This is the hero?’

Just a single smile from him captivated everyone, from heroines to extras. She honestly suspected he might be some kind of incubus. But since there was no such description in the novel, he was just a normal human.

“Can everyone gather? Let’s formulate a plan.”

At the hero’s call, the four of them, including Rui, gathered around him. The five of them entered the village chief’s house and began their meeting.

She took out her notebook and pen to record the meeting. Then she projected a translucent map in the air and waited for the hero to speak.

“The monsters the village guards spotted are mainly of two types: goblins and orcs.”

“They’re not that difficult.”

“Yes. But there are too many for the villagers to handle. They suddenly multiplied, and the village couldn’t react in time.”

She marked the monster hideouts mentioned by the hero on the map. The four seemed surprised by the translucent map floating in the air, but they soon shrugged it off with a “figures” and focused on the map.

“Rui, thanks. This is their main hideout. But they could be in other places too. This was discovered a week ago, after all.”

During that time, the villagers wouldn’t have had the time or resources to scout while defending their village. Since goblins and orcs were especially adept at multiplying, their numbers were likely higher than the last sighting.

‘If we were any later, the village would have been attacked.’

When monster numbers reached the limit of their territory, they would attack surrounding lifeforms for new food and territory. They probably would have attacked tonight or tomorrow night. The animals near the river might already be dead.

“We’ll prioritize extermination. But we can’t neglect the village’s defense either. Everyone understands?”

“Yes. Even if goblins and orcs are weak monsters, they’re still monsters.”

“The river flows north and south on the opposite side of the village from the mountain. And since this is their initial base, the attack routes are…”

She drew additional lines as the hero spoke, fleshing out the plan.

“To eliminate them efficiently, we should attack from both sides. Aswell, if you start your attack here, I’ll be on the plains…”

“Your vision will be limited in the mountains, so I’ll wait and intercept any stragglers heading towards the village…”

While the three attackers actively discussed, Rui and Aria quietly listened. This battle wasn’t difficult, but it would be lengthy, so Aria’s power as a saintess wasn’t crucial.

Furthermore, the gloves Rui gave her minimized any potential damage, making it more beneficial for her to stay out of the fight. Aria, aware of this, offered to remain in the village.

“I’ll prepare some holy water and potions for you. I think it’s better for me to stay here and treat the patients.”

“That would be great.”

Finally, everyone’s gaze turned to Rui. The hero asked,

“What will you do, Rui? You can come with us, or stay here.”

The three of them could handle most monsters anyway.

“I’ll stay behind.”

“Alright. Then let’s each prepare and meet at the village entrance.”

With those words, the three left the house with determined expressions.

“I’ll go to the clinic. I saw a lot of elderly patients earlier.”

“Okay.”

The four of them quickly disappeared. Left alone in the house, she sat on a chair for a moment, then opened the door to her lab and went inside.

Rummaging through her mountain of magic tools, she found two iron rods. Small rods bent at a right angle, engraved with various formulas. They were about the size of switches.

“Hmm, how do I activate these?”

She had made them a while ago, so she couldn’t quite remember. Was it by hitting them? Or by snapping them like a switch?

Snap.

“…Not by snapping them.”

She tossed the broken rod back into the lab and grabbed a new one. She then started hitting the remaining two rods. One of the rods, after enduring her punches, suddenly lit up with blue letters and started moving on its own.

The rod spun and stopped in a certain direction. The bent end of the rod pointed towards the vast plain, the opposite direction of the mountain and river.

“So you were hiding here.”

Now, she was going to hunt a rat. A rat hiding near the village, unbeknownst to the hero’s party. A pathetic rat that wouldn’t provide them with any growth or lessons even if they caught it.

Creak. Creak.

Holding the slightly moving rod in both hands, she started walking in the direction it pointed.




  Chapter 7: The Dig
Intrell Village was a typical “Village A” in novels, the kind that boosted the protagonist’s fame and experience points. Therefore, this village wouldn’t appear in the latter half of the story.

However, she and a few other readers had noticed that Intrell Village was mentioned later. By a demon.

“[The one infiltrating the southwest of the empire created a new legion and swept the surrounding area. Well, they were eventually subjugated.]”

Whether this news reached the hero’s party was unknown. The author hadn’t mentioned or described their reaction.

But one thing was certain: the appearance of goblins and orcs near this village was influenced by a demon.

Click. Click.

The metal rod she held was a device that detected such demons. She had made it on a whim after hearing the idea from an acquaintance.

‘I should have put more effort into making it.’

This device only indicated direction; it didn’t reveal the demon’s exact location or form. The detection method was also rather crude, and the rod could easily spin in circles.

Still, it was better than leaving it in her subspace for magic tools and forgetting about it. She took advantage of the hero’s party’s distraction and slipped out of the village.

Click.

“Hmm, from here, this way. Hmm.”

The detection rod subtly adjusted its direction, searching for the demon. She nodded, impressed by its performance.

“Well, well. Look who I made. Gotta point the way clearly.”

You should always look ahead when walking. She had forgotten that obvious fact until just now. Fortunately, despite falling into a ditch, she wasn’t injured, and the detection rod was intact.

She brushed off the ditch water from her robe and struggled out of the ditch. After confirming no one had witnessed her clumsiness, she cleared her throat and resumed walking.

Waaaaah…

Quite a distance from the village, she heard faint war cries. It seemed the hero’s party had begun their operation.

‘The demon might show itself soon.’

She needed to prepare for battle. She checked her white robe again for any dirt.

She spun around like an idiot to check the hem of her robe, but since no one saw her, she didn’t dwell on it. Sometimes, being too smart made you do stupid things.

‘There’s a fine line between genius and idiot.’

That’s what her actions just now were.

Click.

“Is it here?”

At a certain point, the detection rod started spinning instead of pointing in one direction. They bumped against each other, turned their backs on each other—it was chaos.

This meant the target was right here. If the demon had materialized, it should be visible.

But since it wasn’t visible, it meant it wasn’t here. She looked down at the ground.

“What should I use to dig?”

She entered her subspace filled with magic tools and started looking for a suitable tool. She hadn’t used them in so long that they felt like new magic tools.

Perhaps because of that…

“Hum, hum~”

She found herself humming as she searched through her magic tools.



The hero’s party began their monster subjugation. Aswell, the hero leading the charge, traversed the mountain, constantly running through the mock battle plan in his head.

His holy sword and abilities could easily slay goblins and orcs. But Aswell didn’t consider that power to be entirely his own.

A precarious power that could disappear at any moment.

That’s how the hero viewed the holy sword, and accordingly, he repeated grueling training and study every day. More knowledge offered various ways to dominate the battlefield, and more power made those methods possible.

This was also the teaching of Serin, his first teacher. She was currently heading to the opposite side with him to establish a base.

Raphilia was waiting in the mountains to clean up the remaining monsters, and Aria, the non-combatant, was tending to the patients in the village. Their coordination, honed over a year, wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.

‘Rui is…’

Come to think of it, Rui wasn’t there when they were greeted by the villagers earlier. Since Aria didn’t know either, Rui must have gone somewhere immediately after the meeting.

‘Either she went to sleep, or to do research.’

Based on Rui’s behavior so far, it was highly likely to be one of those two. He had been observing Rui’s actions, so he could be certain.

‘I forgot to mention the ingredients for monster hunting.’

Rui had said she joined to obtain ingredients for magic. But now that they were in a place overflowing with those ingredients, she wasn’t participating in the battle.

‘Is it because goblin and orc ingredients are common?’

Unfortunately, Aswell knew nothing about the supply and demand of magic ingredients. But based on his own experience, he could make some inferences.

Rui must have encountered goblin and orc byproducts several times. So it was understandable if she wasn’t interested.

Rustle.

“…”

The sneaky footsteps right in front of him.

Goblins.

‘Do they have scouts now?’

This was still outside their territory. If he could hear the sounds of a small group of goblins moving, they must be scouts.

And the presence of scouts was a warning that the main force would soon move to expand their territory. If they had been even a day later, Intrell Village might have been wiped out.

‘Let’s finish this quickly.’

He would eliminate as many as possible, swiftly, so that Lia wouldn’t have to work too hard. At the same time, he would ensure their safety so that Aria and Serin wouldn’t blame themselves.

‘…Just in case, let’s kill them cleanly.’

And he would kill them cleanly, in case Rui needed them.

Shing.

The holy sword began to glow. Blue letters emerged from the black gloves gripping the holy sword, imbuing Aswell with various formulas.

Just changing his gloves made his posture more comfortable. Aswell lowered his body and shot forward like an arrow.

—-!

—-?!

Swish!

And so began the one-sided battle between the hero and the monsters.



Hmm.

She couldn’t find a suitable tool no matter how hard she looked. The demon beneath her wasn’t particularly proactive, so there was no need to rush.

It had concealed its presence until the hero’s party left, so it was likely to remain dormant. So she had time… but she still had to return before the hero’s party finished their work.

‘Otherwise, it’ll just raise suspicion.’

She didn’t plan to tell the hero’s party about the demon she was hunting. She didn’t know what kind of impact it would have, unlike the other events she had read about in the novel.

Honestly, the possibility of her gaining a dramatic power boost from capturing this demon was extremely low. So, she would just catch it and return quickly.

“Deploy.”

She summoned her pen and chanted the spell.

“Diffuse. Status. Analyze.”

Blue and gold letters quickly filled the air. At the same time, several ingredients were pulled from dozens of subspaces that appeared around her.

“Hmm, this one’s bone will do.”

She drew a line in the air with her pen, as if dragging something. A long bone, floating in the air, followed the trajectory of the line and stopped in front of her.

“Deconstruct. And… hmm.”

As her thoughts dragged on, she started pacing in circles, a habit she had developed while conducting research in this world.

She circled around something, like the Earth orbiting the Sun, and now, the long bone became her axis.

“Complete decomposition? Or partial? Or fragmentation?”

The bone’s form changed with her words. It turned into dust, then partially reformed, then took on the shape of sugar cubes.

Rustle.

“Fragmentation it is. Then, add scales and wing membranes, fuse. Shape transformation.”

Rustle. Crack!

“The appearance is very good. Now for the core ingredient…”

—Uooooh!!

“Huh?”

She had been so engrossed in creating the magic tool that she hadn’t heard anything approaching. A green figure armed with a crude stone axe and shield, an orc, charged at her with a ferocious grin.

But it never reached her.

Bang!

It crashed into the translucent sphere surrounding her and collapsed unconscious. An orc’s axe. Since it was controlling the goblins and orcs, this should be a suitable core ingredient.

“Sorry, but I’ll be taking your axe.”

Leaving the unconscious orc behind, she proceeded with the final process. A magic tool resembling a drill was finally complete.

It was strange that the orc had charged at her. That wouldn’t normally happen. Sensing something amiss, she turned around and examined the orc again.

She saw traces of fear paralyzing its reason. It hadn’t attacked her of its own volition.

That meant…

“You noticed.”

Bang!

Like the detection rod, she struck the ground hard, and the drill started rotating, digging into the earth. Now all that remained was to wait for the drill to reach its target. The demon might have set up barriers and other defenses, but the drill would pierce through everything, creating a direct tunnel hotline between them.

“I should have brought some snacks.”

She had only eaten a small breakfast because she was sleepy, and now she was getting hungry. She imagined the carrot soup she had eaten in the previous village.

“I should ask the village chief.”

Carrot soup was a common recipe in the empire. This village probably had its own special version of carrot soup.

Crack! Crack!!

—-!!!!

The sound of something hard grinding against the tip of the drill. She looked down and saw something like black plant roots spraying purple liquid. And then, a scream.

It was the demon.




  Chapter 8: Misunderstandings and Missed Connections
Where did monsters and demons come from? In the novel, it pointed to a place called the “Demon Realm.”

A world where the land was so barren it had turned black, and the sky was a gloomy gray. A world where anyone who saw it would question whether any life could truly exist there.

That was the Demon Realm. But where was it?

Just where was it located that it could seemingly spit out monsters and demons across the entire continent with a poof!?

[The author described it like this:]

[The Demon Realm and the Human Realm exist as if they are back-to-back in a mirror.]

Simply put, the Demon Realm was like an underworld, or a shadow world. Its composition was the opposite of the Human Realm, which is why it had such a desolate landscape.

The creatures living in that world were called monsters, and those with higher intelligence were called demons. And these demons and monsters often deviated greatly from common preconceptions.

—-!!

The demon screaming below was no exception. Its roots, spread intricately deep underground, were being destroyed by the drill.

For an active demon to be rooted like this implied it had been staying here for a long time.

‘But didn’t it start mobilizing the monsters a week ago?’

Then there was no need for it to stay here for so long. Looking at the severed, writhing roots, she thought,

‘…To hinder the hero’s movements, even slightly?’

The Twilight Fortress, which she would encounter in a few months, came to mind. Naturally, the Twilight Fortress incident was also orchestrated by a demon.

A high-ranking one at that. It was probably in the midst of planning and executing its scheme. If she assumed a lower-ranking demon was lying in wait to buy time…

‘That’s possible.’

They were surprisingly intelligent. They had to be, to control and manage those ferocious monsters. That’s why even the hero’s party and other powerful figures from different kingdoms occasionally fell into their traps.

So, it wasn’t unthinkable for them to employ such a tactic.

‘Well, I can ask this one.’

She looked down again. But apart from the severed roots, she couldn’t see anything resembling a main body.

The drill had fallen into the tunnel where the demon presumably was. It was probably too dark to see clearly underground.

‘Where’s the illumination magic tool?’

Kwaaang!!

Suddenly, the translucent protective barrier shook with a loud noise. A fist of grotesque shape filled her upward gaze.

—Uooooh!! How dare you!!

She had thought it had fled, but it had bravely come to fight. It attacked while she was distracted.

Impressive spirit, for a demon.

“But you should have just run.”

Then it could have lived to fight another day. Of course, she wouldn’t have let it go, but at least it would have had hope.

The demon looked very different from the typical image she knew from her previous life. Its lower body resembled a tree stump and roots, while its upper body looked like a gorilla or other ape.

It specialized in a fighting style that involved punching while wriggling its numerous tentacle-like legs. The advantages of this form were its speed and strength due to its many legs.

But that didn’t mean it was invincible. She didn’t even need to use her [Unique Magic]. She didn’t take out her portable workbench or pen.

—How dare you damage the noble body of Akturas!! You will die here!

Kwaaang!

Its fist flew towards her again, but the result was the same as before.

She wore a robe made by someone who cherished the being who taught her magic. It was impossible for a mere low-ranking demon to inflict any significant damage.

One of her goals was to create protective gear that rivaled this robe. There were many potential applications, but her understanding was still lacking.

—Tricks! I’ll destroy…?

Rumble… Thud…

“How deep did you dig that tunnel?”

Something was smashing rocks and approaching from underground. It had only started making a fuss now, so it must have fallen quite deep. Then, it burst out from beneath the demon, impaling it straight through.

Thud.

The demon died with a long hole pierced through its body by the makeshift drill. Its blood sprayed everywhere, contaminating the ground. Thus, the mastermind behind the attempt to devour the village met its demise.

“Come to think of it, crops grow well around here.”

Would the village’s carrot soup recipe be filled with grains? Just imagining it made her mouth water. But at this rate, many crops would be ruined by the demon’s blood.

That meant there might be less delicious carrot soup.

She shoved the drill back into her subspace and cleaned the blood-splattered ground with a giant cleaning brush. After making sure no one was around, she stored the demon corpse in a subspace labeled [Pre-Processing].

“Just collecting trash.”

It definitely wasn’t because she was interested in it as an ingredient.

Now, all that remained was the soiled ground and her standing on it.

“Huh?”

The unconscious orc was gone, leaving only a pool of blood. Looking closer, she saw several of the demon’s smaller roots scattered around. It seemed they had served as a source of nutrients for the demon while she was unaware.

She swept away the pool of blood with the cleaning brush, and the ground returned to its normal appearance. The tunnel…

“…Let’s ignore that.”

Filling it would take too much time. The goblins and orcs wouldn’t be able to hold off the hero’s party for that long, so she had to return quickly to avoid being discovered.

“My robe’s clean, okay, I just need to go back like this.”

Oh no. She fell into the same ditch she had fallen into earlier. They said practice makes perfect, and at this rate, she could represent her country in the ditch-falling Olympics.

Since her robe was clean, she just brushed off her face and hair and got up. She felt a bit disheveled but ignored it.

As she neared the village, she noticed a commotion.

“Huh?”

She cautiously approached and peeked inside…

“Are you sure no orcs entered the village?”

There was Aswell, the hero, urgently asking the villagers about the whereabouts of a monster. He looked quite flustered, unlike someone who had fought countless orcs.

“Aswell, what’s wrong?”

“Serin, I clearly saw an orc fleeing while I was attacking their camp. It definitely came this way, but…”

“Nothing came into the mountains. Are you sure you didn’t see wrong?”

“That’s impossible…”

Elves had superior senses compared to humans. It was impossible for Raphilia, with her sharp eyesight and hearing, to miss a lumbering orc running away.

‘Was it the one that came to me?’

The only orc that had disappeared on its own was the one that came to attack her, forced to carry out the demon’s orders. The one that became excellent demon fertilizer.

“Hero, our village militia can handle a single orc.”

“No, it was my duty. Besides, it’s an orc, and they reproduce quickly… If we don’t find it soon, this situation could happen again.”

By the time that happened, the hero’s party would be in the west or north. After conquering the Twilight Fortress, they could rely on adventurers and mercenaries, but before that, the village would be doomed.

‘I should tell them.’

It wasn’t good to see them so worried. Composing her expression and clearing her throat, she casually entered the village.

And she did so while carrying the orc’s axe, which she had used as a material for the drill, in her arms. She had dismantled the drill to present the axe as proof of her deed. It wasn’t a big loss since she could easily replace the axe part with other materials.

“…Rui! Wait, is that…?”

“Oh, I was looking around and found an orc.”

She tried to act nonchalant, shrugging as if to say, “See? I took care of the thing you were worried about, Hero!” But the hero’s reaction was different from what she expected.

“What? Are you okay?”

“Huh?”

“Wait, there’s dirt on your face… are you hurt?”

“Huh? No, I’m not.”

“Don’t lie! Aria, please!”

“Yes!”

Things weren’t going as planned. Even Aria, the saintess, rushed over with a worried expression and grabbed her hand.

“No, I’m not hurt…”

“I’m sorry, it’s my fault for letting it get away. Sigh…”

“Aswell, it’s a relief that it ended like this.”

“…I need to train more. Rui, I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s really okay…”

But the hero, as if he had no intention of listening to her, walked into the village with a sad expression.

“Raphilia.”

She called out to Raphilia, her accomplice, but she also had a worried expression.

“I’m glad your face isn’t injured. If this cute face had been scarred…”

Scarred?

‘It can be healed.’

But Raphilia seemed to be imagining something gruesome.

“Phew… fortunately, there are no major injuries.”

“That’s good. Rui, walks are nice, but it’s best to avoid them in situations like this.”

“Serin. It’s not that, I actually killed the dem…”

“We’re worried too, but Aswell seems to be the most affected. He’ll probably be foolishly training every night now.”

“…”

It was hopeless. She couldn’t get a word in edgewise. She turned to Aria, who seemed the most likely to listen, but she too was looking at her with the same concern as the others.

Even after realizing she was fine, Aria pulled her into a hug.

Gasp. Gasp. I can’t breathe.

“Rui, it’s only been a few days, but we consider you a true companion. So… if you need help, don’t hide it and call us right away. Okay?”

She tried to tell them about the demon, but she failed.

‘Do they have this little trust in me…?’

She headed back to the lodging, shocked in a different way than the others. Lost in thought about how to build their trust, she ended up staying up all night.

And as Serin had predicted, the sound of Aswell’s relentless sword training echoed from outside the lodging.




  Chapter 9: Manipulations and Mana
A more tiring morning than usual. And it wasn’t just her.

“Honestly, you should know your limits.”

“Haha, sorry…”

Even the hero had dark circles under his eyes, offering a sheepish smile. Serin subtly nudged his side, solidifying their affection.

The other two echoed her sentiment, while simultaneously sending envious glances towards Serin for her comfortable relationship with the hero. And Rui… she was swaying on her feet, her eyes barely open.

“Rui, are you alright?”

“Wah.”

“What, you didn’t sleep either? We’ll leave soon, just hold on until then.”

You didn’t sleep either? It sounded as if she, like the hero, had foolishly been affected by the incident and had stayed up all night devising a plan to regain their trust. She was different from that blockhead. And the blockhead, for some reason, was avoiding her gaze.

But well, her sleepiness was an undeniable fact. She swayed, unable to fight off the overwhelming drowsiness.

“Rui.”

The hero’s voice, which had been distant, suddenly sounded close, but she couldn’t focus. Sleep was a more pressing need.



“You awake?”

An unfamiliar ceiling… no, it was the familiar sky. And a familiar face, a familiar composition, a familiar position.

That’s right. She was once again riding on a horse, nestled in the hero’s arms.

“Ugh… my head…”

She reached out and pulled some water from a subspace to drink. The ice-cold water instantly cooled her sleep-warmed body and cleared her mind.

“…How long have we been traveling?”

“About an hour.”

That wasn’t long, but considering they were traveling, it could be considered a good nap. Fortunately, they were still quite far from the flower field meant for Raphilia’s event.

They had traveled quickly yesterday due to the village’s urgent situation, but there was no such need today. That’s probably why the white horse was walking at a leisurely pace.

“Everyone worked hard yesterday, so we’re taking it easy today.”

“Then why didn’t we just leave tomorrow?”

“We’re taking it easy, but if we leave tomorrow, we’ll be late to the next location.”

“I see.”

After that, the conversation between them died down. She was usually quiet, but the hero was different.

He would usually ask questions whenever she made the slightest move. But now, he was avoiding her gaze and not responding, even when she looked at him.

Wondering why he was acting like this, she suddenly remembered yesterday’s incident. He had stayed up all night training after hearing she had fought an orc.

“…Hero.”

“…Yes?”

“Do you feel… guilty towards me or something?”

“…”

It was true. Even though she had introduced herself as a support mage, not a combat mage, did they think she needed to be prepared for a life-or-death struggle against a mere orc!?

The disheveled appearance they had been so surprised by was simply from falling into a ditch; she hadn’t received a single scratch, even from the fight with the demon. Her robe detected hostile intent and her own will to activate its defenses; it didn’t work against variables like ditches.

“Hero.”

“…Yes.”

“I really wasn’t injured. I looked like a mess yesterday because I fell into a ditch.”

“You don’t have to worry about me, Rui.”

Worry? What worry?

“Hero, do you like the gloves I gave you?”

“Of course. They were so useful in yesterday’s battle.”

“There are more than ten magic formulas incorporated in them. Do you think I wouldn’t include formulas for my own protection?”

“…”

“I introduced myself as a support mage because the main purpose of my magic is support and creation. But I can use it for attack if I want to.”

Like how a sickle, meant for cutting grass, could become a deadly weapon if swung at a person. She had created the drill to dig tunnels, but she used it to kill a demon.

“So don’t be upset that you missed one orc and I had to deal with it. That’s actually insulting to me.”

“…!”

Imagine if this story reached other people’s ears:

The hero’s party’s mage fought a fierce battle with an orc and returned in tatters. Because of this, the hero blamed himself and trained day and night for several days to become stronger…


Those who didn’t know the details would think:


	
She barely managed to defeat an orc, and she has the nerve to join the hero’s party?



	
It’s the hero’s fault for letting that mage join the party.



	
He’s unnecessarily exhausted, what if he loses an important battle because of this?







“I… hadn’t thought of that.”

This is why being too emotional and solely focused on your companions wasn’t good. It could lead to unexpected difficulties. Moreover, the hero carried the faith of many people, so the repercussions were even greater.

‘Let’s not mention the demon.’

If she tried to prove her strength, it would likely result in another interrogation with all the companions present. It was more important to gain their trust with the current facts.

“Hero, hold my hand.”

To earn his complete trust, she decided to show him her mana capacity.

‘Well, it’s not entirely my mana…’

But if she was the one using it, it could be considered hers, right? Imagining the hero’s surprised face, she confidently extended her hand.

“…Uh, huh?”

But the hero reacted strangely, avoiding her gaze. Wondering what was wrong with him again, she grabbed his hand, which was holding the reins, and intertwined their fingers.

This was the best way to directly show him her mana capacity.

‘And it won’t be visible to the other heroines.’

They were dozing on their horses, checking their equipment, or attending to other personal tasks. This was a small act to build trust, but it could be misinterpreted by the other heroines, so she had to be careful.

“Um, uh.”

“What’s wrong?”

“…Nothing. So, why the hand?”

“I want to earn your trust.”

With those words, she closed her eyes and channeled the mana circulating within her body to the hand clasped with the hero’s. Since the mana within her body alone might not be enough, she drew additional mana from a device connected to her internal mana circuits.

The hero’s expression shifted to a different kind of bewilderment.

“…This is…”

“Mana. What I can use at any time.”

“I don’t know much about magic, but I can tell that the amount of mana you just showed me is enormous.”

“Then can you trust me now?”

She shrugged and gave him a smug look, and finally, the worry disappeared from the hero’s face.

“Yes, I trust you. I’m sorry for not trusting you until now.”

“Good to know.”

Hehe.

She smiled slightly and released the hero’s hand. His hand was so much larger than hers that it took a bit of effort to pull her hand free.

‘A bit rough.’

He frequently held the holy sword and trained every day, so his hands were bound to be rough. Unfortunately, neither the holy sword nor the gloves had a function to soften hands.

“As an apology, I’ll grant you one wish later.”

‘Yes!’

A wish from the hero himself! If she asked for the Demon King’s heart as an ingredient, would he gladly give it to her after the subjugation?

Magic and magic tools using the Demon King’s heart as an ingredient… Just imagining that brilliant future made her heart pound.

“Everyone, I think we’ll arrive at the next stop soon. Let’s hang in there a little longer!”

Next stop?

At the hero’s words, she took out the map and checked their current location. She had been so engrossed in her conversation with the hero that she hadn’t realized the time for her plan had arrived.

She peeked behind her and looked at Raphilia, who was following. Raphilia, who had been smiling dreamily at the sky, noticed her gaze and looked back.

Click.

Without a word, she gave a thumbs-up and nodded. Raphilia, who seemed momentarily confused, suddenly blushed crimson.

‘Just follow the plan.’

Not far from their next stop, there was a small group of monsters. The hero and Raphilia had to eliminate them.

For that, she needed to keep Aria and Serin occupied.

‘I’ll take care of them too, one at a time.’

A short while later, they arrived at the stop. The hero’s party’s temporary resting place was in the middle of a forest filled with towering conifers. It was a flat area next to the road, with a stream nearby.

“I-I’ll go scout the area…!”

Raphilia, desperately trying to hide her blushing face, shouted at them. It was beginning.
The first step was for Raphilia to leave.

And the second step was for her to keep the other two heroines occupied.

“Aria, Serin, shall I take a look at your equipment?”

“Equipment? If you’re talking about the gloves, they’re still fine.”

“Mine are fine too! They’re still perfect even after all that movement yesterday!”

“No, I mean the equipment you were originally using. Like your breastplates.”

She pointedly mentioned their… prominent assets. Blushing, the two whispered, glancing at the hero.

“T-then, please…”

“Me too… It’s been feeling a little tight lately…”

And the final step.

“Then I’ll prepare the camp…”

“No, I have a favor to ask you, Hero.”

“Huh? What is it?”

To send the hero to Raphilia.

“According to the map, there’s a flower field nearby. There’s a rare flower there that I’d like you to get for me.”

“Oh, then after I finish preparing…”

“No, now. That flower only blooms before sunset. I’ll take care of the camp preparations.”

Camp preparations were easy; she just needed to give them the keys. Still, the hero hesitated, as if sensing something.

Sighing internally, she approached the hero and whispered,

“…After seeing me undressed.”

“!!!”

Technically, her shoulders and stomach weren’t visible unless she was undressed, so she wasn’t lying. And the hero had told her to ask him for anything after that incident, so this was practically a checkmate.

“O-okay. I’m really sorry about that.”

“If you’re sorry, get the flower for me. You’ll know it when you see it.”

The hero fled into the forest. The two remaining heroines had changed out of their breastplates and into more comfortable clothes inside the rooms created by the keys she had given them. Now, all that was left was to adjust the size of their equipment and wait for the results.




  Chapter 10: A Budding Bloom
“[Enter the forest around this point and head towards the flower field. I’ll send the hero your way.]”

Those were the words of the young mage who had recently joined the party. Initially, Raphilia was quite taken aback by Aswell’s sudden recruitment of Rui and voiced her opposition.

This wasn’t the first time she had objected on behalf of Serin, who joined earlier, and Aria, who had been with the party from the beginning. Aswell was the hero, and as such, he received a lot of female attention.

Among them were those who, concealing their identities and abilities, tried to gain Aswell’s favor and join the party. But each time, she had repelled them, protecting Aswell and the party.

This was partly due to her feelings for Aswell, but also because she cared about the well-being of the party. While others envied Raphilia’s status as a princess of the Elven Kingdom, she herself disliked it.

She had joined the hero’s party to escape the stifling life in the kingdom. That’s why she orchestrated a “chance” encounter with Aswell when he approached the border of the Elven Kingdom, and thanks to her exceptional archery skills and sense of direction, she was able to join.

“I don’t want to go back to that life.”

Raphilia, the elf archer, not the elf princess, wanted to continue her current life.

Then, a few days ago, a young mage joined. Or perhaps she only looked young. She had heard that a human’s age didn’t always match their physical appearance.

Anyway, the girl who called herself “Rui” said she would be in charge of the party’s equipment and support. Raphilia found that strange. The mage profession wasn’t typically associated with such tasks.

Overwhelming firepower. Wide-area attacks. Immense, unknown magic.

That was the image of a mage that everyone in the hero’s party, including Raphilia, had. But Rui directly contradicted that image.

‘Is it another unskilled woman?’

There had been others who made flimsy excuses to hide their lack of skill. That’s why Raphilia objected to Aswell, but Rui joined the party anyway.

And Rui’s subsequent actions… even Raphilia, who had objected, had to acknowledge them.

“[Here are some gloves.]”

The gloves Rui handed them were astonishing, almost absurd.

“These are on par with Elven Kingdom relics…”

Just gloves. Simple cloth gloves without any metal plating. Yet they were engraved with over ten magic formulas.

Moreover, each set of gloves was tailored to each member of the hero’s party, and the formulas were beyond Raphilia’s imagination.

Converting mana into wind to enhance aiming accuracy?

Not only was the performance unbelievable, but what surprised Raphilia even more were the unmentioned additional functions.

The converted wind not only aided aiming but also supported her movements. People usually exaggerated when showcasing their creations.

But the young mage was the opposite. Perhaps she was just too lazy to explain, or maybe she forgot.

Regardless, with just a pair of gloves, the hero’s party’s doubts vanished. Their initial opposition had already crumbled after witnessing the brilliant magic displayed before the dozing Rui after their meeting.

Seeing Rui’s skills, which even surprised Aswell, Raphilia went to apologize. She was prepared to acknowledge Rui as both a companion and a rival in love for Aswell when she received an unexpected answer.

“[I joined the party to obtain ingredients. So, I have absolutely no interest in the hero.]”

Then, with a cool smile on her cute face, she made a bold declaration. That she would help Raphilia win over Aswell.

After several conversations, Raphilia found herself walking through the forest.

“Will this really work…?”

She had readily agreed, driven by the thought of getting closer to Aswell. The thought of Serin and Aria crossed her mind later, but she couldn’t bring herself to back out, and now the day had come.

She recalled the mage’s blue eyes, giving a thumbs-up with a deadpan expression.

“Ugh…”

She should have worn something more suitable for a romantic atmosphere. She had come in her combat gear in her haste. A slight regret washed over her.

“If I turn right here… huh?”

But that regret quickly disappeared. On the path to the flower field Rui had told her about, she saw something wriggling and moving.

The tumors of the world, monsters.

“…”

The blush on her face was instantly replaced by a cold composure. In a split second, she drew her bow and released an arrow.

Whoosh!

A gentle breeze danced around the arrow, guiding it swiftly towards its target.

—-!!

She sensed the amorphous monsters stir. Seeing their comrade fall, they started fleeing in the opposite direction.

“No, not that way!”

That was the path to the flower field. She couldn’t imagine what would happen to the beautiful flowers if even one monster escaped there. She quickly notched three arrows and let them fly.

A short chase began, and Raphilia desperately pursued the monsters. She was swift on her feet, having lived in the forest, but she couldn’t catch up to the monsters immediately.

Soon, an open vista unfolded in the distance. Dreamlike petals came into view, making Raphilia’s heart pound with anxiety.

Her chance to win Aswell’s heart would be ruined.

That was a significant concern, but another feeling bloomed even stronger within her:

The forest and the flower field would be ruined.

Elves loved nature and lived in harmony with it. Raphilia, too, was an elf, a woman who cherished forests and flowers.

“You can’t go any fur…!”

Just then, she heard a voice from behind.

“Lia!”

“…Aswell!”

He had only called her name, but the black-haired hero understood her intent. He ran faster than her and raised his holy sword.

A flash of light erupted from the holy sword, completely obliterating the last monster that had been fleeing from Raphilia.

“Phew…”

“Oh… thank goodness…”

Fortunately, the monster’s trail hadn’t reached the flower field. Raphilia, overcome with relief, collapsed onto the ground.

Looking at her hands caressing the flowers, she realized where she was.

The flower field.

She looked up, and flowers of brilliant colors swayed in the gentle breeze. Perhaps because of the setting sun on the other side of the forest, the flowers’ natural colors were enhanced with a red, sparkling light, doubling their beauty.

The flower field in the sunset.

“The flower field…”

She heard Aswell murmur from behind. Rui had told her what to do here. But now that the moment had arrived, Raphilia couldn’t think of anything.

“Lia, was the reason you were chasing those monsters…”

Then, she remembered the one thing Rui had told her:

“[If you can’t think of anything in the moment, just tell him how you feel.]”

So Raphilia said,

“Yes, I wanted to protect this flower field.”

The flowers brushing softly against her hand tickled her heart. This moment felt like a dream, and she wished it would never end.

But she had to tell Aswell her feelings.

“Aswell.”

“…Yes?”

She turned around and met his gaze. Black hair, gentle eyes, a well-built physique, the brilliant holy sword. From all the beautiful things that made up him, she focused only on his eyes.

“…Thank you. For appearing when I needed you.”

And then, in a serious tone unlike her usual self, she quietly expressed her gratitude. The important thing was to show him a different side of herself.

Raphilia slowly knelt and sat in the middle of the flower field, her gaze fixed on the flowers. If Aswell hadn’t come, these flowers would have lost their color and died.

That thought made her heart ache even more.

“Thank you so much for helping me protect them.”

“…”

Aswell, the hero who received her gratitude, was visibly flustered. He avoided her gaze, fidgeted with his hands, and needlessly stroked his holy sword.

The setting sun illuminated his face, making him seem as flushed as she was.

‘It’s okay if you don’t confess right now.’

Raphilia thought. This was the conclusion she reached after a complex mix of her feelings and thoughts.

“I’ll also appear and help you when you need me. Thank you again.”

“…Yes. Then, I, um, have something Rui asked me to do, so I’ll be going now.”

With those words, the hero hurriedly disappeared into the flower field. A moment later, Raphilia, who had been lost in the fragrance of the flowers and her overflowing emotions, came to her senses.

And then.

“…Eek?!”

Her face flushed crimson, she fanned herself with her hand and hurried back to the campsite. The plan was a success, no, a resounding success! She wanted to tell her accomplice as soon as possible.



“Phew…”

Aswell, having entered deeper into the flower field, recalled what had just happened.

His companion, Raphilia, had seemed like a different person. She was always cheerful, boosting the party’s morale.

But just now, she was so… serious and beautiful.

The elf princess sitting amidst the flowers was a breathtaking sight, the kind most people wouldn’t see in a lifetime. Her gentle smile as she reassured the flowers made his heart, which had been calm for the past year, pound in his chest.

What would have happened if he had stayed there any longer?

Aswell couldn’t bring himself to imagine it. But the reason he was able to leave was because of someone who suddenly popped into his mind.

Rui.

“Then, I, um, have something Rui asked me to do, so I’ll be going now.”

The unusual flower Rui had requested. He used it as an excuse to flee from Raphilia.

‘I need to be more careful next time.’

He managed to escape this time by thinking of Rui, but there was no guarantee it would work again. Harboring such feelings for a companion wasn’t befitting of a hero.

“…Is that it?”

Finally, Aswell found what Rui had asked for. A radiant, multicolored flower, just as Rui had described.

The flower, emitting a translucent, jewel-like light, bloomed alone on a small hill in the flower field.

“A pure white… flower.”

Pure white. The mage’s face came to mind again. He didn’t know why. The flower, radiating a brilliant light yet small and delicate, reminded him of her.

“…Let’s go back.”

Aswell picked the flower before the sun completely set and carefully left the flower field. Raphilia would have returned by now.

He really had to get back before Rui finished preparing the camp.




  Chapter 11: Horse Hunting and Hidden Motives
“Are you kidding me?” Rui stared at Aria and Serin’s breastplates in disbelief. She discreetly held one up to her face when they weren’t looking. It practically covered her entire head. Was this even normal? And the problem was, they were saying these were starting to feel tight.

“I need to add some comfort formulas.”

They would appreciate better ventilation and a softer texture. A subspace, a temporary workbench, and golden letters appeared around her.

‘They must have met by now, right?’

If the plan worked, the hero wouldn’t be able to take his eyes off Raphilia. She had planned the time, place, and atmosphere perfectly.

Ideally, they would return hand-in-hand. Even if not, it would still be a decent outcome.

She had chosen to help Raphilia first partly because of the original story. Raphilia was the first of the three heroines to develop feelings for the hero, despite no progress for a whole year.

Although it wasn’t the same flower field she had suggested, the two had spent time getting to know each other in a similar location. Thanks to that, Raphilia experienced a sort of awakening and became more confident in her role, which she had previously felt was insignificant compared to the other two.

“Aria, Serin, I’m finished.”

“Already?”

“Oh… can I try it on?”

“Of course. I also added formulas for comfort, durability, and defense.”

At her words, the two exchanged excited glances and helped each other put on the breastplates.

“Wow…!”

“Oh… so comfortable…”

Aria marveled at the breastplate, while Serin sighed contentedly, savoring the comfort. There was no greater motivation in this world than a user’s satisfaction with their equipment.

“Ru, Rui…!”

“Oh, you’re back.”

Just then, an elf came running towards them from the forest. Her bright red face indicated the plan had worked.

“How did it go?”

“Aswell stared at me blankly…！ Then he quickly turned away and went somewhere else!”

“I see.”

That “somewhere else” was probably to pick the flower she had requested. Thinking about it now, she regretted asking for the flower.

If she had said something else, the hero and Raphilia might have spent more time together.

“I think he’s interested in me. You were right.”

Raphilia touched her flushed cheeks and thanked Rui. Although there wasn’t a dramatic relationship development, it was still significant progress.

‘Considering Aria and Serin, this is probably for the best.’

She planned to help them as well. If Raphilia raised the bar too high, it could damage the other heroines’ chances.

Thanks to the hero cutting the interaction short, her future plans would be much easier.

“I’ll finish scouting! Thank you!”

“Okay.”

She didn’t need to ask; she could tell Raphilia trusted her now. If someone suddenly asked, “Does the hero’s party’s mage like the hero?” Raphilia would confidently answer, “No! Rui helped me!”

“Rui.”

Shortly after Raphilia left, the hero approached. They were coming to her one after another like a train.

“Is this it? It was blooming alone on the hill.”

“Yes, that’s it.”

Fortunately, the hero had found the flower she requested.

The Lunabloom Flower.

Despite its name, this flower, which wilted before the moon rose, was an excellent mana catalyst. It seemed to hold special meaning in various kingdoms and regions, but she hadn’t researched that far.

“It’s a beautiful flower, so I recognized it right away.”

“Thank you. This will greatly help my next research project.”

It was true. The magic she was planning to research next was quite mana-intensive, so this flower was valuable.

She smiled at the hero and expressed her sincere gratitude.

“…Um, I’ll go prepare the camp now.”

The hero flinched, averted his gaze, and quickly left under the pretense of preparing the camp. Did he think she was smiling sarcastically?

‘Or was he thinking about Raphilia?’

They were already hitting it off. It seemed she needed to become independent from the hero soon.

There was a city at the end of this road, so she could probably find a small horse there.

With the big event over, the hero’s party set up five tents around a campfire.

Yes, even she planned to sleep in a tent instead of her lab.

“I think I’ll lose my camping skills if I keep sleeping in rooms.”

“Yeah, the room you gave us is really nice and comfortable, but… too comfortable.”

“You can do as you please, Rui!”

With them saying that, she couldn’t very well sleep alone in her lab, could she? She had experience sleeping outdoors for about a month after transmigrating. The thrilling experience of searching for her magic teacher in the mountains, using tree roots as pillows. So, sleeping in a tent wasn’t a problem.

“Oh, right, the villagers from Intrell gave us some carrots and grains. So, how about carrot soup for dinner?”

“!!”

She was so surprised by the unexpected news that she jumped to her feet and stared at Aria.

“R-Rui?”

“Carrot soup sounds good.”

The hero’s party usually made slightly more than five servings due to their high calorie consumption. Since transmigrating, she had a smaller appetite and didn’t usually ask for seconds, but carrot soup was an exception.

“Hee hee.”

She was on leftover duty today.

“You really like carrot soup, Rui.”

“It’s delicious.”

“Is it that good? Enough to hum?”

Hum hum~

She hadn’t realized she was humming. Raphilia chuckled and handed her a bowl. She hadn’t had carrot soup yesterday or this morning, so she was eager to try the village’s unique recipe with grains.

“…Hero? Why are you looking at me?”

“…Nothing.”

The hero covered his mouth and averted his gaze. So even heroes spaced out. She waited for Aria to finish making the carrot soup. Perhaps thanks to the soup’s warmth, she slept soundly that night, even in a tent.

The next day, the hero’s party set off again. Their destination was the city of Tras, about a day’s journey away.

It was the last place to properly resupply before reaching the major city closest to the Twilight Fortress. That meant today was the last day she would be riding with the hero.

“If it’s not too uncomfortable for Rui, we could continue like this, couldn’t we?”

“?”

Suddenly, Raphilia said something strange.

“Because Rui can’t ride a horse properly by yourself, right?”

“What are you…”

Did she think Rui was some unskilled rider? She stared at Raphilia, dumbfounded.

“I’m a great rider! I even rode a unicorn once…!”

“A unicorn? Come on, that’s a mythical creature. Even I, who have lived much longer than you, haven’t seen one.”

“It’s true…!”

She knew it sounded like a lie. But it was true, and Raphilia’s expression soured.

“Right, right. Rui is a great rider.”

“I really am!”

“Yes, you are. Rui can even ride a unicorn.”

“Ugh…”

Raphilia’s sarcastic tone made her grind her teeth. She glared at Raphilia, gripping the hero’s waist tightly.

“Th-that tickles.”

“Hero, do you also think I can’t ride a horse?”

She asked him, maintaining a neutral expression.

The hero, who had been “analyzing” her, averted his gaze and said,

“…You can probably ride. A small horse, maybe.”

“I can ride big horses too.”

Now that she had proven her skills, they were questioning her horse-riding abilities? This was ridiculous. She would have to find her own horse as soon as they arrived in Tras.

And she would find one superior to the hero’s white horse and make a grand entrance. The saintess would be shocked, the elf archer and knight would fuss, and the hero would tremble before her.

The plan was perfect.

“Rui, are you uncomfortable riding with me?”

“Huh? Why?”

“I was wondering if there was anything I wasn’t being considerate about.”

“No. I’m more worried about you being uncomfortable. And I can’t ride with you forever.”

Every member of the hero’s party should have their own horse. And the hero was the busiest of them all.

Riding with him could hinder his ability to react to unexpected situations.

“I…”

“Yes?”

“…Never mind. Let’s find a suitable horse for you when we arrive in Tras.”

What?

Was the entire party going to accompany her to buy a horse? That was a little embarrassing. It wasn’t like she was a child getting fitted for a school uniform.

But she couldn’t complain when they were trying to be considerate.

They arrived in Tras and quickly found lodging with the help of a city official.

She waited in front of the lodging, gazing blankly at the sky, waiting for the others. They were staying for two days, so she could take her time looking and choose a horse before they left.

“Rui, have you been waiting long?”

“Yes. …Where are the others?”

Something was strange. Only the hero came out; the three heroines were nowhere to be seen.

“Aria said she had business at the church, and Serin and Lia went to the Adventurer’s Guild.”

“Weren’t we supposed to go together?”

“Where?”

“To look at horses…”

“Uh… I thought we were going together, just the two of us.”

The hero answered, slightly stammering. She briefly considered declining for the sake of the other three heroines.

‘I’m not that good at judging horses.’

But the hero rode a fine white horse, so he probably had a good eye. She decided to use the hero as a “good horse detector” and nodded.

“Then let’s go.”

And so, she and the hero set off for the stables on the outskirts of the city.






  Chapter 12: A Steed of a Different Color
Of course, she wasn’t going to spend the entire two days they were staying here just looking at horses.

‘I should repay the hero somehow.’

He was taking time out of his day for her, so it wouldn’t be right to do nothing in return.

‘Let’s make it performance-based.’

The better the horse he helped her choose, the greater the reward. That seemed like the fairest arrangement.

“Hero.”

“Yes?”

“Have you ridden any other horses besides the one you’re currently riding?”

“Other horses? Ah, you mean Tempest?”

“Yes.”

So the white horse was named Tempest. Considering how it ran like a storm, it was a fitting name. She had been too busy hitching rides to ask for its name.

“Besides Tempest, who was a gift from the Emperor, I once rode a wandering knight’s horse when I was young. It was a very smart horse.”

“I see.”

Hmm. Only two horses to use as reference, including Tempest.

It wasn’t much, but she wasn’t about to turn back now. Even two examples could be helpful.



A short while later, they arrived at the stables on the outskirts of Tras. There were warehouses for storing carriages and buildings that looked like merchant guilds, so it seemed to be a district dedicated to related businesses.

“Welcome!”

“We’re looking for a horse.”

“Ah, I see. Who will be riding…?”

“Me.”

“Ah, you’re choosing a horse for the young lady?”

Young lady?

In what sense was she a “young lady”? Because she looked like a child? Or because she seemed… delicate? She hoped it was the latter.

“Then… please come this way.”

The stable owner briefly looked her up and down, then led them somewhere. The stables were quite large, so they seemed to be categorized by breed and size.

And the place the owner led her to…

“…Foals?”

It was an area with relatively small horses.

Well, they looked like foals.

“Did you laugh?”

“Oh, no. I just choked.”

She saw the hero quickly turn away. Since it didn’t seem intentional, she let it slide.

“These horses are naturally small, but they’re fully grown, despite their appearance.”

“…”

“So, the young lady can ride them without any strain…”

“Show me a proper horse.”

She glared at the owner and twitched her hand threateningly. The hero also quickly shook his head, and the owner chuckled awkwardly and led them to a different area.

‘If I had stayed there any longer, I would have lost it.’

Did they think she wanted to be small?

Fortunately, the next area was filled with normal-sized horses. Most had brown coats, with a few grays and blacks scattered among them.

“Hero. Take a look. Tell me which horse is good for me.”

She tugged on his sleeve and looked up at him. He had to take the initiative and narrow down the choices.

“…I’ll try my best.”

Go, Hero-mon.

The hero started looking around the horses with an awkward posture. He didn’t exude any expert vibes, and her confidence in him plummeted.

‘…I should look too.’

This was a horse she would be riding. So, she couldn’t just stand by and let the owner do nothing.

She started examining the horses, one by one, starting with the closest one. A brown horse with white spots.

Snort.

“Sorry, I’ll stop looking.”

It seemed to underestimate her and immediately showed its temper. She moved on to the next horse. It definitely wasn’t because she was scared.

Two hours passed after she examined all thirty horses.

“Rui, how is it? Did you find one you like?”

“Hmm…”

To answer the hero’s question, no, she hadn’t. There were many excellent horses, but none of them were suitable companions for her journey.

‘Considering the battles the hero’s party will face, ordinary horses won’t do.’

The four horses gifted by the emperor were warhorses that had undergone extensive training. So, looking for a horse in an ordinary city stable might have been a mistake from the start.

“It seems she hasn’t found one she likes.”

The owner seemed to have noticed as well.

“How about you, Hero?”

She whispered to the hero, so the owner couldn’t hear.

“Hmm… I haven’t found one that feels right, like Tempest.”

“I see.”

She walked over to the owner and asked,

“Can we see other horses besides these?”

“Of course. Shall I guide you?”

She glanced out the window. The sun was starting to set. It wouldn’t be good to keep the hero occupied for much longer.

“I’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Certainly! Just tell our staff whenever you come back!”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

After leaving the stables, she headed towards a nearby street vendor. The sweet smell of rice cakes filled with red bean paste wafted through the air.

“Two, please.”

She handed over some imperial currency, took the rice cake skewers, and returned to the hero, offering him one.

“Here.”

“Oh, thanks…”

Right.

Thanks, my foot. If he had found her a decent horse, she would have given him a much better gift. Of course, she wasn’t going to let him off the hook with just this. Giving him shoes imbued with the gravity reduction formula she recently completed should suffice.

“Delicious.”

“It tastes even better with peanut powder on top.”

“I’ll have to try that later, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. And I’ll come alone tomorrow.”

“Huh?”

“To the stables. You’re busy, and I need to choose the horse myself anyway.”

The hero seemed a little disappointed. But neither of them realized the nature of that emotion, and the conversation ended there.

The scent of kin. The scent of kin, loved and respected.

A black horse with a flowing black mane stood on a hill, overlooking the city. Two dark wings were folded against its back.

The winged horse turned its head towards the city, a look of intrigue on its face. Amidst its monotonous existence, it sensed something exciting was about to happen. Although it wasn’t as interested in its horned kin, the rich mana emanating from the city was enough to pique its curiosity.

And it had a faint trace of its kin’s blood.

Flutter.

Its large wings, bigger than its body, unfurled, and the black figure soared into the sky. The large black dot against the sunset-stained sky was quite conspicuous, but no one noticed.

There was a saying that only the chosen could see them, so it was natural for ordinary people to miss them.

As it took flight, the horse easily cleared the city walls, built to repel invaders. It followed the scent and entered a stable.

The stable owner and staff didn’t notice the new arrival, but the other horses did.

They displayed their subservience to the superior being. Some of the more timid horses even urinated or collapsed, overwhelmed by the winged black horse’s presence.

The black horse folded its wings, concealing them with a mysterious power. It now looked like a slightly more handsome horse than the others. And instead of a dew-kissed flower field, it settled down in a corner of damp straw.

Now, all it had to do was wait for her arrival tomorrow.



The next day arrived, and Rui headed to the stables alone as planned. The hero had asked if he could come with her again, but she sent him off with the other heroines.

“Ah, Aswell! I’m going to buy some equipment upgrades for my bow, so…”

Good. Raphilia was taking the initiative. That’s the spirit. She had to secure her position while the other two were away.

The remaining two heroines looked disappointed as they watched the pair leave. Rui told them she was going to the stables and left the lodging.

“What if I can’t find one today, either?”

Then she would have to continue hitching rides on Tempest until they reached the next city.

“…That won’t do.”

Even if she was only riding with him until the next city, it was better to have any horse. It would allow the hero’s party to proceed as planned.

And more importantly, she was aiming to help one more heroine before or around the time they reached the next city. For that, she needed to be independent.

“Let’s try our best.”

She would lower her standards a bit and choose a decent horse. She could compensate for any shortcomings with her equipment.

“Excuse me, I’m here to look at horses again.”

“Ah, yes, we’ve been informed. Please come this way.”

The owner seemed busy, so a staff member guided her. The horses here seemed more varied in size than yesterday.

“Um… hello?”

She greeted a nearby horse and gently stroked it as it approached with a soft nicker.

“You’re a gentle one.”

She scratched the horse’s neck and underbelly, checking its condition. It seemed quite decent compared to the ones she saw yesterday. If there weren’t any major problems, she could just take this one…

Wh-what?!

Suddenly, the horse startled and shied away from her. Caught off guard, she froze.

“Wha-what…”

Had she been rejected again? By a horse?

She tried to hide her embarrassment and withdrew her hand. But then, she touched something else.

Unlike the coarse hair from a moment ago, this was softer, like well-groomed fur.

And she was face-to-face with a black horse. Jet-black eyes, a long mane, and a physique rivaling Tempest’s. It had appeared out of nowhere and nuzzled its head into her hand.

Then it sat down and stared at her.

“…Are you asking me to ride you?”

A silent invitation. She took it as a yes and cautiously approached the horse. She had heard that horses were wary of strangers, but this one was different.

Just in case, she gently stroked it to avoid startling it, then swung her leg over and mounted it.

“Whoa…”

As she sat up, her perspective suddenly shifted higher. The black horse smoothly carried her around the stable.

“You’re very smart.”

Self-driving, without any commands. She was already smitten.

There was no need to look at any other horses. She doubted she could find one better than this. She put on the makeshift reins she had prepared yesterday and turned to the staff member.

“Excuse me, how much is this horse?”

“Um… huh? Was this horse here…?”

“Huh?”

“Just a moment. I’m certain this horse wasn’t here… before…”

The staff member’s speech suddenly became slurred, and their eyes unfocused.

“Th-that horse… we were going to dispose of it… so… you can just take it…”

“Really?”

Dispose of such a fine horse? She was puzzled but asked again, and the staff member nodded.

Nicker.

The black horse nickered softly. Its eyes were sparkling, as if tears were welling up.

“Then I’ll take you with me. Shall we go?”

“C-come again~”

She left the stables, leading the black horse by the reins. Perhaps this horse had sensed its grim fate and had asked her for help.

That thought tugged at her heartstrings.

‘I’ll take good care of you.’

Snort.

She patted the horse, which was nuzzling her face, and made that promise.






  Chapter 13: A New Companion and a New Quest
“This horse’s name is Smarty.”

“…”

Holding Smarty’s reins, Rui announced this to the four members of the hero’s party. This majestic black horse’s name was Smarty. The reason was simple.

Because it was very smart.

“…Seriously?”

Raphilia asked, tilting her head slightly. Rui tilted her own head in response.

“Seriously, what?”

“You’re… really naming that horse Smarty…?”

“Yes.”

Because it was smart.

“Our mage isn’t very good at naming things…”

“Ah, ahaha…”

What was with their reactions? She looked at the hero, puzzled. Wasn’t managing the heroines his job?

But the hero was avoiding her gaze as well.

“…Smarty, do you like the name? Hmm? …Hmm?”

Having no other choice, she turned around to ask the horse itself, only to see Smarty backing away. It stomped the ground and shook its head frantically, trying to loosen the reins she held.

“…Smarty?”

Snort!

As if understanding her words, Smarty reacted with annoyance. Rui was taken aback.

Was this the same horse that had nuzzled her hand affectionately, begging to be rescued?

“You dislike it… that much…?”

It wouldn’t even meet her eyes, coldly turning its head away. She had no allies here.

“…It’s, not that it’s a terrible name. But maybe having more options would be better?”

Serin was trying to be considerate, softening her tone, but it didn’t make Rui feel any better. She slumped her shoulders and walked past the four of them, heading back to the lodging. She sensed their bewilderment but ignored them.

She had to commit to this act of sulking. It definitely wasn’t genuine sulking.

“R-Rui.”

Aria tried to follow the dejected mage.

“Aria, don’t bother. Even if she tries, ‘Smarty’ is just too much…”

Raphilia stopped Aria, knowing that Aria, with her kind heart, would try to comfort the mage. But she felt it was best to leave Rui alone for now.

“Huh? No, I was going to tell her to put the horse in the stable…”

“…”

Did Raphilia lack emotional intelligence? What would happen if she said that to someone feeling down? If she said that to Rui, she would probably lock herself in her lab and not come out until the journey was over. The thought was horrifying.

“I-I’ll do it.”

“Well, whatever…”

With that, the party temporarily dispersed. The hero and Serin went to gather information about their next destination, and Aria headed to the church.

Raphilia also had personal errands, but she took Smarty’s reins, feeling indebted to Rui for her efforts.

‘It’s a very smart horse.’

The black horse Rui brought back had intelligent eyes that rivaled even the other horses of the hero’s party. No, perhaps they were even more intelligent. Its black mane and coat were sleek and soft, as if meticulously groomed.

And its personality? It seemed to have a stubborn streak, but based on what Rui said, it was quite intelligent. And its sturdy build… it was more than qualified to be a warhorse for the frequently battling hero’s party.

“Come this way.”

As she held the reins, the black horse looked at Raphilia with an unreadable expression. Then, it snatched the reins from her hand, held them in its mouth, and walked towards the stable on its own.

“…Huh?”

Raphilia stared at the horse’s retreating figure, bewildered. She opened the stable door for the horse, still feeling slightly dazed.

The black horse met the four horses already in the stable. A strange tension filled the air. But the tension emanated not from the lone black horse, but from the hero’s party’s horses.

Still, they didn’t panic or flee, perhaps out of respect for the emperor’s gifts.

“Um, get along, okay? You’ll be traveling together from now on.”

Raphilia said that and closed the stable door. She could hear the black horse approaching the other horses from behind. Before going about her business, Raphilia stopped in front of Rui’s room.

‘I should comfort her a bit.’

Rui was, in a way, a creator, an artist. The magic tools she created transcended mere tools and reached the realm of art. So, Rui might have considered even naming as part of the artistic process. In that case, Rui might have felt like her art was rejected by the entire hero’s party.

Raphilia carefully reached for the doorknob. Just then, she heard Rui’s small voice from inside.

“Blackie? Or Hairy? Smarty is still the best…”

“…”

She stopped. Rui needed some time to reflect. Raphilia erased the horrifying names she just heard from her mind and left the lodging. She also offered a silent prayer for the black horse in the stable, whose future seemed uncertain.

“Nightlux, how about that?”

After much deliberation, Rui finally settled on a name.

“I named you that because your eyes shine like the night sky.”

She cautiously asked the horse for its opinion. The horse carefully pawed the air.

“You like… it?”

She cautiously approached the horse. This time, unlike before, it accepted her touch as she gently stroked its head. The black horse, now Nightlux, seemed to like the name.

She breathed a sigh of relief and collapsed onto the floor. Around her were dozens of crumpled pieces of paper, evidence of her struggle. From Blackie and Hairy to names from various myths and fictional works, she had tried everything.

But in the end, she chose a name that reflected its characteristics.

“Lux.”

It seemed to like the nickname she had prepared as well. She gently stroked Lux’s head, trying to bond with it. Its eyes, like the night sky, slowly closed as it nuzzled against her.

From now on, they were companions.

When she shared Lux’s name with the hero’s party, they all seemed relieved.

“What’s with that reaction?”

“Huh? What, what is it?”

“We knew you’d come up with a good name.”

“…”

“S-so, shall we discuss our next journey?”

She wanted to say something, but decided to let it go.

“Our next destination is the major city of Abinerita. But we need to stop at three places before that.”

The hero placed three request forms on the table. They were requests from the Adventurer’s Guild that had remained unresolved for a long time, or required high-ranking solvers.

The hero’s party used these to maintain and improve their skills, as well as to earn extra income besides the imperial allowance.

“Two of these are combat requests, like the ones we usually take. But the other one… I think it’s more suitable for Rui.”

“Me?”

Come to think of it, she remembered them only taking two requests at this point in the original story. That meant her presence had created a new branch in the storyline.

She took the request form from the hero and examined it.

[We need a mage to repair our village’s magic watermill.]

A magic watermill. Such magical devices weren’t common, but they were installed in some villages. They were mostly installed to improve the villagers’ lives, often funded by the villagers pooling their money and requesting a mage to install it.

And in this case, it seemed like they wanted repairs.

‘But other mages should be able to handle this easily, right?’

[Five mages have come and gone, but the problem remains unresolved. They said it was installed by a high-ranking mage, so they couldn’t decipher the formulas. The reward might be insufficient, but we would be grateful for any help. We are currently experiencing great inconvenience fetching water.]

“The most skilled mage among them was fifth circle. So, I thought Rui might be able to do it.”

“But if it was installed by a high-ranking mage, I might have trouble…?”

She almost said that, but then she noticed the reward written on the form.

[Reward: Fragment of a meteorite that fell in the village, 10 gold coins]

A meteorite fragment? A meteorite was… an extremely rare material. It was far more valuable than the Lunabloom Flower the hero had retrieved.

“I’ll do it.”

The five mages probably accepted the request hoping for the meteorite.

Too bad. This fragment was hers now. She would make sure of it.

“Then let’s depart.”

“No, we’re leaving tomorrow. And that village is our second stop.”

…Her future self, a few days from now, would make sure of it.

She quietly sat back down at the table. The meeting continued for a while longer, and then it was dinner time.

The next day, their stay in Tras ended, and a new journey began.

“Lux.”

She held the reins of Nightlux, her new companion, and called out its nickname. Lux obediently sat down and waited for her to mount.

“Oh… smart horse.”

“Thank you.”

Praise for Lux was praise for her, who chose Lux. She gratefully accepted Serin’s compliment and gently stroked Lux’s mane.

“…Shall we depart?”

The hero looked at her with a strange expression. Perhaps he felt a sense of emptiness without her riding behind him.

But they didn’t have time to dwell on it, as the party started moving again.






  Chapter 14: Building Trust, One Conversation at a Time
She wondered if she should have practiced horse riding more. But her worries were unfounded; Lux moved smoothly, ensuring her comfort. The hero led the way, followed diagonally by Raphilia and Aria, and finally, Serin and Rui brought up the rear.

Serin Kint. The blue-haired knight. A future Sword Master and the hero’s first teacher. She had been stationed at a fortress in the east when the hero began his journey and joined the party a month later at the request of the hero and Aria.

She had the overall demeanor of a strong, capable woman. While Serin also had a cheerful side, her familiarity with the battlefield made her more composed than the other two.

In a way, she was perhaps the most aloof member of the hero’s party.

‘And the one I’m most awkward with.’

She had quickly become close with Raphilia through recent events, and as the hero, Aswell, she naturally had many opportunities to talk to him. And Saintess Aria was so friendly and approachable that there was no room for awkwardness.

But with Serin, conversations would quickly dwindle when they were alone. They talked easily when others were present, but when it was just the two of them, the awkwardness was palpable. It was like being left alone with a friend of a friend, without the friend.

It was a consequence of neither of them being particularly proactive in conversations.

“Aswell, speaking of Tras…”

The hero and Raphilia started talking, and Aria watched them with a warm smile. Serin and Rui, trailing slightly behind, became acutely aware of each other’s presence.

Fortunately, Rui had a topic to discuss with Serin.

“Serin.”

“Yes?”

“Are the gloves alright?”

The gloves were a safe topic.

“Ah, they’re great. The formulas you added were very helpful in battle.”

“That’s good to hear. I’m currently designing some shoes. Do you have any preferred styles or functions?”

If she wanted to, she could have already given them shoes. No, she could have decked them out in her magic tools and equipment from head to toe. But she held back because of “story progression” and “enemy power scaling.”

Some games had such systems. The enemies’ levels scaled with the player’s level. This world wasn’t a game, but there were beings capable of similar adjustments.

The demons in the Demon Realm.

‘If the hero’s party’s power increases too quickly, I don’t know what might happen.’

Instead of Demon B appearing at Location A, a much stronger demon might appear. Even though her presence had created variables like the magic watermill village, she couldn’t allow for such drastic changes.

That’s why she planned to provide them with upgrades gradually.

“Shoes? Hmm… Sorry, I’ve never really thought about it, so nothing comes to mind right now.”

“I see.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Then please do. You and the hero are our reliable vanguard, so I want to be especially mindful of your needs.”

“Aha…”

Of course, that wasn’t her only reason. She would ask the other heroines and the hero for their input as well. But the reason she was talking to Serin now, showing her special consideration, was because she had chosen Serin as the second heroine to help.

This blue-haired airhead—no, this knight.

Serin was strong. That’s why she could be the vanguard alongside the hero. But because of that, she couldn’t approach the hero romantically. So far, Serin had only talked to Aswell about three topics:

Quests, battles, and training.

How incredibly dull.

Of the three current heroines, Serin was the least successful at appealing to Aswell. She had tried, in her own way.

But her attempts were limited to moving slightly closer to him during quest briefings or subtly hinting at their relationship to the other heroines.

The reason she couldn’t express her feelings was their teacher-student relationship. Even though it had only been a year, they were still teacher and student. Under normal circumstances, she might have been able to approach him romantically… but unfortunately, their training focused on subjugating demons and monsters. To harbor romantic feelings while dealing with such a serious matter? Serin, as a knight, couldn’t even fathom it.

But after seeing Aria by the hero’s side, and then Raphilia and other heroines approaching him, she finally decided to take action.

‘Even then, she was still overshadowed by the heroines who joined later.’

It was only near the end of the story that the hero finally realized her feelings, and she became a full-fledged heroine. Even then, her ending was simply being “discovered,” without ever properly confessing her feelings.

That’s why Rui decided to help Serin. She had to help Serin make progress before the witch heroine, the new heroine, arrived, so she wouldn’t be left behind in the ensuing competition.

Then why didn’t she help Serin first? Because of trust.

“Rui.”

“Yes, Serin.”

“You… seem to have gotten close to Aswell.”

Ah.

She understood immediately. Serin was wary, just like Raphilia had been. Wary of what?

Of Rui becoming a heroine, of course. That’s why she tried to hide it by saying “seem to have gotten close.” This was the same thing she said to the assassin heroine who joined later in the novel.

“He’s been very considerate, perhaps because I’m new.”

She couldn’t deny it outright; that would only raise suspicion. In situations like this, she had to slowly dismantle their preconceived notions while building a new image.

“I see…”

“And he’s told me a lot about everyone. Like how Raphilia shoots her arrows.”

Flinch.

She could see Serin’s reaction. Seizing the opportunity, she continued in a casual tone,

“He also told me a few things on the day I joined. That helped me choose the right formulas for the gloves.”

Knowing about them was a great help to her. Serin fell silent for a moment.

“…Did he…”

“Yes?”

“Did Aswell say anything about… me? I’m a little curious…”

“About you?”

“Yes…”

She wouldn’t tell Serin her own impressions. She would convey the hero’s impressions. And the source of those words was the hero, and the hero in the novel.

“He said you’re the most trustworthy person in the party.”

“Huh?!”

“He said you support him flawlessly on the front lines, and sometimes even guide him in battle, like a true teacher.”

“Oh…”

“He said you’re the person he relies on the most.”

“Ah, um, I, is that so…? Aha…”

Serin was usually the epitome of composure. But now, that composure had completely crumbled. Unlike Raphilia, who blushed when flustered, Serin started talking rapidly.

‘That’s enough for now.’

She just needed to let Serin know what the hero thought of her. She could slowly reveal that she wasn’t a heroine and explain her plans later.

‘There’s still time before we reach the fortress.’

She just needed to approach Serin gradually, like befriending a wild wolf. Then, at some point, Serin would completely let down her guard and approach her willingly.

“Everyone, let’s take a break before we reach the end of the grasslands!”

At the hero’s words, everyone dismounted to rest.

“Oof.”

With Lux’s help, she dismounted and sat down on a portable chair she had set up.

Nicker.

Lux walked over to the four horses watching cautiously and, surprisingly, took the lead over even Tempest, galloping across the grasslands with the other horses.

‘Does Lux have royal blood?’

Perhaps it possessed the genes to be a leader, or something. Otherwise, it couldn’t have led the emperor’s horses so confidently.

“Rui.”

“Yes, Hero.”

“Is there anything you want to eat? I was thinking of making some snacks.”

“Hmm…”

“I was thinking of stir-fried peppers and meat in bread…”

“Hmm…”

“Uh, huh?”

She didn’t like bell peppers. She unconsciously shook her head at the mention of the word. The hero, who hadn’t expected her to refuse outright, looked visibly flustered.

“Please leave out the peppers for mine.”

“Ah, oh! I see. You don’t like bell peppers. Hmm, phew.”

“It’s not that I dislike them, I just don’t eat them.”

“Ah, okay.”

Yes. He seemed to accept her subtle correction.

Since transmigrating into this body, her taste buds had changed, and she couldn’t eat bell peppers. Her whole being rejected their crunchy texture and subtle aroma.

She didn’t care if they thought she was childish for not eating bell peppers. Well, she did care, but…

No, it was more than just caring… it was infuriating… but there was nothing she could do.

It was a fact that she couldn’t stand bell peppers.

“Hero.”

But she had a weapon.

“Yes?”

“I can’t… no, I don’t eat bell peppers, but I do like carrots.”

The fact that she liked carrots.

“So please don’t misunderstand.”

She looked directly at the hero and stated this firmly.

Hehehe.

The image of “childish Rui” that had been forming in the hero’s mind must have been completely shattered. She hurriedly covered her mouth and smiled proudly as the hero walked away.






  Chapter 15: A Hasty Victory and a Misunderstood Mage
Rui ate the meat sandwich (no peppers) the hero made and watched Lux frolic in the grasslands. Suddenly, she remembered something she had overlooked.

‘…This changes things, doesn’t it?’

The magic watermill village wasn’t mentioned in the original novel. But now, the hero had brought her the request personally. That meant the time it took to repair the magic watermill would delay their arrival at the Twilight Fortress.

‘That could be dangerous.’

During the Twilight Fortress episode, a soldier had a passing line:

“[If the hero had been even two days late, we would have all died…]”

Two days. That soldier’s grim prediction could become reality.

‘And if we factor in the time to arrive early and assess the situation…’

This wouldn’t do. She might have to cancel the watermill request. Or at least shorten the time spent on the other two requests.

‘The two combat requests don’t have a major impact on the party anyway.’

They were just monster subjugations. Adjusting the time spent on them wouldn’t change much.

‘That means…’

She would participate in these combat requests. She would participate and shorten the time spent on fighting and traveling as much as possible.



A few days later, in the middle of a vast forest.

“Everyone, battle positions!”

The hero’s sudden shout echoed, and the hero’s party quickly formed their ranks. Rui summoned her pen and stood beside Raphilia.

“Aswell, what are we up against?”

“Jackals and wolves. About two hundred. This is the first request.”

“Did they encounter each other while migrating? Unexpected, but not bad.”

Serin and Aswell quickly assessed the battlefield. The area that had been their resting place moments ago was now ready for bloodshed.

“Lux.”

Nicker.

As if sensing the situation, Lux approached her along with the other horses. Jackals and wolves preyed on animals like horses. These canine-like monsters enjoyed hunting in packs, using both quadrupedal and bipedal locomotion according to their individual characteristics.

“Lux. Do you need to stay behind me with these guys?”

The five horses were prime targets for the jackals and wolves. So, as a non-combatant, she had a duty to protect them.

“Don’t push yourself, the two of them can handle it.”

Raphilia said, and Rui nodded silently. Yes, they could. They were the hero and the future Sword Master. And they had the saintess backing them up.

Even if one or two monsters slipped through, the elf archer was stationed here. They hadn’t sought a mage because they were weak in large-scale battles. They needed a companion who could make large-scale battles easier and more efficient.

The four of them had a good track record, regardless of the scale of the battle. Large-scale battles simply took more time. And that wouldn’t change, even with her presence.

‘It’ll probably take about two hours.’

That’s how long it would take to eliminate nearly two hundred monsters with a holy sword, a regular sword, and a bow. She just had to make sure the five horses didn’t get spooked and run away.

…That’s what she would normally do.

But this time, she would participate in the battle. She couldn’t use direct attack magic, so she would provide support.

She raised her hand holding the pen.

“Raphilia.”

“Yes?”

“I’ll support you. Shoot when I give you the signal.”

“…Okay.”

Golden letters started appearing in the air, and Raphilia quietly drew her bowstring. The temporary formula she would inscribe on Raphilia’s arrow was Chain Reaction.

A golden inscription was absorbed into Raphilia’s arrow. The next inscription was for Serin’s sword. Her formulas couldn’t be inscribed on the hero’s holy sword, so she used Serin’s sword instead. The temporary formula she would imbue was Ripple.

The formula was inscribed on Serin’s sword, temporarily dyeing it gold.

“The jackal right in front of Serin. Now.”

“Okay.”

Whoosh!

As soon as she gave the signal, Raphilia’s arrow shot out. The arrow flew at terrifying speed and pierced the neck of the jackal about to engage Serin.

—-!

Before the jackal’s death throes even began, Serin’s sword cleaved it in two.

And then.

Ping.

Raphilia’s arrow and Serin’s sword. The two temporary formulas reacted.

A ripple erupted from the jackal’s corpse, engulfing the surrounding monsters. Not all the monsters died from the ripple. But a few did.

And then, another ripple erupted from those corpses. Like ripples spreading across a puddle on a rainy day.

One, several, dozens of ripples erupted in succession, sweeping the area. The hero and Serin, who were at the front, flinched and retreated but remained unharmed by the ripples.

‘It’s my magic, wouldn’t I know how to protect my allies?’

An attack that also hit allies would do more harm than good. So, she had included the necessary formulas from the start.

As a result, the battle that should have taken two hours ended in less than five minutes.

“Oh…”

The hero’s voice was filled with disbelief. It seemed to represent the feelings of the other party members as well.

“R-Rui…? What was that…?”

Phew…

She had poured a bit too much mana into the two temporary formulas, and she was slightly out of breath.

‘It would be nice if I had a naturally large mana pool.’

She had a way to receive mana externally, but it was too far away right now. She had started moving it closer, but it was still traveling.

“Rui, did you do that?”

The hero, noticing that there were no more living monsters, approached and asked. She nodded silently.

“Uh… but you didn’t have to participate in the battle.”

To be precise, she had said she wouldn’t participate. That she would focus on supporting them with equipment and tools as a non-combat mage. That’s why the four of them looked so bewildered.

‘Hmm.’

She couldn’t answer the hero’s question. She couldn’t say, “To keep the story on track.”

She fidgeted, searching for an excuse, and then remembered the cause of this whole situation: the magic watermill.

“…I wanted to see the watermill.”

“Huh?”

“I wanted to see the amazing magic watermill, and I wanted to get the meteorite fragment as soon as possible.”

“Aha…”

Fortunately, the reaction wasn’t bad. It would have been strange if it was bad. She had helped them finish the battle quickly.

“As expected of a mage, hee hee.”

Raphilia chuckled, lightening the mood. She was glad she had befriended her first.

“Thanks to Rui, we’ll arrive at that village early.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Haha, then let’s finish up here and depart.”

“Yes, yes. The mage wants to see the watermill as soon as possible.”

Hmm?

Serin’s words were technically correct, but something felt off. She did want to see the watermill, but…

“Rui, you’re so skilled in magic, but you still enjoy looking at watermills?”

“Yes. …Huh?”

“Well, I guess that’s fine.”

“Huh? Wait.”

“It’s okay, Rui! I also enjoyed watching ants march in a line when I was little! A-and I still do sometimes…!”

“That’s not what I…”

She wanted to see the magic of the watermill, not the watermill itself. She wanted to clarify, but Serin, the source of the misunderstanding, had gone to collect the monster corpses, and the other two heroines looked at her with understanding expressions.

The hero… he was just smiling gently in the distance.

“Hero?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t laugh.”

“…Pwahaha! Sorry!”

“…”

“No, but Rui, you have a way of making yourself easily misunderstood…”

Ugh.

When did she ever? He was a hero, yet he spread rumors and misinformation so casually.

She balled her fists and punched the hero. They didn’t do any real damage, but she continued hitting him playfully.

“Ahaha! Sorry, sorry!!”

“Hmph, I’m never helping you again.”

“I’m sorry…!”

Just try and reach the Twilight Fortress safely without her help. Mr. Nice Guy. Without her equipment, he’d be clinging to her robe and begging for help.

‘…I’ll give him the shoes, though.’

They would probably be finished by the time they reached the watermill village. She would give him those and nothing more.

After the commotion, or rather, the first request, was swiftly completed, the hero’s party rested and resumed their journey.

“Let’s hurry.”

“Serin.”

“Pfft, sorry.”

She furrowed her brows and glared at Serin. Serin quickly slapped her own mouth and apologized. Rui sighed and looked up at the sky.

The sun was setting, and the night sky was beginning to unfold. And there, to the right of the crescent moon in the eastern sky, she saw a small, blinking light.

‘It’s almost here.’

If it had arrived a little sooner, she wouldn’t have been so winded after using those two temporary formulas. But it was her fault for being overconfident with only the mana stored in her subspace.

She could recharge once it arrived, so she just had to wait a little longer.

“We should be arriving at the village soon.”

At the hero’s words, she opened the map. Indeed, the marker for the village that requested the magic watermill repair was nearby.

She wondered what the magic watermill looked like. And what kind of majesty the meteorite fragment would possess. She felt a flutter of excitement.






  Chapter 16: The Watermill and the Master Key
The watermill. It resembled a giant gear, its size comparable to a house, or even larger. Most were made of wood, and their characteristic creaking sound was delightful.

Creak, creak…

She gently pushed the stopped watermill, and it slowly started moving. She loved this sound.

“You said you wanted to see the watermill, but I guess you really did want to see it.”

“That’s possible. I understand.”

She heard whispers from behind but ignored them. Enjoying the sound of the watermill was her priority.

Watermills were very helpful. They connected two bodies of water at different heights and assisted with various tasks using the power of the flowing water. They were like gears, but powered by water.

“Um, shouldn’t we stop her? She seems to be getting pulled into the watermill…”

“…Nah, she’ll be fine.”

Windmills were similar. Unlike watermills, which were powered by water, they were powered by wind. And unlike the exposed watermills, they were attached to the tops of buildings and rotated inside. Still, in this world, both were made of wood, so windmills also produced the pleasant sound of rotating wood.

Creak… creak…

Hmm, the sound was lovely. Perhaps because it was made by an archmage, the sound was even more pleasing. Where was the source of this sound? Inside? Then if she went a little further in, she could…

“Wahhh?”

Splash.

“Ah, she fell in after all!”

“We have to save her!”

“Rui!”

“…It has a very powerful formula. It pulled me in, even though I have mana.”

“I definitely didn’t fall into the pool because I was curious. There was a miniature mana storm, and I lost my balance…”

“…Raphilia, do those actually exist? I don’t know much about magic, being a knight, but you know a bit, don’t you?”

“…Do they?”

“Anyway, thank you for saving me, Hero.”

“Mm…”

“But don’t misunderstand. I’m not interested in the watermill itself.”

Achoo.

“Rui, I get it, so let’s dry your hair now. I’ll dry it for you…”

“Lia, can you take care of Rui? I need to change my clothes.”

“Ah, okay!”

“Come to the village chief’s house when you’re done. The client is waiting.”

The hero, who had even taken off his armor because of her, wrung out his wet clothes and went upstairs.

“I can do it. Mmmph.”

“I’ll do it. Stay still.”

Her clothes under her robe were completely soaked, so she had to change. Raphilia started drying her hair with a soft towel.

“Rui, was this also part of your plan?”

“Huh?”

Suddenly, Raphilia started saying strange things.

“Because, um, you fell in, and now Aswell’s clothes are wet too.”

“So?”

“So, you deliberately did that to make him take off his armor and show off his physique, didn’t you?”

As if she would jump into a pool for that? She was about to retort,

“Or did you really like the watermill that much…?”

“…Actually, I did it to show you a nice view, Raphilia.”

But if she denied it, the only explanation left would be “she fell in because she was so fascinated by the watermill.” So she decided to agree with Raphilia’s claim.

“I-is that so?! As expected of Rui!”

She wasn’t sure what was so expected of her, but she was glad Raphilia bought it.

Thanks to Raphilia, she quickly changed her clothes, and they headed to the village chief’s house.

“Ah, you’re here!”

Behind the warmly welcoming Aria, she saw a man. A middle-aged man with a scruffy beard, as if he hadn’t groomed it in a long time.

‘But those eyes…’

They were filled with melancholy, as if he had five thousand stories to tell. She grabbed Raphilia’s sleeve and discreetly stepped back.

The village chief and the hero soon entered the house.

“Hero’s party, thank you for accepting our request!”

He started with formal greetings, then went on about how the village had been in despair because the previous mages couldn’t fix the watermill.

“…So, Winston here has been working hard, but we haven’t seen any results.”

“Winston. He’s a third-rate mage.”

Third-rate? What did that even mean? Was there a special reason he couldn’t advance to a higher rank?

Fortunately, the hero, noticing her intense stare, asked,

“Third-rate…?”

“…That’s all I am. I can’t handle any magic beyond third-rate. More importantly, Hero, are you going to repair the watermill…?”

“Ah, no. The mage in our party will… Rui?”

“I’ll fix it.”

She glared from behind Raphilia. Winston chuckled.

Oh, he was laughing?

“Well, if she’s in the hero’s party, she can probably fix a watermill easily. Ask me if you have any questions. Otherwise, leave me alone.”

With those words, Winston left the village chief’s house.

“I-I’m so sorry, mage. Please forgive Winston’s rudeness.”

“Rui, he seems like someone with a story… Rui?”

“How dare he provoke me.”

She had planned to fix it quickly because of their schedule. But now that he had challenged her, she would fix it at lightning speed and make him grovel with gratitude.

“Let’s go.”

“W-what? Rui?”

“If you help me, Hero, we can finish quickly.”

This wasn’t just a simple repair request; it was a battle against a third-rate mage who didn’t know his place. She took out her pen and started copying the watermill’s structure into the air.

“Rui, what can I do?”

“Just stay still for now.”

She would give him something to do when the opportunity arose. Until then, he could just sit there and cheer her on.

“There are no visible problems, and the watermill itself doesn’t seem to have any defects…”

She moved her pen, dismantling and reassembling the three-dimensional image of the watermill, analyzing it from every angle. She had to identify the problem clearly to proceed smoothly.

“It’s best to preserve the original materials as much as possible…”

Now it was time to examine the formulas inscribed on the watermill. She dispelled the golden image and walked over to the real watermill.

“…Hero?”

“Ah, sorry. I thought you were going to fall in again.”

The hero suddenly grabbed the hood of her robe. He thought she was going to fall into the pool again? Seriously?

“Hero, don’t be surprised.”

“What?”

She touched a specific part of the watermill, and a burst of multicolored light erupted. She felt the hero’s hand, which was holding her hood, flinch. He was trying to hide his surprise, but she had already noticed.

“I made the formulas visible. These are the formulas inscribed by the watermill’s creator.”

“Ah, I see…”

“Are you surprised?”

“…No?”

“Hehehe.”

The magic formulas that appeared resembled a fountain, spraying outwards. The shape of these formulas varied depending on the mage. Hers were like swirling whirlwinds.

“I see why the previous mages failed.”

“Really?”

“Yes. All the magic characters in the formula are distorted to make them difficult to decipher.”

She could see traces of the previous mages’ attempts to decipher the formulas. They all gave up within the first ten characters.

“The pen won’t work for this.”

She recalled the gold-inscribed pen. And for the first time in a long time, she took out her staff.

“Is that…?”

“It’s my staff.”

She rarely used her staff after developing the pen. The pen itself could function as a small staff and was much more convenient. But she kept the staff because she needed it for advanced formulas like this.

The staff was a matte white, adorned with golden lines and patterns, with a blue crystal at the tip. Two white rings, one large and one small, orbited the crystal.

“I’ll only tell you, Hero. This staff’s name is Master Key.”

She named it Master Key because it could be used for most types of magic, but the real reason was related to her Unique Magic. She could only use her Unique Magic with the Master Key.

“It’s a beautiful staff.”

“Thank you.”

Praise for her staff was praise for her. She held the Master Key with both hands and closed her eyes.

“Open.”

Ching.

The two rings responded to her command and started spinning rapidly.

“Analyze. Decipher. Repeat. Automatic.”

She input the four formulas and aimed the staff at the watermill. A platinum light emanated from the Master Key, enveloping the formulas.

“We just have to leave it like this.”

“Huh? That’s it?”

“Yes. It’ll take care of the rest. I just have to stay here and watch.”

“I see…”

“You didn’t need to come with me, Hero. You can go now.”

“But you said you had to wait.”

“Yes. I have to wait.”

She could continue her research with her pen while waiting. It would be beneficial for the entire party if the hero spent this time bonding with the heroines…

“I’ll wait with you.”

“…?”

But the hero’s words completely derailed her plans.






  Chapter 17: The Archmage’s Legacy
Two hours passed as Rui waited, the Master Key casually leaning against the watermill. The hero remained by her side, except for one brief absence.

“Rui, here. A woman from the village brought this.”

That one absence was to fetch meat skewers.

“Ah, thank you.”

“I made sure there were no bell peppers.”

“…”

Thwack.

She would gratefully eat it, even if it was just for the effort he put in to remove the peppers. At least she didn’t have to pick them out with sauce-covered fingers.

“This is delicious.”

“Right? This spicy seasoning is a local specialty.”

“I wonder how it would taste in carrot soup.”

“Carrot soup…”

It would probably taste like spicy ramen broth. Aria was good at making carrot soup, so she would ask her later and take some with her if it was good.

“Rui, can I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

“Like where you learned magic, or where you lived before.”

“I learned magic directly from my teacher. It was a bit difficult to find them, since they lived in the mountains.”

“The mountains? Were they like a reclusive sage?”

Reclusive? Living in a cave could be considered reclusive. A sage? Possessing knowledge and magical skill comparable to a sage, they could be considered one.

“Something like that.”

“To seek out a teacher in the mountains… you must be very dedicated.”

“It certainly took a long time to find my teacher.”

The location of their cave wasn’t properly described in the novel. So she had spent over a week searching, even digging with her bare hands.

“Then where did you stay after learning magic, before joining our party?”

“Near the capital. I had a lab there.”

“A lab…”

“Yes, this one.”

She opened a portal to her lab. She had diligently organized it since joining the hero’s party, so she wasn’t embarrassed to show it to him.

“Ah, I see…”

The hero looked at it with a familiar expression.

“I see… ah, sorry for only asking questions. Shall I tell you about myself?”

The hero’s story. Probably his past, before becoming a hero. Only parts of Aswell’s past were revealed in the novel. She was suddenly curious about his life.

“I was born and raised in a rural village in the eastern part of the empire. There…”

It was a typical hero’s story. A country boy who admired knights grew up to be chosen as the hero, destined to save the world. A person’s entire life could be summarized into such a simple narrative.

The hero had lived such a life, and would continue to do so.

“So, sometimes I miss the peaceful days of my childhood, but I prefer my current life.”

Meeting many people and experiencing many things suited him. That’s what the hero was saying.

“The opposite of me, then.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I enjoy researching in my room.”

On the other hand, she had lived a life immersed in research, rarely interacting with others, confined to her room. That’s the life she wanted. But sometimes, she wondered what it would be like to experience a life like the hero’s.

Perhaps that was one of the reasons she joined this party.

“Rui, thank you.”

“Huh?”

“You’ve been a great help since joining.”

She didn’t think she had done anything worthy of thanks. But the hero’s gaze was serious, so she couldn’t argue.

“Ah, well…”

The atmosphere was starting to become awkward again. Just then, she heard the Master Key activate.

Woooong…

“Done.”

“Is it finished?”

“No. But I think I’ve identified the problem.”

The formula causing the watermill’s malfunction was near the beginning. This would be over soon.

“I’ll focus now.”

“Okay. Do you want me to leave?”

She thought for a moment. Would the hero’s presence be distracting? No. It wouldn’t bother her.

“…No.”

“Then I’ll stay here for a bit longer.”

“Whatever.”

She focused on the formulas, rotating the two rings of Akasha. The hero’s gaze lingered on her, but she soon pushed it from her mind.

This was a battle.

Between the archmage of the past and her, the mage of the present. The thought of glimpsing a fragment of the archmage’s brilliance brought a smile to her face.

He knew she was a mage. Although she was different from the mages he knew, both in appearance and specialization, she was now a mage of his party. She rarely smiled. Except when eating carrot soup or discovering interesting magical ingredients, she mostly had a neutral expression.

But now, she was smiling.

The watermill, created by a past archmage. He had chosen this request thinking she might like it. It was the right choice. He could see her smile because of it.

That smile was like a child’s curiosity. She hated being seen as childish, but he couldn’t help it. She was just so cute…

“…What am I thinking?”

He shook his head. She was a companion. And perhaps someone with far greater magical abilities than the four of them combined. Whenever he looked at her, he remembered the emperor’s words:

“[I planned for the hero, the saintess, and the Star of Magic to journey together. But the Star of Magic refused, so you had to depart without them.]”

Star of Magic.

Who was this Star of Magic the emperor spoke of? They were called a sage, but he didn’t know if they were male or female. And now, he wondered if the sage was the woman in front of him.

The reason was simple. He couldn’t imagine a mage stronger than her. The Star of Magic, who could even refuse the emperor’s decree.

If she really was the Star of Magic, who was her teacher? And what was her real reason for joining this party?

He became more and more curious about her.

Suddenly, he remembered the incident where he accidentally opened her door. His face flushed.

‘No way.’

This was just… curiosity… right?

“How’s it going?”

Just then, he heard a voice from behind. The gruff beard, the tired eyes, and the laid-back posture.

“Winston.”

It was Winston, the watermill’s caretaker.

‘This should be enough for now.’

Next, he just had to set up the automatic process with the Master Key. Then it would be another waiting game. And he could talk to Rui some more while they waited.

As he was about to turn around, he bumped into something.

“Oof.”

“Ah, Rui. Sorry.”

“What the—?”

“We have a visitor.”

He peeked over the hero’s shoulder and saw the visitor. It was Winston, the third-rate mage who was the watermill’s caretaker.

“Well, I was wondering how it’s going. Can you fix it?”

Was that a sneer? Winston asked with a smug grin.

“Personally, I hope you can’t.”

The hero protectively put his arm around Rui’s shoulders, trying to hide her.

“Why? Doesn’t the village need the watermill fixed?”

The hero’s wary tone was unfamiliar. The holy sword, sensing his wariness, glowed faintly.

“Well, yes. But that’s the village’s perspective. Mine is different.”

Different? She had a feeling something was wrong with him. The hero must have sensed it too, which is why he was trying to protect her. She had to answer his question.

“I can fix it.”

“…Is that so.”

“By tomorrow morning, this watermill will be working perfectly. And it’ll supply water to the entire village.”

“…”

“So don’t get your hopes up about me failing.”

She wouldn’t let him down. Winston’s shoulders slumped, and his arms hung limply by his sides.

“Sigh… then that won’t do…”

The hero’s hand moved closer to his holy sword. His eyes, fixed on Winston, were sharp. Just then.

“Daddy~!”

“Papa!”

“So my sanctuary is gone.”

The voices of two children echoed from afar. And with that, Winston crumbled.

“…?”

Both she and the hero froze.

“Daddy~!”

“Daddy’s here.”

“Daddy!!! Mommy said to come home quickly!! The watermill’s going to be fixed anyway, so stop slacking off and come take care of the baby!!”

“Uh, uh… but Daddy’s doing something important.”

“If you don’t come, I’m supposed to say, ‘You got me pregnant when I was a magic academy student and brought me all the way to this village,’ right?”

“Yeah!”

“…I’m going.”

The children arrived and left like a storm. A devastated man was left in their wake.

“…”

“…”

“…”

The three of them were silent. She and the hero slowly started to understand his situation. And then, they realized why he looked like that, why he had said those things.

“Um…”

“Uh…”

As she and the hero struggled to find the right words, Winston spoke.

“Since you’re fixing it anyway, please fix it completely. I don’t think I can make any more excuses…”

Winston left after saying that. She later ran into the village chief and asked about Winston.

“Ah, Winston? That guy, he was tutoring a magic academy student, his current wife, and… well, she got pregnant with their first child.”

“Aha…”

“So Winston, who was quite promising, quit magic and moved here. Now he’s a father of four.”

So there was another child besides the one they called “baby.”

‘…He just wanted a break.’

He must have been exhausted, raising four children, and longed for a moment of peace. Then the watermill broke down, and he, as a third-rate mage, was put in charge of its maintenance.

But he quickly realized he couldn’t fix it and used it as an excuse to slack off. And now that she could fix it, he had said those things.

“…Winston used to sleep there, pretending to fix the watermill, but now…”

“…Hmm.”

This wouldn’t do. She had to give him a gift.



The next day, they talked with the villagers before leaving.

Splash, splash!

Behind them, the watermill spun vigorously, and Winston’s children played excitedly in the splashing water. She approached Winston, who was watching his children with a wistful expression.

“Winston.”

“…Mage. The watermill is working perfectly. You’ve saved our village.”

“Well, I didn’t completely fix it.”

“…Huh?”

“It requires mana infusion and monitoring for about three hours, once a week. Otherwise, it’s likely to break down again.”

“…So you’re saying…”

The middle-aged man’s eyes sparkled. It was quite a sight.

“Thank you, thank you!”

“But don’t abuse it.”

“Of course not! Sob! I thought I would be stuck at home until my children grew up…!”

He was so grateful that he grabbed her hands and shook them vigorously.

“Uh, um…”

After saying goodbye to the villagers, she joined the hero’s party and was about to mount Lux.

“Rui.”

“Yes, Hero.”

“You were talking to Winston just now.”

“Ah, I gave him a gift.”

“A gift?”

She explained what she had told Winston, and the hero nodded in understanding. Then he suddenly looked at her hands.

“…You didn’t have to shake his hands, did you?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Let’s go.”

The hero left those cryptic words, mounted Tempest, and left the village.

She opened the bag she was carrying. Inside were fragments of a stone containing starlight. The meteorite fragment, her reward.

Now, only one journey remained. After that, they would head to the Twilight Fortress.






  Chapter 18: Arrival in Alphares
The hero’s third request didn’t require her help. Or rather, it didn’t require her direct magical assistance.

Thud…

The body of the giant spider monster, called the Great Web, collapsed.

“Request complete. Good work, everyone.”

“Phew…”

Unlike the previous jackal and wolf request, this time there was only one target. And the hero’s party was stronger in small-scale battles.

Moreover…

“Rui, these shoes are amazing!”

“They are! I just ran lightly, but it felt like I was moving as fast as Raphilia!”

She had given them the shoes she had been preparing. Shoes custom-made with formulas tailored to each individual, just like the gloves.

Fortunately, the reviews were positive.

“Hehehe, you’re welcome.”

“Rui, your shoulders are getting higher…”

“Now that I think about it, our mage seems like the type who would dance well when praised.”

After a brief discussion about the successful request, the heroines started complaining. Fortunately, not about the shoes, but about the Great Web they had just fought.

“It’s a little sticky…”

“Ahaha, well, we were covered in webs.”

She seemed to have realized the true purpose of this request.

‘Was this a deliberate fanservice scene by the author?’

The three heroines were covered in spider webs.

“…”

The hero was desperately trying to avoid looking at them.

“Everyone, go wash up in your rooms.”

She hadn’t been hit by any webs, thanks to her position at the rear and her robe. She could easily buy them time to wash up.

‘The Great Web’s ferocity will be helpful.’

The monster had made a mess of the surrounding area, so there was no need to worry about attacks from other monsters or wild animals.

“Oh, really?”

“Then should we take turns washing up?”

“No, just go together. I can be alone for that long.”

The three heroines’ faces brightened. They thanked her and entered their rooms using the keys she had given them.

“…”

“…”

“…”

“…”

“…Aren’t you going, Hero?”

“Huh? Me?”

She was about to wait for the others while gazing at the sky, but strangely, the hero didn’t enter his room. He was also covered in spider webs. No, he was covered in webs and sticky fluids, so he must be even more uncomfortable.

“Yes. Go wash up.”

“But I can’t leave you alone in this forest…”

She sighed at the hero’s stubbornness.

“Hero, you smell.”

“…?!”

“It’ll be fine for ten minutes, so go wash up.”

“O-okay. I’ll be back soon.”

Perhaps he didn’t like being told he smelled. The hero was startled and hurried into his room. Four doors were left floating in the air in front of her.

She took out her pen and marked a spot in the sky with a golden dot.

“Hmm, about five days.”

She had made preparations for any unforeseen circumstances during the Twilight Fortress episode. About five days remained until ‘it’ arrived. She wanted it to move faster, but it was a delicate matter.

‘Let’s review the plan.’

The Twilight Fortress. One of the important episodes the hero’s party would experience in the western part of the empire, centered around a mysterious structure that appeared near the major city of Alphares.

‘It’s practically a siege.’

The battles the hero’s party had fought so far were mere subjugations, mostly one-sided, with minimal casualties. But this time was different. Numerous adventurers, mercenaries, and Alphares’ guards would participate in the battle. And countless monsters would pour out of the Twilight Fortress.

War. The hero’s party would experience war at the Twilight Fortress.

‘More importantly, it’s where the hero’s party first encounters a powerful demon.’

The hero’s party had encountered demons before. But most of them were around the same level as Akturas, the demon she encountered in Intrell Village.

However, at the Twilight Fortress, they would meet demons whose individual strength rivaled the hero’s party members, and because of them, the party would be scattered.

‘To preserve the party’s strength… I have to avoid that scenario.’

Even if she prevented them from being scattered, the potential for growth wouldn’t disappear.

“Hmm.”

She had a plan, since she still intended to follow the story as much as possible.

“Rui, I’m back. Everything alright?”

Was there a significant difference between how long it took men and women to wash up? The hero, who entered his room last, came out first. His hair was still damp, indicating he had rushed.

“Yes, everything’s fine.”

“Um… I don’t smell, do I?”

“I was joking earlier.”

“Aha…”

She sighed, stood up, and took a towel from her subspace. A clean one, of course.

“Sit down.”

“Uh? Oh…”

She started drying the hero’s hair, adding a pressure point massage, just like Raphilia had done to her.

“Hero, have you heard anything about the major city of Alphares?”

The hero, who usually didn’t know where to look, gave her a serious expression.

“Yes. The frequency of monster appearances has increased dramatically… I heard the higher-ups in Alphares are anticipating the appearance of a demon.”

Hmm, it seemed the higher-ups weren’t incompetent. Count Alphares was probably leading the charge. Thanks to his foresight, they were able to gather a large number of reinforcements.

“Did Count Alphares request anything specific?”

“He said it wasn’t urgent, but he would like us to stop by Alphares. He didn’t give us a specific request.”

“I see. You’re done now.”

“Huh?”

“I have to do the front too.”

“Uh, oh…”

The hero awkwardly turned around while sitting on a rock, and she moved closer, drying his black hair with the towel. It took a while to dry his hair with just a towel, without any modern conveniences like a hairdryer.

Still, she finished before the other heroines came out.

“All done.”

“Th-thanks.”

“Ahhh! That’s refreshing!!”

“Raphilia, you’re being too loud.”

The three heroines emerged just then, and their break ended. They mounted their horses and left the forest, heading towards the major city of Alphares.



Black brick walls enveloped in darkness. But strangely, the light coming through the windows was a dusky hue, similar to twilight. Countless screams and roars echoed from within the walls, and the ground trembled slightly.


	
Akturas has fallen.





A low voice echoed from empty air within a chamber of the fortress.

“One of the Primordial Roots?”


	
Indeed.





“Who was the opponent?”


	
The hero’s party.





“The hero’s party? They shouldn’t have been able to detect Akturas’ presence.”


	
There’s a new mage. It seems she was the one who dealt with Akturas.





“A variable. But a single addition won’t make much of a difference.”

Chuckle.

An old man’s laughter filled the chamber. The sound was like an old man’s, but the demonic energy it contained was extraordinary.

Rumble…

The fortress trembled from the mere sound of his laughter. The voice in the air warned him,


	
Don’t be overconfident. The mage’s true identity is still unknown.





“No matter who she is, she can’t interfere with this plan!!”

Bang!

A wrinkled fist slammed down on the armrest of the throne, and a thunderous sound echoed.

“Our kin will soon be the first to descend, and they will be the most favored and loyal servant. I will proudly present the hero’s head to them.”

Chuckle, chuckle.

The voice in the air disappeared, and the old man slowly sat on the throne. A new mage who had joined the hero’s party, which had consisted of four members for the past year.

This should be interesting.

The old man’s mouth stretched into an abnormally wide grin.



Nicker.

“Whoa.”

Lux suddenly bucked, waking her up.

“Rui, wake up. We’re almost there.”

“Mmm…”

Was Lux’s buck her alarm clock? At Raphilia’s words, she stretched and looked ahead.

A giant city surrounded by white walls. The major city of Alphares. It was right in front of them.

Beep.

She took out her pen and marked another golden dot in the sky. They had arrived a day earlier than expected, perhaps because she had overestimated their travel time.

At this rate… she should be able to account for any variables.

“We need to enter the city and meet Count Alphares. Is everyone alright?”

There were no objections. Even if they were the hero’s party, they still had to show respect to the local nobility. He was a well-regarded noble, so even the other heroines, especially the usually critical Raphilia, nodded readily.

The Alphares Mansion, the heart of Alphares, was located on slightly higher ground. The city itself was built on the slopes of a mountain, so the elevation naturally increased towards the back.

“Hero, we’ve been expecting you. The Count has been informed of your arrival.”

Starting with the guard captain at the gate, news of their arrival spread quickly.

“It’s the hero!”

“Hero~!”

Despite just hearing the news, the citizens erupted in cheers.

“Thank you, everyone.”

The diligent hero greeted each and every one of them. The heroines also seemed to have their own fans.

“Aria! Look this way!”

“Serin, you’re amazing!”

“Raphilia~!”

As for her… well, she had no fans. She hadn’t been officially introduced yet.

“Who is she?”

“Was she always there…?”

Those were the most common reactions. Then, she heard someone call out to her.

“Wow~ is that the mage?!”

But the voice was high-pitched and childish. Like a child’s voice…

“But she’s so young! Is she the hero’s little sister?”

What?

She glared at the speaker. It was a child. She tried to ignore it, but the words kept echoing in her mind. Then, the hero, who was walking ahead, approached the child.

“I-it’s the hero…”

“Hello.”

“Hello…”

“The person you’re talking about is the mage of our party. She’s incredibly skilled in magic. Even I can’t treat her lightly.”

“Aha…”

“So please refrain from calling her my little sister. She hates that the most.”

“Y-yes sir!”

…He didn’t need to defend her, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

After receiving a grand welcome, they arrived at the mansion and met a man.

“Greetings, hero’s party.”

He was a man with a distinctive mustache. He looked like a stereotypical villainous noble from a cartoon. But despite his appearance, he was surprisingly well-regarded.

“I am Weiner Alphares. Pleased to meet you.”

The head of the Alphares family, the lord of this city. Count Weiner Alphares.




  Chapter 19: Secrets and Suspicions
Weiner Alphares offered the hero’s party lodging in his mansion.

“As those fighting for us, you deserve to stay in a comfortable place.”

He assigned four butlers and maids to each of them.

“Hero, your armor…”

“We’ve prepared some grape snacks for Aria.”

“We’ve prepared attire according to Serin’s preferences, based on information from the Imperial Knights.”

He even assigned an elf maid to Raphilia, the elf princess.

“Princess, I’ll be attending to your needs. Please call me whenever you need anything.”

“Uh… huh?”

She never expected to see one of her kin serving in a human’s mansion. Raphilia’s eyes widened.

“She was dispatched from the Elven Kingdom at our request, specifically to attend to you.”

Weiner Alphares emphasized that the elf wasn’t a s*ave. Raphilia, who was already speechless, became even more so at the elf maid’s confirmation.

“Um… may I ask for your name?”

Finally, the old butler turned to Rui, seemingly at a loss for how to address her.

“I’m Rui.”

She readily told him her name.

“Rui, I’ll show you to your room.”

As she followed the butler, she made eye contact with Count Alphares. She felt a strange sensation but continued towards her room.

“Then everyone! Let’s meet up after we’ve settled in!”

“Okay!”

“Yes!”

“Alright.”

“Okay.”

The hero’s party scattered like leaves in a whirlwind, swept away by the tide of servants. She hoped this wasn’t the scattering mentioned in the novel.

“This way.”

It couldn’t be. That scattering happened inside the Twilight Fortress. A maid led her to a room. It looked like a stereotypical noble’s room from a romance fantasy novel. A sky-blue room filled with ornate decorations.

Similar to her eye color.

“…So soft.”

Perhaps because it was a room prepared especially for guests, the blanket was incredibly soft. It was so comfortable that she couldn’t help but flop onto the bed and wriggle around.

It was practically a monster of comfort.

“…Rui?”

Oops.

Fortunately, it was Raphilia, not the hero, who was standing there. Raphilia’s bewildered expression indicated she had witnessed Rui’s antics on the bed.

“…Did something happen?”

“Huh?”

“Did. Something. Happen?”

She glared at Raphilia, and Raphilia finally nodded.

“Yes, something happened. Rui flopped onto the bed and started wriggling around.”

“Ugh.”

“You’re slow.”

She lunged at Raphilia, but the archer was too quick for her. To gain the upper hand, she issued an ultimatum.

“I guess I’ll have to exclude your equipment next time.”

“…Huh?”

“You’re so fast, you probably don’t need my equipment anyway.”

“N-no.”

“And the hero’s too… I guess he can manage on his own.”

“No! I’m sorry!”

Hmph.

That’s what she thought. Seeing the elf princess clinging to her robe and pleading was quite satisfying. It made her feel superior… like she outranked the princess.

“…What are you two doing?”

Serin, sensing the commotion, approached with a bewildered expression, and the situation momentarily calmed down.



“Let’s split up and act independently.”

The hero’s party decided to act independently, using the major city of Alphares as their base. It was a logical decision.

They hadn’t encountered an enemy that required the entire party yet, and the monster appearances were widespread, so dividing their forces was the right move.

“So, I was thinking Serin, Lia, and I could take the north, south, and east gates.”

“Based on the monster appearance statistics from the Adventurer’s Guild, there have been almost no appearances in the west.”

That was to be expected.

The Twilight Fortress would emerge from the west gate. Until then, the demons would send monsters to the other three directions as a diversion, gradually weakening their forces.

‘It’s a good thing they excluded me.’

This would give her time to prepare some magic in the west.

“I’ll take the east gate, where the monster appearances are most frequent.”

“If Aswell’s taking the east, I’ll take the south.”

“Hmm, then I’ll take the north.”

Aswell, Raphilia, and Serin’s targets were decided. Next was Aria.

“Then I’ll patrol all the gates and tend to the injured.”

Finally, only Rui remained. Everyone’s gaze turned to her.

“I’ll check the defenses in the west, just in case.”

It wasn’t a lie. Some might call it slacking off, but the hero’s party didn’t think so.

“Minimizing variables is a good idea.”

“With Rui’s abilities, she could probably even redirect some of the forces stationed in the west.”

They trusted both her skills and her character. She was now a proper member of the hero’s party.

‘Not bad.’

Actually, it was quite good.

‘Let’s make a plan.’

Not just a rough sketch, but something more concrete. A plan that would benefit the hero’s party without disrupting the story’s progression.



“The hero and his companions have left the mansion.”

“Working hard from the moment they arrived. That’s what makes them heroes.”

Weiner Alphares’ gaze followed the hero. The black-haired hero. The young man the emperor brought along with the saintess one day.

There was initial confusion, but it quickly subsided. Everyone present, and those who later heard about the hero’s arrival, felt it was inevitable.

‘But I didn’t expect our family to be part of the prophecy.’

He thought it would happen later.

‘Well, it doesn’t matter much.’

The Alphares family just had to continue their usual course of action. And for that, the hero’s party’s current stay in the city was crucial.

He didn’t know what the future held. The monsters could disappear without a trace, or a horde of demons could attack the city.

So Weiner Alphares made as many plans as possible. Dozens of plans based on the ‘four’ members of the hero’s party. But now, he might have to discard all of them.

‘Rui, was it?’

The white-haired girl. The girl with a white robe adorned with red patterns matching her hair color and striking blue eyes.

She was the hero’s party’s mage.

There was no mage in the hero’s party reports until two months ago. Initially, the Star of Magic was expected to join the party, but they refused, and for the past year, there had been no mage. And now, one had finally joined. A girl with exceptional beauty, unusual for a mage.

“Count.”

“What did they say?”

“…Unidentifiable.”

“Our Alphares’ informants couldn’t identify a single mage…?”

“The mana repulsion from her robe disrupted all of our informants’ detection tools.”

“Well, she has to be that capable to be the hero’s party’s mage.”

It would be strange if the mage, the core of the party’s firepower and support, couldn’t even withstand a simple detection tool. But on the other hand, it was hard to believe, considering the informants’ track record.

‘The Star of Magic mentioned by His Majesty would probably be this capable as well.’

The enigmatic mage, known as the Star of the Empire. No one knew the Star of Magic’s face, except for the emperor. No, it wasn’t even known if the Star of Magic was male or female.

But two things were certain:

The Star of Magic was under the emperor’s protection.
And the Star of Magic possessed magical abilities worthy of such protection.

‘The only comparable figure would be the Master Whitesmith.’

The mage who produced transcendental magic tools that even archmages couldn’t easily replicate. Like the Star of Magic, their identity was unknown, but more was known about them. Occasionally, the Master Whitesmith’s creations would appear in auctions.

‘Wasn’t the Knight Commander’s sword a magic sword made by the Master Whitesmith?’

He had heard there hadn’t been a new Knight Commander since.

‘This is getting complicated.’

The white-haired girl riding a black horse, slowly leaving the mansion. How would she compare to the Star of Magic and the Master Whitesmith?

“That’s a bit unfair, isn’t it?”

It was unfair to compare her to figures like the Star of the Empire and the pinnacle of magic tool creation. Weiner Alphares felt a pang of guilt towards the hero’s party’s mage and stroked his mustache.

“Tell them to use the traditional approach.”

“Understood.”

After the butler left, Weiner drained his teacup. His duties as a host were over. It was time to get back to work.




  Chapter 20: Fortifications and Flattery
The current gate assignments for the hero’s party were as follows:

Hero: East Gate.
Raphilia: South Gate.
Serin: North Gate.
Aria: All Gates.

And lastly, Rui: West Gate.

The East Gate had the highest reported monster appearances, followed by the North and South Gates. Monsters did appear at the West Gate, but they were few enough to be handled by mercenaries and adventurers.

That meant she wouldn’t have much to do even if she went to the West Gate right away.

‘But that’s even better.’

This gave her time to prepare for the Twilight Fortress.

‘The western wall collapsed, causing significant damage.’

The original hero’s party, without her, followed the same deployment. Then, the Twilight Fortress appeared near the West Gate, prompting them to assemble. During that time, the wall collapsed. This resulted in heavy casualties among the civilians and the western forces.

“[If the hero had been even two days late, we would have all died…]”

The soldier said that because the hero had saved the city, which was on the verge of being overrun after the west was breached. The hero’s talent, strength, and speed allowed him to reach the west quickly, minimizing the damage and enabling them to prepare for the subsequent battle, which they ultimately won.

‘This time will be different.’

Because she was here. The hero’s party gained no lessons or growth from this series of events in the original story.

Rushing to the west to save the weak? Learning a lesson from seeing the dead?

They had already done that countless times. The hero always did that.

So, there was no need to let it happen again.

‘I have plenty of time.’

She had found a faster route, saving them two days, so she had ample time. Reinforcing the walls with the Master Key should prevent the collapse.

Crackle!

She summoned the Master Key and slowly left through the West Gate. Currently, Alphares was closed to ordinary citizens. Only those with special permits could enter or leave, so there was hardly anyone at the gate.

She saw guards, mercenaries, and adventurers chatting amongst themselves. They glanced at her but quickly returned to their duties. She passed them and left the city.

“Lux, can you put me down?”

Nightlux pawed the ground, found a stable spot, and gently lowered its body. She jumped off and examined the towering city walls. They were made of beautiful white stone produced in this region.

“Oof.”

Nicker.

She lost her balance while craning her neck to look up and almost fell backward. Fortunately, Nightlux caught her just in time.

“I’ll give you something delicious later.”

Nightlux, being a horse, also loved carrots. Which was a problem, because she had been saving various regional specialty carrots to make soup for herself. She could give Lux a set of Alphares carrots and fruits as thanks later.

“Let’s reinforce one-third of the wall for now… Should I use Mithril-like?”

She had some real mithril, which was highly resistant to magic and incredibly strong, but not enough to cover the entire wall. She had a liquid metal she developed, Mithril-like, with similar properties, so she could use that instead.

She took out the Master Key and summoned a subspace, preparing for the reinforcement work.

“Excuse me, who are you?”

A guard approached and cautiously asked. He seemed to mistake her for someone important because of her robe.

“I’m a mage. I’m assigned to the West Gate.”

“A mage…? I’m the captain of the West Gate guards, but I haven’t received any such report.”

So he was the captain. He certainly looked older than the other guards. Since he was in charge of one of Alphares’ four main gates, it seemed all reports regarding troop deployments went through him.

The other guards’ gazes sharpened at his words. They seemed to be on high alert.

‘I should have brought a butler with me.’

Since her status as the hero’s party’s mage wasn’t widely known, the only ones who could vouch for her were members of the Alphares family. Or the hero’s party, but they had already left for their assigned posts.

“Do you have any documents…?”

“Wait, I can vouch for this mage.”

Just then, her savior appeared.

“Serin?”

The blue-haired knight. It was Serin.



“What? Serin…?”

“The Serin… of the hero’s party?”

Not just the guards, but even the mercenaries and adventurers stirred at her reaction. And so did her inner thoughts.

‘Why are you here?’

She was supposed to be at the North Gate by now.

“So you know me.”

“Of course. Your past achievements, as well as your contributions to the hero’s party, are an inspiration to all knights.”

“That’s a bit much… Anyway, you can trust this mage.”

Serin walked over and put her arm around Rui’s shoulders.

“She’s the mage of our hero’s party.”

“The hero’s party?!”

“No wonder her robe looked so expensive…”

Just a single word from Serin, and everyone was convinced. Only the guard captain seemed troubled.

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Serin. But I need an official report…”

“Ah, a butler from the Alphares family is on their way. You can ask them.”

Perhaps relieved to pass the responsibility, the guard captain’s expression brightened at the mention of the butler.

“Understood. Then we’ll excuse ourselves!”

“Thank you.”

She looked up at Serin, who had resolved the situation so quickly.

“Serin.”

“Yes?”

After the guards and the others left, Serin’s tone became more casual. She asked Serin why she was here.

“Ah~ that’s… Aswell asked me to come.”

“The hero?”

“Yes. He said you might run into trouble, so he asked for my help. He said he was too far away to come himself.”

So the hero had anticipated even this situation.

“But then wouldn’t the north be unguarded?”

“Ah, Aria went to the north first. There are apparently quite a few injured there.”

If that was the case, there was nothing more to say. She had been worried about the hero’s party being shorthanded, but Aria could handle it.

‘She’ll probably make sure no one dies or gets seriously injured…’

Aria was popular among the soldiers due to her beauty, gentle nature, and healing abilities. Just having Aria there to heal them would boost their morale significantly.

‘This might actually work out.’

It would be better to create an opportunity for Serin before the Twilight Fortress incident. Then she could witness Serin fighting monsters and demons with burning passion.

“I’ve taken care of the situation… do you need anything else?”

“Um, not right now.”

Serin couldn’t help her with the wall reinforcement or other preparations. But she did need Serin’s help with the hero’s party’s harem.

“Really? Then can I go to the north now?”

“Yes, of course. You’re just as Aswell described.”

“…Huh?”

“Then have a safe trip.”

Push and pull was important in conversations with Serin. The key was to say something suggestive and then act like she was leaving.

Then Serin, caught off guard, would stop her…

“Oof.”

“W-what did you mean by what you just said?!”

…And crave praise.

She wriggled free from Serin’s embrace, caught her breath, and asked,

“What do you mean?”

Serin wouldn’t give up unless she was specific.

“What… Aswell said about me.”

“Ah, of course. But can you wait a moment? I need to set something up first.”

She had taken the bait. Now she just had to rephrase the hero’s lines from the novel and relay them to Serin. But that would take a while, so she had to give the Master Key instructions first.

Woooong.

“Assess. Restore. Reinforce. Material… Mithril-like.”

She input the simple commands and leaned the Master Key against the wall.

Nicker!!

“Ah, Lux. Stay still.”

There weren’t any suitable rocks or trees, so she had to use Nightlux as a support for the staff. She would appease Lux’s displeased expression later by sharing her stash of premium carrots.

“Serin, I’m done.”

“Okay.”

It was time to play with the knight’s heart.




  Chapter 21: Scheming for Serin
Serin’s initial reaction to the young mage was indifference. She assumed Rui was just another woman drawn to Aswell’s fame, abilities, and appearance.

So she didn’t voice her opinion, simply agreeing with Raphilia. Although Raphilia joined later, Serin and Aria usually trusted her judgment in these matters. And Raphilia’s objections usually convinced Aswell.

But this time was different.

“[She cast subspace magic without chanting or a magic circle.]”

Aswell defended the new mage for the first time. It was the first time he insisted on his position despite Raphilia’s opposition.

In the end, Rui joined their party, and it proved to be an excellent decision.

Overwhelming magical skills and the incredible magic tools she created. The gloves and shoes she made were like new limbs for Serin.

If she could swing her sword once before, she could now swing it two or three times in the same amount of time. The three steps she needed to retreat to dodge were reduced to one.

The efficiency of all her actions and techniques in battle drastically increased.

Just by wearing the equipment… she could see a glimpse of the realm she thought she could never reach.

Sword Master.

The highest level a swordsman could achieve, a title held by only three people in the entire empire. She had joined the hero’s party not only because she liked Aswell but also because she aspired to become a Sword Master.

But no matter how many enemies she fought or how much she trained with the talented Aswell, the wall of Sword Master remained insurmountable.

There was something she hadn’t told the other companions. Sometimes, she felt a sense of inadequacy.

Aswell, Aria, and Raphilia all had exceptional abilities and promising futures. But what about her? She became a quasi-noble through her swordsmanship, but if she couldn’t become a Sword Master, that would be the end of it.

She didn’t have the numerous nobles and the emperor’s favor like Aswell, who held the title of hero. She didn’t have the influence of the entire church like Aria. She didn’t have the status of an elf princess like Raphilia.

A quasi-noble, a knight who failed to become a Sword Master. Serin worried that would be all that remained of her after the Demon King was defeated.

But then…

“…I’m Rui, the new mage. Pleased to meet you.”

Things changed after Rui arrived.

Rui, the white-haired mage. She filled the void in Serin’s heart and enhanced her abilities.

Her magic tools and support supplemented Serin’s movements and techniques, and by relaying Aswell’s praise, she filled the emptiness in Serin’s heart. The praise, in particular… it was something she unconsciously craved.

The hero’s teacher. Quasi-noble. Knight. The numerous titles that defined Serin didn’t bring her praise or encouragement. Because she was the hero’s teacher, because she was a noble, because she was a female knight.

So, when Rui relayed Aswell’s praise, she felt a sense of fulfillment.

“So, during the jackal battle, your quick judgment was very impressive…”

“Mm…”

She started looking forward to Rui’s praise.



She had Serin completely hooked.

“S-so, Rui, what do you think of me?”

“You’re amazing, of course.”

“Mm.”

“Sexy.”

“S-sexy…”

“And the most reliable knight.”

“~!!!”

Serin’s expression changed dramatically with every word of praise. Her reactions were so entertaining that Rui found herself enjoying the act.

After the praise-filled session, Serin looked refreshed. Then, blushing, she said,

“Y-you’re a good mage too, Rui.”

Returning the compliment? Unfortunately, mere compliments wouldn’t sway her.

“Your gloves and shoes have been very helpful. Thanks to the shoes, I was able to reach you quickly…”

“…”

“Aswell also praised your gloves and shoes.”

“…”

“So I’m really glad you joined our party.”

“…Heh.”

Rui turned away from Serin, hiding the twitching of her lips. It definitely wasn’t because she was happy to be praised.

Nicker.

‘…? Did Lux just look at me strangely?’

As if looking at her with pity…

It must be her imagination.

Anyway, Serin was now practically on her side. Now, all that remained was to create an opportunity for Serin and the hero.

“By the way, Serin.”

“Yes?”

“You like the hero, right?”

“W-what? H-huh?”

Serin’s face flushed crimson, and she covered her cheeks with her hands. Rui pressed further,

“Your eyes sparkle whenever you talk about him.”

“N-no, that’s… well, yes.”

Serin readily admitted it. Rui smiled, satisfied, and told her the plan.

“Then I’ll help you.”

“Huh? With what?”

“With earning the hero’s affection.”

The hero was completely oblivious, so it would be difficult unless she was proactive. Serin looked at her, puzzled.

“But Rui…”

“Yes?”

“Don’t… don’t you like Aswell too…?”

“…I don’t.”

As if. She would never like the hero. She made that perfectly clear.

“Well, okay. But I’ll understand if you change your mind…”

“I won’t.”

Enough about that. It was time to formulate Serin’s strategy.

“You and the hero are on the front lines, right?”

“That’s right…”

“So, he probably sees you more as a comrade-in-arms, a close friend, rather than a romantic interest.”

“…”

Serin’s expression darkened. Her emotions were so transparent when it came to the hero. It was quite amusing.

“And with your teacher-student relationship, it’s even more difficult.”

“Ugh…”

“So, you should aim for a surprising change.”

“A surprising… change?”

“Yes.”

This was different from the change she suggested to Raphilia. Raphilia was usually friendly in everyday life and in battle. So she advised Raphilia to show a serious side in the flower field.

Serin had to do the opposite.

“Ask the hero out to dinner within two days. Just the two of you. After a difficult battle.”

“W-what…?”

“A restaurant that serves alcohol would be ideal. Order some food and drinks, and have a casual conversation. About the battle you just fought.”

“But that’s what we usually do.”

“The key is what comes next. Have a drink. Then, look at the hero quietly and smile.”

Even the oblivious hero wouldn’t be able to ignore a beauty like Serin smiling at him. And then she would say,

“‘It’s… nice to have dinner with you, especially since it might be our last.’ Something like that.”

“M-me? Say something like that…!”

The key to the line was ambiguity. As if there were hidden feelings, but not explicitly stated.

A usually serious teacher and companion smiling gently and saying it’s nice to spend their last moments together? It was bound to work.

One of the reasons Serin became a heroine so late in the original story was because she couldn’t create such a light yet poignant atmosphere. She always approached him seriously, which made things awkward.

‘So, having a casual drink together would be perfect.’

It wouldn’t be as impactful as Raphilia’s flower field episode. But Serin’s weapon was “infiltration of everyday life.” Making it a memorable moment was key.

And since they were closest to each other during battles, setting up a meeting would be quick and easy.

“But, um, will Aswell even go to a restaurant?”

“Why?”

“Count Alphares said he would provide all our meals. And there aren’t any restaurants between the North and East Gates…”

She hadn’t considered that. The geographical issue. She would have to take care of that.

“…Then, come to the central shopping district tomorrow night. I’ll bring the hero there under the pretense of buying magic tools.”

There were apparently a few magic tool shops in Alphares’ back alleys. She could ask the hero to accompany her as an escort. Since there wouldn’t be many monsters at the East, North, and South Gates, the hero would agree.

“As for Aria and Raphilia… I’ll try to keep them occupied. But time is short, so you have to act quickly.”

“O-okay.”

Compared to Raphilia, the remaining time was extremely limited. But Serin’s instincts and sincerity would make it work.

Woooong.

“The formulas are complete.”

“Formulas?”

“Yes. I was reinforcing the gate.”

She patted Nightlux, who had patiently waited. She recalled the Master Key and headed back to the Alphares Mansion with Serin.

She was looking forward to tomorrow.




  Chapter 22: A Disguise and a Date
The day of Serin’s “happy tavern date” had arrived.

‘But duty calls.’

Even if she was helping Serin, she couldn’t neglect her own tasks. So, Serin headed to the North Gate, and Rui went to the West Gate.

The wall reinforcement was already complete. Today’s tasks were to inspect the work and add supplementary formulas.

‘It’s a sort of alibi.’

A way to avoid suspicion about her knowledge of the Twilight Fortress.

“Lux.”

Nicker!!

“Ah, don’t run away.”

It seemed Nightlux had sensed her plan to use it as a stand for the Master Key again. She was a little hurt; she had even given it her premium carrots.

‘I should add a self-standing formula to the Master Key later.’

She opened a subspace and dropped a large chunk of ore. Platinum-colored, stronger than steel, and highly resistant to magic – mithril. But for now, it was a stand for the Master Key.

“Observation and alarm functions should be enough.”

Anticipating that the auxiliary formulas might be damaged by attacks from the Twilight Fortress, she buried the Master Key in the ground, away from the wall. It was like a seismograph.

“Lux. Come here, I’ll give you a carrot.”

Lux, understanding the word “carrot,” immediately approached. But it glared at the Master Key, as if warning her never to try that again.

“This one’s quite tasty too…”

Spit!

“…”

…Did it just…?

She had given it a premium carrot, but it spat it out as if it wasn’t good enough. Her hand trembling, she picked up the discarded carrot and tossed it into a subspace.

“…No more carrots for you.”

How dare it waste a carrot. No carrot soup for Lux for a while.

The target location to lure—no, invite—the hero was a magic tool shop in the back alleys. That wasn’t her only reason for going there.

‘I heard there’s a famous gem crafting specialist in Alphares.’

She had studied and researched various magic and auxiliary fields for the past five years, but there was still much she didn’t know. Gem crafting was one of them.

‘I want to make gem-type magic tools too.’

Gems and minerals were closely related to magic. Mana stones were the foundation, and countless ores and gems served as materials for magic tools.

And since she preferred her creations to be aesthetically pleasing, gem crafting was a necessary skill.

So, before leaving the mansion this morning, she had asked the hero for a favor while they were alone.

“[Hero.]”

“[Yes, Rui?]”

“[Could you… come to the East Gate early today?]”

“[Uh… why?]”

“[I have some business in the central shopping district… it’s in the back alleys, so I’d feel safer if you came with me.]”

“[…Okay. I’ll be there. Definitely.]”

The appointed time for Serin and the hero was 7:00 p.m. She had arranged to meet him at 4:00 p.m., so she had three hours to herself.

After finishing the inspection and her research, it was time to meet the hero.

“Lux, I’ll give you a premium carrot.”

She needed Nightlux to get there quickly, so she made peace with it by offering a premium carrot.

Nicker.

Nightlux approached and sat down beside her with an expression that said, “If you insist.”

“…You’re not a horse, are you?”

It was so cunning, more like a fox than a horse. She mounted Nightlux and headed for the central shopping district.

“Lux, you’re good with directions.”

She hadn’t even touched the reins, yet Lux guided her through the optimal route. Was this the perfect self-driving vehicle from cyberpunk novels?

As they neared the central shopping district, a thought suddenly occurred to her.

“…Do I need to change my clothes?”

She remembered the reaction of the mercenaries and adventurers earlier.

“[No wonder her robe looked so expensive…]”

She was going to a magic tool shop in the back alleys, a place frequented by less reputable individuals. She doubted they would bother a noble, but it depended on the person.

‘…And the hero would be overly cautious.’

Her excuse for bringing the hero along was “protection.” So he would do everything to fulfill that role.

‘The main event isn’t the magic tool shop, it’s Serin’s date.’

It wouldn’t do for him to be overly focused on protecting her. She needed to concentrate on the magic tools and gem crafting techniques, and those thugs would only be a distraction.

“…Let’s change.”

She summoned the door to her lab between two buildings and slipped inside. She changed into simple black clothes a friend had picked out for her.

Her shoulders felt a little exposed, but…

A female friend had chosen it, so it should be fine.

“Hero! Thank you!”

“You saved us!”

Several mercenaries cheered for a man.

“It was thanks to your support. I should be thanking you for fighting alongside me.”

Aswell sheathed his holy sword, acknowledging their cheers. If it were like yesterday, he would have continued fighting for another three hours, but he had a prior engagement today.

“Then I’ll be going now. Tempest.”

The white horse, waiting nearby, approached at his call. Aswell mounted Tempest and quickly left the gate.

‘I’m late.’

He was slightly late because he had to save a mercenary at the last minute. He doubted Rui would be angry, but breaking a promise still bothered him.

“The central shopping district is this way.”

He guided Tempest through the fastest route. Thirty minutes later, he arrived at the central shopping district.

“She said to meet under the clock tower.”

The clock tower was a common meeting place in the vast central shopping district. Fortunately, it stood tall and was easy to find.

As he approached the clock tower, he suddenly thought about his appearance. Even though he wasn’t injured and wasn’t covered in blood or dirt, he still looked disheveled.

It was a relief that he had left his armor with Tempest’s luggage. Thanks to that, no one recognized him.

Pat, pat.

He brushed off his clothes, trying to look presentable. He slowly walked towards the plaza where the clock tower stood.

She would be wearing her usual white robe.

Thinking that, he looked around for a white robe. But no matter how hard he looked, there was no one in a white robe.

“Isn’t she here yet…?”

Something could have happened at the West Gate, delaying her. It was an unavoidable part of being in the hero’s party.

‘It’s better for me to wait.’

But his thoughts were interrupted by a finger poking his back.

“Hero, you’re late.”

The voice of the person he was meeting. She had been waiting for him.

“Sorry, the request took longer than expected…”

He quickly turned around to apologize. No, he tried to apologize, but stopped mid-sentence.

She wasn’t wearing a white robe. It was the opposite, a black outfit. A dress? Or something else?

But one thing was certain. No single word could accurately describe what she was wearing.

“…Rui?”

She stood there, arms crossed, looking up at him with sharp eyes. He couldn’t tell if she had crossed her arms because she was angry, or to cover her slightly exposed shoulders.

“Even in the back alleys, shops have closing times.”

“Uh, ah, that’s… the battle took longer than expected… I’m sorry.”

She sighed softly. Then, she smoothed out his wrinkled sleeve and said,

“Well, it can’t be helped, you’re the hero. Fortunately, the shops aren’t closed yet. We’ll make it if we go now.”

“That’s a relief…”

“Then let’s go.”

She held his sleeve and led him away. Aswell, bewildered by her unfamiliar appearance, finally calmed down enough to ask,

“Um… Rui. That outfit…”

“Ah, I changed because I didn’t want to stand out. Is it… not good?”

She asked, glancing back at him. He couldn’t bring himself to say anything negative.

“…Not at all.”

“Then it’s fine.”

If she said it was fine, then it was fine. Aswell stopped thinking. If he thought about it any further… he didn’t know what might happen.




  Chapter 23: A Gift and a Gentle Push
Had the hero sustained a head injury during the battle? His eyes darted around nervously, and his movements were jerky.

‘This isn’t good.’

A mentally unstable hero was a scenario they couldn’t afford, even as a joke. He was the only one who could defeat the Demon King, so she had to bring him back to his senses.

“Hero, wait a moment.”

“Yes?”

She performed the most basic, yet effective, diagnosis.

“You don’t have a fever…”

“Rui, what are you…”

She placed her hand on his forehead, but he wasn’t feverish. His skin was cool to the touch, almost inviting her to linger.

“Hero, are you sure you’re not sick?”

“Uh, why…?”

“You keep trying to distance yourself from me, and you won’t meet my eyes.”

He was acting like someone with a contagious disease. Aria could easily heal him, but that would disrupt her gem crafting plans and Serin’s date.

She looked at him with genuine concern.

“…It’s nothing. I’m perfectly fine.”

“Then why are you acting like this?”

“Uh? That’s…”

“If you’re not sick, then stay close. The alley is narrow, and you’re blocking the way.”

“O-okay, okay, just stop pulling my sleeve…”

Alphares’ back alleys had a completely different atmosphere. The most noticeable difference was the darkness, even though it was early evening.

‘There aren’t as many shady people as I expected.’

Perhaps because it wasn’t their active time yet, the alleys were quite clean. The lights from the shops above cast a soft glow, creating an almost dreamlike atmosphere.

“It’s cleaner than I expected.”

“Indeed.”

The hero also looked around, surprised. She could have kept her usual clothes on.

‘…But the hero said he liked this outfit, so maybe not.’

She could just say she changed for a change of pace.

“It’s… to the right here. If we go this way, the first sh—oof!”

“Ah, sorry. There’s a large branch there.”

He suddenly pulled her back. Worried she would hit the branch, he had pulled her towards him. She was grateful, but her exposed shoulder bumped against him.

“Thank you.”

She bowed her head and moved to avoid the branch. She was so focused on gem crafting that she probably wouldn’t have noticed it.

‘That was really thoughtful of him.’

But she had already thanked him. It was too awkward to thank him again.

‘…I’ll buy him something at the magic tool shop.’

That should be sufficient compensation. If she considered performance, it was obviously better to make something herself. But this was a token of gratitude, so it didn’t have to be anything special.

Besides, she had already given the entire hero’s party gloves and shoes, so the impact of another handmade gift would be lessened.

‘And I need to give them something else soon.’

She was planning to make something for them in a day or two. So, this time, she would just buy him something.

“The first shop is here.”

She had chosen several magic tool shops to create opportunities for the hero and Serin. The first one was the Red Fox General Store.

“The Red Fox General Store… it has a red roof and a fox drawing, just like the name suggests.”

“Yes. And they specialize in general magic tools. Come on, let’s go in.”

She pulled the hero’s sleeve and opened the wooden door.

Woong.

She sensed a magic circle as soon as they entered, probably for security. The hero, also sensing something, examined the doorframe.

“Hey, mister~? No matter how much you stare, there’s nothing to steal~”

“Ah, sorry.”

The hero, scolded by the owner, followed her dejectedly.

“This way.”

She led him to a corner with several baskets. They were mostly small, basic magic tools, smaller than her palm.

“What are these? They’re so small.”

“These small ones are mostly disposable magic tools. For example, this is… ah, thank you. This one purifies contaminated water.”

She stood on tiptoe to reach a magic tool on a high shelf, but it was too far. The hero took the cube-shaped magic tool and handed it to her.

“Purifies contaminated water? This small thing?”

“Yes. Most mercenaries and adventurers can’t afford to hire clerics or mages. This solves their drinking water problem.”

And carrying water added significant weight to their luggage. She explained a part of the wonderful world of magic tools, and the hero looked intrigued. Seeing his expression, she couldn’t help but smile.

“And this is…”



They stayed longer than expected.

“Let’s go. We’ve been here too long.”

“Huh? Oh.”

“Come again~ you big spenders~”

They weren’t big spenders, and they weren’t a couple! She had just bought some rare ingredients and a few regional specialty magic tools. And it wasn’t a “couple”; it was just the two of them.

“Thank you! We’ll put the purification capsules you gave us to good use…”

“We’re late.”

It was her fault for being engrossed in the magic tools, but that wasn’t the point. It was the hero’s fault for being so attentive and responsive.

“Just one more place. I have to go there.”

“Where?”

“A shop called the Witch’s Garden.”

“Witch’s? Don’t tell me…”

“Yes, it’s run by a witch.”

Of course, there were other witches in this world besides the future witch heroine. The Witch’s Garden was run by a fairly skilled witch.

“I think this is it.”

“Here? Hmm, it looks more like a house than a shop.”

Unlike the Red Fox General Store, which clearly looked like a shop, this place didn’t even have a sign. There were only flowers and vines growing around the door.

But it was precisely because of that that it suited the name Witch’s Garden.

Knock. Knock, knock. Knock.

She knocked on the door in a specific pattern, and a seductive voice answered from inside.

“Come in.”

The door suddenly swung open, pulling her and the hero inside.

Slam!

The door closed with a bang, and they found themselves in a small garden filled with sparkling jewel-like flowers. And within the garden, a witch sat quietly, sipping tea.

“A cute child and a handsome young man. So, what brings you to my shop?”

She was Diyursil, the Jewel Witch, the owner of the Witch’s Garden.



The witch before her, Diyursil, was mentioned in the original novel.

‘She was the witch heroine’s mentor…’

She had helped the persecuted witch heroine and, despite her somewhat intimidating appearance, was a kind-hearted witch.

So what was so intimidating about her appearance?

“Um…”

The hero was desperately trying to avoid looking at Diyursil. That’s right. She was wearing… a rather revealing outfit.

It was just a form-fitting black dress, but the “form-fitting” part was the problem. Seeing the hero’s flustered reaction, Rui felt a strange emotion.

‘…I’m a little angry.’

She didn’t know why. Perhaps she was annoyed that he was only reacting now, after being oblivious to the heroines’ flirting. Yes, that must be it.

In the end, Rui was the one who addressed Diyursil.

“I’m here to learn a technique from you.”

“A technique?”

“Yes. Your technique of inscribing mana and magic formulas into gems.”

“My, what a bold child.”

There was a reason for her reaction. Some mages and witches treated their magic as a secret technique. So for Diyursil, the Jewel Witch, gem crafting could be considered her secret technique.

‘She actually deserves to be called a master of secret techniques.’

Her crafting methods and skills were that exceptional. But the reason Rui spoke to her so boldly was because she knew Diyursil would agree.

“Hmm…”

‘…Or not?’

The witch’s enigmatic smile made her nervous.

“I can teach you the technique. But there has to be compensation, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Ah, about that, I was planning to offer you materials and magic tools you might like…”

“No, I want something else.”

“Huh?”

Diyursil’s gaze shifted past Rui, upwards and behind her. She followed her gaze and saw the hero, who had been avoiding Diyursil and looking at Rui. She realized what Diyursil wanted. She quickly stepped in front of the hero, spreading her arms protectively.

“You can’t have him.”

“My, why not? Didn’t you bring him here as part of the deal?”

“No. I won’t hand him over, no matter what.”

She didn’t know how much time it would take if the hero stayed here and got close to Diyursil. The hero was busy.

“Even if I refuse to teach you?”

“Yes.”

Then there was nothing she could do. Learning from Diyursil was the best option, but if it didn’t work out, she would have to find another way.

Seeing the faint mana emanating from Diyursil, she took out her pen. A few seconds of silence passed, and Diyursil spoke first.

“I’m just kidding, mage. I won’t touch the hero.”

Diyursil stood up, chuckling.

“Come in. If my skills can help defeat the Demon King, I’ll gladly assist.”

She beckoned Rui and entered the garden.

“…Wait, how did you know I was the hero…?”

“I’m a witch. I knew your face from the start.”

Witches also had better insight than mages.

“It was probably a harmless joke. But I can’t hand over the hero, even as a joke.”

“Uh… what do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said. I can’t hand over the hero to anyone.”

“Huh?”

Ah, she forgot a word.

She should have added “not to any other heroines…” Well, they probably understood. Or perhaps they thought she meant it in a platonic, comradely sense.

“Hero, please wait here for a moment.”

It was almost time for Serin’s date. She had something to buy from Diyursil first.

“Diyursil, sell me a crafted gem. Now.”

“Now? Why?”

“I want to give the hero a magic tool.”

“Hmm…”

“…?”

“Then… take this. I won’t charge you.”

She handed Rui an opal. But it wasn’t the usual white opal with a play of colors; it was more translucent.

“It’s like water. It suits you.”

“Um, thank you.”

She thanked her and went back outside. She took a brooch she had made a while ago from her subspace and attached the opal to it.

‘I was going to buy him something, but… oh well.’

“Hero, this is for you.”

“This is… a brooch? Why?”

“For the branch earlier. It’s a thank you gift.”

“…Thank you.”

Fortunately, the hero seemed to like it.

“And… it’s going to take a while, so I think you should go back first.”

“No, I’ll wait.”

“No, you should rest. I don’t want to keep you here too long.”

“It’s fine…”

The hero insisted on staying, but she somehow managed to send him away.

“Phew…”

Now, all that remained was for the hero to run into Serin on his way back to the mansion. She had told Serin which route to take, so they should meet without any problems.

She wished them a successful date and re-entered the garden.




  Chapter 24: Serin’s Gamble
Ugh.

The blue-haired knight hesitated, yet her feet kept moving forward. The time the mage had promised was fast approaching.

When that time came, she would be alone with the man she adored.

“It’s been so long…”

It had definitely been over a year. Since joining the hero’s party, she hadn’t had a moment alone with Aswell, away from Raphilia and Aria.

The last time they were alone was probably when she trained him in swordsmanship before he was chosen as the hero. Even then, other knights joined them later, so it was hardly “alone” time.

And now, the opportunity had finally arrived.

‘What should I talk about…?’

She had so much she wanted to say that she couldn’t decide on a topic. The mage who devised this plan had told her to talk about today’s battle.

‘I should follow Rui’s advice…’

If today went well, similar opportunities would arise. She could talk to him little by little each time.

And if there were no such opportunities? It didn’t matter. She and Aswell were on the front lines; she could easily talk to him during brief respites in battle.

“Phew…”

She hadn’t been this nervous even when facing the giant monster in the east. Serin tried to calm her racing heart.

“Aswell should be here any minute…”

“Oh, Serin?”

“Eek!”

She wasn’t ready yet! But she couldn’t ignore Aswell. If she did, everything would be over.

Serin turned around awkwardly, her preparations incomplete.

‘Huh?’

Aswell wasn’t wearing his usual armor; he was in casual clothes. And on his chest was a sparkling jeweled brooch.

‘Did he always have that…? Ugh… I don’t know.’

She didn’t know if he had always had it or if he had acquired it recently. But that wasn’t important. Now that they had met, she had to start the conversation.

“A-Aswell? What brings you here?”

‘I bit my tongue!’

But fortunately, Aswell didn’t seem to notice.

“Ah… Rui asked me to escort her to the magic tool shops.”

“I see.”

As expected of the clever mage. Aswell had arrived at the central shopping district just as planned.

“What about you, Serin?”

“I just finished the battle in the north and came here to relax. I wanted a drink.”

“A drink? I thought you didn’t like alcohol.”

“Well… I feel like drinking today.”

He even remembered that! Serin struggled to contain her excitement.

“Um… Aswell.”

“Yes?”

She had to say it now. This oblivious hero would never make the first move.

“If you’re free… want to have a drink together?”

“Uh…”

And this considerate hero never refused a companion’s request.

“Sure. Where should we go?”

“I have a place in mind. This way.”

The plan to lead him to the restaurant went off without a hitch.

‘Thank you, Rui.’

The young mage must be cheering her on right now. Serin felt a surge of gratitude as she walked beside the hero towards the restaurant.



“Here it is.”

The restaurant she suggested had a cozy atmosphere. It was a small restaurant where she used to eat when she was a knight trainee. With only a few tables, it seemed to focus solely on the food.

“Welcome. Sit wherever you like.”

At the owner’s gruff words, they sat at a table in the corner.

“What do you want to eat?”

“Hmm… I think I’ll have the stew.”

And some alcohol.

The food and drinks arrived quickly. Aswell hadn’t ordered any alcohol, but two mugs filled with beer were already on the table, thanks to Serin.

“Cheers~”

“Cheers.”

The two wooden mugs clinked, and foam spilled over. Contrary to Serin’s worries, the conversation flowed smoothly.

“So, I came up with a variation of the first form of the standard swordsmanship today…”

It was mostly about battles and training, topics they often discussed. But Rui had told her to start with familiar topics, and Serin found herself relaxing.

As the alcohol started to take effect, Serin changed the subject.

“…You used to speak formally to me, Aswell.”

When Aswell wasn’t officially the hero yet, when Serin was training him, they used formal language.

“You want me to call you ‘Master’ again?”

“Heh, it’s been a while since I’ve heard that. But it’s okay. I don’t like that title anymore.”

“Oh, why?”

“Because…”

Perhaps Serin herself realized, a little too late, what she was saying. But emboldened by the alcohol and the mage’s encouragement, she continued,

“If we’re just teacher and student, you won’t look at me.”

“…Huh?”

It was a sudden, unexpected confession. It was filled with more passion and emotion than the lines the mage had given her.

“Heh.”

“W-wait, what did you just…?”

“I said I don’t like it because you won’t look at me.”

The young mage hadn’t anticipated this: how bold Serin became under the influence of alcohol. Of course, Serin herself hadn’t known this either.

“Aswell.”

“…Yes.”

“I like our current situation. Being in a party with you… me… Aria… Raphilia… and Rui…”

Serin took another sip of her beer.

“…”

“Why is that? Hmm? Aswell, why do I feel this way?”

Serin looked at Aswell with soft eyes. His face seemed to be flushed.

Was it the alcohol? Or the lighting in the restaurant? Or…

“S-Serin, I think you’ve had too much to drink…”

“No. Well, I am drunk. But I know what I’m saying.”

She wasn’t feminine and demure like Aria, nor was she bright and cheerful like Raphilia. And she wasn’t incredibly talented and contributing to the party like Rui. All she had was their past relationship and their current proximity.

Serin wanted to be closer to him.

‘But if I get too close, he’ll feel pressured.’

So, before Aswell could answer, she interrupted him.

“Tell me your answer… later. Okay?”

“…Okay.”

“Hehehe, thanks. Then I’ll be going now. I’m feeling hot.”

The cool evening air hit her as she left the restaurant. Expressing her long-held feelings was incredibly refreshing.

“It’s all… thanks to you.”

The young mage had told her that Aswell and the others praised her and had seen through her feelings for Aswell. If it weren’t for Rui, she would still be agonizing over her feelings.

She hadn’t confessed. Not exactly. She had simply hinted at her feelings and made him more aware of her.

Judging by his stunned expression, she could consider this a victory.

She didn’t know if her actions were right. But she didn’t want them to be “right”; she just hoped they weren’t “wrong.”

“…I have to do my best tomorrow!”

She stretched, feeling the alcohol wear off. Serin jogged for a few hours before returning to the mansion.



“…“

Did he realize her feelings? Or was he truly oblivious?

‘…I don’t know.’

Aswell stared at his unfinished drink, recalling the knight who had been sitting across from him moments ago. He had vaguely sensed it when she asked that question.

Love, or romantic interest. It probably wasn’t that serious yet. But Serin was interested in him.

“Sigh…”

Honestly, he didn’t mind. No, it actually made him happy.

Serin was a knight he greatly admired and respected. Knowing she was interested in him made him interested in her as well.

But the reason he sighed was because of the other members of the party.

He had similar thoughts a few weeks ago, during the incident with Raphilia in the flower field. He was captivated by Raphilia, radiant in the sunset and flowers.

Serin’s confession was similar, yet different. Seeing Raphilia was like water suddenly boiling, while seeing Serin was like a single drop creating ripples in a still pond.

He took a few gulps of his drink.

“Sigh…”

He was starting to feel confused. The only consolation was that he hadn’t been involved with Aria, the saintess. But he couldn’t ignore these confusing feelings.

The respected knight who showed interest in him.

The elf princess who almost captivated him.

And… the mage, the cause of this confusion, who was constantly on his mind.

He didn’t know what to do.




  Chapter 26: Turning the Tide
The West Gate was typically quiet compared to the other gates of Alphares.

But with the sudden appearance of the fortress, it had become a chaotic maelstrom.

“Move it! We need reinforcements!”

“Multiple adventurers injured! We need the Church’s aid!”

“Get your gear ready! The next wave is about to depart!”

Shouts and screams filled the air.

Serin arrived first.

Followed by Raphilia and Aria, and finally, Aswell.

“Where’s Rui?!” Raphilia cried.

“I can’t see her! There are too many people!” Aria exclaimed.

The four of them frantically searched for their mage companion.

But Rui’s distinctive white robe and large white staff were nowhere to be seen.

“Where is the West Gate Captain?!” Serin demanded.

A middle-aged man approached, breathing heavily.

“Lady Serin,” he acknowledged.

“Sorry to bother you when you’re busy, but this is important. Have you seen our companion?” Serin asked.

“Your companion…? Are you referring to the mage?” the Captain inquired.

“Yes, the small mage we met before,” Serin confirmed.

“We’re looking for her too, but she disappeared right after the commotion started. No one has seen her. I apologize,” the Captain reported.

“Wait, Captain. You’re looking for Rui too?” Aswell asked, surprised.

“Yes, Aswell. The word is that the walls are still standing because of her,” the Captain explained.

Confused, the hero’s party looked at each other.

Serin spoke up, “I saw Rui casting some magic on the walls with her staff… could that have been a reinforcement spell…?”

“That’s why she’s not here! Where did she go…?” Raphilia worried.

“There you all are,” Rui said, appearing behind them.

“Rui!” Aswell exclaimed.

“Where were you?!” Raphilia cried, rushing forward and embracing Rui tightly.

“Oof!” Rui gasped, momentarily suffocated by Raphilia’s embrace.

“Ahaha… I was gathering information on the fortress,” Rui explained.

Everyone’s gaze shifted towards the imposing black fortress silhouetted against the setting sun.

“It’s about half the size of Alphares. Monsters are pouring out from what appears to be the east gate,” Rui reported.

“Where did that thing even come from…?” Aria whispered.

“Demons,” Rui stated simply.

“Demons? Ah…”

Instead of gasps of horror, sighs of resignation filled the air. Monsters weren’t capable of this. Only demons could create such a structure.

“So… what kind of demons are they? We don’t have much information on them…” Aswell said.

Unlike monsters, whose types and strengths were well-documented, information on demons was scarce, even within the Empire’s highest ranks. Demons were notoriously secretive and manipulative.

Even encounters were rare, so knowledge about them remained limited.

‘I know, but… I can’t tell them,’ Rui thought.

Unlike the fortress, revealing her knowledge of the demons would raise too many suspicions. She opted for a vague explanation.

“Firstly,” Rui began.

“Yes?” Aswell prompted.

“The fact that they can build a fortress of this scale suggests they possess superior intelligence compared to typical demons. They’ve likely evolved to facilitate construction, or they’re highly skilled in magic and similar techniques,” Rui deduced.

Although not immediately apparent, the Twilight Fortress was designed for humanoid proportions. If the inhabitants were massive creatures, the fortress would be scaled accordingly.

Therefore, they were likely humanoid in form.

And since it was unlikely the demons built the fortress brick by brick, they probably used magic.

‘Humanoid demons skilled in magic,’ Rui thought. Their fangs were sharp indeed.

“Specialized skills. That’s what we need to focus on for now,” Rui concluded.

“…Right. Let’s formulate a plan,” Aswell agreed.

Monsters continued to pour from the fortress like an endless tide.

Mercenaries, adventurers, and guards fought back, but they were tiring quickly.

The hero’s party needed to join the fight before the lines broke.

This time, however, they wouldn’t be fighting separately.

“With demons and that fortress, it’s only going to get more dangerous. We need to finish this quickly,” Aswell declared.

‘Did he say that in the original story?’ Rui wondered.

It wasn’t a bad idea, regardless.

“The monsters won’t keep coming forever. A horde this size will eventually stop,” Rui added.

“So, we’re not fighting alone, and we’re not fighting separately either?” Serin summarized.

“We’ll be fighting alongside the mercenaries, adventurers, and the guards,” Aswell confirmed.

“Like… a war,” Aria murmured.

Aria was right. This was war.

“Alright, we’ll maintain our usual formation. Serin and I on the front lines, Aria in the middle, and Rui and Raphilia at the back,” Aswell instructed.

“Understood. Captain, the hero’s party will be joining the battle,” Serin informed the Captain.

“Understood. I’ll relay the information to the others,” the Captain replied.

“Please inform the mercenaries and adventurers as well,” Serin added.

“I contacted the Church on the way, so reinforcements should arrive soon,” Aria said.

Despite the sudden crisis, the hero’s party calmly planned and executed.

Rui felt a quiet sense of pride in being their companion.

“Alright, everyone. Let’s stay safe. Let’s go!!” Aswell shouted.

The first battle against the Twilight Fortress began.

The monsters emerging from the fortress were significantly stronger than those typically encountered.

The powerful magic emitted by the fortress and its demonic inhabitants enhanced their physical abilities and powers.

This explained why the forces defending the West Gate were struggling.

“Damn it, hold the line! They’re stronger than usual!”

“Medic over here!”

Chaos reigned.

But the arrival of the hero’s party changed everything.

“It’s the hero’s party!” someone shouted.

All eyes turned towards them.

Swish!

Aswell, with his snow-white sword, cut down the approaching monsters with ease.

Whether a hundred or two hundred monsters came at him, he pressed forward relentlessly.

“Lady Serin is supporting us!”

Beside him, Serin, the blue-haired knight, danced through the battlefield.

Her swordsmanship, honed with the Empire’s basic techniques, was amplified to devastating effect.

She was like a blue tempest.

“Injured to me!!” Aria called out.

“Hear my prayer. Descend and grant us peace…”

With her hands clasped together, Aria released a golden light that spread across the battlefield.

“Whoa…! My wounds are healed!”

A single prayer from Aria held the power of dozens of ordinary priests.

This was the power of the Saintess, the agent of God.

“Hey, watch out behind you!!”

“Huh?”

A distracted adventurer, awestruck by Aria’s power, let his guard down.

Thump!

“Focus! This is a battlefield!”

An arrow whizzed past, felling the monster behind the adventurer.

He turned to see Raphilia scolding him.

She surveyed the battlefield, then aimed her bow at a struggling group of soldiers.

Wind swirled around her, and a green arrow materialized, different from her usual arrows.

Boom!!

The arrow flew with an explosive force that shouldn’t have been possible from a bow.

It soared across the battlefield, striking the targeted monster group.

Kaboom!

A small explosion erupted, obliterating the monsters.

The relieved soldiers expressed their gratitude from afar.

Their morale boosted, they picked up their weapons and renewed their assault, fighting alongside and for each other.



Two hours passed.

They fought hard, and the hero’s party fought even harder.

“Gah!”

But the monsters kept coming. Casualties began to mount in areas beyond Aria’s immediate reach. Even with her swift healing, the sheer difference in strength was taking its toll.

But if Aswell and the others focused solely on healing, gaps would appear elsewhere in the lines.

“Ha…ha…”

Raphilia gasped for breath, nocking another arrow.

Just as she was about to fire, Rui stopped her.

“Raphilia, stop,” Rui said.

“What? What do you mean…?” Raphilia asked, confused.

“This isn’t sustainable,” Rui explained.

She had been constantly generating golden characters with her pen to support the hero’s party.

“The gap between the monsters and our forces is too wide. I underestimated it,” Rui admitted.

Raphilia lowered her bow, watching as Rui put away her pen and drew her white staff.

“I should have prepared a spell for this situation. My mistake,” Rui said.

A spell? What kind of spell could be prepared in just two hours, and why would it be necessary?

“Master key, process review. …Done. Just a moment,” Rui muttered.

She stepped forward, her gaze sweeping across the battlefield.

She twirled her staff in her small hand. The two white rings at the tip began to spin rapidly.

“Range set. All combat personnel at the West Gate of Alphares,” Rui declared.

All combat personnel?

What kind of spell could affect such a wide area, one that even Aria couldn’t fully cover…?

“Multiscale-Enchanting,” Rui announced.

A golden light erupted from the rings on her staff.

No, it wasn’t light. It was a torrent of countless golden characters.

They soared into the air before descending onto the weapons and armor of everyone present.

“Fatigue reduction, weight reduction, recoil reduction, speed boost, sharpness enhancement…”

It was like a shower of golden rain. The fighters paused in awe.

“Ha…” Rui let out a small breath and uttered a final command.

“Activate. Now.”

A golden wave pulsed from everyone’s equipment.

Gasps of astonishment echoed across the battlefield.

“What… what is this…?”

“My weapon… it feels different…?”

While everyone was still bewildered, an adventurer swung his sword at a nearby monster.

Swish!

“Huh?”

The monster was cleaved in two, dead instantly.

Seeing this, the others hesitantly resumed their attacks.

And they quickly realized the impossible had become reality.




  Chapter 27: Into the Fortress
It was too simplistic.

Rui had miscalculated the degree to which the demons and the Twilight Fortress amplified the monsters’ strength.

‘I should have considered the distance from the fortress,’ she realized.

Empowered creatures grew weaker the further they strayed from their source of power.

But the Twilight Fortress was practically on Alphares’s doorstep, so the amplification remained at full strength.

‘More importantly, the demon behind this must be quite powerful,’ Rui deduced.

It couldn’t be a different demon from the original story.

The Twilight Fortress was unique to a specific demon’s magic.

Perhaps it was simply a discrepancy between the novel’s description and the reality of the situation.

“Ha…” Rui sighed, her breath ragged from the strain of creating the spell on such short notice.

She felt dizzy, having poured her mana and focus into both supporting her party and developing the multiscale enchanting spell simultaneously.

“Ugh…” she swayed.

“Rui!” Raphilia caught her just as she was about to collapse.

“What did you just do?!” Raphilia asked, concerned.

“I, uh… applied some magic to everyone’s equipment,” Rui explained weakly.

“What…? But everyone has different builds and equipment… Don’t tell me…?” Raphilia trailed off, her eyes widening in realization.

That was precisely why it had taken Rui two hours. A simple mass enchantment wouldn’t have required a new spell. But tailoring the enchantments to each individual’s stats and equipment demanded extensive data collection, calculations, and application.

“That’s insane… insane…” Raphilia muttered in disbelief.

“Rui!”

Aswell, Serin, and Aria rushed over.

“Did you do that?” Aswell asked, gesturing towards the battlefield.

Rui nodded weakly, still leaning on Raphilia for support.

The three stared at her in astonishment.

“Aswell, thanks to Rui, our burden has been significantly lessened,” Serin said.

“That’s true. I was starting to worry about running out of arrows,” Raphilia added.

“Thank you, Miss Rui,” Aria said gratefully.

“You’re welcome,” Rui replied.

The three heroines expressed their gratitude and defended her actions.

“Thank you, Rui. You’ve made everyone so much stronger,” Aswell said sincerely.

Rui glanced at the battlefield. The soldiers who had been struggling moments before were now cutting down monsters with ease.

“Aswell, with this advantage, we should reorganize the ranks,” Serin suggested.

Aswell agreed. The two quickly conferred with the commanders of the three fighting forces.

“The Church’s reinforcements should be here soon. I’ll go update them on the situation,” Aria said, departing.

Rui and Raphilia were alone again.

“Rui,” Raphilia began.

“Yes?” Rui replied.

“It’s great that you’re using your magic to help, but please let us know beforehand next time,” Raphilia said, gently brushing some dust off Rui’s hair. Her eyes were filled with concern.

Rui couldn’t bring herself to retort with a sarcastic ‘No way.’

“I’ll definitely tell you next tiiiime,” Rui promised, drawing out the word.

“Promise? I honestly thought you were going to collapse. I was so worried,” Raphilia said.

“I get it, so please let go,” Rui mumbled, finally escaping Raphilia’s hold.

She put away her Master Key and pulled out her pen. She needed to take it easy for a couple of hours and stick to using her pen for now.

“Raphilia, over there,” Rui said, pointing and handing her a golden inscription.

“Got it,” Raphilia nodded, understanding the unspoken instructions.

The battle raged on until nightfall, when a sudden change occurred.

“The monsters have stopped coming!” a guard shouted.



“Everyone’s taking a break,” Aswell reported.

“They must be exhausted, especially those who came directly from the other gates. They need all the rest they can get…” Aria said sympathetically.

The hero’s party was resting in the central tent provided by the guards.

“Lady Serin, use this. Don’t ruin your hands,” Rui offered, handing Serin a cloth she had made earlier.

“Oh? Thanks,” Serin accepted, using the cloth to wipe the monster blood from her sword.

The cloth had only one simple spell woven into it, but it was perfect for cleaning blades.

‘It’s microfiber,’ Rui thought.

Aswell’s holy sword didn’t get stained with blood, so he didn’t need one.

“…,” Aswell stared at Serin cleaning her sword, then looked at Rui.

“…? Aswell, is something wrong?” Rui tilted her head, puzzled.

“Nothing,” Aswell said quickly, turning away.

“Okay,” Rui replied, still confused by his behavior.

Thankfully, someone entered the tent, breaking the awkward silence.

“Count Alphares,” Aswell greeted him.

“Please, remain seated. You’ve all been working hard,” the Count said, gesturing for them to stay seated.

He brought maids and butlers to attend to them.

“Miss Rui,” a maid addressed her.

“Ah, Miss Maid,” Rui replied.

“There’s no need for formalities. My, your shoulder muscles are quite tense. Let me loosen them up for you,” the maid offered.

“Oh, that’s not necessary…” Rui started.

But she couldn’t refuse the maid’s expert massage. Her shoulders relaxed under the skilled hands.

“Thanks to the hero’s party, the damage was minimal. I truly… as the leader of this city, I thank you,” Count Alphares expressed his gratitude.

“We couldn’t have done it without the help of Alphares’s guards, adventurers, and mercenaries,” Aswell replied humbly.

“I’ll be rewarding them separately. I came here to personally thank you,” the Count clarified.

‘Oh,’ Rui thought, surprised.

The Count looked like he would be more likely to embezzle funds, but his words were surprisingly kind and sincere. He was well-regarded by the citizens in the original story, so perhaps he was genuinely a good person.

Suddenly, Aswell stood up and approached Rui.

“We all worked hard, but… Rui contributed the most,” he declared.

“Eh?” Rui blinked in surprise.

“I heard from the guards that some sort of black substance was launched from the fortress towards the walls. But thanks to Rui reinforcing the walls beforehand, there was no damage,” Aswell explained.

‘Huh? There’s no need to mention that…’ Rui thought, embarrassed.

But the Count’s eyes had already widened in surprise.

“Is that true?” he asked.

He clearly hadn’t believed Rui’s contribution initially.

“Yes! And she also enhanced everyone’s weapons and armor…!” Raphilia added enthusiastically.

“No, there’s no need to exaggerate…” Rui mumbled, feeling increasingly uncomfortable.

Something was off. Aswell and Raphilia were practically competing to sing her praises to the Count and his entourage. Serin and Aria, who should have been tempering their enthusiasm, were simply nodding in agreement.

“My, Miss Rui, your lips are twitching,” the maid observed.

“Be quiet,” Rui hissed under her breath.

Finally, the excruciating praise session ended. Rui felt drained, like she had weathered a storm. The maid’s vigorous shoulder massage hadn’t helped.

“I see. I’ll personally reward Miss Rui for her contributions,” the Count declared.

There was no need, but Rui reluctantly agreed when he mentioned providing her with high-quality materials.

“I’ll take my leave now. It’s best to leave battle-related matters to the hero,” the Count said, smoothing his mustache and exiting the tent with a courteous bow.

He had come solely to express his gratitude for their defense of the city, not to interfere with their plans.

Once the Count and his entourage left, they began to discuss their strategy for the Twilight Fortress.

“Everyone, I have a suggestion,” Aswell announced.

All eyes turned to him.

“I think… now that the monsters have stopped emerging, this is the perfect opportunity to enter the fortress,” Aswell proposed.

His plan was to infiltrate the Twilight Fortress.

“I agree with Aswell. The monsters won’t stay away forever. We should finish this before they resume their attack,” Serin said.

“As long as there aren’t any traps… it seems like a good idea,” Raphilia agreed.

“If Aswell and everyone else agrees, I’ll follow your lead,” Aria said.

The three heroines supported Aswell’s plan.

A scene from the original novel flashed through Rui’s mind.

[Exhausted from the previous battle, the hero’s party nevertheless formulated a plan: to enter the fortress and end this once and for all.]

[They couldn’t allow any more casualties. This was the driving force behind the hero’s party’s relentless efforts.]

In the original story, they entered the fortress despite being exhausted and unprepared, due to the relentless monster attacks and the demon’s interference.

As a result, they were ambushed by numerous demons inside the fortress.

Separated and disoriented, they were wounded but survived.

They eventually reunited and defeated the demon lord, but at a heavy cost. Many soldiers and civilians died during the demon lord’s final, desperate attack.

It was a chapter of loss with little gain.

This time, however, things were different.

There were no casualties, and the hero’s party was relatively rested. They weren’t being forced into the fortress; they were entering prepared and with a plan.

“Rui, what do you think?” Aswell asked.

All eyes turned to her.

Yes, she was also a member of the hero’s party.

They were asking for her opinion.

Rui stood up slowly and spoke.

“I agree.”

Could they achieve a future where no one got hurt?

It was possible.

“So, we all agree,” Aswell said, looking at each of them with a determined expression.

“Let’s prepare.”

One hour remained before they entered the Twilight Fortress.



People emerged from the numerous tents.

Guards, adventurers, mercenaries.

And not just them.

Priests, cooks, porters, even ordinary citizens.

All of them were looking at the hero’s party.

“Come back safely!”

“Good luck!”

“Go, Aswell!”

Cheers and well-wishes filled the air. Aswell closed his eyes, absorbing their support.

The other heroines looked tense but not afraid.

“Ready?” Aswell asked.

“All set. We can go in now,” Rui confirmed.

The Twilight Fortress had a single, imposing gate.

And now, it stood wide open, as if inviting them in.

“Aswell. Everyone,” Rui called out before they proceeded.

“What is it, Rui?” Aswell asked.

“Take these,” Rui said, offering them bracelets inlaid with mana stones.

She had meticulously crafted them using the skills she learned from Diyursil. Each mana stone was imbued with a tracking spell.

“These bracelets track your location and condition. Serin, Aria, and Raphilia, yours also display Aswell’s location,” Rui explained.

“I see…” Serin murmured, examining the bracelet.

Rui had also inscribed a separate tracking spell for Aswell on her Master Key.

“What about me?” Aswell asked.

“Yours displays the locations of the three of them,” Rui replied.

This bracelet had been the most complex to create, requiring multiple overlapping spells.

“And you?” Aswell asked, noticing Rui wasn’t wearing one.

“Me? I don’t have one,” Rui answered.

“Why?” Aswell pressed.

“Well, if you must know…” Rui began.

Because she could find her own way. But before she could finish, Aswell interrupted.

“I’d feel better if I could track your location too,” he said.

“Alright, alright,” Rui relented, taking Aswell’s hand and imbuing his bracelet with her mana.

“Anyway, with these, we’ll be able to regroup quickly no matter what happens inside,” Rui explained.

She had also included several other protective spells. These bracelets would prevent them from being rendered helpless upon entering the fortress.

“Phew… this makes me feel much better. Thanks, Rui,” Serin said, relieved.

“You’re welcome,” Rui replied.

With the bracelets distributed, it was finally time.

“…Let’s go,” Aswell said.

Amidst the cheers and well-wishes, the hero’s party approached the gate and stepped inside.

Rumble…

A deafening roar shook the ground, and darkness engulfed them.

When Rui regained her senses, she was alone in a dark corridor.

“It begins,” she murmured.

She had finally entered the Twilight Fortress.




  Chapter 28: First Encounter
 Raphilia gasped, her breath catching in her throat as she frantically scanned her surroundings.

She had landed in the middle of a dark staircase, completely alone. None of her companions were in sight.

“Could there be a spell on the gate…?” she wondered aloud.

This wasn’t their territory; it was a demon’s domain. Being isolated within the unknown fortress was incredibly dangerous.

A low, unsettling groan echoed through the fortress, shaking her resolve.

Raphilia gripped her bow, cautiously ascending the stairs.

Then, she remembered the bracelet Rui had given her.

“That’s right,” she murmured.

Rui had said it contained a spell to track Aswell’s location.

“Did she know this would happen…?”

No, that was impossible. It was either pure coincidence or a testament to Rui’s meticulous and calculating nature.

The realization calmed her racing heart.

Flash!

As Raphilia touched the bracelet, a golden arrow materialized, spinning rapidly before pointing in a specific direction.

Was Aswell that way?

She cautiously moved forward. The arrow subtly adjusted its direction, maintaining its course. The slight, constant adjustments suggested Aswell was also moving.

In this unfamiliar space, knowing her objective was a huge relief. It renewed her determination.

“Everyone, be careful,” she whispered to herself.

This was a demon’s lair.



“Now… which way is this corridor?” Rui wondered aloud.

The hero’s party had been scattered by a spell within the Twilight Fortress.

Rui found herself in a long, dark corridor.

‘It would have been better to dispel the spell itself,’ she mused.

But that would have taken too long. The tracking bracelets were a more practical solution.

Aswell, Aria, Serin, and Raphilia would be searching for each other.

In situations like this, non-combatants were typically at the greatest disadvantage. Logically, Rui should prioritize finding Aria.

However, this was a demon-made fortress. And Aria, as the Saintess, wielded the holy power that demons abhorred.

Even her footsteps left traces of holy power, repelling lesser demons. Only the demon lord of the fortress, or a similarly powerful demon, would pose a direct threat to her.

And such powerful demons were usually too arrogant to act directly. Besides, unlike in the original story, Rui had given them tracking bracelets. Aswell would find Aria quickly.

Serin and Raphilia were both capable fighters, so she didn’t need to worry too much about them either.

“Right, then,” Rui said, straightening up.

What should she do in the meantime?

Gather information on the fortress. Specifically, find a way to bring it down.

“The bricks of this fortress are made in the demon realm,” Rui recalled.

She set up her Master Key as a makeshift workbench and crafted a small, drill-like magic tool.

“Extract,” she commanded.

Whirr!

The drill bit into the wall of the fortress, extracting a small sample.

Rui began analyzing the debris with her Master Key.

The results could prove invaluable to the hero’s party.

Beep.

The analysis of the black brick was complete.

“…What a peculiar taste,” Rui muttered, grimacing.

The brick was composed of a substance resembling demon realm soil, a red liquid, and a soft organic material.

In simpler terms, it was a mixture of corpses and blood.

And the corpses included human remains.

This fortress was essentially built from the dead. This information hadn’t been in the original novel, so even Rui was surprised.

She deactivated the analysis device, retrieved her Master Key, and began walking down the corridor.

‘The original story barely described the fortress,’ she recalled.

The separation of the hero’s party had taken up most of the narrative, focusing on their individual struggles against monsters and demons. There was little information about the fortress itself.

Rui would have to discover it herself.

“To destroy a domain like this… there are two main methods,” Rui mused.

Attack the caster who created the domain, or exploit its weaknesses.

She had to aim for the latter.

Clatter.

Rui retrieved two small orbs from her subspace pocket and tossed them in opposite directions.

“Synchronize,” she commanded, drawing a large dot and two smaller dots in the air with her pen.

The two orbs glowed and began to move down their respective corridors. The corresponding dots on her makeshift map mimicked their movements.

These were small mapping tools, not perfect, but they would provide a basic layout of the fortress.

‘I’ll need to refine them further for intersections,’ Rui thought.

Currently, they could only follow a single path. She wouldn’t be able to map the entire fortress, but it was better than nothing.

“If I hadn’t made these beforehand, I would have had to search every nook and cranny myself…” Rui murmured.

The Twilight Fortress was much larger on the inside than it appeared from the outside. It was impossible to traverse on foot. That was one of the reasons the hero’s party had remained separated for so long in the original story.

Beep.

The orb ahead of her detected an intersection.

Whether it led to another corridor or a room, Rui would have to see for herself.

Following the orb’s signal, Rui arrived at a dimly lit room.

“That smell…” she wrinkled her nose.

The source of the putrid odor was dozens of large vats filling the room. A horrific stench emanated from the pristine white containers.

Rui opened one of the vats and immediately recognized the contents.

Blood.

“…A pantry?” she muttered.

The demons of this fortress had a fondness for blood.

They drank it for sustenance, used it for rituals, and reveled in its scent.

A room filled with blood, their primary source of nourishment, would be of great importance to them.

“I should leave before they…”

“Huh?”

Rui froze. A demon stood at the entrance of the room, blocking her exit.

A humanoid demon with pale skin and sharp, white fangs.

“A human,” the demon hissed.

A vampire.



As depicted in many stories, vampires were among the elite of demonkind.

Bang!

The vampire gestured dismissively, and Rui’s robe’s protective barrier activated.

“So, you’re not just a lost little lamb who wandered in?” the vampire sneered.

‘Three spells with a single gesture,’ Rui noted.

As expected of a demon.

“Not just a snack, then. A pity,” the vampire chuckled, running a hand through his hair.

Despite his casual demeanor, Rui sensed a bruised ego.

Vampires in this world could be summarized as: puddles of blood steeped in pride and arrogance.

Their magical prowess far surpassed that of humans, as evidenced by the vampire’s effortless casting of three spells.

But Rui, whom he had mistaken for an ordinary human, had completely nullified his attack. His magical pride had been dealt a blow.

The slight throbbing of the veins beneath his pale skin confirmed it.

“I’m not an ordinary human,” Rui stated.

“Not an ordinary human… then what are you? Ah, I overheard something earlier… let me see…” the vampire trailed off, muttering to himself before grinning at Rui.

“You’re with the hero’s party, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Yes,” Rui confirmed.

Bang!

The vampire attacked again, his magic repelled by Rui’s robe’s barrier.

Rui quickly dispelled the resulting smoke with her pen.

“I should have listened more carefully. I don’t have any information on you,” the vampire said, annoyed.

“My condolences,” Rui replied dryly.

“I heard the hero is a man… so you must be one of his lackeys,” the vampire sneered.

Crack!

“That’s right. How about we change positions? What’s behind you isn’t exactly your food supply,” Rui said, retrieving a large object from her subspace pocket and hurling it at the vampire.

Thud!

It was the Sky Piercer, the same weapon she had used to dismantle Akturas back in Intrell Village.

Unfortunately, unlike Akturas, vampires possessed superior physical abilities.

Their mana sensitivity, magical power, and physical strength were all exceptional.

“Good point,” the vampire said, unfazed as he plucked the Sky Piercer from the wall where it had embedded itself.

He hurled it back at Rui.

Rui opened her subspace pocket and caught the weapon, just as the vampire emerged from the debris in the wall, seemingly unharmed.

Even the weapon that had crushed another demon had little effect on him.

‘I knew it wouldn’t be very effective, but this is…’ Rui thought, reevaluating her assessment of the vampire’s strength.

“Master Key,” she said, recalling her pen and drawing her staff.

The vampire finally introduced himself.

“Aled. Third bloodline of the noble Blood Clan,” he announced.

Third bloodline. It was a ranking system among vampires, with lower numbers signifying greater power.

The demon lord of the fortress was the first bloodline. This meant Aled was the third strongest vampire here.

‘This might be more difficult than I thought,’ Rui realized.

The hero and the heroines had ways to destroy demons, but she didn’t have any effective means of permanently eliminating a vampire, especially one with such powerful regenerative abilities.

Still, she had to fight.

“Rui. Mage of the hero’s party,” she introduced herself.

“Rui. A name that suggests sweet blood. And a mage, too. Excellent,” Aled grinned, snapping his fingers.

“Now, struggle as much as you like.”

The walls of the room began to shift and undulate.




  Chapter 29: Unexpected Rescue
“Ahahaha! Die!”

Bang!

A blood-red arrow shot from the darkness, deflected by Serin’s sword. She felt a surge of frustration towards her unseen attacker.

Was there anything more annoying than a hidden enemy peppering you with ranged attacks?

At least she could block them without much difficulty.

“You’re too hesitant! If you’ve come to my home, then die!” the voice taunted.

Another arrow flew towards her. Serin deflected it easily, retorting, “Then hurry up and kill me. High expectations for someone who just keeps flinging arrows from afar.”

“Are you trying to provoke me? Kyahaha! Just like the hero’s party! So much composure even in this situation!” the voice mocked.

The battlefield was in the enemy’s favor. A vast, seemingly endless plaza shrouded in a thick gray mist, and an enemy whose position shifted constantly. It was a nightmare scenario for a knight facing a ranged opponent.

But that only applied to ordinary knights.

“If the environment is unfavorable…then this should be an easy fix,” Serin muttered.

Clang!

Rumble…

“Ugh…?”

Serin’s sword flashed with a blue light, a long streak of energy slicing through the mist and striking the fortress wall. A black-haired woman emerged from the impact, coughing up blood. The gray mist dissipated instantly.

‘The mist disappeared… so it was a spell cast by that demon,’ Serin realized.

This was good. She didn’t have to bother with the mist; she could focus solely on the demon.

Serin advanced, intending to finish the demon off, but the woman vanished.

Bang!

“You dare!!” Serin roared.

“Gah…!”

The woman reappeared below Serin, striking upwards. Her hand collided with Serin’s sword.

‘What strength…’ Serin thought, shocked.

She had a sword; the demon had only her fingernails. Yet the force of the blow made Serin’s sword tremble. She had never encountered a demon with such strength.

“You dare… injure the face of a fifth bloodline?!” the woman shrieked, her face contorted in rage. A small cut marred her cheek.

‘I need to rethink my strategy,’ Serin realized.

Aswell would have blocked that attack easily and counterattacked without hesitation. But Serin couldn’t.

She couldn’t treat this demon like the monsters and lesser demons she had faced before. She had to acknowledge the difference in strength and adapt.

“You won’t die peacefully. I’ll sever your limbs and drain every drop of blood from your body!” the demon screamed.

“Sorry, but that’s not really my style,” Serin replied calmly, channeling her energy into her sword.

The energy, also known as Sword Qi, varied in color and intensity depending on the user’s nature and focus. Serin’s was an icy blue.

‘If it’s just one…’ she thought, steeling herself.

“Yordi, what are you doing?” another demon appeared beside the woman.

“Gabor, don’t bother me,” Yordi snapped.

“Bother you? You think this is bothersome? I’m merely curious why a ranged specialist like yourself is engaging in close combat with a knight,” Gabor replied, his voice laced with disdain.

“…,” Yordi glared at him.

Serin raised her guard, wary of the newcomer.

‘He’s stronger than Yordi,’ she assessed.

“The first bloodline is focused on expanding the fortress. The second bloodline is dealing with the humans’ resilient walls. The third bloodline is engaged in battle. And you’re here…?” Gabor continued his reprimand, seemingly ignoring Serin.

Serin seized the opportunity, unleashing a wave of Sword Qi at both demons.

Boom!

Simultaneously, she activated the enchanted boots Rui had given her and dashed away.

‘I can’t win against that,’ she knew.

Some knights valued chivalry and scorned retreat and surprise attacks. Serin had once held similar beliefs, but training Aswell had changed her perspective.

Survival was paramount, and victory was the only path to survival. Moreover, their enemies were demons, creatures devoid of chivalry or even basic intelligence.

Clinging to such notions against demons was akin to wearing shackles.

‘I need to find Aswell…’ Serin thought as she retreated.

“See? This is why I have to clean up after you,” Gabor sighed.

“!!”

Serin felt something grab her ankles.

Blood.

‘No way!’

Gabor had used Yordi’s blood arrows to restrain her.

“This is why you’re a fourth bloodline and I’m not,” Gabor sneered.

“…You’ll regret this,” Yordi hissed.

“I sincerely hope so. Now, focus on killing that woman. Don’t get careless,” Gabor warned.

Serin severed the bloody restraints with her sword and turned to face her two opponents. They materialized their own blood-forged weapons: a bow for Yordi and a sword for Gabor.

Just as Yordi released an arrow…

“Serin, duck!” a voice shouted.

Serin instinctively dropped to the ground.

Clang!

Two arrows collided mid-air, erupting in a fiery explosion. The force of the blast pushed Serin back.

“Lady Serin, are you alright?!”

“Raphilia? Aria? How did you…?” Serin looked up in surprise.

Rui had said they wouldn’t be able to sense each other’s locations. How had they found her?

“We met up with Aswell, and he asked us to find you!” Raphilia explained.

“Aswell…? Where is he now…?” Serin asked, looking around but not seeing him.

“I thought you were with him…” Raphilia trailed off, also searching for Aswell.

There was no sign of the black-haired hero.

Where could he be?



“Haha! I haven’t seen a human last this long in a while.”

Clang!

Every swipe of Aled’s claws unleashed a wave of blood-forged energy. These attacks were far more potent than any ordinary sword strike.

Each blood-infused attack was laced with multiple supplementary spells, designed to bypass Rui’s defenses. He was analyzing her robe’s protective barrier and adjusting his attacks accordingly.

‘Definitely a demon,’ Rui thought.

No ordinary mage could fight like this.

But Rui wasn’t just standing around admiring his skills.

Bang!

“It’s useless,” Aled sneered as Rui’s attack bounced harmlessly off him.

“So it seems,” Rui agreed.

After several attempts with the Sky Piercer, she realized Aled was also protected by a blood-forged barrier.

‘It’s not a spell; it’s literally blood acting as a shield,’ Rui realized.

The liquid blood solidified upon impact, effectively functioning as a physical shield, not a magical barrier.

‘What if I infuse it with inscriptions?’ Rui wondered.

Rumble…

“A failure,” Aled observed as the attack dissipated.

“…Experimenting with attacks in this situation. You’re quite something,” he added, a hint of amusement in his voice.

They both retreated slightly. As long as they both had impenetrable defenses, this fight could go on forever.

But…

‘There’s no such thing as an impenetrable defense,’ Rui knew.

Everything had a weakness.

Aled seemed to be thinking the same thing, a predatory gleam in his red eyes.

“I thought you were just a human girl, but your magical insight and thinking are impressive. I’m almost tempted to take you under my wing,” he said.

“Thanks for the compliment. I can’t say the same,” Rui replied dryly.

“Ha,” Aled chuckled, ending the conversation.

Then, he froze.

“How arrogant,” Rui murmured.

Aled held a cane in his hand. A simple, black cane, like something a gentleman from Victorian England might carry.

But it was more than just a cane.

“I command,” he intoned.

The appearance of the cane and the incantation signaled a spell far more powerful than anything he had used so far.

“BloodRain,” he announced.

A unique spell.

A powerful magic wielded only by mages of a certain caliber.

A rain of blood began to fall from the ceiling.



Rumble…

It wasn’t the sound of the fortress moving.

Nor was it the sound of something collapsing.

It was the sound of blood raining down, impacting Rui’s protective barrier.

Each drop of blood carried the same force as Aled’s previous attacks.

‘This is bad,’ Rui realized.

Aled wasn’t in the original story. The novel only mentioned vampires up to the fourth bloodline before introducing the first bloodline directly. Rui had no information on this demon.

And his unique spell, BloodRain, perfectly exploited the weakness of her robe’s barrier. Unlike the first bloodline, whom she could likely handle, Aled was her natural counter.

Crackle… crackle…

Rui’s protective barrier was more vulnerable to sustained damage than single, powerful attacks. And these weren’t just any attacks; they were imbued with the power of a third bloodline vampire. Cracks began to appear in the barrier.

Subspace. Decomposition. Reconstruction. Reinforcement.

If the barrier broke, she would be in serious trouble. Rui frantically pulled materials from her subspace pocket, desperately trying to repair the damage.

‘This spell can’t last forever,’ she reasoned.

Powerful magic always had a shorter duration. Even for demons.

Rui opened her subspace, preparing for a counterattack.

“Let’s see how long that flimsy barrier can hold,” Aled sneered, his body swelling slightly.

‘A strengthening effect too?’ Rui noted.

A spell that simultaneously healed and empowered him while attacking his opponent. Interesting.

But he shouldn’t assume she hadn’t prepared for demons.

Ever since she arrived in this world, Rui had developed numerous countermeasures against demons, including vampires like Aled.

‘I haven’t had a chance to field test them yet. This is a good opportunity,’ she thought.

“Master Key, synchronize with all anti-demon magic tools in subspace,” she commanded.

The two rings on her staff spun rapidly, and the numerous magic tools within her subspace began to flash with a blue light.

“Resorting to tools because your magic is lacking. You’re becoming less interesting by the second,” Aled mocked.

“Then try this,” Rui challenged.

“What?”

“One of these is bound to hit you,” Rui said, tapping her Master Key on the ground.

Dozens of magic tools, ranging from weapon-like forms to intricate devices resembling office supplies, erupted from her subspace.

“Huh.”

Even Aled, in all his arrogance, couldn’t dodge them all. He shrouded himself in a protective barrier of blood and darted around the room.

With Aled’s BloodRain spell dispelled, Rui could finally relax her focus on maintaining her own barrier.

Aled continued to dodge and deflect the magic attacks, moving with incredible speed across the walls and ceiling.

‘Time for the next step…’ Rui thought, turning around.

“Just as I expected. Haha.”

Aled appeared beneath her, rising from the floor. Vampires were supposed to be limited to moving through puddles of blood.

‘…The fortress bricks,’ Rui realized.

The bricks were made of corpses and blood. Could Aled move through any source of blood?

She had made a mistake.

Her weakened barrier wouldn’t hold against a direct attack. It was too late to cast another defensive spell.

As Rui braced for the inevitable, an image flashed through her mind.

Bang!

Something intercepted Aled’s attack.

“…Why are you here? My underlings should have been dealing with you.”

Armor made of specially treated metal.

A sword radiating pure light.

Messy black hair.

A face filled with unwavering determination.

She had only pictured him in her mind.

“Rui, are you alright?”

Aswell stood before her.




  Chapter 30: A Plan Takes Shape
It felt like a scene from a movie. A slow-motion shot, focusing on a single face emerging from the chaos.

But this wasn’t a movie.

“Aswell…?” Rui whispered, still in disbelief.

Why was he here?

She couldn’t understand. He should have been regrouping with the others. Why was he alone with her?

Where were the other three?

Confusion overshadowed gratitude.

“I made sure Aria, Raphilia, and Serin could find each other. Let’s focus on the situation at hand,” Aswell said, his voice sharp, bringing Rui back to the present.

“…Right,” she agreed.

They were in the middle of a battle. Curiosity could be deadly.

Rui focused on the standoff between Aswell and Aled.

“Hero. Didn’t you encounter my underlings?” Aled asked, his voice dripping with disdain.

“Underlings? You mean the other vampires? If that’s your question, then yes, I did,” Aswell replied, holding his holy sword at the ready.

“Ha… pathetic weaklings. They couldn’t even stall for time. I’ll have to do some cleaning up later,” Aled sighed, gesturing dismissively. Another blood-forged energy wave hurtled towards Aswell.

‘Not this time,’ Rui thought, quickly drawing her pen and activating a pre-written protective inscription. The attack dissipated harmlessly.

“Aswell, I’ll support you,” Rui announced.

“Thanks, Rui!” Aswell replied, charging forward.

The battle began. Aswell closed the distance between them in a flash, swinging his holy sword.

Bang!

“As expected of the hero! Interesting!!” Aled laughed, staggering slightly from the impact. Even his blood shield couldn’t fully absorb the blow. The hero was truly the bane of demons.

Rui wasn’t about to stand idly by. With Aled’s attention focused on Aswell, she utilized both her Master Key and pen.

“Enchanting,” she murmured.

The rings on her Master Key spun, and her pen danced across the air, inscribing golden characters. Five spells settled upon Aswell:

Weight Reduction.
Attack Detection.
Reflect Armor.
Protective Barrier.
Speed Enhancement.

Fewer spells, but each significantly amplified.

“What?!” Aled exclaimed in surprise.

He could no longer keep up with Aswell. Empowered by Rui’s magic and equipped with the enchanted boots, gloves, and bracelet, Aswell moved like a blur.

Bang!

Aled’s blood shield finally shattered under the relentless assault of the holy sword, sending him crashing into the wall.

“Ha…” Aswell breathed, his holy sword still radiating light.

Aled lay motionless, battered and bruised. Aswell cautiously approached, maintaining his guard.

Aled tried to cast his unique spell again.

“Blood…?!”

Click.

“Not so fast,” Rui said, snatching Aled’s cane and clamping a silence-inducing magic tool over his mouth.

Even for a vampire, casting a unique spell without the proper incantation or catalyst was impossible.

Unique magic manifested the user’s dreams and desires through language and a physical medium. Without both, it was unusable.

“…!” Aled struggled to rise, his eyes burning with rage.

But Aswell wouldn’t allow it.

Swish!

And so, the third bloodline vampire met his end.



“Now, explain yourself. Why are you here, Aswell?” Rui demanded once they had confirmed Aled’s demise.

“Uh, what?” Aswell blinked, taken aback by her sudden interrogation.

“You were supposed to regroup with the others and then come find me. Why did you come alone?” Rui pressed.

“Is that so wrong?” Aswell asked, sounding slightly defensive.

“Yes! The others could be in danger without you! You’re the most effective against demons!” Rui exclaimed.

Even with her support, Aswell had defeated a third bloodline vampire with incredible speed and precision. Considering his flawless record against the demons in the original story… his value to the party was undeniable.

‘Why are you here?’ Rui wondered, frustrated.

He was closest to the other three. That’s why she had planned to focus on finding a way to destroy the fortress while they regrouped.

But now that he was here, her fortress demolition plan was scrapped…

“But thanks to that, I was able to save you,” Aswell pointed out.

“…Well, that’s true,” Rui conceded, momentarily silenced by his logic.

She probably wouldn’t have died from Aled’s surprise attack, but she would have been seriously injured.

‘I could just leave the hero’s party…,’ she mused.

But then she wouldn’t be able to prevent certain events from the original story. She was suddenly grateful for Aswell’s presence.

“…Thank you,” Rui said sincerely, bowing her head slightly.

“It was nothing,” Aswell said, smiling.

“But how did you get here so fast?” Rui asked, still puzzled.

She had expected them to still be regrouping.

“I trusted you all,” Aswell explained.

“Huh?”

“I used the bracelets you gave us to locate everyone. I met up with Raphilia first. Then, using her speed and connection with the spirits, we found Aria. I sent them to find Serin.”

“…,” Rui listened intently.

“Serin is the strongest among us, so I knew she could hold her own until they arrived. Then I came straight to you,” Aswell finished.

Hmm.

That was surprisingly efficient, no, ideal.

He had utilized the three heroines’ strengths perfectly: Aria’s invincibility to lesser demons, Serin’s combat prowess, and Raphilia’s speed.

Since most demons couldn’t touch Aria, Aswell prioritized finding the fastest member, Raphilia. Then, using her abilities, they located Aria. He sent the two of them to find Serin, the most capable fighter, while he went to find Rui, who was furthest away. And in doing so, he managed to defeat a third bloodline vampire.

‘The three of them are practically invincible when they’re together,’ Rui realized.

All she could do was praise him.

“…,” Rui stared at Aswell, lost in thought.

“Um… Rui, why are you looking at me like that?” Aswell asked nervously.

“It’s nothing. Bend down for a second,” Rui instructed.

“Why…?”

“You did well,” Rui said, reaching up and patting Aswell’s head, just like her old magic teacher used to do.

She had to stand on her tiptoes to reach. His hair was damp with sweat from the battle.

But she didn’t mind.

‘Besides, it would be rude to feel disgusted by someone who came to help me.’

“Let’s go. The others are on their way,” Rui said.

“Right,” Aswell agreed.

Rui stored Aled’s cane, some of his blood, and a sample of the fortress wall in her subspace pocket after treating them with a special preservation spell.

The battle with the third bloodline vampire had been unexpected, but she had gained a valuable trophy: a vampire’s cane.

‘Once everyone’s here… we should head straight for the first bloodline,’ Rui thought.

Beep.

A notification from one of her mapping tools. It hadn’t explored the entire fortress, but it seemed to have found a location of interest.

‘In that case…’

Two hours later, the hero’s party was finally reunited.

“Aswell!!” Raphilia cried, rushing towards him.

Compared to the almost half-day separation in the original story, this was incredibly fast.

“You all found each other… oof!” Rui started to say, but was suddenly tackled by Raphilia.

“Rui, are you okay? Are you hurt?” Raphilia fussed, checking her for injuries.

Rui gave a thumbs up to the others, who were also looking at her with concern.

“You’re so clever! You even considered the possibility of us being separated…” Serin praised.

“That’s right! Thanks to you, I wasn’t scared at all!” Aria added cheerfully.

“Thank you,” Rui replied, feeling slightly overwhelmed by their gratitude.

“So… what should we do now?” Raphilia asked.

“We need to find the leader of these vampires and make sure this fortress disappears,” Aswell declared.

“I have a suggestion regarding that,” Rui said, raising her hand to get their attention.

She shared the information she had gathered about the fortress and outlined her plan.

The others listened intently, then offered their opinions.

“Sounds good to me. I agree,” Serin said.

“I agree too. We should use every advantage we have,” Raphilia added.

“I also agree,” Aria chimed in.

The three heroines were on board. Only Aswell remained.

“If it’s Rui’s plan, I’m sure it will succeed. I trust you,” he said with a smile.

“…Okay. So we all agree,” Rui confirmed.

‘I’ll have to adjust the route and the spells on the mapping tools,’ she thought.

The plan was finalized. Time was of the essence, so they decided to move immediately.

“Let’s go,” Aswell said, leading the way.

The first step of their plan to destroy the Twilight Fortress had begun.




  Chapter 31: Ultimate Star-spear
The past year had been filled with battles, but nothing on this scale.

This was a full-blown war, with hundreds of people fighting on both sides.

Although Rui had no military experience, she knew that war inevitably led to casualties. When she heard about the attack on Alphares’s West Gate, a grim image flashed through her mind.

The West Gate’s comparatively small garrison.

The potential for massive civilian casualties.

…And one of their own, gravely injured in the chaos.

But… none of that happened.

[The mage cast a protective spell on the West Gate’s walls.]

[Thanks to her, the attack from the black fortress caused minimal damage.]

No casualties despite a surprise attack? Yet, the mage responsible showed no sign of self-satisfaction.

It was a good start. But the war had just begun.

The thousands of monsters pouring from the fortress were too much for the hero’s party alone. Adventurers, mercenaries, and guards joined the fray. While skilled, they were still outmatched by the strengthened monsters.

The party fought to minimize casualties, but gaps were inevitable.

[Multiscale-Enchanting.]

The mage filled those gaps, enchanting everyone’s equipment. Instantly empowered, the soldiers held their own against the monsters, giving the hero’s party a much-needed reprieve.

By nightfall, the monster horde receded. And miraculously, despite the injuries, there were no fatalities.

The mage had defied the inevitable casualties of war.

She seemed to see the future, always one step ahead. Her actions had drastically increased the party’s effectiveness.

They decided to strike the fortress before another wave of monsters emerged. As they prepared to enter, the mage handed them bracelets.

[These bracelets track your location and condition.]

The reason for the bracelets became clear the moment they entered the fortress and were separated. Without a way to find each other, they would have been vulnerable to being picked off one by one.

But the bracelets allowed them to regroup swiftly.

Now, they stood before the demon lord’s chamber, ready to face him.

At full strength, with no casualties.



Following the mage’s guidance, they arrived at a massive, ornately decorated door. It was clearly important.

“There are no traps on the door,” the mage confirmed.

Aswell slowly pushed the door open.

Rumble…

“Look out!” Serin shouted.

Bang!

An attack the moment the door opened. Aswell reacted instantly, blocking it with his sword.

“Hmm, as expected of the hero,” a voice sighed from the far end of the room.

Aswell’s eyes met the speaker’s, and a shiver ran down his spine.

‘…It’s him.’

Chuckle…

The demon who had attacked Rui was powerful.

But even he would be no match for this old man.

The magical power and sheer presence emanating from him were overwhelming.

“Tsk, useless. Every last one of them. I shouldn’t have bothered bringing them along,” the old man muttered, leaning on his cane and pacing around a black throne.

There were no other demons present.

Aswell relayed this information to his companions and cautiously entered the room.

“A cautious one, aren’t you? What’s your name?” the old man asked.

“…,” Aswell remained silent.

“Ha, no manners. A disrespectful whelp,” the old man sighed.

Rumble…

Each word from the old man seemed to shake the very foundations of the fortress. There was no doubt; he was the master of this place.

“Battle stations!” Aswell commanded.

The party assumed their combat stances. They were facing a single opponent, but they had to be wary of ambushes and reinforcements within his domain.

“Very well. I suppose I’ll have to introduce myself to this clueless human hero,” the old man said.

Clang!

Aswell drew his holy sword and charged. Empowered by Rui’s enchanted gloves, boots, and bracelet, he reached the old man in a blink of an eye.

“Baal Pellegrino. The one who will destroy you and consume this land,” the old man declared.

Baal’s eyes turned black, and his mouth split into a wide, unnatural grin. Aswell tried to dodge, but he couldn’t avoid the dark red tendrils that erupted from Baal’s body.

Bang!

“Gah!”

“Aswell!!”

“I’m alright. I’m not hurt,” Aswell reassured them, the protective barrier from his bracelet shattering as it absorbed the impact.

‘Even with that…?’ Aswell thought, surprised.

Even with the holy sword and armor’s anti-magic properties, he had been pushed back several steps. He mentally reassessed Baal’s threat level. It was much higher than he had anticipated.

“Aswell,” Serin called.

“…Rui,” Aswell acknowledged her presence.

Serin and Raphilia engaged Baal, while Aria supported them from a distance. Rui approached Aswell, her pen rapidly inscribing golden characters in the air. The characters danced before merging with his gloves, boots, and bracelet.

“I’ve added some defensive spells. And… be careful of those tendrils. They’re not infused with magical power,” Rui explained.

“Not infused with magical power?” Aswell asked, surprised.

“Yes. So don’t rely solely on your holy sword and armor. Don’t charge in recklessly,” Rui warned.

“…Thank you,” Aswell said, grateful for her advice.

He joined Serin on the front lines.

“You alright?” he asked.

“Yeah. Thanks for holding out,” Serin replied.

“I have to be strong to stand by your side,” Aswell said.

Bang!

“Get out of my way!” Baal roared.

“Annoying pests,” he muttered.

Another tendril shot towards them, but Raphilia intercepted it with an arrow. Baal tried to retract the tendril and dislodge the arrow.

“Serin, left!” Rui shouted.

“I’ll get him!” Serin responded.

They wouldn’t let him escape so easily. Serin and Rui sliced through Baal’s tendrils, pressing their attack.

“Holy Resonance!” Aria called out.

A faint white glow enveloped Serin’s sword. Even without inherent holy power, she could now cut through the tendrils with ease.

“Aria, stay back. Out of range of the tendrils. Raphilia, aim for the top right tendril,” Rui instructed, her voice calm and steady.

Her tactical awareness and magical support were invaluable.

“Hmm. So you’re not just a ragtag group of heroes!” Baal grinned, his fangs bared.

He sidestepped Serin’s attack, narrowly avoiding her blade.

The battle raged. Dozens of tendrils clashed with two swords and a barrage of arrows. Baal continued to unleash spells, but Rui and Aria shielded their companions from the magical attacks.

“Chuckle, chuckle. This is the power my underlings feared so much? How pathetic,” Baal sneered.

‘And he’s only one,’ Rui thought, awestruck.

This was the power of a first bloodline vampire.

If they had entered this fortress unprepared… she shuddered to think of the consequences.

‘But time is on our side,’ she reminded herself.

Rui’s plan required time. They had intentionally kept the battle at a stalemate.

“Astraea,” Aswell chanted.

A bright light emanated from his holy sword, creating a protective cloud around him and Serin. Baal’s tendrils recoiled as if burned.

It was almost time.

“Rui!” Aswell called.

“Now!” Rui responded.

She and Serin retreated. Raphilia and Aria joined them.

“Running away? Is that truly the way of a hero?” Baal taunted.

“Master Key. Synchronize. Celestial alignment. Secure trajectory,” Rui chanted, ignoring him.

Her plan was simple.

There was a chamber within the fortress containing the magical circle that anchored it to this world. Rui had already pinpointed its location with her mapping tools. With a little time, she could destroy it remotely.

[With the meteorite fragments we collected from that village, we can trigger an explosion.]

The explosion would sever Baal’s connection to the fortress, weakening him significantly. The other vampires would be recalled to the demon realm, likely perishing in the process or suffering severe damage from the explosion.

It sounded like a gamble, but they all agreed.

Because they trusted Rui implicitly.

And finally, she uttered the final command.

“Detonate.”

Boom…

A brief, muffled explosion, and then everything went white.

“Barrier restoration. Maximum output,” Rui commanded, reinforcing their defenses.

A massive explosion rocked the fortress.



Rui opened her eyes to the first light of dawn.

Sunlight. They were outside the fortress.

Her plan had worked.

“Cough, cough!”

“Ha… is everyone alright?”

“Yeah… probably?”

“Probably?”

Aswell quickly got to his feet and surveyed the scene. Dazed people looked around in confusion. Behind them, the Twilight Fortress crumbled into darkness.

“Gah!”

Several vampires lay dead or injured amidst the debris.

Baal was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he had been consumed by the collapsing fortress.

‘I hope so,’ Rui thought.

“Rui, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. So please stop squeezing me, Raphilia…” Rui said, chuckling as Raphilia checked her over with excessive concern.

‘After finalizing the plan, Rui said this:’ Aswell recalled.

[There’s no need for a direct confrontation. If there’s an easier way, we should take it.]

And as a result, they had destroyed the fortress and the vampires with minimal effort and no serious injuries.

This would be a major setback for the Demon King. Alphares would have peace for a while…

“Ahahahaha! So that’s what you were waiting for!”

A maniacal laugh jolted Aswell back to reality. He instinctively raised his holy sword.

A puddle of blood emerged from the fortress debris.

Baal stepped out of it.

“Ahahahahaha!” he laughed, his voice filled with rage.

“Everyone, it’s not over yet,” Aswell warned.

Baal was covered in wounds from the explosion, but his magical power remained undiminished.

“Ah… impressive. Truly impressive. Hero, do you know what impresses me the most?” Baal asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

“…What?” Aswell replied.

“Hoo, you’re finally talking. Then I shall answer your question. It impresses me that the hero’s party and I had the same thought!” Baal exclaimed.

The same thought?

If it was the same thought… stalling for time?

“No way,” Rui whispered.

“Langdelion! Are you dead?!” Baal shouted.

“No, Lord Baal,” a woman appeared beside him, radiating a power similar to his own.

“The second bloodline…” Rui murmured.

“Yes, so the preparations are complete? After all this time I bought you!” Baal exclaimed.

“Of course. Fifty fortresses are ready to be summoned,” the woman replied.

What?

Fifty fortresses?

Did that mean… fifty more of these massive structures?

And they were about to appear here?

Aswell turned around. Thousands of citizens lived in Alphares.

If the fortresses appeared, they would all be annihilated. And that wasn’t all. The monsters pouring out of fifty fortresses would overrun the entire Empire, causing untold devastation.

He had to stop them.

“Hmm, finally decided to get serious?” Baal sneered, as if reading Aswell’s mind.

“But it’s too late. You didn’t think I wouldn’t anticipate this, did you?”

The ground began to tremble.

Rumble…

The same tremors that had preceded the appearance of the first fortress.

And in the distance, new towers began to rise from the debris of the old one.

Hundreds of them.

Simultaneously, thousands of vampire presences emerged from the ground.

‘I have to stop them,’ Aswell thought desperately.

If he didn’t, countless people would die. He wouldn’t allow it.

But how?

Could his holy sword defeat so many demons and destroy so many fortresses?

Could he protect everyone until then?

It was impossible…

‘Even if it’s impossible, I have to try!’

Aswell gripped his holy sword, preparing to charge.

It all stemmed from these two vampires.

If he could defeat them, they might still have a chance.

He would start with the female vampire…

“Aswell,” Rui said softly.

“…Yes?”

“Hold me. Please.”

“What…?”

“Hide me from view. And promise me something.”

What was she talking about?

Aswell glanced at the sky beyond her. A star shimmered brightly.

No… was it a star?

It was too bright, and it was moving too fast.

“Whatever happens next, it wasn’t me. It was you. If anyone asks, tell them that,” Rui instructed.

“What are you…?”

“And… don’t worry if I don’t wake up for a while,” she added.

She moved with a strange slowness, as if he could stop her with a touch. But he didn’t. He held her close.

Rui raised her white staff towards the sky.

“Master Key. Synchronize. Celestial alignment. Trajectory secured.”

The bright light in the sky descended rapidly, pulsing with each word she spoke.

“Connect to all mana reservoirs. Coordinates set. Target… West Alphares.”

The light grew brighter, larger. Like something about to burst.

“Orbital bombardment. Ultimate Star-spear.”

A beam of light descended from the heavens.

And then…

“Have a taste of pure star mana.”

The rising fortresses, Baal, and Langdelion vanished.

Completely.




  Chapter 32: Gratitude
[Rui, what are you doing?]

I’m studying magic.

[Hmm… whose mana are you using?]

Master’s, of course… oof.

[I told you not to do that. If you keep relying on my mana, what will you do when you’re on your own?]

I just won’t leave… teehee.

[Don’t be absurd. This environment is too harsh for you. You have to leave someday.]

…

[So until then, let’s find a way to supplement your naturally low mana reserves.]

Yes, Master.

A memory surfaced. A conversation with her master. Exhausted and near collapse after navigating a blizzard-swept mountain, Rui had stumbled upon her. She had taken Rui to her home.

Rui had begged her to become her magic teacher, but she had refused. Rui’s body, or rather, this body, had far too little mana to wield magic effectively.

But Rui had persisted, wheedled, and eventually become her student.

[Rui, what have you been doing? Look at your face! Filthy child.]

cough, splutter I was working on the assignment you gave me, Master.

[That book…? I kept it locked away in the vault.]

I stole it. Ow!

[You little…! Why did you need that book?]

I’m researching different types of mana. If there are multiple types, maybe I can use one of them.

[Hmm, an interesting hypothesis. Let’s see, what have you found so far?]

I was looking at moon mana after elemental mana.

[Moon mana is primarily used by witches. You won’t be able to utilize it, you don’t know the method.]

Maybe I’m a witch.

[…You have the face of a little girl, not a witch.]

Just you wait and see.

[We shall see.]

Her master helped her, and eventually, they found a compatible mana type.

Star mana.

Mana from the far reaches of the universe, perhaps the purest form of mana.

Rui couldn’t store much of it in her body, but there was potential..

[Rui, star mana is incredibly rare.]

Rarer than moon mana or sun mana?

[Yes. Most of it burns up in the atmosphere. Very little reaches the ground.]

Hmm. Then what if I collected it from the sky?

[Eh?]

I could use earthbound star mana to launch a device into the sky, and then power it with the star mana up there.

[That’s… an idea I’ve never considered.]

Of course. It’s based on satellites.

[Satellites…? Regardless, if you manage to do that, there’s something you need to be aware of. You won’t be able to use conventional magic.]

Conventional magic?

[The kind battle mages use. Like how pure water can’t sustain plant life.]

What a strange analogy. But I understand. It’s fine.

[I see. Then let’s build it together. I don’t want to hear my student whining about not being able to use magic.]

When did I ever whine…?

Rui had successfully launched her pseudo-satellite, which she named Ultimate Star-spear. It had been her biggest project since arriving in this world, and the subsequent days spent bedridden were a small price to pay.

Originally, it was designed solely to collect and transmit star mana to her. But at her master’s suggestion, she added an offensive capability.

However, since it consumed the stored star mana, recharging it took a considerable amount of time. It wasn’t something she could use freely.

Thanks to the Star-spear, Rui could finally conduct proper magic research. And the time had come to leave her master’s “nest.”

[It’s time for you to go.]

Yes, Master.

[When we first met, you were a stubborn little thing. I’m glad learning magic has calmed you down a bit.]

Yes, I’m much calmer than you now.

[Retract that statement, you brat.]

…

[…Rui, take this.]

What is it?

[It’s a project for you to work on. And a parting gift from your master.]

A robe. Thank you.

[You’re welcome. And… come visit anytime. You’ll always be welcome here.]

Yes. Thank you.

“…Master,” Rui murmured, her eyes fluttering open.

She stared at the unfamiliar yet familiar ceiling. The ceiling of her room in Count Alphares’s mansion.

‘I remember…’

The last thing she saw were fifty fortresses rising from the ground.

What happened after that?

‘…We must have won.’

Otherwise, she wouldn’t be lying here peacefully. She felt weak and drained, likely from mana exhaustion.

“I should call someone… huh?”

As she sat up, she realized her right hand was clasped in someone else’s. She turned her head and saw someone slumped over in a chair beside her bed, fast asleep.

“…Aswell?”

It was the hero.



Had he been nursing her back to health?

A closer look suggested otherwise. The neatly folded towel was clearly the work of her assigned maid.

That meant he must have come to visit her.

‘But why…?’

Why was he asleep here, holding her hand?

She didn’t pull her hand away, not wanting to wake him. He must be exhausted after the continuous battles.

He wouldn’t be sleeping in such an uncomfortable position otherwise.

‘…Warm,’ she thought, then corrected herself, ‘…or cool.’

Either way, his hand wasn’t rough like a seasoned swordsman’s. It was surprisingly soft, comfortable to hold.

She didn’t know how long he had been holding her hand, but the fact that he hadn’t let go in his sleep spoke volumes.

‘…I entrusted the Star-spear to him,’ she remembered.

The Ultimate Star-spear was a secret, unknown to any magical institution in the Empire. To avoid confusion and accusations, she had asked Aswell to take credit for it.

And she had used all of the Star-spear’s stored mana to destroy the fortresses. The sudden drain of mana, which was linked to her own, had caused her to collapse.

‘It worked,’ she thought, relieved.

She hadn’t wanted to use the Star-spear’s offensive capabilities. Not only did it leave her incapacitated, it also prevented her from using magic properly until her mana reserves recovered sufficiently.

But she had no choice.

‘I didn’t realize the Twilight Fortress wasn’t the end…’

In the original story, Baal, enraged by his defeat, had flooded the area with a lake of blood. But this time, he had been preparing to summon more fortresses from the demon realm.

‘That’s why the second bloodline vampire wasn’t present…’

Rui stopped thinking. Her head hurt.

They had won. That was all that mattered.

‘And if all the fortresses were destroyed, that’s a huge blow to the Demon King.’

Vampires had been involved in both major events of the latter half of the original story: the hero’s party’s journey to the demon realm and the Demon King’s invasion of the human world.

But now, they were practically out of the picture.

And it was all thanks to the hero’s party trusting her.

Rui gently brushed Aswell’s hair with her left hand. Was it naturally curly, or was it just messy from sleep?

His soft hair tickled her fingers.

Sounds of activity drifted in from the mansion grounds, but the room itself was silent.

Just her and Aswell.

Rui gazed at his sleeping face.

Thump.

“…?”

Was irregular heartbeat a side effect of mana depletion?

She couldn’t recall seeing it in any of her research. Perhaps this was a new symptom worth reporting to the academic community.

Thump.

Her heart raced at the thought of the recognition she would receive.

‘Sorry, everyone…,’ she thought, a mischievous glint in her eyes.

If she had destroyed all those fortresses, she deserved a little indulgence.

Rui continued to watch Aswell. A few minutes later, he stirred.

“Hmm… Rui…?” he mumbled sleepily.

“Yes, Aswell,” Rui replied softly.

“…You’re awake! How are you feeling?” he asked, his eyes widening as he fully woke up.

“I’m fine,” Rui reassured him.

“That’s good. If you need anything, just let me know. And…”

His gaze dropped to their clasped hands. He quickly tried to pull away.

“Ah, sorry. I didn’t realize…”

“Aswell,” Rui interrupted, tightening her grip on his hand and looking him in the eye.

“Thank you.”

“…Huh?”

“For trusting me. And for saving me.”

“…,” Aswell looked at her, speechless.

“And… it might be a little late, but thank you for accepting me into the hero’s party,” Rui continued, finally expressing the gratitude she had been suppressing.

She couldn’t have said those words before, not without the emotional vulnerability brought on by the battle.

“…I’m the one who should be thanking you,” Aswell replied, his gaze serious.

Rui smiled.




  Chapter 33: Festival Fun
Despite her eagerness to get moving, Rui was confined to bed rest for another day.

Her primary caregiver during this time was her assigned maid.

“Here, open wide,” the maid instructed, holding a spoonful of food towards Rui.

“I can feed myself…” Rui protested weakly.

“Nope. Open wide.”

“…Fine,” Rui conceded, opening her mouth.

“Good girl,” the maid praised, patting Rui’s head.

Rui gave her a bewildered look, but it had no effect.

“If you didn’t want to be treated like a child, you shouldn’t have overexerted yourself,” the maid said, a playful glint in her eyes.

“I didn’t overexert myself…” Rui mumbled.

“Then get up and perform the first form of the standard swordsmanship kata. If you can’t, you overexerted yourself,” the maid challenged.

“Eh?” Rui blinked.

Even Aria and Raphilia couldn’t perform the first form flawlessly. Rui’s incredulous expression was met with the maid’s unwavering smile.

“You’ll be leaving the city soon. Just rest until then,” the maid said, giving Rui’s head one last pat before leaving with the empty plate.

Silence descended upon the room once more.

“Ugh…” Rui groaned.

Now that her only conversation partner was gone, she was left to wallow in her boredom.

‘I’m so bored…’

There was nothing to do but lie in bed. While she wanted to move around, the aftereffects of her mana exhaustion were lingering. Her legs felt weak and unsteady.

Going for a walk was out of the question. And after years of focusing solely on magic research, she couldn’t think of anything to do while confined to her room.

‘If only I had a little mana…’

But the Ultimate Star-spear wouldn’t transmit any star mana until her reserves reached a certain level. She had to wait.

“Ugh… Master Key… save me…” she groaned.

Both her Master Key and pen were stored in her subspace pocket, out of reach. All of her materials and magic tools were stored away as well. She couldn’t even tinker with them.

All she could do was stare out the window.

“…The Count is holding a festival today,” she remembered.

Count Alphares was hosting a festival to celebrate the defeat of the demons and honor the soldiers and the hero’s party. There would be rewards for everyone who participated in the battle.

“Judging by his appearance, I thought he’d be hosting a poverty and hardship festival due to embezzlement…” Rui mused.

“That would be unfortunate,” a voice said.

“Eek!” Rui jumped, startled by the sudden appearance of Count Alphares himself. He stood in the doorway, a sheepish expression on his face.

Why was he here?

‘Well, it’s his house…’

“The maid said you were awake. I have something to ask you,” the Count explained.

“Oh, um, sorry…” Rui stammered.

“No apologies necessary. I’m aware of how I appear,” he said, gesturing towards his ample belly and unkempt beard.

“As the ruler of this city and head of my family, I should maintain a more presentable appearance. But if I may offer an excuse, I’ve been rather busy lately,” he explained.

How busy could he be, with an entire staff at his disposal?

“Politics, economics, and now demons and monsters… it’s been quite hectic,” he sighed.

“Ah,” Rui said, understanding dawning.

“I just finished reviewing the reports for the Emperor regarding the fortress incident and barely managed to tear myself away from my desk,” he added.

The fortress incident had ended two days ago. If he had been working non-stop since then, he must have been pulling all-nighters.

“…,” Rui felt a pang of guilt.

She had pulled all-nighters for her research, pushing through exhaustion to complete her projects.

But that was by choice. The Count, on the other hand…

“I apologize…” Rui said sincerely.

“It’s quite alright. My wife and daughter have been worried as well. It’s a problem I need to address,” he said with a chuckle.

Come to think of it, Countess Alphares was quite beautiful. It all made sense now. A kind, hardworking man naturally attracted beautiful women!

“Anyway, I came here to ask you a question,” the Count said, getting to the point.

“What is it?” Rui asked.

“Miss Rui, who are you?”



“I apologize, but the moment I learned you had joined the hero’s party, I began investigating your background,” the Count confessed.

“…,” Rui remained silent.

“But I found nothing. No records, no information, not even through my usual channels,” he continued.

“I see,” Rui replied.

It was to be expected.

She had always avoided the spotlight. After leaving her master, she had interacted with the outside world almost exclusively through anonymous channels. Very few people knew her true identity.

‘But not none.’

There were people who knew her. If the Count had investigated those connections, he could have uncovered her past.

But even if he knew who to ask, he probably wouldn’t have been able to get any information. Those who knew her weren’t easily accessible to someone like the Count.

“For the past year, the hero’s party consisted of four members. And they were incredibly successful. I had placed the fate of this city in their hands. But the hero’s party that arrived here had five members,” the Count explained.

A mage, unknown to their intelligence, had joined their ranks.

It was natural for the Count to be suspicious.

If Rui had been an enemy agent or a demon in disguise, the city would have been doomed.

“So I investigated you. I found nothing, and now my doubts about your abilities have been thoroughly dispelled,” he said.

“…,” Rui waited for him to continue.

“I apologize. I acted improperly towards the hero who saved my city,” the Count said, bowing his head slightly.

“It’s alright. I would have done the same,” Rui replied honestly.

She felt no resentment towards him for investigating her.

‘In fact, his kindness and sincerity were almost unsettling.’

He was a true noble, unlike many she had encountered. Although, even he was unusually kind for a noble.

“The hero’s party is under the Emperor’s… protection. It’s natural for them to attract unwanted attention. They carry a heavy burden,” Rui said.

“…Thank you,” the Count replied, touched by her understanding.

“So, you’re curious about my identity?” Rui asked.

She was willing to reveal some information, if he wished.

But the Count shook his head.

“No. You saved this city. That’s all that matters to me. However…”

“However?”

“Have you heard of the [Magic Saint] and the [White Smith]?”

Familiar names.

“An enigmatic archmage who protects the Imperial family, and an anonymous mage who creates extraordinary magic tools that astound the world,” the Count elaborated.

“…I’ve heard of them,” Rui replied.

“I hope you are neither of those individuals,” the Count said.

“Why?” Rui asked, curious.

“Because that would mean the Empire has gained another star to protect it,” he explained.

“…I see,” Rui replied, thoughtful.

“That’s all I wanted to ask. Please, rest well,” the Count said, leaving the room.

Alone once more, Rui pondered his words.

“…I’m sorry, but your wish won’t come true,” she murmured.

Because she was the White Smith.

Before joining the hero’s party, she had used the alias “White Smith” to sell her magic tools. The name was simple.

She had white hair, and she crafted magic tools like a smith.

The White Smith label was reserved for her highest quality creations. Prototypes and lesser versions were sold under different names, increasing the value and prestige of the White Smith brand.

Only those within certain circles, or those with the wealth and connections to acquire her tools, would know the name. She had assumed the Count wouldn’t be among them…

“But I suppose someone of his stature would know,” she conceded.

She couldn’t fulfill the Count’s wish.

As for the Magic Saint…

“…I’m definitely not that,” Rui said, a certain woman’s face flashing through her mind. An older woman, with a mischievous grin. The thought made Rui slightly annoyed.

“Well, she can handle herself,” Rui muttered.

She wouldn’t abandon her duties just because Rui was gone.

Rui turned back to the window, seeking a distraction from her boredom.

“Huh?”

“Hee hee. Bored, are we?”

A familiar elf stood outside her window.

Raphilia.

“What are you doing here?” Rui asked, surprised.

“I came to visit. I thought you might be bored,” Raphilia explained.

Really? That was… surprisingly thoughtful.

“Aw, are you about to cry? Looks like I came at the right time,” Raphilia teased.

“I’m not crying,” Rui retorted.

“Are you sure? That white hair looks awfully suspicious,” Raphilia grinned.

“Ugh,” Rui grumbled.

“Ahahaha! Come on, look down there,” Raphilia said, gesturing towards the ground below.

“Down there?”

“Miss Rui!”

“Rui, are you feeling better?”

“Aria! Serin!”

All three heroines had come to visit. They had visited individually yesterday and today, but seeing them all together was touching.

“Where’s Aswell?” Rui asked.

“Aswell? He’s having dinner with some important people. He couldn’t make it,” Raphilia replied, her tone slightly sour.

It seemed Aswell had declined their invitation. Otherwise, Raphilia wouldn’t be sulking.

“So it’s a girls’ day out! It’s the festival, after all!” Raphilia announced.

“I see,” Rui said, though she didn’t have the energy to attend a festival.

“So, Rui, are you going to die if you move even a little?” Raphilia asked bluntly.

“Huh?” Rui blinked, taken aback by the absurd question.

“Of course not…”

“Really? Then hop on,” Raphilia said, gesturing towards her back.

Before Rui could respond, a gust of wind swept her off her feet and into Raphilia’s arms.

“Thanks, everyone!” Raphilia called out.

Everyone? Did she mean the spirits?

Raphilia jumped out the window with Rui on her back. Still in her nightgown, Rui had no choice but to cling to her.

“You’re even cuter than usual when you’re all clingy,” Raphilia teased.

“Indeed. Hehe,” Serin agreed, joining in the teasing.

“Stop it,” Rui mumbled, her face flushed.

“Where should we go?” Aria asked.

“That’s for our hero to decide, don’t you think?” Serin suggested.

“I agree. Rui deserves to choose!” Aria chimed in.

“Oh, in that case, there’s a magic material shop I’ve been wanting to visit…” Rui started.

“No magic material shops. No magic tool shops. No magic anything!” Raphilia declared.

“…,” Rui sighed.

There were some disagreements, but it was a fun experience. Serin and Raphilia took turns carrying Rui, and the four of them enjoyed the festival.

‘This is nice,’ Rui thought.

Thanks to them, she could forget everything else, even for a little while.

Her past life, the original story, even magic.

The only thing that lingered in her mind was the absent member of their party.

‘It would be nice if Aswell could join us next time,’ she thought.

The day of the festival flew by, and the next morning arrived.

“You can move now,” the maid announced.

“That’s a shame…”

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing. Would you like to hold my hand and try standing up?” the maid offered.

“No, I can stand up on my own… okay, I’ll take your hand,” Rui conceded.

With the maid’s help, Rui began to walk again, gradually increasing her activity level. Two days later, they finally departed from Alphares.




  Chapter 34: Northbound
The day the hero’s party departed from Alphares, a large crowd gathered to see them off.

“I apologize that we couldn’t offer you a grander farewell,” Count Alphares said to Aswell.

“Not at all. Your hospitality was more than enough,” Aswell replied.

As the Count and Aswell conversed, Rui felt a burning gaze on her.

‘…Of course,’ she thought, recognizing the source.

It was the Count’s daughter. Hidden behind her mother, she was staring at Aswell with undisguised adoration.

If she had been a potential heroine in the original story, Rui would have encouraged the match. Unfortunately, she was only fourteen.

It was a delicate situation, and Aswell seemed to be avoiding any private interactions with her.

Aswell continued to chat with the Count and Countess, while the three heroines mingled with the people they had befriended during their stay.

“Miss Rui,” a voice said.

“Ah,” Rui turned to see her assigned maid.

“Please, no formalities. So you’re leaving today,” the maid said.

“Yes. Thank you for all your help,” Rui said sincerely, bowing her head in gratitude. She had been incredibly comfortable thanks to the maid’s attentiveness.

The maid smiled. “It was my pleasure. I received plenty in return, so there’s no need for thanks.”

“…??” Rui blinked, confused by her cryptic words. As the maid walked away, Rui noticed several other maids glaring at her with envy.

But her maid maintained her serene smile, seemingly unaffected.

‘Well, it’s probably fine,’ Rui thought, dismissing the strange interaction.

“Alright, shall we depart?” Aswell announced, having finished his farewells.

Everyone mounted their horses.

“Lux, it’s been a while,” Rui said, stroking Nightlux’s mane.

Snort.

“Ah, sorry. Don’t lick me.”

It seemed Nightlux was upset about being neglected before and after the fortress incident. He nuzzled Rui affectionately, almost licking her face. She quickly calmed him down and mounted him.

“The citizens will be escorting you out of the city,” Count Alphares announced.

“Ah…”

The mansion gates opened, and everyone gasped.

“Aswell!”

“Thank you for protecting our city!!”

“Hooray for the hero’s party!!”

Crowds lined the road leading to the North Gate, cheering and waving.

‘…This is… a lot,’ Rui thought, overwhelmed.

This was her first experience with such a grand send-off. The others had likely experienced similar farewells in the capital and other cities. But judging by their expressions, they were genuinely touched.

The hero’s party, led by Aswell on Tempest, slowly made their way through the cheering crowds, waving and greeting the people. Rui followed quietly behind.

But then…

“Miss Rui! Look over here!!”

“Our city’s savior! A true beacon of light!!”

“Huh?” Rui blinked, confused.

They weren’t just cheering for the hero’s party. They were specifically calling out to her, with a fervent enthusiasm.

‘Why?’ she wondered.

Her contributions to the battle at the Twilight Fortress had been limited to reinforcing the walls and enchanting everyone’s equipment. Compared to Aswell’s feat of destroying the fortress, hers seemed insignificant.

“Gah! I made eye contact with Miss Rui! I have to study magic now…!”

“Praise her! Just shut up and praise her!”

“The citizens of Alphares officially declare their unwavering support for Miss Rui! Any insults or derogatory remarks directed towards her will be considered an insult to all citizens of Alphares…!”

“…??”

This was… strange.

Snicker…

“Hee hee…”

Rui noticed the three heroines trying to suppress their laughter.

‘What is going on?’ she wondered, bewildered.

As her confusion grew, she happened to make eye contact with Aswell.

“Um… Rui,” he began.

“Yes?”

“That thing you asked me to do before you passed out…?”

“Yes…?”

“I kind of… failed,” he admitted, avoiding her gaze.

“Huh?”

She had asked him to take credit for destroying the fortresses.

“I tried to keep it a secret, like you asked… but there were too many witnesses. The rumor is that it was a combined attack, a special technique you and I developed together…”

“Pffft… hahahaha! Look at Rui’s face! Ahahaha!” Raphilia burst out laughing.

“Raphilia! You shouldn’t laugh… giggle,” Aria scolded, though she was also struggling to contain her amusement.

“I feel so safe with the Goddess of Bombardment on our side,” Serin said with a smirk.

“Ahahahaha!!”

“Goddess of… Bombardment…?” Rui muttered, turning towards the crowd.

Several people were waving small banners.

[Goddess of Bombardment, Rui of the hero’s party! The citizens of Alphares support you!]

[Miss Rui, show us another bombardment!]

[The true wife of the hero is Ru…!]

“…,” Rui mentally checked out.

She was happy to have supporters, but this was too much to handle.

She steadfastly ignored her new nickname, mechanically waving at the crowd as they approached the North Gate.

Just before exiting the city, she spotted someone familiar and quickly dismounted Nightlux.

“Rui?” Aswell asked, surprised.

“I’ll be right back. I just need to talk to someone,” Rui said, hurrying towards a nearby alley.

The figure, noticing Rui, smirked and entered the alley as well.

“Diyursil,” Rui greeted her.

“Oh my, I was just about to leave,” Diyursil replied, her smile as enchanting as ever.

“I would have preferred to visit you at the mansion, but… it seemed a bit too chaotic,” she explained.

“I see,” Rui replied.

“So, did my lessons prove useful?” Diyursil asked.

“Very much so. Your gem crafting techniques were invaluable,” Rui confirmed.

She wouldn’t have been able to create the tracking bracelets without Diyursil’s teachings. Although the bracelets had degraded due to her incomplete mastery of the techniques, the potential was immense.

“Thanks to you, we were able to gain an advantage in battle,” Rui said.

“Really? Then I suppose I helped the Goddess of Bombardment quite a bit,” Diyursil teased.

“Ah,” Rui groaned.

“Ahahaha. I knew you wouldn’t like that nickname. It was coined by that humorless West Gate Captain,” Diyursil revealed.

Him? Rui had saved the western wall from collapsing, and this was how he repaid her?

“Anyway, where are you headed next?” Diyursil asked.

“North, I believe,” Rui replied.

And she would likely encounter the witch heroine soon.

Diyursil waved her hand dismissively. “Well then, safe travels. I wish you the best.”

“Thank you,” Rui replied.

“Oh, by the way, how’s that opal you gave Aswell?”

The opal? Why did she suddenly ask about that? Rui had seen Aswell wearing it every day, close to his heart.

“It’s fine,” Rui replied.

“Hmm, then do you know the meaning of a water opal?”

It wasn’t just an opal; it was a water opal. Rui knew next to nothing about gems.

“Is there a meaning?” she asked.

“Well, if you don’t know, it doesn’t matter. Now, you should really get going. Everyone’s waiting,” Diyursil said, ushering her away.

“Goodbye,” Rui said, bidding farewell to the enigmatic witch.

They exited the North Gate, exchanging final goodbyes with the guards. Finally, away from the crowds, they could relax.



“Phew…”

“Good work, everyone,” Aswell said.

“It’s nice to be appreciated, but those farewells can be tiring,” Raphilia commented.

“But as long as everyone’s happy, I’m happy,” Aria said cheerfully.

While Raphilia and Aria chatted, Serin and Aswell discussed their next destination.

“Where did you say we were headed?” Serin asked.

“Our first objective is a city near the mountains in the northwest,” Aswell explained.

“It’ll be getting colder soon, then,” Serin observed.

Rui remained silent, lost in her own thoughts.

With the Twilight Fortress incident behind them, the hero’s party was heading north, following a clockwise route that would eventually take them to the northwestern and then northern regions of the Empire.

‘That’s halfway,’ Rui realized.

They had joined forces in the south. They had traveled half a circle around the Empire. What awaited them on their journey north?

‘We’ll be meeting the witch heroine soon.’

The witch heroine’s arc was next.

In the original story, they met her after passing through two villages. It should happen within a month.

That was according to the original story. But Rui had another objective.

‘When is Aria’s affection event?’

She had prioritized the other heroines because of Aria’s significant role in the original story.

‘She was practically the main heroine,’ Rui mused.

That’s why she had put Aria’s arc on hold. But now it was time to help her. She needed a plan.

‘The question is…,’

Should she do it before or after meeting the witch heroine?

Both options had their merits and drawbacks.

“Hmm…”

As Raphilia finished talking and Aria took a sip of water, Rui approached her.

“Aria,” Rui began.

“?” Aria looked at her, tilting her head slightly.

It was always best to discuss these things with the person involved.

“You like Aswell, don’t you?”

“Splutter! Ah! I’m sorry!”

Rui realized she had chosen a very bad time to bring this up. But she had already started, so she quickly wiped the water off her face and carefully considered her next words.




  Chapter 35: Of Confessions and Conspiracies
People had different personalities and values. So, while the three heroines’ reactions were similar, they were also unique.

Aria’s was a vehement denial.

“N-no, that’s not true…?” she stammered, her usual gentle demeanor replaced by flustered panic.

Where was her calm composure and soft-spoken nature? She was desperately trying to refute Rui’s statement.

“That’s not it at all…! I would never like Aswell…!” she insisted, her eyes darting around nervously, the water bottle in her hand trembling.

‘Is she really denying it?’ Rui wondered.

…She couldn’t even pretend to believe that.

Aria’s entire body screamed, “I like Aswell!”

‘But I can’t just interrogate her until she confesses,’ Rui thought.

Even if Aria, overwhelmed by embarrassment, decided to leave the party (which was unlikely), it was best to maintain amicable relations. They would be traveling together for a long time.

‘I’ll have to guide her subtly,’ Rui decided.

“Ah, I see. Well, then…” Rui said, feigning understanding.

“Yes, yes. That’s right. How could I possibly like Aswell…?” Aria rambled.

“Then I suppose I don’t need to help you,” Rui said casually.

“…Help me? What do you mean…?” Aria asked, her voice trailing off.

“Well, it seems Raphilia and Serin are both interested in Aswell,” Rui revealed.

“!!” Aria gasped dramatically, though Rui wasn’t sure why. Was she surprised that Rui knew, or simply surprised by the information itself?

“So I helped them… you know… nudge things along. Make Aswell aware of their feelings,” Rui explained.

“W-when?” Aria asked.

“When I repaired your breastplate, and right before the fortress incident. It seems to have worked out well for them,” Rui said vaguely.

Aria’s face fell. Rui had a reason for sharing this seemingly hurtful information.

‘Aria is the only one who can mediate between the heroines.’

The dynamic between Aria, Serin, and Raphilia wasn’t a problem. But the future heroines would inevitably clash with Serin and Raphilia. Rui needed to establish Aria as the mediator early on.

In the original story, Aria had been the peacemaker, keeping the hero’s ever-growing harem in order. That’s how she earned the title of “true wife.”

If Rui revealed her involvement in Serin and Raphilia’s advances, even if they accepted it, they wouldn’t necessarily accept Aria as the mediator.

Aria was their only hope.

“Ugh…” Aria whimpered.

‘This is painful,’ Rui thought, wincing sympathetically.

But she had to endure this. For the sake of the future hero’s harem party, filled with the world’s strongest women, she had to ensure they didn’t fall apart.

“Th-then… please help them… I’ll… I’ll cheer them on from the sidelines…” Aria mumbled, her voice barely above a whisper.

Oh no.

This was bad.

Aria wasn’t threatening to leave the party; she was threatening to withdraw from the harem.



“Wait, Aria, that’s not what I meant,” Rui said quickly, trying to backpedal.

“Yes…?” Aria sniffled.

“Calm down. Take a deep breath… in… out…” Rui instructed, though she was the one who needed to calm down.

Aria was about to drop a bombshell. Withdrawing from the harem and cheering from the sidelines?

This was a bigger problem than fifty fortresses.

‘How did a small hero’s party defeat the Demon King and his army in the first place?’ Rui wondered.

Through the power of love, of course! Overcoming impossible odds with the support of their loved ones. If Aria’s feelings for Aswell faded, the party could be wiped out.

“Aria, come with me,” Rui said, leading her away from the others, who were still discussing their travel plans.

Rui quietly explained the current dynamics within the hero’s party.

“I did help Raphilia and Serin, but… it’s not as serious as you think,” Rui reassured her.

“I-I wasn’t thinking anything lewd!” Aria exclaimed, her face flushing crimson.

“Of course not,” Rui said smoothly.

“R-really!”

No one had said anything.

“They’re just… more aware of each other’s feelings. They haven’t even held hands. So you’re not behind at all,” Rui explained.

It was true. Rui’s intervention had only given them a slight nudge in the right direction. They were essentially at the same starting line.

“I see…” Aria said, her expression brightening slightly.

“Yes, so don’t worry…” Rui began.

“But… what about you, Rui?” Aria interrupted.

“Me?”

Two memories surfaced.

Her conversations with Raphilia and Serin.

And now, this.

“I don’t like Aswell,” Rui said simply.

The same answer as always.

Thump.

‘Is this still the mana exhaustion…?’ she wondered, her heart racing again.

It was lasting a surprisingly long time. But considering the scale of the previous mana drain, it wasn’t entirely unexpected.

Aria’s eyes widened in surprise.

“…Why?” she asked.

“Because I don’t,” Rui replied.

“Oh, um, that’s… good…” Aria murmured.

Why was that good?

“To be honest… I… I like Aswell…” Aria confessed, covering her face with her hands.

Compared to the other heroines, Aria, raised in the more conservative environment of the Church, seemed especially embarrassed by such confessions.

“But I was going to give up…” she continued.

“Why?” Rui asked.

“Because… you, Serin, and Raphilia are all so amazing… I thought someone like me wouldn’t even catch his eye…”

“…,” Rui decided to ignore the fact that she was included in that list. But Aria’s self-deprecating assessment was unacceptable.

Rui stared pointedly at Aria’s ample bosom.

‘And you think he wouldn’t notice that?’ Rui thought incredulously.

Preposterous.

While Serin and Raphilia were well-endowed, Aria was in a league of her own. Where mages had mana circles, clerics had “vessels” to contain their holy power.

Aria’s vessel was overflowing with divine grace. If the Church’s deity wasn’t a goddess, they would have chosen Aria as the Saintess solely based on her bust size.

And from a purely male perspective (thanks to her past life memories), bigger was always better. While there were exceptions, Aria’s bust was definitely not something to be overlooked.

“Aria,” Rui began.

“Yes…?”

“I have one more question. Answer honestly.”

“Okay.”

“Do you want to be with Aswell?”

“Eek!” Aria squeaked, her face turning even redder.

Why was she so hesitant?

‘The Church allows marriage, right?’

In fact, they actively encouraged it. Their goddess governed love and marriage. And Aswell wasn’t just any man; he was the hero. The Church would be ecstatic.

‘It must be her personality,’ Rui concluded.

She had always been somewhat timid in the original story. Rui could help with that.

“…Yes,” Aria finally whispered.

Her earlier declaration of withdrawing from the harem had been a momentary lapse in judgment.

“Then I’ll help you,” Rui declared.

Since she was starting later than the other two, she could aim higher.

Holding hands, perhaps?

Rui suddenly remembered holding Aswell’s hand on Tempest, to demonstrate her mana control.

‘…That doesn’t count.’

It had been for demonstration purposes; it didn’t count as a romantic gesture. Besides, she wasn’t a heroine, so it didn’t matter anyway.

“Really…?” Aria asked hopefully.

“Yes. You’ve helped me a lot,” Rui confirmed.

“I-I’ll do my best!” Aria declared, her spirits renewed.

She was determined to win Aswell’s heart. Rui admired her resolve.

“So, Aria, do you want to achieve this quickly, or would you prefer a slower, more certain approach?” Rui asked.

“What’s the difference?”

“There’s a big difference.”

Depending on her choice, they would proceed before or after encountering the witch heroine.

The former offered a faster route to capturing Aswell’s attention, but risked being overshadowed by the witch heroine’s charm.

The latter would put her slightly behind Serin and Raphilia, but allowed her to solidify her position after the witch heroine appeared, effectively outshining her.

“I prefer a steady approach,” Aria decided.

“Then we’ll do that. For now… just act normal,” Rui instructed.

As with Raphilia and Serin, being too obvious could backfire. Aria was the embodiment of naturalness and purity. Her approach had to reflect that.

“…Thank you, Rui,” Aria said gratefully.

“You’re welcome,” Rui replied.

“If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know!” Aria offered.

She would have helped regardless, but her willingness to offer assistance was important. Rui was satisfied.

“Rui! Aria!” Aswell called out to them.

“Coming, Aswell! Ah!” Aria squeaked.

“…? What’s wrong?” Aswell asked, concerned.

“N-nothing! What is it, Aswell?” Aria asked quickly, avoiding his gaze. She was clearly flustered after their earlier conversation.

Rui chuckled and turned to face Aswell. His dark blue eyes met hers.

Thump.

“…,” Rui quickly averted her gaze.

“What? Why is everyone avoiding my eyes…? Did I do something wrong…?” Aswell asked, confused.

Something was in Rui’s eye. Yes, that was it.




  Chapter 36: A Simple Accident
“Miss Rui, is there anything I can help you with?”

“Miss Rui, watch out for that rock!”

“Miss Rui, if you didn’t sleep well, I can…”

Aria had become incredibly clingy since their conversation. It seemed she was trying to repay Rui for offering to help her with Aswell.

The sentiment was appreciated.

However, the frequency of her assistance was bordering on obsessive.

“Um… Rui,” Raphilia began.

“Yes, Raphilia?”

“Did Aria do something wrong?”

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t know what it is, but you shouldn’t treat her like a servant…”

“I didn’t ask her to do anything,” Rui insisted.

It had gotten to the point where she had to defend herself. She had to stop Aria’s excessive helpfulness before Aswell and the others started asking questions.

“Aria, from now on…” Rui began.

“Oh, Miss Rui! I’m making carrot soup with special pork from the last town! Would you like some?” Aria interrupted, beaming.

“…Yes,” Rui sighed.

Just this once.

Rui managed to avoid Aria’s subsequent attempts to offer her “amazing magic materials” and “new carrot soup recipes,” though it was a close call.

“Miss Rui! The Church contacted me. They said they can procure those materials you were looking for! Oh, wait. You have something on your face… hee hee, I guess you really enjoyed that new carrot soup I made!”

“Yes, the soft texture of the fish complements the carrots perfectly,” Rui replied through gritted teeth.

Patience and self-control were truly valuable skills.

“…She definitely has something on her,” Raphilia whispered to Serin.

“Yeah. There’s no other reason she’d let Aria fuss over her like that,” Serin agreed.

Rui ignored their whispers. She had a new carrot soup to taste.



Since Aria had chosen the slower approach, Rui could focus on preparing for the arrival of the witch heroine.

‘If things go according to the original story, there will be a minor incident, but she’ll join the party without any problems,’ Rui thought.

The “incident” was simple. Aswell would save the witch heroine and suffer a minor burn on his back in the process.

The witch heroine, consumed by guilt over his injury, would then join the party.

‘I should prevent that,’ Rui decided.

The burn scar served as a plot point to connect Aswell and the witch heroine, but it was ultimately an unnecessary injury. Rui could connect them in other ways.

Besides, she didn’t want Aswell to get hurt.

‘Time to lay the groundwork,’ Rui thought.

Until now, Rui’s magic and magic tools had compensated for their shortcomings, but in the original story, the hero’s party had been craving more firepower after the fortress incident. That shared desire had smoothed over the initial friction between them and the witch heroine, allowing her to join their ranks.

But having averted the disastrous outcome of the fortress incident, the party likely wouldn’t feel the same need for increased firepower.

‘If she doesn’t join… I won’t be able to prevent certain events later on,’ Rui realized.

There would be a situation requiring overwhelming firepower, and the witch heroine’s magic was perfectly suited for it. Replacing her with another mage or witch wasn’t an option.

Her role in large-scale battles was irreplaceable. They had to recruit her.

“Alright, let’s rest here for today… I’m heading to the Adventurer’s Guild,” Aswell announced after they finished unpacking.

‘…There’s probably a large-scale monster extermination request,’ Rui thought.

They were transitioning from the western to the northern regions, and the monster population was denser in the north. There were bound to be requests beyond the capabilities of ordinary adventurers and mercenaries.

‘Perfect.’

She would take the request and demonstrate the need for more firepower.

“Aswell,” Rui called out to him.

“Yes?”

“I’ll come with you,” she said.

“You too? Why…?” he asked, surprised.

She couldn’t tell him she wanted to subtly influence their next course of action. Rui looked around for an excuse, then mumbled, fidgeting with her fingers, “…Just because.”

What could he say to that?

“Oh, okay!” he agreed readily. He probably didn’t want to risk her demanding the return of the enchanted gloves and boots.

“Let’s go, then,” Rui said.

“…Okay,” Aswell replied, still slightly bewildered.

Rui lightly grasped Aswell’s sleeve as they walked towards the Adventurer’s Guild.



Rui had visited Adventurer’s Guilds before, to take on requests for magic materials. But those guilds were small, located in small towns near her research lab, even though her lab was close to the capital.

They were about the size of a small bank or a local government office. This guild, however, was much larger.

“…,” Rui observed the bustling interior.

“Rui, is this your first time at an Adventurer’s Guild?” Aswell asked.

“…Yes,” Rui lied.

It wasn’t her first time, but the scale of this guild suggested there were many things she didn’t know. It was better to feign ignorance than to be exposed as a fraud.

“Then stay close. There are some unsavory characters among adventurers,” Aswell warned, taking the lead.

Rui’s first reaction was disappointment.

‘He should have said that to the heroines,’ she thought.

Thump.

It was frustrating to witness such classic hero behavior directed at her, knowing the full context of the situation.

“It’s crowded,” Rui observed.

“Right? It’s a bit different from those gloomy magic shops you frequent… ow!”

“Stop teasing me,” Rui said, lightly punching him on the arm.

Gloomy? It was a perfectly respectable establishment. This was magic discrimination. As Rui playfully scolded Aswell, she noticed a large bulletin board.

“That’s the request board. The size depends on the scale of the guild and the number of adventurers,” Aswell explained.

Judging by the size of this board, this town had a large number of resident and visiting adventurers. Why would a small town have such a large guild?

“…Is it because of the nearby forest?” Rui asked.

“Bingo. And it’s not just a forest; it’s a swampy area teeming with monsters. Plus, the nearest major city is Alphares,” Aswell explained.

That explained the large guild. A monster-infested forest and a nearby metropolis made this town a convenient hub for adventurers.

It was interesting to learn these details, which weren’t mentioned in the original story.

“But I don’t take requests from the board,” Aswell said.

“Why?” Rui asked.

“I handle requests most adventurers avoid.”

Aswell turned towards a middle-aged man with a friendly smile. Rui followed his gaze and recognized the man.

“Greetings, Hero. Welcome to our humble town,” the man said.

“It’s a pleasure to be here, Guild Master,” Aswell replied.

It was the branch master of the Adventurer’s Guild. Since Aswell often handled requests that were repeatedly declined by other adventurers, he seemed to have a good relationship with the guild leadership.

“We’ve set aside a few requests for you, based on reports from the previous town. Please, take your pick,” the branch master offered.

“Thank you. Rui, let’s take a look,” Aswell said.

Aswell would likely choose the longest outstanding request, or the one with the highest difficulty rating.

Rui, as planned, intended to choose the most troublesome request, or the one involving the largest number of monsters.

‘This one’s too small… this one’s troublesome, but… it won’t connect us with the witch heroine…’

As Rui scanned the requests, one caught her eye.

An extermination request for a large group of rodent-like monsters.

The location was within the forest, but not in the swamp, which was a plus. And it involved a significant number of monsters, another plus.

As Rui reached for the request form, another hand appeared.

“Ah,” Rui and Aswell said simultaneously.

Their hands overlapped on the request form. Rui’s hand beneath Aswell’s.

A moment of silence hung in the air.

“Ah, s-sorry,” Aswell stammered, pulling his hand back.

“It’s fine,” Rui replied.

Thump.

Rui pressed her hand to her chest, her heart racing.

“So… you think this one’s good too?” Aswell asked.

“Yes. I don’t think the other adventurers can handle this one,” Rui confirmed.

“Guild Master, we’ll take this one,” Aswell said.

“Hehehe, excellent choice. Excellent timing, too,” the branch master chuckled.

“Excuse me?” Aswell asked, confused.

“Nothing at all. I’ll just go process the paperwork,” the branch master said, leaving the room.

Alone with Aswell, he apologized again.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

“For what?” Rui asked.

“For… holding your hand…”

“…It’s fine. It was an accident,” Rui reassured him.

Thump.

“It was… just an accident,” Rui repeated, her heart still racing.

Yes, a simple accident.




  Chapter 37: The Ember Witch
Today was important.

It was the day of the large-scale monster extermination Rui had chosen.

“…,” she trailed off, recalling the moment she selected the request. A brief, accidental touch…

‘…Get a grip, Rui. You’ve held hands before.’

It was just an accidental brush of skin, a perfectly natural physical phenomenon occurring in a moment of lowered vigilance.

“Where are we meeting the client?” Serin asked.

“We follow this road and then…” Aswell replied, consulting the request details with Serin.

They looked good together. Aswell looked good with all of them: Serin, Aria, and Raphilia.

“…,” Rui’s expression darkened.

“Rui, what’s wrong?” Aswell asked, noticing her change in mood.

“Nothing,” Rui replied curtly.

“You seem upset,” Aswell observed.

“Not at all,” Rui insisted.

“If you say so…”

Rui needed to focus. She had to convince them of the need for a new party member.

“Alright, I explained this yesterday, but I’ll go over it again,” Aswell began.

“The target is the Raskus, a rat-like monster. There’s a horde of over five hundred of them in the center of the forest,” he explained.

“Ugh, even though they’re just monsters… Raskus always give me the creeps,” Raphilia shuddered.

“They’re not that small, though. It shouldn’t be a problem for your arrows,” Serin said.

“It’s not the size…” Raphilia muttered.

“They nest underground and in tree hollows. They’re also excellent climbers. The client requested we minimize damage to the forest, but the Adventurers’ Guild seems to have given up on preserving it,” Aswell continued.

“That’s probably because no one’s been able to solve the problem for so long…” Aria commented.

Raskus were known for their relentless breeding. Even a few survivors could quickly repopulate the area. Numerous adventurers and even Guild-sponsored extermination efforts had failed.

‘The hero’s party will succeed, but… it’ll be a hard-fought victory,’ Rui thought.

They needed to be pushed to their limits, both physically and mentally, to fully appreciate the need for the witch heroine. Rui had made preparations. This wouldn’t be an easy task.

‘Judging by Raphilia’s reaction, they must be pretty grotesque…’

Rui hadn’t encountered any Raskus near her village. The original story barely mentioned them, offering no insights into their weaknesses or special characteristics.

‘It’ll be fine,’ Rui reassured herself.

Aside from their rapid breeding, Raskus were weak monsters, even low-ranking adventurers could handle them.

“Alright, let’s go,” Aswell said.

“Let’s do this!” the others chimed in, setting off with enthusiasm.

Rui smiled slyly.

The hero’s party was dancing to her tune.

Like puppets on a string.

“Eek! Rui?!”

“Get it off me…!” Raphilia shrieked.

Swish!

Aswell swiftly dispatched the baby Raskus that was clinging to Rui’s robe. Rui blinked back tears of relief.

‘That thing is hideous!’

Raskus.

They were disgusting.



There was a particularly troublesome rodent in Rui’s past life.

The nutria.

The Raskus resembled them.

In size.

“Eek!” Rui yelped, retrieving a magic tool from her subspace pocket and throwing it at an approaching Raskus. It must have been a failed experiment. The device exploded on impact.

One Raskus down.

‘Rodents…? This is beyond rodent-sized…!’

A dog-sized rat? This wasn’t a rodent; it was a monster. A chaotic, rampaging monster.

“Rui! Is there any way to increase my running speed…?” Serin started to ask, but Rui was too preoccupied to answer.

“Die, die…!” she muttered, throwing more of her failed experiments at the approaching Raskus.

Serin, realizing Rui wasn’t going to be much help, turned her attention to destroying the nearby Raskus nests.

“Phew…” Rui sighed, having demolished a dozen nests. She finally had a moment to assess the situation.

Raphilia was using wind-enchanted arrows to skewer the Raskus leaping through the trees, while also taking down those on the ground with her bow and daggers.

Serin had found an open area and was decimating the Raskus with waves of Sword Qi.

Aswell was doing something similar, though his attacks were more precise.

Aria was the biggest surprise.

“Take that! And that!” she shouted, pummeling Raskus with her staff, splashing them with holy water, and even using her holy power to suffocate them.

‘She’s… really good at this,’ Rui thought, impressed.

She had forgotten that the others had been adventuring for a year before she joined them. They must have encountered Raskus on previous quests.

That’s why they knew how to handle them and weren’t afraid.

‘I’m the weakest link…’ Rui realized, a wave of self-doubt washing over her.

She had assumed she was more experienced than Aria, at least in monster extermination. But Aria was even more effective than Serin and Aswell… Which meant Rui was dead last.

“Rui, behind you!” Aswell shouted.

“Eh?”

Distracted by her self-deprecating thoughts, Rui hadn’t noticed the Raskus approaching her from behind. Thankfully, it didn’t bite her or try to climb her robe.

Swish!

“Rui, are you okay?” Aswell asked, having once again rescued her.

“Thank you…” Rui murmured, genuinely grateful.

She had faced vampires and giant spiders. She had assumed Raskus would be easy.

‘I can’t believe I’m afraid of rats,’ she thought, disgusted with herself. It was like developing a sudden aversion to green peppers after arriving in this world. Although, she didn’t actually dislike green peppers.

“It’s alright now. I don’t see any more of them,” Aswell reassured her.

“Really…?” Rui asked, clinging to him and looking up at him with teary eyes. The earlier scare seemed to have unlocked her tear ducts.

“Yeah, you’re safe now,” Aswell said gently.

“…Okay,” Rui said, calming down.

If all the Raskus were gone, it was her time to shine. She quickly detached herself from Aswell and drew her Master Key.

“Detection,” she commanded, activating a simple spell to locate any hidden Raskus.

She sensed several faint signatures underground, similar to the slain Raskus.

“There are still some left underground,” Rui reported.

“Really? Then…” Aswell began.

“I’ll be over there. Let me know when you’re done,” Rui said, pointing towards a nearby tree.

“Okay…” Aswell replied, looking at her strangely.

Rui ignored his gaze and climbed the tree.

“Phew… huh?”

She had climbed the tree to avoid the Raskus emerging from the ground, but why was there one already up here, staring at her?

[They nest underground and in tree hollows. They’re also excellent climbers.]

“…,” Rui froze, speechless.

Squeak.

She trembled, relying solely on her robe’s protective barrier. Her savior arrived in the form of Raphilia, who had just finished dealing with a group of Raskus and was looking around for Rui.

“Phew, Rui! You can come down no—huh?”

“…,” Rui looked at Raphilia pleadingly.

“…,” Raphilia stared back, her expression unreadable.

Help? Rui mouthed silently.

Raphilia sighed and shot the Raskus above Rui with a single, well-aimed arrow.

Finally, the extermination was complete. Rui confirmed it with a wide-range detection spell.

“There are no more. Not a single one,” she announced.

“Phew! Finally…” Aswell sighed in relief.

“That was tougher than the eastern village,” Aria commented.

They were all exhausted from chasing Raskus through the forest. It wasn’t exactly what Rui had envisioned, but the hero’s party was thoroughly drained.

‘…Just as planned.’

“Everyone,” Rui began.

“Yes…?” Aswell replied.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help during this extermination,” Rui said, her voice laced with remorse.

The plan remained the same, but with a slight twist.

The “it’s all my fault” strategy.

“If I had learned some offensive magic… or if I wasn’t so… afraid… no, if I didn’t dislike Raskus so much, I could have helped…” Rui continued, emphasizing her shortcomings.

This strategy also involved admitting her faults first.

“Um…” Aswell hesitated.

It made it harder for them to criticize her. But she had to be careful.

‘This could lead to expulsion from the party,’ Rui knew.

Ha! Useless! You’re out of my party.

That’s what Aswell could say. Rui didn’t think he would, but she had to be prepared for any possibility.

But the hero’s party’s reaction was… strange.

‘They’re supposed to comfort me or sympathize with me…’

But they were all looking at her with a strange expression.

Serin spoke first.

“Rui…?”

“Yes?”

“You seem to have forgotten… you joined the party on the condition that you wouldn’t participate in combat, remember?”

“…Ah,” Rui’s face flushed.

“So we don’t really mind that you didn’t help…” Serin continued.

Wait, what?

“In fact, we’re grateful for everything you’ve done so far,” Raphilia added.

“Me too,” Aria chimed in.

This wasn’t right. She had joined on that condition, but…

‘…Huh?’

How had this happened?

“Rui, what they’re trying to say is… don’t push yourself,” Aswell explained gently.

“Ah…”

“You already did so much in Alphares. Frankly, no one would mind if you just relaxed and focused on your research until we reach the north,” Raphilia added.

The others nodded in agreement. This made it difficult for Rui to argue for the necessity of greater firepower. Without knowing about the witch heroine, they would assume she was offering to fill that role.

“…Thank you for your consideration,” Rui said, accepting their kindness.

‘…Well, it wasn’t a complete failure,’ she thought.

Even if they didn’t say it out loud, they must be thinking about the need for more offensive power. That was the reason they had been looking for a mage before she joined.

Rui kept that in mind as they returned to the village.

A week later, they arrived at another village.

“H-hero! Is the hero here?!” a man burst into the inn where they were staying.

“What is it?” Aswell asked, setting aside his swordsmanship manual and looking at the man with a serious expression.

The man gasped for breath, then uttered a single phrase.

“A fire giant… in the north…!”

“A fire giant…?”

Rui’s ears perked up.

‘Here we go,’ she thought.

The fire giant was her doing.

The new heroine, the witch who controlled fire.

The Ember Witch, Niabella.

It was time to meet her.




  Chapter 38: A City’s Prejudice
Niabella.

Known as the Ember Witch, she wielded fire as her unique power, much like Diyursil wielded gem crafting magic.

However, most witches rarely used elemental magic. They primarily channeled moon mana, not elemental mana. Niabella was an exception, her affinity lying with fire, an elemental mana.

Perhaps that’s why her flames possessed a power unlike any ordinary fire magic.

“Is that… a giant made of fire…?” Serin murmured, staring in disbelief at the massive figure moving along the ridgeline.

Raphilia simply gaped.

The giant, over thirty meters tall, was composed entirely of pure flame.

It was Niabella’s magic.

‘In the original story, she would be trapped inside,’ Rui thought.

But even though it was her magic, she couldn’t control it. The fire giant, leaving a trail of flames in its wake, was advancing towards a nearby city.

Surprisingly, Niabella hadn’t created the giant intentionally.

It was the result of a magical surge, a loss of control.

The cause of this surge was linked to the city the giant was approaching.

“We have to get ahead of it! Let’s go!” Aswell shouted, mounting Tempest.

“Lux,” Rui called, mounting Nightlux.

Her steed, unlike Tempest and the others’ horses, showed no signs of fear. He was practically prancing, as if going for a leisurely stroll.

“Let’s ride!” Aswell yelled, leading the charge.

It would take roughly three hours to reach the city from their current location. Fortunately, the giant wasn’t moving very fast.

“What is that thing? Some kind of demon…?” Raphilia asked, her voice filled with apprehension.

“I don’t… think so. I don’t sense any demonic energy,” Aria replied.

“Yeah, I agree,” Aswell added.

Both Aswell, with his holy power, and Aria, the Saintess, could immediately discern the absence of demonic energy.

Raphilia frowned. “Then what is it?”

Rui offered a cryptic clue. “I sense powerful mana. But it’s not ordinary mana.”

“Powerful? And not ordinary? What does that mean?” Serin asked.

“Aswell, you remember the witch who taught me gem crafting?” Rui asked.

“Uh… yeah?” Aswell replied, looking straight ahead, avoiding Rui’s gaze.

“Diyursil, the Jewel Witch, and most other witches use moon mana. Unlike ordinary mages who use elemental mana,” Rui explained.

“So…?” Serin prompted.

“I sense moon mana emanating from the fire giant,” Rui revealed.

“You mean that thing was created by a witch?” Raphilia asked, her eyes widening.

Rui didn’t answer. They would find out the truth once they reached the city.

‘Hopefully, things will play out like they did in the original story,’ Rui thought, a flicker of worry in her eyes.

Unlike the other three heroines, Niabella had a… troubled past.



Her troubled past stemmed from the prejudice she faced for being a witch.

Witches were viewed differently depending on the region. While the stereotypical “evil witch” image existed, there were also places where witches were seen as benevolent or mystical beings. Public opinion varied drastically from village to village, even city to city.

A witch owning a shop in a major city like Alphares? Unthinkable in kingdoms or cities where witches were persecuted.

But the Empire, thanks to the support of several archmages and the positive contributions of witches themselves, was generally tolerant. However, there were still pockets of prejudice, and the city they were approaching was one of them.

“Fork in the road!” Serin shouted.

“Left!” Aswell commanded.

Thud, thud, thud…

Four horses galloped into the city, raising a cloud of dust. Guards stood nervously at the gate.

“Hero!” one of the guards exclaimed.

“Yes. Who’s in charge here?” Aswell asked, his eyes scanning the area with unusual intensity.

A middle-aged man with a mustache rushed towards them.

“I am, Hero!” he declared, puffing slightly.

“Can you explain what’s happening?” Aswell asked.

“Y-yes, of course! My informants tell me that giant is the work of a wicked witch!”

“Wicked… do you know why she did this?” Aswell pressed.

“W-why? I’m not sure, but… please, help us defeat her!”

“…One moment,” Aswell said, his voice cold. He seemed to sense something amiss.

‘Aswell was the one who uncovered Niabella’s past and saved her in the original story,’ Rui recalled.

He was clearly trying to get to the bottom of this, his brow furrowed in thought. His half-closed eyes seemed unusually sharp and intense…

“Rui,” Aswell said, turning to her.

“Ah, yes? What is it?” Rui replied, startled.

“You seem to know quite a bit about witches, judging by your interactions with Diyursil. Am I right?”

“I wouldn’t say I’m an expert, but I know a fair amount,” Rui confirmed.

Between the original story and her own experiences in this world, she likely knew more about witches than most people.

“Do witches often attack people without provocation?” Aswell asked.

Ah, so that’s what he was getting at.

“Of course not. They’re still people. In fact, they’re usually reluctant to use their powers, knowing how dangerous they can be. They only attack if…”

“…If they’re attacked first?” Aswell finished her sentence.

“Exactly,” Rui confirmed.

Aswell turned to the middle-aged man, his eyes cold.

“Is that true?”

“W-what?! Of course not! Why would we attack that… that…!”

“That what? Is this city still prejudiced against witches?” Aswell interrupted, his voice sharp.

Serin, Raphilia, and Aria frowned.

“Prejudiced?! We have the right to govern our city as we see fit…!” the man sputtered.

“Just a reminder,” Rui interrupted before he could continue.

“Five years ago, the Emperor officially declared his support for witches.”

“…,” the man fell silent.

It was common knowledge. But the circumstances surrounding that declaration weren’t. And that was due to the individuals involved.

‘Speaking of which, they should be here soon…’

The gate wasn’t just filled with guards and the middle-aged official. There were ordinary citizens present as well. And among them was someone who befriended and supported Niabella.

A blue-haired…

‘Found her.’

The girl’s pained expression stood out among the angry and fearful faces of the other citizens.

‘In the original story, it took a while for her to come forward and help the hero’s party.’

They didn’t find her until after Niabella’s fire giant had partially destroyed the city. She had tried to warn the hero’s party after witnessing the first casualties, but the middle-aged official, fearing exposure of his own wrongdoing, had imprisoned her.

‘He’s noticed her,’ Rui realized, seeing the official’s eyes narrow as he glanced at the girl.

‘This has to end now,’ Rui thought.

The city’s destruction and the subsequent hatred directed towards Niabella would lead to the hero’s party being ambushed by the citizens. A chain of hatred.

If Rui could empower this girl to reveal the truth, all of that could be avoided.

“Lux, can you let me down?” Rui asked.

Whicker.

“Rui? Where are you going?” Raphilia asked.

“Just over there, to talk to that girl,” Rui replied, gesturing towards the blue-haired girl.

“That girl?” Raphilia followed Rui’s gaze.

The girl, noticing Rui approaching, flinched and tried to slip away.

Rui called out a single name.

“Diyursil.”

“…That name!” the girl gasped, stopping in her tracks.

The Jewel Witch.

The girl knew the name, not because of Diyursil’s fame, but because Niabella had mentioned her.

[I’m so happy to have you as a friend… Diyursil was the only one who ever helped me…]

The girl had reached out to Niabella, who was ostracized by the adults in the city. Niabella, initially wary, had eventually opened up to the girl, sharing the name of the person most precious to her.

Rui created a soundproof barrier around herself and the girl, then spoke.

“I’m here to help Niabella, at Diyursil’s request.”

It was a lie. But the girl had no way of knowing. She only knew Diyursil’s name, not her location, appearance, or age.

“Really…? But… she’s Niabella’s friend…” the girl murmured, confused.

“That’s right. Can you help me? I’ll protect you,” Rui reassured her, gently stroking her blue hair and smiling warmly.

She felt several gazes on her and glanced back. Aswell and the others were watching them.

“But… but…” the girl hesitated.

“What’s your name?” Rui asked.

“Rosen…”

“If you help me, we can save Niabella. Those people don’t matter. We’re the hero’s party,” Rui said, her voice filled with conviction.

“…Okay. Niabella liked the hero, so… I’ll trust you,” Rosen agreed.

“Thank you. Here, take my hand,” Rui said, extending her hand.

Rosen. A nameless extra in the original story, forgotten after this incident.

“E-excuse me! Hero! I have something to tell you!” Rosen shouted, her voice gaining strength.

She held the power to save a heroine.

Rui smiled at Rosen, then glanced at Aswell, who was looking at her intently. He quickly averted his gaze, his cheeks slightly flushed.




  Chapter 39: Rosen’s Plea
The middle-aged official, clearly not expecting Rosen to speak up, looked flustered.

“Hero, I have something to tell…!” Rosen began.

“Hero! There’s no need to listen to her!” the official interrupted, stepping forward to block Rosen from Aswell’s view.

He pointed at Rosen accusingly. “This child suffers from delusions! She’s always making things up…!”

“I’m not mentally ill!” Rosen retorted.

“Silence! I showed you mercy when you were begging in the streets!” the official snapped.

Of course, Rosen was perfectly sane. The official was simply trying to discredit her.

“Is that so? Aria,” Rui said, turning to the Saintess.

“Yes?” Aria replied.

“You know that healing spell that can temporarily restore someone’s mental clarity? Perhaps you could use it on her,” Rui suggested.

Me? Aria mouthed silently, pointing at herself with a gloved hand.

Rui gave her a subtle nod. Play along.

“Y-yes! That’s right. We can use that spell to determine the truth,” Aria agreed, a bead of sweat trickling down her forehead. Even she seemed uncomfortable with the deception.

The official and the citizens, however, didn’t seem to suspect the Saintess of lying. They looked visibly shaken.

“The Saintess can do that…?”

“Are we going to be accused of blasphemy…?”

The official, sensing the shift in public opinion, quickly tried to regain control of the situation.

“I-I apologize. This child is… friends with the witch. She’s biased and trying to protect her…”

“When did I ever?! I only asked him to sell Niabella some bread!” Rosen shouted, emboldened by Rui’s presence behind her.

“Hero! I’ll tell you what happened! Niabella is like this because… because that man gave her a false request!” Rosen declared, pointing at the official.

“A false request…?” Aswell asked, his brow furrowing.

“Niabella completed so many requests, but her rank never increased. When she asked about it, he told her that witches shouldn’t aspire to be adventurers, that she should be grateful they even let her register at the lowest rank!”

“!!”

“Then he told her he would raise her rank if she completed a monster extermination request! I should have stopped her…!” Rosen’s eyes filled with tears.

‘That’s understandable,’ Rui thought.

The fact that Niabella was trapped within the fire giant meant she was still alive. The original story didn’t mention her being injured during the extermination, so she must have lost control before encountering any monsters.

“They all conspired to kill Niabella! She worked so hard for this city!” Rosen cried.

“…,” Aswell remained silent, his gaze fixed on the official.

“N-no, Hero… this is a misunderstanding!” the official stammered.

“What misunderstanding?! You hated Niabella because her mother exposed the embezzlement scheme involving the citizens and officials!”

“How did you…!”

“Embezzlement? Now that’s interesting.”

It wasn’t Aswell who reacted to Rosen’s accusation. Serin stepped forward, a smirk playing on her lips, her hand resting on the hilt of her sword.

‘She’s a quasi-noble,’ Rui remembered.

And Serin’s loyalty to the Empire was unwavering.

“A city-wide embezzlement scheme… now that’s something worth investigating.”

Rui decided to add fuel to the fire. “Serin, the primary source of income for this city is the Jeweled Flower, a rare gemstone that grows in the nearby forest. I believe the Emperor is quite fond of them.”

“Hmm…” Serin’s smirk widened.

“Rosen, was it? Do you know where Niabella’s mother is now?” Aswell asked gently, kneeling down to meet Rosen’s gaze. Since Rosen was about Rui’s height, Rui also ended up making eye contact with Aswell.

“…She’s dead. That’s why they were able to cover up the embezzlement,” Rosen replied, her voice barely above a whisper.

“…I see. Thank you,” Aswell said, his eyes now filled with barely contained rage.

Serin, Raphilia, and Aria stepped forward to calm him down.

“Aswell, don’t worry about this. Focus on saving Niabella,” Serin said.

“Yeah, Serin and I will look into the embezzlement. I know quite a bit about these things, being royalty and all,” Raphilia added.

“…I’ll go to the Church,” Aria said, her voice tight with anger. She was clearly upset about the Church officials’ potential involvement in the embezzlement.

They didn’t seem interested in helping Aswell rescue Niabella, likely because she was just a “simple-minded witch.”

“Thanks. I was just about to ask you to do that,” Aswell said.

He hadn’t been looking for their help in the fight.

“I’m initiating a special investigation into this city. I have the authority to do so. Any complaints can be directed to the Emperor.”

“!!”

Special investigation authority.

It was a secret mission bestowed upon Serin by the Emperor. Root out the corruption within the Empire.

“If you want to resist, be my guest,” Serin said, her voice cold and hard.

Who would dare defy a Swordmaster?

The official and the other citizens paled.

Rui would stay behind and look after Rosen…

“Rui, can you help me?” Aswell asked, turning to her.

“Huh?”

“I don’t think I can get Niabella out of that giant alone. I could use your help…”

In the original story, Aswell had rescued Niabella by himself. Rui had planned to imbue his armor with a fire-resistance spell before he left, but…

“Of course. I’ll help you,” Rui agreed. She couldn’t refuse his request.

She called Nightlux, who was glaring at the guards’ horses, and mounted him.

“Rosen, come on. Let’s go save Niabella,” Rui said, extending her hand.

“O-okay…!” Rosen replied, wiping her tears and jumping onto Nightlux behind Rui.

‘…Jumping?’ Rui thought, surprised.

Rosen was supposed to be the same height as her.

“Let’s go!” Aswell shouted, leading the way.



Their first priorities were stopping the fire giant and containing the spreading flames.

People from a nearby village were already working to extinguish the fires.

“You’re here! Cough, cough! We’ve managed to contain most of the fires, but the giant keeps reigniting them as it passes! Everyone’s exhausted!” a villager reported.

“Thank you for your hard work. We’ll take care of it,” Aswell reassured them.

He drew his holy sword and dismounted Tempest. Rui followed suit, then pointed Nightlux in the opposite direction of the fire giant.

“Take Rosen and stay back. I’ll be back soon,” Rui instructed Nightlux.

Whicker.

Nightlux, understanding her command, galloped away with Rosen. Rui turned her attention to Aswell and the approaching fire giant.

Rumble…

Each step the giant took shook the ground. Even knowing its nature from the original story, Rui couldn’t help but tremble at its sheer size and power. At least it wasn’t actively attacking everything in its path.

Although, the intense heat radiating from it was still unpleasant.

“Rui,” Aswell began, seemingly unaffected by the heat.

“Is that giant… magic?”

“It’s… slightly different. But in a way, yes, it’s magic,” Rui explained.

Magic involved manipulating and transforming mana. The giant was more like a concentrated mass of moon mana in the form of fire.

The difference lay in the process.

“So Niabella isn’t inside that thing?” Aswell asked.

“No. Her real body is hidden somewhere. It’s a construct created from her mana,” Rui explained.

In the original story, Niabella had been located near the giant’s heart. It was likely the same here.

“How are you planning to handle this?” Rui asked.

“I’m going to cut it open. But I don’t want to hurt Niabella in the process…” Aswell said, a hint of worry in his voice.

“You won’t. The mana forming the giant is essentially separate from her now. She’s probably suffering from mana exhaustion,” Rui explained.

Even though it wasn’t intentional, creating the giant must have drained almost all of her mana.

‘I hope she’s not unconscious,’ Rui thought.

She wanted Niabella to see Aswell rescuing her.

Aswell shifted his stance, preparing to charge.

“Aswell, wait,” Rui called out.

“Yes?”

Rui was about to cast a protective spell on him when she suddenly had a better idea. She opened her subspace pocket and retrieved a black robe with white patterns.

“Bend down for a moment,” she instructed.

“Okay,” Aswell complied.

“Here. I made this a while ago. It has a fire-resistance spell woven into it. You won’t get burned,” Rui explained, draping the robe over his shoulders and adding a few more inscriptions with her pen.

Scratch, scratch.

The sound of her pen inscribing golden characters filled the air.

“…,” Rui and Aswell stood in silence for a moment, their eyes meeting.

One second? Or an hour?

“…Done,” Rui said softly, breaking the silence.

“Thank you,” Aswell replied.

“Go. And save her,” Rui said.

“I will. And thanks to this robe… I won’t get hurt,” Aswell promised, flashing her a reassuring smile.

“…Okay,” Rui replied, watching as he dashed towards the fire giant.

What had he been thinking when their eyes met?




  Chapter 40: Niabella’s Hope
Niabella admired the hero.

He was her pillar of strength, the reason she could endure the baker’s insults and the guards’ disdainful stares.

The hero from the fairy tales.

He was kind and strong.

She lived for the day he would appear. But the more hope she held onto, the crueler the people around her became.

For one simple reason.

She was the daughter of a witch.

And a witch’s daughter would inevitably become a witch herself.

Niabella didn’t understand. By the time she was old enough to form her own opinions, both her parents were gone.

She grew up alone, surviving by sheer luck. Life in the city was harsh.

Then, one day, she met her first benefactor.

While gathering herbs in the forest for an elderly neighbor, she encountered a woman.

[My, you’re one of us.]

One of us.

It meant they were the same kind. But it was strange. In the Empire, where most people were human, referring to another human as “one of us” felt odd.

And there weren’t any beastfolk or elves living nearby.

There was only one possibility.

[I’m a witch, too. You look like you’ve had a hard time.]

The woman introduced herself as Diyursil. A new routine entered Niabella’s life.

Meeting Diyursil in the forest at sunset. Diyursil claimed she was searching for rare gems.

[It seems you haven’t discovered your own power yet.]

Diyursil stroked young Niabella’s hair.

[But you have to awaken it yourself. That is the first step for a witch.]

No one could take that first step for her. So, instead of conventional magic training, Diyursil helped Niabella in other ways.

[We witches live solitary lives. We occasionally gather for covens, but…]

She shared her knowledge and experience of living as a witch.

[Oh dear, that looks painful. For that wound… crush this herb and apply it.]

Practical advice for everyday life.

[You seem sad today. Come here, let me give you a hug.]

And finally, the affection she had been deprived of as a child.

It was a short time, but enough for Niabella to become deeply attached to Diyursil. But eventually, the time came for Diyursil to leave.

[Niabella, will you come with me?]

Diyursil invited her to leave the city and join her in opening a shop.

Niabella longed to follow the woman who had been both a teacher and a mother figure, but Diyursil’s own teachings held her back.

[Why?]

[Because… I don’t want to be helpless when the hero appears.]

The hero.

Her prince charming, her savior.

Diyursil had taught her that witches lived alone, but the biggest reason was the hero. He was still her pillar of strength.

Fairy tales were just fairy tales.

But for Niabella, the hero’s tale was more than just a story. Diyursil couldn’t sway her, and they parted ways.

A few days after Diyursil’s departure, Niabella’s powers awakened.

Fire. A small, flickering ember.

She was the Ember Witch.

Alone and ostracized once more, another person entered her life.

[You’re a witch, right?]

A blue-haired girl.

[I’m Rosen. I want to see some awesome magic! Can you show me?]

Rosen was her second connection to the world.



Rosen was a poor girl living on the streets.

But despite her poverty, her spirit remained unbroken. Niabella admired her resilience, and they became close friends.

[Ahahaha! The witch can’t even use magic!]

[Come here…!]

Niabella spent as much time with Rosen as she had with Diyursil, and their bond deepened. But the city’s citizens didn’t approve.

[Ugh, it’s the witch. Spit!]

For every moment of acceptance, there were countless acts of hatred. Despite finding happiness with Rosen, Niabella’s smile slowly faded.

Then, one day, news reached the city.

[The hero has appeared!]

[The hero? I thought that was just a fairy tale?]

…Huh?

The hero?

Niabella couldn’t believe the citizens were talking about her hero. But as more news arrived, she had to accept the truth.

The hero was real.

His name was Aswell.

A rare black-haired youth who had been chosen by the holy sword on his first day. He was everything Niabella had imagined from her fairy tales.

[What? You’re going to be an adventurer?] Rosen asked, incredulous.

Niabella had heard that the hero would be undertaking difficult quests for the Adventurers’ Guild. To meet him, she needed to become an adventurer herself.

[Um… are you sure about this? I’m worried…]

But Rosen couldn’t dissuade her. Niabella went to the Adventurers’ Guild.

[Register as an adventurer? Hmm. Fine.]

Surprisingly, there wasn’t much resistance. She was used to the hateful stares; they didn’t bother her.

[Here’s a sewer cleaning request. It’s all we have right now.]

Niabella diligently completed every menial task, striving to increase her adventurer rank. For a year, she completed hundreds of small requests.

But…

[What? A rank increase? You’re not eligible.]

A sudden, unexpected rejection. The reason?

[A witch as an adventurer? Be grateful we even let you register.]

Was she really supposed to be grateful and remain at the lowest rank forever?

Dejected, Niabella was approached by a Guild official.

A middle-aged man with a mustache.

[You want to increase your rank? I have just the request for you.]

Exterminating a large group of monsters in a nearby ruin.

He promised to raise her rank if she completed it.

[Completing this request will greatly benefit the city.]

Niabella eagerly accepted, sneaking out of the city before dawn, leaving a worried Rosen behind.

The first sign of trouble was the target itself. Much larger than described in the request. Countless tentacles, sharp teeth, and a thick mane.

A high-risk monster, far beyond the capabilities of an ordinary adventurer. Nothing like the monster she was supposed to face.

Niabella realized she had been tricked.

Or perhaps she had known all along. They had been too busy looking down on her to ever accept her as one of their own.

But she had ignored it, clinging to the hope that they would eventually accept her if she tried hard enough, if she was kind enough.

In that moment, Niabella felt a spark ignite within her.

A small ember, fueled by her grief and rage, erupted into a raging inferno.

The flames consumed the monster.

The extermination was over in a flash. But Niabella couldn’t feel joy or anger. The flames had grown beyond her control.

Her uncontrolled power took the form of a giant, imprisoning her within its fiery heart. The fire giant, born of rage, sought the source of that rage, slowly advancing towards the city beyond the ridgeline.

And now…

“Stop! Stop it…!”

Niabella struggled to regain control, pouring her mana into the giant, then cutting off the supply completely.

But it wouldn’t stop.

What should she do?

She was angry at the city and its people, at their prejudice and hatred.

But she didn’t want revenge like this.

She wanted to prove them wrong, to achieve something so great that no one could ever look down on her again. But if this continued, hundreds of people would die, and the city would be destroyed.

“Don’t move… please, stop…”

Niabella’s hands struck weakly against the giant’s fiery form. But it didn’t respond.

A voice echoed in her mind, tempting her.

Don’t you want to be compensated for your suffering?

Just close your eyes, and it will all be over.

It’s their fault.

She felt her mana draining away. Diyursil had taught her some basic magic, but she didn’t know how to control her mana efficiently.

Mana exhaustion set in, and her eyelids grew heavy.

‘Will it really all be over if I close my eyes?’ she wondered.

Rosen’s face flashed through her mind.

She must be waiting for me in the city.

I have to tell her to run.

I heard the hero arrived in a nearby city.

Is he really as handsome as they say?

So many thoughts raced through her mind as she drifted towards unconsciousness. She didn’t want to give up hope. She wanted to stop the giant. But all she could do was watch.

But…

What if…

What if he really was like the hero from the fairy tales? Would he save her? Would he stop the giant?

“Hero…” Niabella whispered.

And in that moment…

Whoosh!

“Niabella!”

A brilliant white light pierced the heart of the fire giant.

Niabella’s eyes snapped open. A figure stood before her.

“Are you alright? Take my hand!”

A man with a sheathed, glowing sword extended his hand towards her.

His hair was… black.

“I’ll save you. Don’t worry. Everything will be alright,” he said, his voice calm and reassuring, the words she had longed to hear.

Niabella’s vision blurred as she looked at him.

“Hero…?” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Had he really come to save her?

And then, she lost consciousness.




  Chapter 41: The Rescue
How many people could scale a raging inferno and pierce its heart?

Most wouldn’t even try. Even with the strongest resolve, the searing heat would make it impossible to even approach.

But not the hero.

Swish!

Aswell effortlessly ascended the fire giant, reaching its heart in a blink of an eye, and plunged his holy sword into its chest.

‘As expected of the hero…,’ Rui thought, impressed.

Even with the fire-resistant robe, it was a remarkable feat. Aswell’s unwavering resolve and his affinity for sun mana played a significant role.

“Niabella…!” Rosen cried.

“Just wait a little longer, Rosen. Your friend will be out soon,” Rui reassured her.

“Okay… sniffle!”

True to Rui’s words, Aswell emerged from the giant’s heart, carrying someone in his arms. A red-haired girl. Niabella.

The fire giant, having lost its core, began to crumble.

“No!” Rosen screamed.

The giant’s massive head detached and plummeted towards Aswell and Niabella. It was like being engulfed in lava.

Rui instinctively drew her Master Key, preparing to intervene.

But there was no need.

“Ah!” Aswell grunted.

‘I knew it…’ Rui thought.

The giant’s head must have been the cause of Aswell’s burns in the original story. But this time, Rui’s robe protected him completely.

Rui breathed a sigh of relief, unnoticed by Rosen.

“Rui, can you check on her?” Aswell asked, quickly extinguishing the flames clinging to him and gently laying Niabella on the ground.

Rui finally got a good look at her.

Long, wavy red hair.

A delicate nose and closed red eyes.

And below that… her chest.

‘Small,’ Rui thought.

But that was only in comparison to Aria, Serin, and Raphilia.

Rui glanced down at her own chest, then back at Niabella’s. The difference between them was far greater than the difference between Niabella and the other three.

Simply put, Niabella’s bust was… substantial.

The original story had described her as small, so Rui had been misled. Perhaps “slightly smaller than the other three” was a more accurate description.

Dismissing this irrelevant observation, Rui focused on assessing Niabella’s condition.

“Mana exhaustion. No injuries or burns,” Rui reported.

Niabella’s chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. She had simply fainted.

“Thank goodness…” Rosen sighed, collapsing onto the ground in relief.

“Aswell, stay with them for a moment,” Rui instructed.

“Why?”

“I need to deal with the giant,” Rui explained.

Despite losing Niabella, the fire giant continued to advance. Rui needed to collect the remaining moon mana before it dissipated and administer it to Niabella.

“Master Key,” Rui said, retrieving a large, pipe-shaped mana absorption device from her subspace pocket and synchronizing it with her staff. She had already figured out the principles of mana absorption while developing the Ultimate Star-spear, so creating this device hadn’t taken long.

“Absorb,” she commanded.

Rumble…

A powerful suction force emanated from the pipe, drawing in the remnants of the fire giant. The giant reached towards the city as if trying to grasp something, but it was no match for the suction force.

Groan…

The intense heat from the fire giant melted parts of the pipe, but Rui managed to absorb all of the remaining mana.

‘Is Niabella that powerful, creating flames hot enough to melt a mithril-like reinforced pipe? Or is Aswell that resilient, withstanding such heat?’ Rui wondered.

The answer, of course, was that they were both incredibly powerful. Rui used her Master Key to process the absorbed moon mana into a more readily consumable form, then returned to Aswell and the others.

“Aswell, Aswell, Aswell…!” Rosen was clinging to Aswell, showering him with gratitude.

“…,” Aswell looked flustered.

“Um… could you let go of my arm…? Rui…”

“…? Oh, it wasn’t me! She suddenly woke up and…”

“Sure,” Rui said dryly.

“Huh?”

“Just finish up and join us later. We’ll be going ahead,” Rui said, turning and mounting Nightlux, Rosen already seated behind her.

‘Well, she is a heroine,’ Rui thought.

Niabella had admired the hero since childhood, and she was officially the fourth heroine. This was to be expected.

Thump.

“Let’s go. The city must be in chaos,” Rui said.

“O-okay…” Rosen replied, glancing nervously at Niabella and Aswell, then sighing.

They returned to the city, which was, as expected, in a state of pandemonium.



“Evidence here, confirmed culprits here,” Serin instructed, efficiently organizing the city guards and resident adventurers.

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Move it!”

“Lady Serin,” Rui greeted her.

“Oh, Rui! You’re back! Is everything alright?”

“Yes. We rescued Niabella and dealt with the giant,” Rui reported.

“Ah… where’s Aswell?”

“…He’s… busy,” Rui replied vaguely.

“Hmm…? Anyway, I’m almost done here. Everyone’s been very… cooperative,” Serin said, her voice laced with a chilling undertone.

Several nearby guards flinched. It seemed she had employed a combination of carrot and stick to ensure their cooperation. Likely offering reduced sentences to those who confessed to minor offenses. Rui felt like she had seen more of Serin the noble than Serin the warrior since arriving in this city.

“What are you going to do with all of this?” Rui asked, gesturing towards the piles of evidence and the detained individuals. It was far too much for the hero’s party to carry.

“Count Kalken’s estate is nearby. He’s a renowned general, and we’ve sparred together many times,” Serin explained.

“Ah,” Rui said, understanding.

Unlike Serin, who was only a quasi-noble, Count Kalken was a true noble. He would know how to use this evidence to his advantage.

“Where are Raphilia and Aria…?” Rui asked.

“Over there,” Serin pointed.

Rui followed her gaze and saw Raphilia and Aria confronting city officials and Church representatives, respectively. They were practically on a rampage.

‘They could become tax collectors or inspectors after the hero’s party disbands…,’ Rui thought, amused.

They seemed more energized than when fighting demons or monsters. But Rui couldn’t say that out loud, not to the elf princess and the Saintess.

“Ah, here they come,” Serin said.

Rui turned to see Aswell and Niabella dismounting Tempest. Aswell, ever the gentleman, helped Niabella down with a gentle hand.

“Cute…” Serin murmured, her eyes softening as she watched them.

Rui silently agreed, then approached them.

“R-Rui…” Niabella murmured, her cheeks flushed.

“Niabella, here,” Rui said, handing her the processed moon mana.

“This is…?”

“Just swallow it. It’ll help you recover,” Rui explained. The mana, now in the form of a shimmering pill, would be easily absorbed by Niabella’s body.

“…Thank you…” Niabella whispered, accepting the pill with both hands. She looked like a giant baby bird.

Aria, quiet and resolute.

Serin, strong and shy.

Raphilia, cheerful and serious.

Niabella was different.

A gentle demeanor, a soft-spoken voice, and a calm yet hopeful outlook. She could be mistaken for a foreign Saintess.

It was hard to believe she was the Ember Witch, the one who controlled the fire giant and its inferno.

“Aswell, I’ve almost finished here. Thanks to everyone’s cooperation,” Serin reported.

“Oh, good…” Aswell replied, his gaze lingering on Rui.

Self-conscious under his intense stare, Rui turned to Niabella.

“Niabella,” she began.

“Y-yes!”

“Let’s talk,” Rui said, leading her away.

She turned to Serin and Aswell. “We’ll be right back. It won’t take long.”

“Okay,” Serin replied.

“…Alright,” Aswell agreed, though his gaze still lingered on Rui.

Rui led Niabella into a nearby alley.

“Niabella!”

“Rosen!”

The two friends embraced, tears streaming down their faces.

“I’m sorry… I should have listened to you…” Niabella sobbed.

“You idiot! Why did you leave before dawn?! Don’t ever do that again!” Rosen scolded, her voice thick with emotion.

Rui waited patiently for them to finish. Once they had calmed down, they approached Rui.

“Thank you, Miss Rui,” Niabella said gratefully.

“Thank you, too,” Rosen added.

“It was nothing. Aswell did all the work,” Rui replied. She had only given him a robe.

Thump.

“Anyway, I have a proposition for you, Niabella. That’s why I wanted to talk to you privately,” Rui said.

“A proposition…?”

“Yes,” Rui confirmed, clearing her throat and reciting the lines she had been practicing.

“Niabella, would you like to join the hero’s party?”

“Huh…?” Niabella blinked, surprised.

Instead of waiting for her to apply, Rui was offering her a position. A preemptive recruitment.




  Chapter 42: A New Recruit
The fairy tale that had sustained Niabella through years of prejudice was based on one of the Church’s famous prophecies: the birth of the hero.

[When the world is in peril, a black-haired hero will appear.]

Niabella loved that story. So when she realized the hero had come to save her, she knew. She had to follow him, no matter what.

Knowing her heart’s desire, Rui made her offer. And Niabella reacted exactly as Rui had predicted.

“R-really…?” she asked, her eyes wide with disbelief.

Would Rui lie about something like this?

“B-but…” Niabella hesitated.

“But?” Rui prompted.

“The hero and the others… and you’re already the mage, so… they don’t need me…”

Ah, another anticipated question. Rui had a prepared response.

“Niabella, do you know there are different types of mana?”

“Yes… I use moon mana…”

“I can’t use elemental mana,” Rui revealed.

“…What?”

Rui placed a hand on her chest, then raised her Master Key with the other.

“My body can’t handle elemental mana. I use star mana. And even that, I can only access through a tool,” Rui explained.

The Ultimate Star-spear was a magic tool, albeit one of extraordinary size and power.

“So I can’t provide the large-scale firepower this party needs. I support them with tools and supplementary magic.”

“Oh…”

“You’re a witch who uses moon mana, but you can also wield fire magic more powerful than any elemental mage,” Rui pointed out.

The fire giant. Niabella couldn’t control it, and she couldn’t summon it again. But it demonstrated her immense potential.

“B-but…” Niabella still looked unsure.

“I-I can’t control my magic properly… and…”

“I’ll teach you,” Rui offered.

“What…?”

Rui stepped closer and gently took Niabella’s hands in hers. They were calloused from years of hard work, but there was a certain strength to them.

“I’ll teach you how to be a proper witch, how to control your magic,” Rui promised, echoing her own master’s words.

‘And one more thing,’ Rui added silently.

She would help Niabella win Aswell’s heart.

All Niabella had to do was join them.

And then…

“Sniffle… sob…”

Tears streamed down Niabella’s face.

“Rui…” she whispered.

“Yes?”

“Can I call you… big sister…?”

“Eh?” Rui blinked, surprised.

Niabella looked up at her with tear-filled eyes, her hands gripping Rui’s shoulders. Rui couldn’t refuse.

“S-sure,” she stammered.

“Thank you, Big Sister Rui…!”

It felt strange being called “big sister.” Most of the people she had interacted with since arriving in this world had been older than her.

“I’ll do my best…! I’ll listen to everything you say… and…”

“L-let’s go tell the others,” Rui interrupted, flustered.

“Okay! And please call me Nia…!”

“Okay, Nia,” Rui agreed.

Nia lunged forward for a hug, but Rui quickly sidestepped, narrowly avoiding being suffocated. She noticed Rosen looking slightly disappointed, so she addressed her.

“Rosen,” Rui began.

“Yes?”

“What do you want to do?”

“What do you mean…?”

“I’m sorry, but you can’t join the party.”

“…I figured,” Rosen replied, her expression surprisingly calm.

Rui wanted to take Rosen with them, for Nia’s sake. But Rosen wasn’t a combatant. She was just a street urchin, lacking the time and resources to develop any potential talents she might have.

Bringing her along would be even more difficult than bringing Nia.

“I think… I’ll stay here. It’s my home, after all…” Rosen said.

“I see,” Rui replied, thoughtful.

She took both Nia and Rosen’s hands and led them out of the alley.

“Let’s discuss the details with the others,” Rui said.

She marched towards the others, Nia and Rosen trailing behind her, and declared, “We’re adding Niabella to the party.”

“Huh? Why? We already have you, don’t we?” Raphilia asked, confused.

And so, the objections began.



Raphilia first.

“I don’t see the need. We haven’t had any problems with just Rui.”

Then Serin.

“I also… think it’s best to escort Rosen and Niabella to another city. Our journey is… quite dangerous.”

Then Aria.

“…I feel bad for Niabella, but joining the party is a different matter.”

Finally, Aswell.

Rui had expected at least one abstention or even a vote in favor. But they were all against it.

“Big Sister Rui… I’m sorry. It’s my fault…” Nia mumbled, her shoulders slumping.

“…Come with me,” Rui said, leading the four of them into a nearby building.

She retrieved four chairs from her subspace pocket and arranged them in a row, then gestured for them to sit.

“Huh? We sit here?” Raphilia asked.

“Yes,” Rui confirmed.

“Where did you even get those chairs?” Serin asked, raising an eyebrow.

Rui ignored the question. She stood in front of them, pulled out a large sketchbook-like device from her subspace pocket, a pen, and finally, a spoon.

“This is big,” Raphilia commented.

“Miss Rui, what are you planning…?” Aria asked, curious.

“Now, I want everyone to pay attention,” Rui announced, opening the sketchbook.

[This hero’s party needs FIREPOWER.]

“Huh?”

“Who’s that old man pointing his finger…?”

Murmurs of confusion filled the room, but Rui ignored them and began her presentation.

“I’m going to explain why we need to add Nia to the party.”

“A presentation?” Serin asked, surprised.

“When did you prepare this…?” Raphilia added.

She had prepared this before meeting Nia. But if she admitted that, they would ask how she knew about Nia. So she used “firepower” as a substitute.

‘I wouldn’t normally go to such lengths…’

But Nia was important.

Rui could just leave the party, and the problem would solve itself, but…

Rui’s eyes met Aswell’s, and she quickly looked away.

She didn’t want to leave, not yet.

“This party is perfect. Except for one thing.”

Rui flipped the page. A single word.

[FIREPOWER.]

“Yes, firepower. As you all know, I’m not an ordinary mage.”

She couldn’t use elemental mana, which meant she couldn’t use offensive magic like a typical mage.

“That’s why I joined as a support mage. To provide support magic and magic tools.”

“That’s true…” Serin agreed.

“So, in a way, this party has a fundamental weakness,” Rui continued.

The lack of firepower, large-scale firepower.

“When I saw Niabella’s fire giant, I knew. Her magic can solve our firepower problem.”

“Hold on, Rui. I have a counterargument for that,” Raphilia interrupted.

“Yes?”

“You could just use that… Ultimate Star-spear thing you used in Alphares…”

What?

“Raphilia, I told you. That’s for emergencies only,” Rui said firmly.

“D-did I?”

“I’ll be bedridden for days if I use that again,” Rui added, glaring at Raphilia.

“Do you understand?”

“Y-yes. But you’re not very scary when you glare like that…”

“…,” Rui stared at her.

“Sorry…” Raphilia mumbled, defeated.

One down. Next was Serin.

“But Rui, shouldn’t you be the one objecting to Niabella joining? Since she’s also a mage?”

“Why?” Rui asked, tilting her head.

“If a new knight wanted to join the party… I would probably object…” Serin said, glancing at Aswell.

She was clearly curious about his reaction.

“That’s right. I would object to another knight joining. We already have Serin,” Aswell declared.

“Ah…” Serin covered her mouth with both hands, her face flushed with happiness.

“I would do the same. But this is different,” Rui explained.

“Hmm…”

“I can only supplement your abilities with my magic. I can’t replace true firepower.”

“Hmm… if you say so, Rui… I don’t know much about magic. I’ll trust your judgment,” Aria conceded.

“Same here. But the important thing is… what Aswell thinks,” Raphilia added, turning to the hero.

That was true. Regardless of the heroines’ opinions, Aswell had the final say.

“Rui, can we talk? Just the two of us?” Aswell asked.

“…Okay,” Rui agreed.

The others left, leaving Rui and Aswell alone.

“Rui,” Aswell began.

“Yes?”

“Are you sure about this?”

“About what?”

“About bringing Niabella into the party. We know you play a different role than her, but… others might not see it that way.”

He was worried about outside perceptions. Rui finally understood his concern.

“Are you worried about the rumors?” she asked.

“…Yes,” Aswell admitted.

Rumors like: They replaced their useless mage with a witch.

People who didn’t know the truth would likely assume that. After all, mages and witches were often viewed as interchangeable.

Having two similar magic users in the party would inevitably lead to negative rumors about Rui.

But Rui didn’t care.

If she lacked confidence in her abilities, she might have hesitated. But she knew she was at least as skilled as Niabella, if not more so.

And she had built a reputation for herself before joining the party. She had options, even if she left the hero’s party.

“Even if Niabella joins, I would never let you go,” Aswell said, his voice firm.

“Oh, um, I see,” Rui replied, slightly flustered by his declaration. It sounded… strange.

“I don’t care about rumors,” Rui said.

Caring about outside opinions rarely led to anything good.

“But promise me one thing, Aswell.”

There was something more important to her than rumors: her party members.

“What…?” Aswell asked.

Rui stepped closer, looking up at him.

“Even if Nia joins, please… keep paying attention to me,” she requested.

“…,” Aswell stared at her, his face flushing crimson.

His feedback on her magic, his requests for specific tools and spells… that was all she needed. She had joined the party to fulfill their needs and acquire rare materials in return.

“…Okay, Rui,” Aswell agreed, his voice barely above a whisper. His expression, though embarrassed, was filled with sincerity.

“I’ll always prioritize you, no matter what.”

‘That sounded… strange…’ Rui thought, her heart racing.

Thump.

But it made her feel… safe.

With Aswell’s approval, Nia officially joined the hero’s party.




  Chapter 43: Rosen’s Path
With Nia now officially a member of the party, only one person remained.

“Rosen…” Aswell began.

“I’m not as amazing as Nia… I don’t think I can join the party,” Rosen said, her voice soft.

The others nodded understandingly.

“Is there anywhere you’d like to go? Another city, perhaps…?” Aswell offered.

Rui understood his reasoning. Rosen had likely suffered alongside Nia, facing prejudice and hatred. He probably assumed she wouldn’t want to stay in this city.

But Rosen surprised them.

“…No. I’ll stay here,” she declared.

“Really…?” Aswell asked.

“It’s my home,” Rosen replied simply.

They couldn’t argue with that. Rui abandoned the suggestion she had been considering.

Then, Serin spoke.

“Hmm, I have a proposition.”

“Yes?” Rosen looked at her, curious.

“How would you like to become Count Kalken’s student?”

“The Count…? Really?” Rosen’s eyes widened in surprise.

The others, including Rui, were equally astonished.

“He recently retired from the Knights and seems to be… bored. If you tell him your story, I’m sure he’ll agree,” Serin explained.

“S-Serin, are you sure? That’s… a lot to ask…” Aswell said, hesitant.

“Don’t worry about it. Oh, would it be alright if we stayed here one more day? I sent him a message, and I have a feeling he’ll be rushing over as soon as he receives it,” Serin said.

“Hmm… one day should be fine…” Aswell agreed.

They stayed in the city for another day.

“Ahahaha! Serin! Where are the traitors who dared to insult His Majesty?!” a booming voice roared.

“Count Kalken, please calm down…” Serin said, trying to placate the newcomer.

Count Kalken… resembled a northern barbarian. He would fit right in with the tribes beyond the northern mountains.

A wild, untamed beard, a massive physique, and… a guan dao.

The bound prisoners looked terrified.

“Lady Serin, my apologies…” another voice said.

“Ah, Lady Hillia. You came as well.”

“I couldn’t let my father come alone,” Hillia Kalken replied. She was clearly the Count’s daughter. Her attire and the title “Lady” suggested she was also a knight, like Serin.

“Right, then. We’ll have the Knights escort the evidence… oh, one moment.”

“You! You’re the one who insulted His Majesty!” Count Kalken roared, approaching one of the prisoners.

“Eek!”

“Father, perhaps you could… postpone the festivities until after the handover is complete? You’re making things difficult for Lady Serin and the hero’s party,” Hillia said smoothly.

“…You’re right. Of course,” the Count conceded, calming down instantly.

Hillia had a remarkable ability to manage her father. After all, she had known him her entire life. She probably understood him better than anyone, aside from his wife.

“That concludes this matter, then,” Serin said.

“Count Kalken, could I ask you a favor?”

“What is it?”

“Would you consider taking this child as your student?” Serin gestured towards Rosen.

“Hmm?” the Count looked at Rosen, his expression curious.

“H-hello…” Rosen mumbled, intimidated by the imposing figure.

It looked like a scene from a horror movie, a small, innocent girl facing a terrifying giant. Even Aswell winced. But the Count’s next words surprised them all.

“What’s your name?” he asked gently.

“Rosen…”

“Ah, you’re the only one with a conscience, according to the reports. Very well. I accept,” the Count declared.

“…That was easy,” Aswell murmured in disbelief.

Serin leaned closer and whispered, “Count Kalken often takes in orphans and commoners as his students. I thought he might agree to take Rosen as well.”

So Rosen was going to become a knight. Rui hoped she wouldn’t turn into a miniature version of Count Kalken.

“Anything else?” the Count asked.

“No, thank you,” Serin replied.

“Don’t mention it. We’ll meet again in the capital, yes?”

“Of course. I’ll show you my improved swordsmanship then.”

“Ahahaha! I look forward to it!”

With that, Count Kalken scooped up the prisoners and marched out of the city. It was as if a storm had passed through.

“Rosen…!” Nia cried, embracing her friend.

“Nia, you’ll be okay without me, right? I’m not worried, since you have Rui… but still…”

“Yes, of course…”

“Everyone else is amazing too, so be careful, and listen to the hero…”

“Okay…”

It sounded like a mother giving her child parting advice. The original story had mentioned Rosen’s protective nature towards Nia. Seeing this, Rui understood the depth of their bond.

“And be respectful to Rui. She’s the one who brought you into the party.”

“Of course!”

“And I know you like the hero, but… remember to prioritize Rui. Help her.”

“I will! She’s my benefactor!”

Rui thought she heard something else, but Count Kalken’s booming laughter drowned it out. Rosen gathered her belongings and left the city with the Count.

It was ironic that she was leaving after declaring she would stay. But it was only temporary. Once her training was complete, she would return, stronger and more confident. No one would dare to look down on her again.

“…Shall we go?” Aswell asked.

“Let’s go!” the others chimed in.

“Take care, everyone!” Rosen called out.

“Ahahaha, Niabella, don’t be so nervous!” Aria said cheerfully.

The four heroines chatted and laughed, their camaraderie warming Rui’s heart. Watching them, Rui felt a strange sense of satisfaction, like she was witnessing a scene from the original story unfold before her very eyes.

“…Rui, let’s go,” Aswell said, approaching her.

“Aswell, why didn’t you leave with the others…?” Rui asked.

“…Because I promised you,” he replied simply.

He had promised to prioritize her.

“Let’s go, then,” Rui said, turning away and quickly mounting Nightlux. She felt Aswell’s gaze on her, but she didn’t turn around.

It would be… awkward.

Niabella mounted her new horse, a fiery red mare from the city stables.

They set off for the next city.



“Beautiful” was an insult to this palace.

It was beyond beautiful. Magnificent. Awe-inspiring.

A vast, opulent structure built to serve a single person.

The golden throne, gleaming brightly, was placed high above, inaccessible to mere mortals.

This divine space, resembling a temple more than a palace, held only two people.

“…Count Kalken has made contact with the hero’s party,” one of them said, his voice low and steady. He sat upon the throne, reviewing reports of the hero’s party’s recent activities.

“A new witch has joined their ranks. The Ember Witch, daughter of the Weaver Witch.”

The Emperor. There was nothing he didn’t know within his Empire.

He had known about the city’s prejudice against the Ember Witch for years. Those who committed crimes within the Empire assumed they were beyond his reach.

They were wrong.

He simply chose not to intervene, either out of boredom or disinterest.

“The hero’s party’s reputation will continue to grow, strengthening their ties to the Imperial family.”

Serin and Aswell had invoked his name, reinforcing the hero’s party’s loyalty to him.

“They’ll reach the north in… a month or so. That means she’ll be meeting her master soon.”

He was referring to the mage, the second-to-last member to join the hero’s party.

“I didn’t expect this. The White Smith accepting the Magic Saint’s proposal. Though, it’s likely a temporary arrangement.”

The White Smith, a genius mage who appeared out of nowhere. Her creativity and skill in magic tool crafting rivaled even the Magic Saint, the archmage who protected the Imperial family.

“Not the solitary artist type, I see… perhaps my assessment was incorrect, considering she’s acting as someone else’s proxy.”

The Emperor chuckled.

“Isn’t that right, Magic Saint?”

“…Ha,” a sigh echoed through the palace.

A sigh in response to the Emperor’s monologue? A commoner would be executed for such disrespect.

But she was the Magic Saint.

An archmage who had protected the Imperial family since her early teens, at the behest of the previous Emperor. Even the masters of the various magic towers couldn’t compare to her.

“Rui is so mean! How could she leave without saying goodbye…?!” the Magic Saint grumbled, her voice surprisingly young. No older than her mid-twenties.

The Emperor, having known her for decades, was used to her childish complaints.

“Upset about losing your little sister?” he teased.

“Of course! Imagine waking up and finding your beloved Rui gone!”

“Unfortunately, I don’t share your affections for her. Besides, wasn’t she just your errand girl?”

“Don’t say it like that! It’s all love!”

“Then why didn’t you stop her? You knew she was going to contact the hero’s party.”

“…How could I? It was her choice…”

The Magic Saint adjusted her gloves, intricately patterned with magical circles.

“She’s finally… left the nest.”

“You were the one keeping her in the nest,” the Emperor pointed out.

The Magic Saint ignored him and turned away, muttering, “Still… not even a single message! I’ll have to play a prank on her with some magic later!”

“…Do it outside the capital. I don’t want this place, built by my predecessor, to disappear.”

“Just kidding,” the Magic Saint chuckled, turning back to face the Emperor.

“But… if things get out of hand, I’ll bring her back, by force if necessary.”

“I won’t ask how. I’ll ask why,” the Emperor said.

“The causality between the Demon King and the hero’s party.”

“You mean the prophecy?”

“Yes. Rui’s power, regardless of how she uses it, is beyond the capabilities of anyone in the hero’s party. They wouldn’t stand a chance against her.”

“That is a problem. If you weren’t concerned about that, you would have joined the party yourself.”

“Me? The Sword Saint of Jertolk, the Pope of the Main Church, the Elder Elf… they would have all joined.”

“Perhaps the Demon King is relieved by this causality.”

“Rui’s master is also concerned. They’ll likely discuss it when the party reaches the north.”

The Emperor rose from his throne, adjusting his robe.

“I’ll leave that to you. Just do as I instructed.”

“The Empire’s protective barrier? I can finish that anytime.”

“Then there’s no problem.”

Their conversation ended. They departed, each in their own way, leaving the vast palace shrouded in silence.




  Chapter 44: Sparks and Speculation
Their next destination was a mining city in the northwest. It was quite a distance from the city where they had rescued Nia, so they spent most of their time traveling.

Aria, Serin, and Raphilia busied themselves with their respective tasks, occasionally vying for Aswell’s attention.

Aswell, though sometimes flustered, handled their advances gracefully, maintaining amicable relationships with all of them. He also diligently continued his training and monster extermination duties, solidifying his image as a responsible and hardworking hero.

Meanwhile, Rui and Nia…

“Master! I’m ready for today’s lesson!” Nia chirped.

…were focused on mana and magic training. Nia needed to learn how to control her magic before she could contribute effectively to the party.

This had cut into Rui’s research and development time.

“What’s the first step in mana control?” Rui asked.

“Close your eyes and regulate your breathing,” Nia replied promptly.

“Correct. I’ve told you this before, but you have plenty of moon mana. Don’t worry about not being able to access it,” Rui reassured her.

“Okay…!” Nia sat down, closed her eyes, and concentrated.

“Don’t worry about sparks. Just focus on drawing out your power,” Rui instructed.

“Mmm…!” Nia grunted, her face scrunched up in concentration.

Small sparks began to flicker around Nia. Her moon mana, swirling around her, was starting to respond to her will. It would take a while for her to produce a proper flame, so Rui glanced around.

Whinny…

Snort! Whinny!!

In the distance, Nightlux was… communicating with Nia’s mare. Judging by the mare’s nervous demeanor, it seemed to be some sort of dominance display.

‘Lux, you and I are alike,’ Rui mused.

She wasn’t establishing dominance, but she was teaching. They were both imparting knowledge, in their own ways.

“Big Sister! I did it!” Nia exclaimed, beaming with pride. She seemed genuinely thrilled by Rui’s attention and guidance, even after days of practice.

‘…This is nice,’ Rui thought.

If Nia had been more reserved or temperamental, it might have been frustrating. But Nia, despite being initially out of her element, had a naturally friendly personality and had quickly established good relationships with the other heroines.

And that translated well into her magic lessons. Rui was actually enjoying teaching her.

‘…What was I like?’ Rui wondered, recalling her own days as a student.

She hadn’t been as cheerful as Nia.

‘But my master must be proud of my accomplishments,’ Rui thought.

A master’s greatest joy was their student’s success.

‘…I hope the last heroine is like this.’

But that was impossible.

The final member of the hero’s party.

She would make her debut as an assassin, sent to kill the hero.



Aswell, the hero, was admired by women from all walks of life. From village maidens to princesses and noble ladies.

But not all of them became his romantic partners.

In the original story, only those within the hero’s party formed lasting bonds with him. And the last member to join was an assassin.

‘Assassin or rogue? The distinction was always a bit blurry,’ Rui recalled.

In a traditional RPG party, she would have been the ranger or rogue. But her original profession was assassin, so the terminology was often confusing. Since her connection to the hero revolved around her assassination attempt, she was usually referred to as the assassin heroine.

Rui wasn’t particularly eager to have her join the party. Her race and personality made her difficult to get along with. She remained aloof, even from Aswell, for quite some time.

But Rui couldn’t ignore her importance to the story.

‘How will they find the path to the demon realm without her?’

To defeat the Demon King, they had to go to the demon realm. There were ways to summon him and his army to the human world.

But that route, explored in a side story, had ended… badly. The hero’s party had to go to the demon realm. And only the assassin heroine could lead them there.

“Hmm…” Rui murmured, lost in thought.

“Big Sister, what’s wrong?” Nia asked, concerned.

“Nothing. Did you finish the next step?” Rui asked, bringing her attention back to the lesson.

“Yes! I’m keeping a steady flame between my hands,” Nia replied, proudly displaying a small, flickering flame.

“Mastering this is essential for controlling larger flames. Be careful. It could easily get out of control and burn someone,” Rui warned.

“Okay!”

They would encounter the assassin heroine during their journey to the capital, after completing the northern arc. There were no specific time or location triggers.

‘So I have to be prepared,’ Rui thought.

After the north, the story shifted to probability-based events.

[20% chance of encountering the assassin heroine each night.]

‘I have to make sure she joins the party peacefully…,’ Rui mused.

Just as Aswell had been burned by the fire giant, a similar incident would occur with the assassin heroine. This time, Rui couldn’t simply give him a robe beforehand. The encounter would take place in his bedroom, and she couldn’t exactly give him a fire-resistant pajama set.

‘…Should I sleep next to him?’ Rui wondered, her heart skipping a beat.

‘…No, I’m… technically female.’

That would cause misunderstandings with the other heroines. She needed to think of something Aswell could wear while sleeping.

‘…I’ll figure that out later.’

“Big Sister…!”

“Ah, be careful! Focus on your fingertips, not…” Rui interrupted herself, refocusing on Nia’s mana control. The lesson continued.



Several days passed.

They would reach the mining city in about a week.

‘I need to acquire some good minerals there,’ Rui thought.

To improve the party’s defenses. Nia was currently the most vulnerable, so Rui needed to focus on designing suitable equipment for her.

‘Then Aswell…’

She had already upgraded the other three heroines’ equipment, so she could take her time with them.

‘I’ll add personalized inscriptions to their new equipment. Something different from the gloves.’

Designing inscriptions was surprisingly fun.

‘…Should I add my mark to Aswell’s equipment?’

Not for any particular reason. Just… because. Like a blacksmith or an artist signing their work.

Aswell was the perfect model for showcasing her magic tools. Adding her mark to his equipment was a form of advertising. Of course, she also added her mark to her own tools and equipment.

‘I should design a new mark that incorporates Aswell’s characteristics.’

A combination of the White Smith’s and the hero’s signature styles.

“Big Sister, I have a question,” Nia said, interrupting Rui’s thoughts.

“What is it?”

“I overheard something, and I’ve been curious…”

“Yes?”

“Is Meteor magic earth magic or fire magic?”

Rui was momentarily speechless. She knew exactly what Nia was talking about.

It was a frequent topic of debate among mages during her White Smith days. Rui hadn’t participated in the arguments, but she had formed her own opinion.

‘I didn’t expect Nia to be interested in this…’

Rui considered the seemingly random question, then realized the connection.

“Why? Do you want to use it if it’s fire magic?”

“Uh… hehe,” Nia giggled, confirming Rui’s suspicion.

“Nia, let me explain.”

Rui took Nia to a nearby rock where Aswell was polishing his holy sword.

“Rui? Nia?” Aswell looked up at them.

“Nia, watch closely,” Rui said, moving behind Aswell and patting his head.

“W-what are you doing…?” Aswell asked, surprised.

“Just stay still, Aswell. Now, Nia, what’s patting Aswell’s head?”

“Um… your hand?”

“Now, what about this?” Rui put on a white glove and patted Aswell’s head again.

“Is it the glove patting his head, or my hand?”

“Your hand, wearing a glove…?”

“Exactly. That’s why Meteor is earth magic.”

“Huh…?” Nia looked confused.

“Rui…? What are you doing…?” Aswell asked, still bewildered.

“Another example,” Rui said, approaching Nightlux, who was peacefully munching on some flowers. She lightly smacked him.

Snort?

“What hit Lux?” Rui asked Nia.

“Your hand…”

“And now…?” Rui put on the glove and smacked Nightlux again.

Smack.

Whinny!!

“Your hand, wearing a glove,” Nia confirmed.

“Right. Now, think about it. When a Meteor spell hits its target, what inflicts the damage? The meteor, or the flames surrounding it?”

“Um… the meteor…”

“Exactly. Think of the meteor as my hand, and the flames as the glove.”

“…Oh,” Nia said, understanding dawning in her eyes.

“Whether I’m wearing a glove or not, it’s still my hand patting Aswell’s head or hitting Lux.”

A meteor could still travel through space without flames, but flames couldn’t exist without something to burn.

The meteor was the core component.

A boxer wearing gloves didn’t mean the gloves were punching people. A patient in a wheelchair didn’t mean the wheelchair was moving.

Therefore, Meteor magic was fundamentally earth magic.

“So… I can’t use it…?” Nia asked, disappointed.

“No, you can. In your own way, a way no one else can,” Rui reassured her.

“Really…?”

“Yes. Just throw a burning object from the sky.”

“Eh?” Nia blinked, confused.

A large, flaming rock hurled from the sky? That was essentially Meteor magic, wasn’t it?

Nia seemed slightly deflated, but Rui didn’t mind. Recognizing one’s limitations was crucial, in magic and in life.

Besides, Nia would be back to practicing her magic with renewed enthusiasm tomorrow.

Rui’s magic lessons with Nia continued. And finally, when Nia could manage her powers without setting everything on fire, they reached the mining city.




  Chapter 45: The Mining City
The northwestern region of the Empire was dominated by rugged mountains. These mountains extended northwards, forming a natural barrier, a colossal wall of rock and stone.

The mining city of Lacreur was situated at the foothills of this mountain range.

Clang…

Bang!

“Wow… it’s loud…” Aria commented, covering her ears.

“It’s a mining city. What did you expect?” Serin replied dryly.

It felt less like a fantasy city and more like something out of a steampunk novel. Metal structures and tools were far more prevalent here than in other cities.

Dozens of rail tracks and minecarts snaked their way from the mountains into the city. Countless chimneys and forges belched smoke and steam. The constant clang of hammers and the screech of metal filled the air. This cacophony was Lacreur’s signature sound.

“Ahahaha!”

“Over here!”

To protect themselves from the dust and metal particles, everyone, young and old, wore some form of head covering.

“Aswell, bend down for a moment,” Rui said.

“Huh?”

When in Rome, do as the Romans do.

Rui placed a hat on Aswell’s head. A wide-brimmed hat, like something a cowboy might wear. Even with the hat, Aswell’s handsome features shone through.

But some of his hair was sticking out, so Rui adjusted the hat and tucked the stray strands behind his ears.

“…Thank you,” Aswell said, a hint of a blush on his cheeks.

Perfect.

“Everyone, wear these,” Rui said, handing out hats to the others.

“Ooh…” Aria murmured, admiring her hat.

“Yay!” Raphilia cheered.

The heroines’ hats were similar to Aswell’s, but with slight variations. Raphilia’s had a feather, Nia’s had a wider brim.

Rui’s hat was the closest to Aswell’s, plain and simple with only a few inscribed runes.

Since the purpose of the hats was to protect them from the dust, Rui had added cleansing and self-cleaning spells. They wouldn’t have to worry about dirtying their clothes.

“Is that the hero?!” a voice boomed.

Clang! Clang!

The Gate Captain, likely accustomed to shouting over the din of the nearby forge, had noticed their arrival.

Aswell nodded, and the Captain ushered them inside the city gates.

“Apologies. It’s a bit noisy outside during working hours. It’s quieter inside the walls,” the Captain explained.

“Not at all. It’s… lively,” Aswell replied diplomatically.

He was always so polite. Most outsiders would find the noise unbearable.

“We’ve been expecting you, Hero. Someone from the Marquis’s household will be here shortly,” the Captain said.

The Lacreur Marquis.

‘What were they like again…?’ Rui wondered.

They hadn’t played a significant role in the original story, so Rui’s memories were vague. She only remembered them as the rulers of the mining city, a key family supplying the Empire with resources and technology.

‘And…’

Their child was… sickly.

A butler arrived at the gate.

“The Marquis invites you to his estate.”

They followed the butler to the Marquis’s residence. Unlike the Alphares estate, the Lacreur estate had a different atmosphere.

“One moment, please,” the butler said, leading them inside.

While the Alphares estate was built from gleaming white stone, the Lacreur estate was constructed from dull gray bricks. But it was clearly the work of a master craftsman. Instead of appearing drab and humble, it exuded an aura of quiet grandeur.

“Welcome. I am Marquis Lacreur,” a thin, bespectacled man greeted them. Unlike the portly Count Alphares, he had the physique of an office worker.

“…It’s… quiet,” Raphilia commented.

“Yeah,” Aswell agreed.

As Raphilia and Aswell had observed, the Marquis’s estate was unusually quiet for a noble’s residence.

Serin explained. “The Marquis’s son is… frail. That’s why.”

“Ah…”

“Is he very ill? Then perhaps…” Aria began.

“Aria, you could heal him temporarily, but…” Rui interrupted.

“It wouldn’t address the underlying cause. It would just happen again. So don’t feel bad, Aria,” Rui reassured her.

“Miss Rui…” Aria murmured, her expression downcast.

Saintesses could heal most injuries and illnesses. The divine power bestowed upon them by the Church’s goddess could even give hope to those on the brink of death.

But it was healing, not a cure. It didn’t promote growth or development.

The Marquis’s son had been frail since birth. Growing up in a mining city, he had spent most of his life confined to his bed, suffering from various respiratory and skin ailments. Aria could heal those ailments, but she couldn’t change the environment or strengthen his constitution.

‘It’s the dust,’ Rui realized.

Could she create a device that combined mana stones and certain minerals to minimize the smoke and dust pollution in the city? She hadn’t explored that area of magic tool crafting before, so she didn’t have a concrete design yet.

“I appreciate your kindness, Saintess, but it’s unnecessary. We’re already exploring various treatments,” the Marquis said politely, declining Aria’s offer.

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Aswell asked.

“…No. The city is peaceful,” the Marquis replied, dismissing Aswell’s offer with a polite bow.

“I have some business to attend to. Please, make yourselves at home,” he said, then excused himself.

Left alone in the hallway, they were escorted to their rooms by the butlers.

Rui entered her room, pulled out her pen, and began inscribing characters in the air.

“The Marquis doesn’t seem to need the hero’s help, but…”

That was impossible.

A demon lurked in the depths of the mine connected to the city.

A demon and his monstrous companion.

And when they appeared, the hero’s party would have to intervene.

Otherwise…

‘The Empire’s technological advancement and resource supply will collapse.’

Could a single demon and his monster accomplish that?

Yes.

Because they weren’t ordinary demons.

‘They were direct subordinates of a Duke,’ Rui recalled.

The four Dukes. The most powerful demons under the Demon King. They possessed power that transcended their race, rivaling even the Demon King himself.

And their subordinates were naturally powerful as well.

Likely stronger than, or at least equal to, a third bloodline vampire.

“I have to be prepared.”

Clang…

The distant clang of a blacksmith’s hammer echoed through the city.



Rumble…

Thud…

The sounds of Lacreur, day and night.

But a new, unsettling sound began to mix with the familiar rhythm of the city.

Boom!

“Ahahaha, calm down. It’ll be ready soon,” a metallic-looking demon murmured, gently stroking something that resembled a giant ore.

The object twitched and began to move under the demon’s touch. It wasn’t ore. It was a segment of… something.

The ground trembled as more segments appeared and disappeared within the demon’s field of vision.

“Hmm, this body is… uncomfortable. Don’t you agree, Behe?”

Spatters of blood stained the area around the demon. Like the aftermath of molting.

“But the one who gave me this body, and the one who became Behe’s host… will understand. After all, the opponent is the hero’s party.”

Crack.

A fissure appeared on the demon’s metallic body.

“Ah, another crack,” he sighed.

He had tried to maintain this body, out of respect for the subordinate who had provided it. Even though he had taken it by force.

“It can’t handle my demonic energy…”

He couldn’t use this body to fight the hero’s party. It would shatter the moment he unleashed his full power.

“…Oh well,” he shrugged.

That was the way of demons. Sacrifice for the stronger ones was expected. Even the arrogant vampires adhered to that rule.

“It’s a shame the opponents are the hero’s party…”

But thanks to their actions, he was here. The destruction of the fifty-one fortresses and the deaths of the thousands of vampires within them had created the causality for his arrival.

“Hmm hmm~” he hummed cheerfully.

“H-huh! What?!” a voice exclaimed.

“Hmm?” the demon turned towards the source of the sound.

A miner, holding a lantern, was staring at him in terror.

“A d-demon…?”

The miner’s lantern illuminated the demon’s face. Their eyes met.

“G-gah…” the miner choked, collapsing to the ground.

“They’ve dug this deep already…? Humans are persistent,” the demon mused.

He had hidden himself deep within the mine.

The demon approached the miner’s lifeless body. The brief eye contact had been enough to kill him, his body now oozing blood and fluids.

“Will the hero… be able to withstand my gaze?” the demon wondered.

He reached out to touch the miner’s head, but it melted instantly with a sizzling sound.

He hoped the hero was strong enough to meet his gaze and survive.

The demon Rastok.

No, that was the name of his subordinate, the previous owner of this body.

The Bloodmetal Duke, Mercadie Carrachioni.

Her two gray eyes gleamed in the darkness.




  Chapter 46: The Unexpected Haul
Rui awoke in Lacreur.

Since the demonic incursion was confirmed, like in Alphares, she couldn’t afford to be idle.

Her first priority was to venture into the city and quickly devise a plan to strengthen the Hero’s party.

And the most crucial part of that plan was Nia’s training.

As she hastily dressed to leave, a voice stopped her.

“Wah?”

“Rui! Eat before you go.”

“It’s okay…”

“It’s Lacreur’s special carrot soup.”

“…”

Carrot soup was definitely worth her time.

Perhaps due to their active lifestyle, the citizens of Lacreur enriched their carrot soup with high-fat, high-protein ingredients.

“It’s delicious… but I don’t think I could eat this often.”

“Lacreur’s carrot soup is traditionally eaten for breakfast to keep you full until dinner. It’s quite different from other regions’ carrot soups in terms of ingredients and preparation.”

“Oh, I see. Rui… you’re quite knowledgeable about carrot soup…”

“It’s kind of like how Serin loves swords, isn’t it?”

“Wait, Aria. Is that really comparable…?”

Saying “that much” about a person…

It was a subtly hurtful remark, but Rui let it slide because of the Lacreur carrot soup.

If it weren’t for Serin, she would’ve missed out on this delicious soup.

After breakfast, everyone gathered in the Hero’s room to discuss the day’s plans.

“Actually, since Marquis Lacreur hasn’t given us a specific request… there doesn’t seem to be anything for us to tackle together.”

Such a task would arise soon enough, but not immediately.

“So I’m heading to the Adventurers’ Guild. What about you guys?”

Aria spoke next.

“I’m planning to visit Lacreur’s church, as usual.”

“I’m going to check in with the city guard.”

“I, uh, the air doesn’t agree with me, so I’ll stay here.”

Raphilia, intending to remain at the mansion, had spoken last.

Then, Nia timidly raised her hand, glancing at Rui.

“I, I’ll repeat Rui’s training…”

“I’m planning to visit some blacksmiths with Nia today.”

“Eh?”

Nia’s eyes widened in surprise as she stared at Rui.

It was understandable for her to be bewildered since Rui hadn’t mentioned this plan to her.

“Nia, the blacksmith’s workshop is the place closest to fire. Observing their actions and habits there will be beneficial for you.”

“Aha…! Yes! I’ll go to the blacksmith with Rui!”

Of course, Rui wasn’t taking Nia there solely for observation.

She also wanted to find fire-compatible minerals among the various ones sold at the blacksmiths.

If Nia could start pulling her weight, Rui could increase her magical output, a win-win situation.

‘Let’s also buy any other useful materials we find.’

It was essentially the same as buying vegetables or fish.

The closer to the source, the fresher and higher quality the products.

‘Although it’s more appropriate to say that minerals are more aged.’

Regardless, that was the plan for the first day.



“Nia, don’t touch that.”

“Ah, yes! Sorry…!”

It felt more like she had brought a child than a witch.

But given Nia’s past, Rui couldn’t bring herself to scold her.

Nia seemed to sense this and avoided repeating the same mistake.

“New faces!”

“We’re from out of town. I wanted to show my little sister how you work. And I’d like to buy some useful minerals.”

The middle-aged blacksmith looked back and forth between Rui and Nia.

“Ah, so the younger sister is learning from her older sister?”

“……No, I’m the older sister, and Nia is the younger sister.”

“Hmm… well, alright. Wear these! And follow me carefully!”

“Nia, put this on.”

“Big Sister… are you mad?”

“Me? Why?”

“…Nothing.”

Why on earth would she be angry?

Perhaps it was a natural misunderstanding given that Rui was shorter than Nia.

Since the blacksmith was meeting them for the first time, such a reaction was expected.

However, the theory that people grow taller with each generation had been debunked long ago, making Rui wish the blacksmith had a bit more worldly knowledge. Had he known, he wouldn’t have mistaken her for Nia’s younger sister, and Rui wouldn’t be feeling this heat rising within her chest…

“…Let’s go.”

Clang! Clang!

Following the blacksmith, they entered a space filled with noise and heat emanating from a large furnace.

Several blacksmiths and apprentices were busy smelting, pulling metal and minerals in and out of furnaces of various sizes.

“Nia, can you interact with that heat?”

“Ah, I’ll try…”

Interaction simply meant sensing and understanding the furnace’s heat more deeply and precisely.

Still, it would be a completely different experience compared to when she was just building bonfires to explore her powers.

“Ah…!”

Nia gasped, her light red pupils, similar to her hair color, dilating.

The clang of hammers, the roar of the furnace, the glowing metal, the flames reflected in sweat drops…

Everything related to the living fire within the blacksmith’s workshop began to resonate with Nia. She embraced it all, attempting to internalize the experience.

Rui waited patiently.

A while later, she supported Nia as she stumbled, checking on her condition.

Beads of sweat dotted her forehead, indicating mental exhaustion. Yet, her eyes shone with an intense brightness.

“Big Sister…!”

“That’s the path you must take. The path to unleashing that heat alongside the Hero’s party and vanquishing your enemies.”

“I, honestly, I haven’t been able to understand it properly even with your good teaching. But… after seeing this, I think I understand.”

“I’m glad. Now, let’s go. We shouldn’t disturb them any longer.”

“Okay…”

Leading a dazed Nia, still processing the experience, Rui moved to a quieter stall where ores were displayed in bundles and glass jars. The variety was astounding.

‘I should visit other blacksmiths too, so I should get what I need efficiently…’

“White Mana Stone? H-here? Eh? No, this is Darkstone…”

Rui’s eyes widened at the sight of the minerals displayed.

She had expected a decent selection in a mining city, but this dazzling lineup was beyond her expectations.

“Ooh, you have a good eye!”

“I’m a mage.”

“Oh, a great mage you are! Then if you buy this, I’ll throw this in for free…”

“…Grevaite! This only forms when Mana Stone is subjected to specific pressure…!”

“How about it? Interested? Heh heh, just for you, I’ll give you a special price of 2 gold per ore…”

“…I can’t pass this up.”

Rui reached into her robe pocket and pulled out a round coin purse.

“…Rui?”

She had initially planned to use Nia to select fire-compatible minerals, but this changed everything. She had to buy them all.

Each one was considered a luxury among mages.

Rui had never understood why mages from the capital would make expeditions to Lacreur, but now she did.

‘Why didn’t anyone tell me about this?’

Such valuable information should be shared.

Just as Rui was about to hand over her gold-filled purse, a voice interrupted her.

“Rui.”

“…Aswell?”

The Hero had appeared suddenly and gently grasped her wrist.

“A-Aswell?”

“Yes, it’s me. I was asking about prices as I came here. They were mostly in silver, but… should I step in?”

“No, no! I apologize! I’ll close up shop and leave the city right now!”

“No, it’s not that serious…”

“I’ll leave the minerals, so please use them well!! Just please don’t report me!!”

The merchant hastily packed up and fled, leaving his goods behind. For a moment, Rui wondered if she could just take the minerals for free, but a more pressing question arose.

Thump

“Aswell, why are you here…? I thought you were going to the Adventurers’ Guild.”

“I was. I’m on my way back.”

“But why…”

“I remembered what happened in Alphares. I was worried you were about to make another impulsive purchase, so I rushed back… and I was right.”

He placed the coin purse, which she had almost given away, back in her hands.

“Our mage needs to learn about prudent spending.”

“But…”

“Nia, I’m sorry to ask this of you so soon after joining us, but I have a favor to ask. If Rui tries to make an impulsive purchase like this again, please stop her, alright?”

“Y-yes! I’ll stop her no matter what!”

“No matter what”? What did she plan to do?

“…It’s my money. Why are you stopping me, Aswell?”

She grumbled, looking up at him. He chuckled and released her hand.

“Well. Why do you think?”

“…?”

Thump

“But thanks to me, you saved your money and got the minerals you wanted, didn’t you?”

He was right.

Thanks to him, she had both saved her money and acquired the desired minerals.

So this fluttering in her chest… must be the joy stemming from that.




  Chapter 47: Two Birds, One Stone
Was this the talent worthy of the Hero’s party?

“Big Sister! Look at this!”

Nia ran towards Rui, a bright smile on her face since dawn.

Faint flames danced around her arms, weaving intricate patterns.

“Your precision has improved significantly. It’s only been two days since we visited the blacksmith.”

“That trip really helped!”

“I’m glad.”

“Hee hee.”

In truth, Rui had only accelerated Nia’s progress.

Nia was destined to have a similar epiphany just before leaving Lacreur, a chance encounter near a blacksmith.

It wouldn’t have taken more than two weeks at most.

But this difference would give the Hero’s party a significant advantage in the upcoming battle.

“Now that your precision is better, let’s slowly increase your output. At least… yes, you should be able to freely control flames the size of the large furnace we saw at the blacksmith’s.”

“Okay!”

“Here, take this.”

“What is this? Gloves…?”

“I hadn’t given you a pair yet. I’ve inscribed them with heat-resistant runes and runes to enhance your flames.”

“Waaah… Thank you…”

It was nothing.

As a member of the Hero’s party, Nia deserved Rui’s support.

“What are you doing today, Big Sister?”

Rui paused, considering her answer.

Before the demon Rastok appeared, an incident would occur in Lacreur.

A plague.

So, if she sensed anything unusual or heard urgent calls for the Saintess, that would be her cue to prepare for battle.

‘The plague cure… I don’t have the ingredients.’

It wasn’t a matter of her forgetting to acquire them. The ingredients for Rastok’s plague cure simply didn’t exist in this world.

They could only be found in the Demon Realm, where certain plants could be crushed and used medicinally.

Fortunately, they had the Saintess, so the casualties wouldn’t be too high.

“Hmm… research.”

So instead of focusing on the plague, Rui needed to formulate a plan to eliminate Rastok and his monsters as quickly as possible.

The first step was the fire-sensitive minerals she’d asked Nia to help identify. These would be beneficial for both Nia’s training and for dealing with the demons.

Thanks to Aswell, she had a free supply of minerals to sort through.

“Nia.”

“Yes?”

Rumble

“Eek!”

“Can you tell me which of these minerals feel warm to you?”

“Warm…?”

Thankfully, with Nia’s help, the sorting didn’t take long.

“Good work.”

“Anything else I can help with?”

“I’ll call you if needed.”

“Okay!”

After Nia left, Rui organized the minerals and summoned the door to her workshop.

Just as she was about to begin her research…

Knock, knock

“Come in.”

Someone entered and stopped.

Thump

Why did she have that feeling? Why, before even seeing who it was?

“Rui.”

“Ah.”

It was Aria.



“Aria, what brings you here?”

“Oh, if you’re busy, I can come back later!”

“It’s fine. Would you like to sit here?”

Rui brought out two chairs from her workshop, along with her precious carrot-flavored cookies.

Honestly, for Aria, who worked so hard every day, a few carrot cookies were… not a big deal.

She offered the cookies to Aria, who sat delicately on the chair, but Aria didn’t eat them.

She fidgeted, cookie in hand, as if she had something to say.

“Is it about the young lord of Lacreur?”

“Huh?! H-how did you know?!”

“Well, with your kind nature, you wouldn’t ignore a single patient.”

“Ah…”

That was exactly what happened in the original story.

When countless citizens were injured by the First Bloodline vampire’s rampage in Alphares, Aria, despite having just fought a battle, had used her own life force to heal them.

“Is there… really no way?”

Judging by her sad expression, she must have met Marquis Lacreur.

She had probably heard about his near-death state, which would make her even more concerned.

Crunch

Rui took a bite of her cookie before answering.

“There is a way.”

“Really?!”

“Yes. Change his constitution and environment.”

“That’s…”

“Difficult. Very difficult.”

Changing one’s constitution required the individual’s will and the support of many others.

But with the backing of the Marquis family, that wouldn’t be a problem.

The real issue was the environment.

“Changing a mining city would require a lot of time and resources.”

The city’s transformation could negatively impact the citizens. People who had been diligently working could suddenly lose their jobs or livelihoods.

“Ah…”

If Marquis Lacreur’s son had left for recuperation before things got this bad, it wouldn’t have been an issue. Sending him to another territory with a better environment, or an island, would have been easy for the Marquis family.

However, Rui knew that the Marquis’s wife had passed away around the time the illness began to manifest, causing them to miss the opportunity. Now, any wrong move could worsen the situation, leaving them in a deadlock.

“That’s the conventional thinking.”

“…Eh?”

“There’s no need to change the entire city’s infrastructure. We can just replace the problematic parts.”

The blacksmiths’ chimneys, for example. Installing filters to reduce air pollution would greatly improve the situation.

“But it would require a lot of materials.”

Just materials.

With the Master Key, creating the filters, though time-consuming, was guaranteed to succeed.

The only problem was…

‘I can’t focus solely on that.’

She had been interrupted while planning against Rastok.

So, what should she do?

Then, a good idea came to mind.

“Aria.”

“Yes?”

“How about we combine this with another operation?”

“What… operation?”

“The operation to raise your favorability with Aswell.”

“Ah, ah!”

Aria’s cheeks flushed crimson.

Rui explained her plan to combine the two operations.

“There are no requests in Lacreur for Aswell to handle. So, if you tell him you want to improve the city’s environment, he’ll probably help you.”

“Do you think so…?”

Indeed.

Even putting aside Aswell’s affection for Aria, she was the Saintess.

Aswell knew there was no benefit in ignoring her.

“Then what should I do…?”

“First, you need to gather the opinions of the city’s citizens.”

Some people might perceive the installation of filters and magical devices as an intrusion on their blacksmithing traditions.

Even besides that, surveying any additional inconveniences or desired improvements would be beneficial for developing the magical devices later.

“Also, it would be helpful to identify patients with similar symptoms to the young lord, or those showing early signs.”

“I see.”

“I’ll work on my part, and once there’s some progress, I’ll focus on developing the magical devices. Until then, you can work with Aswell on this.”

“Leave it to me!”

“As for the materials… I’ll ask you once we’ve made some progress.”

“Okay!”

This was something neither Serin, Raphilia, nor Nia could do. Not even Rui herself.

Because Aria was the Saintess, and because she’d have the Hero’s help, she could easily conduct this large-scale survey.

‘Perhaps the Church and the Adventurers’ Guild will help.’

As the official supporters of the two, they would likely offer their assistance.

With dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people working together, it wouldn’t take long.

The Adventurers’ Guild, in particular, was optimized for such tasks.

In the meantime, Rui could quickly formulate her plan and design the city purification project and the magical devices according to the overall schedule.

‘It’s going to be a bit busy.’

But that wasn’t a bad thing.

If she had free time, she’d just find something to do anyway.

“Th-then, about Aswell…”

“Ah.”

She hadn’t addressed that part yet.

“What do you think is the most appealing quality you can show Aswell?”

“W-what? I-I don’t know…”

“Just tell me one thing.”

“M-my chest?”

“…”

Aria subtly adjusted her hands to support her ample bosom.

Rui desperately wanted to refute her, but it was true, so she could only remain silent. Her own comparatively modest chest came into view.

‘…’

She looked away. She was almost offended.

“…That’s something for later, after your relationship has progressed.”

“O-okay.”

Pssshhh

It seemed as if steam was escaping from Aria’s face.

“The appeal you should show is… your inclusiveness.”

“Inclusiveness…?”

When she had helped Serin and Raphilia, Rui had suggested they show their “unexpected sides.”

But with Aria, she needed to utilize her inherent inclusiveness as a weapon.

The reason was simple.

“Until now, you and Aswell have been more like colleagues. So, listening to him or healing him might have felt like an obligation.”

“Ah…!”

This was where Aswell’s perception needed to shift.

“Th-then, healing!”

“For you to heal him, he has to be injured.”

Rui didn’t want to see that.

“You don’t have to use your holy power. Just do as I say, and it will be enough.”

“I’ll l-listen carefully.”

Thus began a lengthy coaching session for Aria.

When it finally ended, Aria’s face, though somewhat accustomed to Rui’s advice, was still flushed.

“I-I’ll try that.”

“Yes. Please do your best.”

“Okay!”

As Rui saw Aria to the door, Aria suddenly turned and hugged her.

Rui almost suffocated, but Aria, seemingly accustomed to this by now, left just enough space for her to breathe.

“Rui.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For listening to my childish worries. Thank you… so much.”

“It’s nothing.”

This much was nothing for the Saintess.

But Aria seemed to be taking it more deeply, her gaze filled with gratitude and warmth.

“I, I hope you and Aswell…”

“?”

“…Never mind. You’re always our comrade, Rui. I’ll support you.”

“…Thank you.”

With that, their conversation ended.

Looking outside, the sun was setting.

It seemed she wouldn’t have much time to work on her plan today.




  Chapter 48: A Question of the Heart
The desire to serve the Goddess who created this world as a member of the Church.

The desire to care for those living in this world as a member of the Hero’s party.

And the desire to dedicate everything to the Hero, as one who loved him.

Aria.

She was the Saintess.

The day in the mining city of Lacreur began at the crack of dawn.

But there was one who rose and moved even earlier than the city itself: the Saintess, Aria.

“Goddess…”

Her day began with her morning prayers, a ritual performed at the same time each day.

Once her prayers were complete, she would walk among the staff of the Marquis Lacreur’s residence, who were just beginning their day, and fetch water.

“Saintess, let me carry that for you.”

“No, this is part of my practice. But thank you for the offer.”

“Ah…”

After washing her face, she would dress and head to the city’s church.

“Saintess! Saintess!”

“Oh my, why are you up so early?”

“I wanted to see you, Saintess!”


“Aha~. Thank you. But good children should sleep more. It’s too early now.”
“Yawwn… I’m not sleepy!”



On her way to the church, she greeted everyone she met, young and old.

If she encountered anyone suffering from a fever or injury, she would include healing them in her schedule.

“Priest.”

“Saintess, you’ve arrived! Oh, I apologize. I’m so behind on my work…!”

“I’ll help. Should I carry these first?”

“No, I’ll do it. You should…”

“It’ll be faster if we do it together. Please let me help.”

By the time she finished helping with the church chores, dawn would break, and the sky would brighten.

Then, Aria’s true work would begin.

“Saintess! Could you please pray for my child?”

“What’s your child’s name?”

“Rastel!”

“Rastel… I pray to the Goddess that your path may be bright…”

“Ah…”

Those who sought the priest in pain or suffering.

Those who sought the Saintess to pray for good fortune and blessings.

The Saintess embraced them all whenever she visited a city or village.

Not everyone treated Aria with kindness and respect, but she had never been truly hurt by anyone. The joy she brought to others far outweighed any negativity, and this was why she never gave up.

“Saintess, the morning consultations are complete.”

“Then it’s time for prayer. Could you prepare a space in the church courtyard? More people will be able to hear from there.”

“Understood.”

With the characteristic clanging sounds of the mining city as background music, Aria lightly touched her rosary as the priests finished preparing for prayer.

“Everyone, let us pray.”

She then joined hundreds of citizens in prayer.

After repeating this about four times, the afternoon’s work would conclude.

Before joining the Hero’s party, her evenings and early mornings were also filled with duties, but those had been reduced to ensure she was always prepared for the party’s needs.

In return, she assisted with the other party members’ training and managed the Hero’s party’s plans and supplies.

“Aria, have you been waiting long?”

“Oh, no! I just came out.”

And today, she would be working with Aswell, the Hero, to carry out a request from their mage companion.



‘Oh dear…’

Come to think of it, the two of them hadn’t spent much time alone together.

They were alone at the very beginning, before Serin joined, after the party began its journey.

However, back then, they received a lot of support from the Church and the Adventurers’ Guild, so they barely had any time together outside of returning to their lodgings after completing requests.

Now, an opportunity had presented itself.

‘How… My heart is racing.’

Of course, this was also for work, but Aria didn’t mind.

Just being near Aswell was enough for her.

However, she couldn’t be lost in her emotions every moment.

During requests and battles, she set aside her feelings and diligently carried out her duties.

Only after completing all requests, when she returned to her tent or the room provided by the mage, did she allow herself to indulge in her emotions, pacing and fidgeting restlessly.

“Shall we start with the southern district?”

“O-okay.”

Exhale

Aria took a small, quiet breath to compose herself, hoping Aswell wouldn’t notice.

Even though this was like a date, it was ultimately for the sake of saving someone’s life.

So, she had to focus…

‘…Date?!’

A date was a different story!

Walking around a new city with the man she loved, talking to people…

What else could it be but a city date?

‘Oh, oh, I hope my clothes aren’t strange today…’

Her wardrobe consisted solely of custom-made priestess robes, but they differed in their detailed patterns and shapes.

And today, she was wearing her favorite one.

“To quickly fulfill Rui’s request, we should find a spacious area…”

‘…He probably didn’t notice.’

But Aria considered that part of Aswell’s charm.

“Aswell, I also mentioned it during prayer at the church, so let’s focus on the blacksmiths and miners who couldn’t attend…”

They looked at the map of Lacreur together, planning their route.

With the help of the Adventurers’ Guild and the Church, they didn’t have many places to visit themselves.

Looking at the finalized plan, it really felt like a date.

The thought of being with her beloved and the possibility of saving a patient brought a smile to Aria’s face.

“Aria, have you met Marquis Lacreur?”

“No… I couldn’t see him because I left early today.”

“Marquis Lacreur said he wanted to thank you. He’ll probably call for you when you return to the mansion.”

“But I haven’t done anything.”

It was true.

The most crucial role in this plan belonged not to Aria, but to their white-haired mage companion.

Without Rui’s help, they would have only offered false hope, as Serin had feared.

“I’ve already thanked Rui. I can still picture her surprised face when she saw Marquis Lacreur bowing before her as we were leaving.”

Aswell chuckled.

Thump

Aria’s heart fluttered at the sight of his smile.

‘Such a wonderful person…’

A man so upright and righteous, despite bearing the immense responsibility of saving humanity and the world.

Aria recalled the first time she met Aswell.

[Hello, Saintess.]

[Hello…? You’re not supposed to be here…]

[Oh? Ah! I apologize. I was taking a walk after training and got lost!]

[Ahaha. It’s common for people to get confused when they first come here.]

[…Will I be punished by the Goddess or the Saintess? That wouldn’t be good…]

[The Goddess doesn’t get angry over such things. Neither do I.]

[That’s a relief. Oh, right. My teacher is waiting… Saintess! I’ll be going now!]

[Chuckle May I ask your name?]

[It’s Aswell!]

She learned that his name was the Hero’s the next day, during a meeting with the Pope.

She had already found him attractive, but the moment she realized he was the Hero, she felt like she had fallen into a swamp.

“Grandma, is this the right way?”

“Thank you…”

The swamp of love.



Their task was completed as the sun began to set.

“Phew…”

“Good work, Aswell.”

“You worked harder, Aria.”

“Then let’s say we both worked hard. You seem more tired than usual today.”

“Do I…? Actually, I went on a subjugation request to two nearby villages this morning.”

“…The closest villages are an hour away by horse.”

“Haha…”

“I’ll have to give Tempest some extra-delicious feed…”

Aswell rubbed his eyes, truly seeming more tired than usual.

Aria realized this was her chance.

“Aswell.”

“Hmm…?”

“Would you like to rest over there for a bit?”

Aria pointed to a small clearing on a slight hill.

A well-maintained lawn with a long bench, seemingly cared for by someone. It looked big enough for one person to lie down on.

“No, I think I can make it back to the mansion.”

“But if you collapse, I’ll have to carry you.”

It sounded like a flimsy excuse, but Aswell, succumbing to exhaustion, couldn’t think straight.

He let Aria lead him to the clearing and lay down, bathed in the warm sunset glow.

“Then, just for a little whi…le…”

He fell asleep instantly.

Aria waved a hand over him to confirm he was asleep, then, suppressing her racing heart, sat beside him.

Carefully, as if lifting a baby, she raised Aswell’s head and placed it on her lap.

He shifted, finding a comfortable position.

“Eek…!”

Aria had to cover her mouth to stifle the ticklish sensation from Aswell’s hair against her legs.

After a brief moment of ticklish torture, he settled down.

“…”

Aria lowered her head, gazing at Aswell sleeping peacefully in her lap.

It was the first time she had looked at his face so closely for so long.

This precious time, thanks to her.

Honestly, she wished it would last forever.

But…

‘I can’t.’

She was the Saintess, and he was the Hero.

And there were so many others who desired him.

Serin and Raphilia, and even the newly joined Nia, harbored feelings for him. With her help, Serin and Raphilia were steadily building their relationships with Aswell, while Nia was striving to get closer to him on her own.

But there was one person who wouldn’t act on her own feelings.

A moment later, Aswell slowly opened his eyes.

“Ah, sorry. I was so sleepy… Huh?”

“You’re awake?”

“W-wait. This is…”

Realizing he was resting his head on her lap, Aswell’s face flushed with embarrassment.

Aria felt her own cheeks burning, but she remembered what Rui had told her.

[Don’t panic. You need to calm Aswell down if he’s surprised by the situation.]

“You looked uncomfortable. Did you… dislike it?”

“N-no. It’s not that I disliked it… but… I’m sorry.”

He turned his head, apologizing, his face even redder. Aria was momentarily puzzled before realizing she could only see half of his face.

“…Ah.”

Because of her chest.

A wave of embarrassment washed over her, but she didn’t back down.

Not just because Rui had told her to be firm.

There was one question she had to ask.

“Aswell.”

Did she feel the same way as “us”?

A thought that had lingered in her mind. It had started months ago, when she first saw Rui riding with Aswell, their bodies close together.

But Rui denied any such feelings, and they had been through a lot since then.

Having witnessed Rui’s repeated denials, Aria was now curious about his feelings, not hers.

So, for herself, for him, for Rui, and for the party, she took this opportunity to ask Aswell a question.

“…Hmm?”

“May I ask you something?”

“Can we talk about this after I get up? This is a bit…”

“What do you think of Rui?”

A question that could potentially change the future course of the Hero’s party.




  Chapter 49: A Helping Hand
Late at night, Rui left the mansion to clear her head after a long period of research. It was around the time Aria and Aswell returned.

“Oh, Rui.”

“You’re back. Aswell…?”

“…I’ll go in and rest.”

“…?”

“Goodnight, Aswell. Rui, shall we talk over there?”

“…Yes.”

Did something go wrong?

Aswell’s averted gaze left Rui bewildered.

She followed Aria to a quiet corner of the mansion garden. The stillness was such that even a whisper felt like it would echo throughout the world.

“Did something go wrong…?”

“Rui! I was so nervous…!”

“Eh?”

Aria, abandoning her usual composure, suddenly hugged Rui and mumbled into her shoulder. The stark contrast between Aswell and Aria’s reactions left Rui increasingly confused.

“Really, my heart was pounding so hard… I was so worried Aswell would notice…!”

“I-I see. Calm down.”

Rui stroked Aria’s hair, trying to soothe her. The experience seemed to have been quite intense, as Aria remained in her embrace for a long while.

Or rather, Rui was in her embrace.

“So Aswell acted that way because he was embarrassed about what happened with you?”

“…Yes! Th-that’s right.”

Aria averted her gaze again. While Aswell had turned away when their eyes met earlier, Rui hesitated to press the matter.

‘…It would seem like I’m being self-conscious.’

She shouldn’t assume he would be concerned about her, especially since she wasn’t a heroine.

[I’ll prioritize you no matter what.]

Thump

‘…That was just to convince Nia to come with me.’

Anyway, if the person involved was happy, shouldn’t that be enough?

It was time to move on to the next topic.

“How did the survey go?”

“Everyone agreed! Some even offered to spread the word to their neighbors. I think it’ll be finished sooner than expected.”

“I see.”

The Hero and Saintess combination was truly effective.

When it came to matters of public opinion, they were an unstoppable force.

‘Then I need to move quickly as well.’

She might have to pull an all-nighter.

“Rui.”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t stay up all night because of me.”

“…Did I say that out loud?”

“What? What did you say?”

It seemed she had only thought it. How did Aria know?

“…Wait, d-did you really plan to stay up all night…?”

“Well…”

“…Then please don’t. I don’t want you to overwork yourself because of my request!”

“Ah, I won’t. I’ll brush my teeth and go to bed right away.”

“Really?”

“Of course…”

If Aswell had asked, she might have lied, but Aria, being the Saintess, compelled her to be honest.

Staying up all night now would feel… wrong. So, she decided to sleep.

‘I’ve done everything I can for now…’

Preparing for Rastok and the city’s transformation.

She had two major tasks, but a brilliant idea had formed, giving her a rough outline.

‘Combine the two.’

She would create magical devices for the city purification and incorporate runes for defense against Rastok.

Both situations shared a common factor: the weakening of the citizens’ health.

For the city purification, she planned to use special minerals that absorbed surrounding dust.

The wider the minerals’ effective range, the better, so she planned to cram in as many relevant runes as possible.

As for Rastok, there was no cure.

However, she had found a clue in a priest’s line from the original story:

[The elderly and the sick are already dead…!]

The weaker one’s health, the more susceptible they were to the plague.

The priest who spoke that line was later revealed to be infected as well, but he didn’t collapse until much later.

So, if she could boost the citizens’ immunity, they would be able to hold out until Rastok was defeated.

‘Infusing the area with holy power would be ideal, but… that’s practically impossible.’

The holy power of the church priests in Lacreur and Aria alone wouldn’t be enough to protect the entire mining city.

So, she needed to find the most efficient method, and she was currently considering medicinal herbs.

But her medical knowledge was limited, so she planned to consult with pharmacists and physicians through the Marquis.

“…It’ll work out.”

This situation was similar to Alphares, but worse.

Unlike the Twilight Fortress, which was summoned beyond the western gate and affected only that area, this plague targeted the entire city.

Even if things went as smoothly as in Alphares, there would inevitably be casualties.

If only she could share this information with someone, they could prepare more thoroughly.

“…But I can’t.”

That would entail revealing that this world was a novel. Who would want to know that their world was merely a fabrication?

So, this was a burden she, as someone transmigrated into this novel, had to bear alone.

She continued to strategize until her eyes grew heavy, finally falling asleep as the moon began to descend.



[Rui.]

Master.

[This magic you created… It seems to be your unique magic.]

Really?

[Yes. Because… even I cannot use it. It’s a magic from a distant realm.]

So I have my own unique magic like you, Master.

[…Indeed.]

Kunder always teased me, but now I can tease him back.

[…Rui.]

Yes?

[It pains me to say this, but I must.]

What is it?

[Do not use your unique magic.]

…What?

[If you absolutely must, make me a promise. Promise me you’ll resist until you have no other choice.]

…

“…Master.”

“Eh, Big Sister? But I’m your student…”

Rui opened her eyes to see Nia staring at her with a bewildered expression.

“Nia?”

“Yes, Big Sister.”

“Why are you in my room?”

“Ah, I wanted to show you the results of my training, but you were still asleep…”

“If I was asleep, you should have come back later.”

“Uh… Right?”

“Then what’s with the finger poking my cheek?”

“Oops. It looked so soft… hee hee.”

She couldn’t let this slide.

It was a serious breach of her authority as a senior member of the Hero’s party and as Nia’s magic teacher.

Just as Rui was about to sit up and scold Nia for her blatant actions, her body relaxed.

‘…Warm.’

Nia’s hand, radiating a gentle warmth, touched her face, melting away her fatigue.

“It’s warm, right?”

“…Sure.”

“I actually give Rosen massages whenever she’s tired. I’m quite confident in my skills.”

“…Then do my shoulders too.”

“Okay!”

A while later, Rui felt refreshed, as if a storm had cleared her mind and body.

Sleeping early, waking up early, and receiving Nia’s special massage had completely eradicated her fatigue.

Honestly, she wanted this every day.

“Should I do it again next time…?”

“Yes.”

Rui immediately agreed, then left the room with Nia.

“Oh, Rui! You’re awake!”

“Marquis.”

Marquis Lacreur, whom they met in the hallway, looked much healthier. It seemed that finding a way to treat his son had relieved much of his stress.

‘After greeting the Marquis, I need to start working on the devices.’

Seeing his hopeful face, she felt compelled to act quickly.

“I’ve gathered the people you mentioned yesterday. When will you be available?”

“People? What people?”

“The city’s material management officer, land surveyor, complaint officer… those who work for the city.”

Ah.

It seemed Marquis Lacreur was sending more people to assist her.

“Hmm… it would be better to meet them as soon as possible.”

She did need more people, not just for the survey, but also for procuring materials. She had planned to create a prototype first and then seek assistance, but this would speed things up.

“Understood. I’ll tell them to come to the mansion immediately. Butler.”

“I’ll contact them right away.”

Even the servants looked brighter, hopeful about their master’s potential recovery.

After parting ways with them, Rui turned to Nia, who was fidgeting behind her.

“Nia, can you help me today?”

“Yes! Anything!”

With Nia’s innate talent for magic, she would be a valuable asset.

‘Aswell…’

She considered asking for his help, but shook her head.

Given how he avoided her gaze earlier, he probably needed some time alone.

‘…’

Aswell was already gone from the mansion.

This meant she might not see him all day.

The thought brought a pang of loneliness.

“…Shall we go?”

“Yes!”

Even with the additional help, her workload hadn’t decreased.

Rui returned to her room to prepare for the meeting.




  Chapter 50: The Purification Project
“Now, everyone, please be quiet! Rui of the Hero’s party will now speak!”

How did things end up like this?

“B-Big Sister… I-I’m nervous…”

“Just stay by my side. I’ll do the talking.”

Rui had thought it would be a simple matter of creating magical devices and distributing them throughout the city. Of course, she had anticipated seeking assistance from various groups and individuals, but…

“That’s the mage from the Hero’s party?”

“She’s cute… Ah, is it rude to say that?”

“I heard the Alphares branch tried to make her an honorary city adventurer.”

“So she’s the Goddess of Bombardment… Quite a fierce nickname for someone so… small.”

“The Saintess is particularly fond of her. Everyone, please be mindful of your words and actions.”

“May the Goddess’s blessings be upon Rui…”

She hadn’t even said a word, and the place was already buzzing.

Rui stood inside a large building in the city center. The space, about the size of a school gymnasium, was filled with people.

City administration.

Adventurers’ Guild.

Church.

Blacksmiths’ Guild.

Miners’ Guild.

And others with relevant skills and experience.

They had gathered to support Aria’s request.

“The mercenaries will be late. I hear they’re returning from a group request quite far away.”

“Thank you, Raphilia.”

Rui and Nia weren’t the only members of the Hero’s party present.

Raphilia, aware of the situation, had offered to help communicate with the mercenaries.

Serin, Aria, and Aswell were busy addressing the city’s other concerns.

In total, there were about thirty people gathered.

‘…It’s been so long since I’ve spoken to this many people.’

Rui wondered if this was the first time since she transmigrated into this body.

Naturally, she didn’t have stage fright like Nia.

“Thank you all for coming. I will now explain the Lacreur Purification Project.”

The word “purification” was sometimes used… creatively in certain works.

For example, burning a planet to “purify” it of evil, or a male protagonist “purifying” a female adventurer afflicted by an aphrodisiac.

However, unlike those peculiar uses, Rui’s purification was literal.

“Due to the nature of its industry, this mining city suffers from severe air pollution. This is reflected in the City Administration’s survey results…”

Using data and information provided by each group, Rui began to explain the necessity and purpose of the project.

“As a result, the young lord of Lacreur, as well as many children and elderly citizens, are experiencing respiratory problems. I intend to change that.”

A murmur arose from the crowd, but Rui continued, undeterred. Once they heard the entire plan, they would have no choice but to agree.

“To achieve this, I will develop magical devices to be installed at each blacksmith’s workshop and mine entrance. I plan to use Lanar ore.”

“Lanar ore? Hmm, that would work, but…”

The blacksmiths and miners, experts in ores, gave positive signals.

“But it’s extremely difficult to handle. How do you plan to address that?”

“We can help with that. All you have to do is hand over the Lanar ore! Ahahaha!”

“The mage does the work, and the blacksmiths take the credit.”

Then, a question came from the City Administration.

“How far will the Lanar ore need to be transported? The cost will vary depending on the distance and location.”

“I’m considering the open space in front of the mines. It would be more efficient to work with the ore as it is, straight from the mines, without transporting it.”

“Hmm, if that’s the case, we won’t need to allocate a large additional budget.”

Even the City Administration seemed to agree.

There was no need to persuade the Adventurers’ Guild or the Church. They were here to fully support Rui. Ah, and the mercenaries who had just arrived.

‘Come to think of it, I could also make a cleaning device with Lanar ore.’

If she enhanced its dust-absorbing properties, it could make a decent cleaning tool.

Purifying the city, preparing for Rastok, and a new magical device idea.

Killing three birds with one stone…

‘What’s the third bird?’

Regardless, three benefits in one were fantastic.

The meeting concluded on a positive note.

All that remained was creating the prototype.

In other words, it was time to focus.

“Rui, you’re surprisingly eloquent. I was honestly impressed.”

“I’ve always been good at speaking.”

“…That’s true.”

Rui instantly understood Raphilia’s thoughts from her gaze.

Something along the lines of, ‘Aren’t all mages gloomy and timid?’ Typical mage discrimination.

Unfortunately for Raphilia, Rui wasn’t a typical mage.

“Hmm, I don’t think we needed to call the mercenaries. They tried to help, but the discussion went so smoothly…”

“I have a separate request for the mercenaries.”

While they weren’t essential for the purification project, they were needed for the defense against Rastok.

“I’d like them to patrol the city and mines.”

“Huh? Isn’t that the city guard’s job?”

“I’m thinking of areas the city guard doesn’t patrol. The underground waterways, for instance.”

To spread the plague, Rastok would have to release carriers into the city.

Rui suspected it would be small animals or corpses.

“We’re trying to clean the city. Our defenses might weaken while our attention is diverted, so it would be good to find and eliminate any diseased rats or similar carriers while we’re at it.”

“Hmm, I’ll talk to them! Hey, you guys!”

Raphilia dashed over to the large, burly mercenaries and relayed Rui’s request. Perhaps it was her elven charm, or perhaps her status as a member of the Hero’s party, but she had a knack for commanding the mercenaries.



Back at the mansion with Lanar ore samples, Rui immediately began crafting.

“Master Key.”

She opened several subspaces and activated the Master Key to assist her.

“Big Sister, what can I do to help…?”

“Calculate the size of Lanar ore that yields the highest efficiency.”

“…What cake is the Lanar ore…?”

“I’m kidding. Practice your mana control until I have something for you to do.”

“Okay!”

Feeling the warm aura emanating from behind her, Rui summoned her pen and began inscribing runes onto the Master Key. It would now analyze the Lanar ore and determine the optimal parameters.

“Considering the dust that might escape from the Lanar ore, the edges of the chimney should be sealed…”

She drew blueprints in the air with her pen, visualizing the device.

Whenever she encountered an ambiguous or challenging aspect, she pulled out materials from her subspace for comparison.

“Wow… That’s amazing… Ah, I’m hungry…”

It felt like she was back in her workshop, engrossed in creating magical devices before joining the Hero’s party.

“Instead of adding weight reduction… I should use cheaper, lighter materials.”

Hum

The Master Key’s calculations finished, presenting several candidates.

Based on the results, Rui carved the ore with her pen, creating different sample shapes.

“Hmm… Yawn…”

“Nia, you should go to your room and sleep.”

“Hmm… Huh? Raphilia? I-I’m going to help Big Sister!”

“You were sleeping…”

Moving forward, Rui selected a single sample and began inscribing runes onto the Lanar ore.

She adjusted the runes based on the distribution of mines and blacksmiths throughout the city.

‘Maximize coverage without any overlap…’

“Hmm… Rosen… stop saying we should destroy the city and run away…”

Finally, after reviewing the entire process, Rui infused the device with mana to activate it.

Whir

“…The test results are good.”

One magical device completed.

“Yawn… Big Sister?! Did you stay up all night?!”

“Huh…? What? It hasn’t been that long.”

“It’s morning…!”

She had been so focused on finishing quickly that she lost track of time.

“Nia… I have a job for you…”

Rui handed her the purification device, about the size of her forearm, and rubbed her eyes.

“Deliver this to the City Administration… and find out the results…”

“Okay, okay, now go to sleep! Aria told me to make sure you slept last night…!”

Nia, teary-eyed as if being scolded, took the device and left the room. Rui finally recalled her Master Key and pen, closing all her subspaces.

“Exhale…”

Exhaustion washed over her. After using her mind for over twelve hours, the fatigue was catching up.

As she stumbled towards her bed, drowsiness overwhelmed her, and she almost tripped.

Click

“Rui.”

“…Aswell…?”

Was she so tired she was hallucinating? She thought she saw Aswell.

“…Go to sleep.”

She felt a momentary lightness, then the soft touch of a blanket against her back.

She sank into the comforting warmth and closed her eyes.

Perhaps it was because she hadn’t seen Aswell all day.

Before drifting off to sleep, a small smile touched her lips.

For reasons she couldn’t explain.




  Chapter 51: A Disturbing Discovery
Rui had collapsed into sleep after her all-nighter. When she woke, the sun was already setting.

“Hmm…?”

She had slept so long that her head throbbed.

“I hope Nia delivered it properly…”

The sooner she got the results, the more time they’d have to prepare for Rastok. Honestly, she hoped they wouldn’t nitpick the design.

‘…Come to think of it, I thought I saw Aswell.’

Could he have carried her to bed?

She quickly dismissed the thought.

“Why would he?”

It was more likely that Raphilia had found her sleeping on the floor and put her in bed.

Then what was the voice and Aswell’s face she saw right before falling asleep?

Perhaps she had simply conjured them up because she hadn’t seen him all day…

“…”

She didn’t know.

Rui slowly got up and left the room, careful not to get dizzy.

The mansion was quiet, but the previous austere atmosphere had almost vanished. It was now filled with a tranquil peacefulness, reminiscent of a quiet country house.

‘When I leave the Hero’s party… that would be nice.’

Finding a modest house in the countryside and living a peaceful life. Of course, living alone would be lonely, so it would be better to have someone with her.

Nia, for example.

“…But Nia would probably go with Rosen.”

Nia would undoubtedly stay with Aswell, but after him, she would likely be with her childhood friend, Rosen.

Then what about Raphilia?

Raphilia would return to the Elf Kingdom to inherit the throne, so that wouldn’t work.

Serin had her own territory and mansion, so she wouldn’t move to the countryside.

Aria would be provided a house by the Church.

As for “that sister,” Rui had already lived with her for over a year and had no desire to repeat the experience.

‘The assassin heroine? Hmm…’

She would cling to Aswell and refuse Rui’s offer.

‘…So there’s no one.’

Did she have so few connections? Well, she hadn’t actively tried to make friends since arriving in this world.

Most of her acquaintances were made naturally through learning magic. Still, the realization of her meager social circle brought a sigh to her lips.

“…?”

Why did her gaze drift downwards in that moment?

She shook her head. She needed to ask Nia about the prototype results.

A while later, she found Nia, who relayed the people’s reactions with a bright smile.

“They said it works great!”

“They’ve already finished testing it?”

“I told them you wanted the results quickly. They grabbed it and ran off right away!”

Hmm.

Did they do that because of the Hero’s party title?

If so, Rui felt slightly guilty. While speed was important, it wasn’t that urgent.

“But they said it would be good if the size could be adjusted depending on the size of the blacksmith workshops and mines.”

“I was already considering that. So, there are practically no issues.”

“That’s right! You worked so hard, Big Sister. If they had complained… I would have taken care of them.”

The Ember Witch “taking care” of someone sounded a bit menacing.

“What about the others?”

“They’re all resting. Oh, Aswell…”

“Aswell? Isn’t he resting too?”

“He came back to the mansion this morning, but he left immediately. He said he was going to complete all the requests in the surrounding villages.”

He came back to the mansion?

‘…’

So, the figure she saw before falling asleep… was it really Aswell?

“…”

“Big Sister?”

“…It’s nothing. Can I see the report? I’ll start the fine-tuning process.”

“Oh, yes.”

She would work for a bit and then go to bed. She couldn’t afford to mess up her sleep schedule again.



The next day, Rui woke up at a normal time and immediately headed to the City Administration.

“I’ve made some additional improvements.”

“In just one day… As expected. Can we start mass production with this?”

“Yes. How is the Lanar ore coming along?”

“We’ve prepared it in front of the mines.”

With so many people helping, the work progressed rapidly.

Rui went to the mines with the City Administration officials and saw a mountain of pink ore.

“Are you sure you don’t need any help?”

“No, it’s fine.”

Leaving the fidgeting officials behind, Rui took out the Master Key and began inscribing runes.

“First processing stage.”

After this, she would perform the second and third stages, shaping the ore into appropriate sizes. Having conserved her mana since Alphares, she had enough to perform large-scale magic like this, almost on par with Ultima’s Holy Spear.

That afternoon, as she was working, Nia arrived, panting and carrying something.

“Big Sister! I finally made it…!”

“Why are you here?”

“Aria asked me to bring you a snack.”

Nia opened the package to reveal carrot-shaped cookies. Rui’s mouth watered at the sight.

She popped one into Nia’s mouth and took one for herself.

“D-delicious!!”

“…Hmm.”

As expected of Aria, the rumored “best girl” of the Hero’s party.

From simple soups to exquisite cookies, her culinary skills were exceptional.

Rui, who was practically incapable of such feats, couldn’t help but admire her.

“Can I help with anything?”

“No. Go back to the mansion and practice your magic.”

“…Okay.”

Nia seemed restless from only practicing magic lately.

But she would have plenty of opportunities to use it once Rastok appeared, so Rui hoped she would be patient.

“Where are the others?”

“Aria went straight back to the church after giving me the cookies… I think Raphilia and Serin are patrolling the city.”

“And Aswell?”

“Isn’t he out again today?”

Nia, having relayed the whereabouts of the party members, turned to leave.

“Nia.”

“Yes?”

“If you see Aswell… could you ask him to meet me briefly this evening?”

“Okay!”

Nia didn’t ask why. Rui felt a surge of gratitude.

There wasn’t a specific reason for the meeting. She just hadn’t seen him properly in days and was… slightly worried she might forget his face.

After Nia left, Rui continued working while waiting for evening.



“I’ll stop here for today.”

“Thank you for your hard work, Rui. I’ll escort you back to the mansion.”

“No, it’s alright.”

Nightlux approached, his hooves clicking softly against the ground. The official from the City Administration stepped back understandingly.

“I should be finished by late tomorrow. After that, it’s up to you.”

“I’ll pass on the message.”

The official, who had been scribbling furiously in a report, suddenly bowed his head.

“Thank you… for your hard work for our city.”

“…It’s my duty. It’s nothing to thank me for.”

Rui felt awkward being praised and tried to deflect the compliment, but the official’s expression was serious.

“No. All of our citizens are deeply grateful to the Hero’s party. Thanks to you, our city, which was crumbling under a cloud of gloom, feels like it’s coming back to life.”

It seemed there had been internal problems as well.

But with the Hero’s party addressing the air pollution issue, it appeared to have triggered a positive chain reaction.

“Our city supplies vital resources to the entire Empire, but because we’re so far from the capital, we receive little support from the central government. And then the Marquis fell ill…”

“I see.”

“So… I wanted to express our gratitude.”

Faced with such sincere appreciation, Rui couldn’t refuse.

She averted her gaze, giving a slight bow to the official and the others who were watching them.

That evening, Nia brought news about Aswell.

“It seems Aswell won’t be able to come back today.”

“Ah…”

“A group of monsters appeared. Apparently, they’re nocturnal, so he’s staying in that village to complete the request.”

“…I understand. I’ll be going in now.”

“Okay.”

They had missed each other again.

But this was the reality of the Hero’s party.

Unless a major incident like the Twilight Fortress occurred, they often worked separately in different parts of a city.

He would return once the battle against Rastok began, so all she had to do was wait.

“…”

Still, she couldn’t shake the inexplicable feeling of loneliness.

The next day arrived, and Rui visited the mines to continue processing the ore.

But something felt off.

“…!”

“Quickly… move…!”

The miners, who usually maintained their cheerful spirits despite the hard labor, were moving around with grim expressions.

As Rui approached to ask what was happening, someone rushed out from the crowd.

“Wait, out of the way!!”

“…What’s…”

A miner, his face etched with urgency, pushed past the others and headed down towards the city. Another miner was being carried on his back.

But the carried miner… looked strange.

His limbs were melted, like soft cheese. His face was pale and tinged blue, as if he had fainted from shock.

‘A mining accident…?’

But what kind of accident could cause such injuries?

Rui asked a nearby miner.

“Many miners working in the far mountains have died. The cause is unknown. The city guard is on its way.”

Far mountains?

There were several candidates for the furthest mountains from Lacreur.

Among them was the mountain where Rastok was hiding before the main battle.

But Rastok wasn’t responsible for these injuries.

‘What?’

The original story made no mention of Rastok being discovered by the miners or causing their deaths. The injuries weren’t consistent with the monsters or magic Rastok used, so it couldn’t be him.

Then what caused these injuries?

A certain demon flashed through Rui’s mind. But she quickly dismissed the thought. It was impossible for her to be here.

“…Master Key.”

Rui summoned the Master Key, her gaze fixed on the distant mountains.

Something was wrong. Very wrong.




  Chapter 52: The Cave and the Worm
Rui needed to confirm what was happening inside the mine.

But as she headed towards the entrance, she was stopped.

“Rui, where are you going?”

It was the miners.

“…To the mine. I need to find out what happened.”

“No, you can’t.”

They shook their heads, blocking her path.

“It’s too dangerous.”

“That’s why I need to go.”

Rui wouldn’t die easily, no matter the opponent. To quickly resolve this deviation from the original story, she had to act.

But they still wouldn’t budge.

“Let’s go back to the city and gather more people. We’re too worried to let you go alone!”

That would waste precious time.

“Step aside.”

Rui spoke, holding up the Master Key, already inscribed with runes for investigating the mine.

“I need to go so the others can prepare properly. If we wait for them, it might be too late.”

Whether it was Rastok or something else.

“…Then we’ll guide you.”

“No, it’s alright. I can go alone…”

“Our comrade died. In our workplace. So… please, let us do this much.”

“…Alright.”

Seeing their determination, Rui agreed.

She went to the open space in front of the mine and approached Nightlux.

“Lux, calm down. It’s alright.”

Snort

Nightlux didn’t seem surprised. More like wary.

Rui stroked his mane and spoke softly.

“If you understand me, could you do me a favor?”

Nicker

“Bring Aswell… as quickly as possible.”

Bring Aswell, whose current location was unknown. It was almost a plea.

She felt a desperate need to see him, to calm her racing heart.

After a brief wave to Nightlux, who was staring intently at her, Rui returned to the miners.

It was a race against time.



“This is where our comrades were found.”

After a thirty-minute climb, they arrived at a mine with a rather unimpressive entrance compared to the others.

“It’s a newly opened mine. The miner who died was in charge of its development.”

This meant the incident likely happened deep inside.

‘Could they have encountered Rastok?’

But if so, what other changes had occurred?

Before entering, Rui took out a magical device.

“This will scout ahead for us.”

It was an improved version of the spatial awareness device she used in the Twilight Fortress. It would give them time to prepare for any surprises or unexpected variables.

Click!

Hum…

The round device emitted a blue light and rolled into the mine, skillfully avoiding the mine carts, rails, and other structures. As it went deeper, information about the mine flowed into the Master Key.

“Let’s go.”

The five miners, gripping their pickaxes and axes, walked with tense expressions.

“Did anything unusual happen inside the mine recently?”

“…No.”

They exchanged glances and shook their heads. Then, one of them raised his hand.

“Come to think of it, there have been frequent tremors lately.”

“Tremors?”

“Yes. They’re barely noticeable vibrations, not strong enough to be called earthquakes.”

Tremors deep within the mine.

While they could be regular seismic activity, in this situation, it was more likely that they were caused by Rastok’s monsters moving about.

‘…It must be Rastok’s monsters.’

The original story described Rastok’s monster as large enough to collapse an entire mine, so it was a plausible explanation. But had Rastok changed his plans?

Perhaps the plague was already spreading somewhere in the city.

‘…Sigh.’

She didn’t know.

Overthinking the situation was only making it more confusing. There was no time to dwell on it, so Rui continued deeper into the mine with the miners.

“Huff… huff…”

“The air is stuffy and hot, making it harder to breathe.”

“It’s amazing that you work in this environment every day…”

It truly was.

The technology and working conditions were worse than modern Earth.

Yet, they diligently worked for their city and families.

Suddenly, one of the miners stopped.

“…Strange.”

“What’s… Huh?”

The other four stopped as well.

They touched their fingers to their lips, examined the branching paths, and performed other inexplicable actions.

“What’s wrong?”

“…I feel a breeze. A cold breeze.”

A cold breeze?

His words reminded Rui of their previous comments about the stuffy, hot air.

“Which way?”

“The breeze is coming from this way.”

“Let’s go.”

This meant a new path had opened up.

As the path widened, Rui began to lead the way.

After about ten minutes of walking, they reached the end.

“Gasp!”

“Wh-what is…?”

They had discovered a massive cavern.



The cavern was so vast that they couldn’t see its boundaries, its width or height.

It felt like an underground world.

“Is this also part of the mine?”

“No…”

Then it was the work of a monster. More specifically, a trace left by its presence or movement.

But the scale far exceeded Rui’s expectations.

‘It’s too big.’

Far too large to simply collapse a mine. This creature could likely bring down the entire mining city.

Hum

Information arrived through the Master Key.

“It seems there’s a similar space below us as well.”

The scouting device reported that the space it reached was too large to measure accurately.

This raised a question.

‘Where did the owner of this space go?’

Were the tremors the miners felt caused by its movement?

But where did it go?

“…Let’s go back.”

They needed to leave the mine. Rui’s heart pounded in her chest. The feeling that she was missing something crucial wouldn’t go away.

Sensing the urgency in her expression, the miners turned to leave.

“Agh! What?!”

A miner screamed. Rui looked back to see something emerging from the entrance they had come through.

“It’s a monster!”

It resembled a giant caterpillar. Its grotesque form lacked a discernible face, only a single, round mouth.

Crack!

A miner swung his enchanted pickaxe, killing the creature instantly.

“Phew…”

“Are monsters appearing because of this strange phenomenon?”

“Or did this monster kill our comrades…?”

As the miners murmured amongst themselves, Rui examined the creature’s form.

Had such a monster ever been reported before?

The only monster she knew with just a mouth was the one controlled by one of the Demon Realm Dukes…

“…Dangerous.”

This was dangerous.

“We have to get out of here, now!”

“What?”

“Hurry!”

Rui used the Master Key to cast support spells on all six of them, then started to retreat. Just then, the entire mine shook.

But this was no ordinary tremor.

Rumble…

“The mine is collapsing!”

“Rui, get on my back!”

Unable to keep up, Rui was hoisted onto a miner’s back. She kept a watchful eye on the ceiling as they ran.

“Shield!”

Crash!

“Gasp!”

“I’ll handle the falling rocks!”

“Yes!”

Crash!

Rui maintained a constant shield with the Master Key and used her pen to support the miners.

Hum

‘Did the device detect something?’

The scouting device sent a final message indicating a massive impact before being destroyed. The information it relayed included the strength of a material that didn’t exist in this world.

‘Why?’

Where did things go wrong?

Rastok was supposed to be the demon appearing in Lacreur.

But this wasn’t Rastok.

If Rui’s suspicions were correct, this demon was someone Rastok served.

Rumble…

A being with power unlike ordinary demons.

“Almost there!”

A demon whose flesh and blood possessed strength and destructive power beyond metal.

“What is going on…?!”

A woman who commanded giant worm monsters that devoured mountains.

“We’re at the entrance!!”

“We made it…! Huh…?”

“What… is that…?”

Mercadie Carrachioni, the Bloodmetal Duke.

And

Behiraga, the Thousand-Legged Worm Mother.

She and her monstrous worm emerged from the mine.




  Chapter 53: Facing the Duke
“Phew… I did it! Success again today!”

Nia, the Ember Witch, smiled brightly, having successfully conjured a small flame. She had something new to tell her Big Sister.

She was proud of her improving magic skills and grateful to Rui for believing in her and bringing her into the party. She felt she would spend her entire life repaying this debt.

“The Fire Giant, was it?”

A massive Fire Giant, conjured by her uncontrolled magic when she lost consciousness. Despite having summoned it herself, Nia couldn’t replicate the feat now.

“I’ll surpass my past self.”

One day, she would create even more powerful magic, surpassing even the giant. She would make her teacher and benefactor, Rui, proud.

“…Alright!”

With renewed determination, Nia assumed her stance to resume her training.

Just then, the ground shook.

“Huh…?”

Nia, who had been crouching in a corner of the mansion garden, slowly stood up and looked around. She noticed something rising from between the northern mountains in the distance.

“…What is that?”

Something far larger than the Fire Giant that had engulfed her, radiating an immense amount of demonic energy.

“Could it be… a monster?”

Was that a monster?

“Nia!”

A servant from the mansion came running, panting. The urgency of the situation was evident on her usually composed face, now covered in sweat.

“The gate! The gate!”

“C-calm down! What happened…!”

“A huge swarm of monsters is attacking the mansion gates!!”

Nia followed the servant to the front gate.

“Block them there!”

“Hold the formation! Don’t let them break through!”

The city guard was clashing with long, cylindrical monsters.

“Raoul!”

With a short incantation, Nia unleashed a burst of flames, incinerating the monsters that were about to attack the guards.

“Huff… huff… Thank you…”

“No problem, are you al…right?”

Something about the monsters’ appearance seemed familiar. They resembled the giant creature that emerged from the mountain, but these were only half the size of a human.

‘What is going on…?’

“Nia, where is Aswell?!”

The Hero.

He was currently outside the city on a request. Even if he turned back immediately, it would take time for him to return.

“Nia, if you can, please give us orders…”

“…”

Marquis Lacreur had gone down to the lower city. The gazes of the servants and guards were now fixed on Nia.

She was confused and terrified. But she was a member of the Hero’s party.

‘Big Sister, leave the mansion to me.’

“…First, seal the main gate.”

With newfound courage, Nia began to command the others.



“Quickly, evacuate the citizens to the church!”

At the Saintess Aria’s cry, the priests began moving the people in an orderly fashion. Just then, a monster lunged at Aria.

The worm-like monster, about the size of a human, aimed for her throat, but was pierced and killed by a flying arrow.

“Aria, what’s the situation?”

“It’s not good! We can’t figure out where the monsters are coming from…!”

Raphilia clicked her tongue.

This situation was worse than Alphares. In a battlefield where people and monsters were mixed, those with a duty to protect were at a greater disadvantage.

And right now, those with a duty to protect were the citizens of the city, along with the Hero’s party.

“…Can you cast a protective barrier?”

“Yes, I can!”

“I’ll rescue the citizens with the mercenaries and send them your way. Protect them.”

“Understood!”

“Do you know where Serin and Rui are?”

“Serin is probably at the guard headquarters! And Rui… Oh.”

Aria’s face paled.

“She said she would be working at the mines…”

“What…?”

Raphilia’s head snapped towards the mines.

That giant monster had emerged from the mines.

Which meant Rui was…

“…Rui is strong, she’ll be fine.”

Raphilia nocked an arrow, her voice firm.

“I’ll tell Serin to look for Rui when I find her. For now, let’s focus on evacuating the citizens.”

Fortunately, the giant monster hadn’t moved since its appearance.

They had to use this opportunity to evacuate as many people as possible from its range.

Raphilia’s green eyes gleamed with determination.



Crash!

“Aagh!”

“Guards, disperse! Focus on evacuating the citizens in this area!”

Serin gave the order, her eyes fixed on the large monster snapping its jaws in front of her. The worm-like creature was several times larger than a human, about the size of a building.

It seemed to be an offspring, or something similar, of the giant monster that emerged from the mines.

Slash!!!

Another one.

Serin jumped onto a rooftop to survey the surroundings.

She heard screams and saw another monster writhing in the distance.

‘Aswell.’

At this critical moment, with Aswell away, the Hero’s party was scattered.

But she trusted her comrades. They were likely somewhere in the city, doing their part.

They had to hold out until Aswell returned.

With a resolute expression, Serin swung her sword again.



Mercadie Carrachioni.

In the original story, she never directly confronted the Hero’s party.

Her role was to attack this world while the Hero’s party was in the Demon Realm.

In other words, Mercadie being here was impossible.

Then how did Rui know about her? From a story told by someone after the original story’s ending.

“Hmm~. Hum~.”

Mercadie hummed a cheerful tune, perched atop the massive worm, Behiraga.

“Never… make eye contact with that demon.”

Her demonic energy was so potent that it could melt an ordinary person’s body.

The only fortunate thing was that she hadn’t noticed them yet.

“Is there a shortcut from here to the city?”

“Yes. There is one, though it hasn’t been used in a long time.”

“Use it to get back to the city.”

Rui inscribed runes on their weapons. This would at least allow them to defend themselves in her absence.

“What about you, Rui…?”

“I need to stay here.”

“What?!”

“Let’s escape together! We can…”

“It won’t stay still. To buy time, I have to confront it.”

Only Aswell could defeat a Duke-level demon like Mercadie. While the other party members, including Rui, could potentially kill her, it would require exponentially more effort than if Aswell faced her directly.

So, for now, their goal was to hold out until his return.

“…Go, now.”

“We’ll bring help as quickly as possible…!”

“Be careful!!”

With those words, the miners headed for the shortcut.

Now, Rui was alone.

“Are they gone?”

“…You knew we were here.”

“Hehehe, I couldn’t ignore your presence.”

As the miners left, Mercadie slowly turned her head towards Rui.

She had known about them all along.

But the reason she hadn’t attacked was due to her personality.

“Ah~ this is going to be fun. What’s your name?”

She favored strength and disliked unnecessary conflicts with the weak.

“Rui.”

“Rui…? Wait, Rui?”

Mercadie paused, and Rui nodded slightly.

She took out the Master Key, preparing for the upcoming battle.

“Are you the mage from the Hero’s party?”

How did she know about her?

Rui remained silent, and Mercadie burst into laughter.

“Aha! Ahahaha!! So you’re the one who annihilated those vampires?! Ahahahaha!!”

After her boisterous laughter subsided, Mercadie continued, catching her breath.

“Ha… Thanks to you, I was able to descend here. Thank you. Now, it’s time for me to repay the favor.”

Slash!

“Oops.”

Mercadie vanished and reappeared behind Rui in an instant. But her attack was blocked by Rui’s barrier.

“I expected that.”

Rui quickly turned, pointing the tip of the Master Key at Mercadie.

Boom!

“Impressive magic.”

Mercadie casually deflected the magic, praising Rui with a wave of her hand. Then, Behiraga, the Thousand-Legged Worm Mother, began to move.

“Let’s see what you’ve got. How long can you hold me off? Your time limit is until Behi destroys the city.”

The destruction of Lacreur.

If that happened, all her efforts to purify the city would be for naught.

That couldn’t happen.

‘…Did I not anticipate this?’

No.

After transmigrating, she had joined the Hero’s party, a choice with unforeseen consequences. She had constantly considered the potential variables, including encountering a Duke, albeit in a different form than she had imagined.

So, in a way, this was all within the realm of possibility.

Still, being caught off guard like this was ultimately her responsibility.

Therefore, she would stop them both.

‘I’m sorry, Master.’

It wasn’t specifically for Mercadie, but Rui had prepared something for facing a Duke. Or rather, a safety measure for a single spell.

“Ha…”

Perhaps it was because the confusion had cleared, replaced by the concrete threat of Mercadie. Her mind felt sharp.

She felt she could inscribe runes with greater precision, manifest magic with greater clarity.

“Mercadie.”

“…You know my name?”

“You and Behiraga won’t be moving from here.”

Because Rui would be their opponent.

She revealed the card she had been saving.

“Master Key. Transformation. Second Form.”

Click

The two rings on the Master Key began to rotate rapidly, altering its structure.




  Chapter 54: Eternal Predator
“If it weren’t for the Hero, I don’t know how much longer we would have suffered…! Thank you so much!”

“It’s thanks to all of you hunters. I only lent a hand.”

“Hahaha! The Hero is too humble! Aren’t you taking too much credit away from yourselves?”

“Exactly! If you’re this humble, how are we supposed to compete with you for the ladies?”

Aswell and the hunters descended into the village, each carrying monster spoils. Aswell chatted with them, but his thoughts were with his companions back in the city.

‘I should head back to the city soon; I’ve nearly finished these requests.’

He hadn’t intended to complete this many requests in the surrounding villages. But after Aria’s question a few days ago, he had been avoiding her and throwing himself into work.

‘…Is she still staying up all night?’

He wished she wouldn’t overwork herself. But at the same time, he questioned what right he had to interfere with her lifestyle.

“Well then, now that the request is complete… how about it, Hero?”

“How about what?”

“Come on! Don’t play coy with us! We’re talking about drinks!”

“A drink after a job well done is the truth! The truth!”

Aswell glanced at the sky. The sun was high overhead; it was broad daylight.

Even though they had been working through the night, it felt a bit awkward to openly drink and relax at this hour.

‘But I’ve worked with them before, so I should at least…’

“Wow, what horse is that? He’s magnificent!”

“Yeah. That’s not the Hero’s, is it? His is white.”

“Is that a knight’s horse?”

Aswell followed their gazes.

“…Nightlux?”

There stood Rui’s prized black steed.

Why was Nightlux here? Did that mean Rui was in this village?

Aswell quickly looked around, but she was nowhere to be seen, neither in the village nor near Nightlux.

“Hero, do you know that horse?”

“He belongs to my comrade. But… why is he here?”

Aswell approached Nightlux. He noticed his own horse, Tempest, standing beside Nightlux, looking strangely… vacant.

As if entranced.

“…Nightlux.”

As Aswell met Nightlux’s gaze, he felt a jolt, a powerful mental impact. Nightlux’s eyes were glowing with a blue light.

But the hunters didn’t seem to notice. Only Aswell felt Nightlux’s will.

“…”

A brief silence.

Then, as the blue light faded from Nightlux’s eyes, Aswell adjusted his holy sword and mounted Tempest. Nightlux and Tempest turned as if ready to run. The hunters looked on in confusion.

“H-Hero?”

“I apologize. I need to return to the city.”

Something was wrong.



Magic.

Rui loved magic.

That’s why, instead of focusing on mastering a specific type of magic, she strived to learn as many as possible.

She wanted to compensate for the magic she couldn’t use due to the lack of elemental mana by learning other types. And she wanted to continue studying and researching to create her own unique magic and runes.

The Master Key was the embodiment of that desire.

Her own staff, designed to utilize as many types of magic as possible.

That was the First Form, [Dream].

And there was another form she developed to enhance the power and precision of her magic.

Its primary purpose was as a safety measure, as her Master had warned.

[Create a safety mechanism for your unique magic.]

A safety mechanism, a condition for activation, and a way to elevate all her magic to a higher level.

The Second Form, [Ascend].

“Shield.”

Crackle!

A massive barrier unfolded over the commercial district, the closest area to the mine and, thus, Behiraga’s first target. The giant worm’s massive jaws gnawed at the barrier, but to little effect.

Maintaining the barrier constantly consumed Stellar Mana. However, having refrained from using magic for the past few weeks, Ultima’s Holy Spear contained a substantial amount of Stellar Mana.

She didn’t need to worry for now.

‘The problem is Behiraga’s offspring.’

The reason Behiraga was called the Thousand-Legged Worm Mother. Because of the smaller, similar worm monsters she had seen in the mine.

A thousand small worms.

A hundred human-sized worms.

And ten building-sized worms, not mentioned in its name.

They were likely scattered throughout the city by now. The fires and commotion erupting throughout Lacreur were proof.

Unlike Alphares, there would be significant civilian casualties.

‘…I have to leave that to my comrades.’

Rui needed to focus on the two beings in front of her.

“Barrier, barrier, barrier. Is that all you can do? Or is your offensive magic just pathetic?”

Mercadie taunted, stamping her foot like a petulant child. The display was more unsettling than intimidating.

“…”

“You won’t even talk. This is getting boring!”

Rui’s goal was to stall until Aswell arrived. She wouldn’t fall for her provocations. Ideally, she would keep them contained like this…

“Maybe you’ll talk if I break that barrier?”

BAM!!

Crack…

“Ugh…!”

Mercadie had simply punched the barrier, yet cracks appeared on Rui’s robe. She was supposed to be tougher than metal, but her destructive power was monstrous.

“Two more hits should do it.”

Mercadie grinned, closing the distance in a flash. But this time, Rui anticipated her move.

“Repel!”

She reinforced the runes on her robe with the Master Key. The robe’s slight repulsive force amplified significantly, deflecting Mercadie’s punch.

“Finally decided to fight and talk?”

Mercadie’s right fist was mangled, but it quickly twisted and reformed.

‘Should I be surprised by her destructive power, which even penetrates her own defenses, or by her regenerative abilities?’

All Mercadie had done was punch, yet Rui had gleaned three crucial facts about her physical abilities, surpassing both humans and demons.

[Even the Empire’s swords and spears, even their magic, couldn’t harm Mercadie.]

It was consistent with the description of Mercadie in the original story’s epilogue.

Among the Dukes, Mercadie was physically the strongest. Rui, who couldn’t even run for more than five minutes, had no chance of outrunning or fighting her head-on.

So…

“Master Key. Intensive Calculation.”

Whirr!!

The four rings on the Master Key began to spin rapidly, emitting a bright light. Preparations for a single spell were underway.

Rumble…

Above, Behiraga continued to assault the barrier protecting the commercial district, now extending several tentacles to try and break through.

Just as Mercadie’s next attack was about to connect, the Master Key completed its calculations.

Just as Behiraga’s tentacles were about to reach the commercial district barrier.

And just as Mercadie’s fist was about to connect with Rui’s robe.

“Synchronize.”

The two barriers linked, transferring the impact they received to each other.

Crackle!

Rumble…

“Ha… ha…”

A wave of dizziness hit Rui from the sudden mana drain, but she quickly assessed the situation. Mercadie had been flung back by Behiraga’s redirected force, crashing into the far side of the mine in a cloud of dust.

Behiraga, hit by Mercadie’s own attack, staggered and collapsed, crushing the mine beneath it.

‘It worked once, but it won’t work again.’

They weren’t stupid; they would realize it was a tactic.

Rui channeled mana into her robe, reinforcing the barrier, and confirmed that the people in the commercial district had been evacuated.

Now, she could deactivate the barrier.

‘Next…’

How should she deal with them?

This was a terrible matchup. Against opponents with overwhelming physical strength, Rui, whose magic was mostly non-combative, could only utilize their own power against them.

There was one other option, but…

‘I shouldn’t use it.’

Now that Mercadie was here, using that would only make things worse.

Clank

Rui took out a modified Sky Piercer from her subspace, preparing to attack Behiraga.

‘There was a weakness… I remember…’

A way to momentarily incapacitate the giant worm. If she could remember it, she could reduce the number of opponents.

“Charge.”

Crackle!!

She concentrated mana at the tip of the Sky Piercer, then released it, creating an artificial mana storm. Just as she was about to aim for Behiraga’s eyes, a voice echoed.

“Behi has never been hit before. You ruined that.”

Crack

Crack, crack

Mercadie appeared, her expression chillingly calm, accompanied by the unsettling sound of cracking bones.

“Behi wants to be loved, you know. So I lived for Behi, and Behi lived for me.”

“What a touching bond.”

Rui ignored her, focusing on firing the Sky Piercer.

‘…It’s gone?’

The massive Behiraga had vanished.

Without a sound, without a tremor.

Rui quickly looked back at Mercadie, but Behiraga was nowhere to be seen.

“You tried to break our bond. You’re mean. Boring.”

Mercadie turned away, seemingly losing interest in Rui entirely.

She climbed onto a broken rock and sat down.

“I’ll just wait for the Hero. Hmph.”

Confused, Rui suddenly remembered a passage from the original story.

[Mercadie relied on brute force, but as a demon, she naturally possessed unique magic. That magic claimed the lives of countless imperial soldiers. It was…]

“Behi, you can eat her.”

Rumble!!

The ground beneath Rui’s feet erupted, and Behiraga burst forth. Rui couldn’t dodge its gaping maw.

[Eternal Predator. The eternal devourer, consuming even concepts.]

Darkness consumed her.




  
    Chapter 55: The Bloodmetal Duke
“Raphilia!”

“What?!”

“Monsters!!”

At the urgent call, Raphilia turned to see the worm monster from the mine. It had somehow moved, emerging from the ground in a cloud of dust.

But unlike before, when it was trying to destroy the city, it now stood motionless.

‘What? Why did it stop?’

It had been so ferocious just moments ago. Why had it suddenly become still?

‘That barrier protecting the city… Rui must have cast it.’

Thanks to Rui, they had even managed to rescue a mother and daughter who had been trapped in the commercial district.

Now, all that remained was eliminating these pesky worms and killing the giant monster.

But with their primary target standing still, Raphilia couldn’t help but wonder…

‘Could this be related to Rui?’

Perhaps she had used magic to immobilize the creature.

Somehow, it seemed plausible.

But if, by some small chance, it hadn’t been Rui, and the monster had stopped on its own…

‘…Something might have happened to Rui.’

Rui wouldn’t just ignore a monster like that. For it to be standing still meant there was nothing to oppose it.

“…No.”

Raphilia slapped her cheeks, trying to focus.

Rui would be fine.

She had to believe that.

Just as she nocked another arrow, the worm in front of her was sliced in half.

She hadn’t done that. It was impossible for her arrow to cut like a sword.

There was only one explanation.

Someone with a sword had arrived.

Raphilia looked beyond the bisected worm and smiled with relief.



Boom!!

‘Strange.’

Serin sheathed her sword, having narrowly dodged an attack powerful enough to collapse a building. These ten or so building-sized worm monsters…

She had easily cut down the first one, but their carapaces were becoming increasingly tougher.

‘…Is it because of that?’

The monstrous, mountain-sized creature that had emerged from the ground and now stood motionless.

It felt as if it was empowering the smaller worms.

‘Rui.’

Serin noticed that the barrier Rui had cast over the commercial district had vanished.

What happened?

Clang!

To find out, she had to deal with these creatures first.

Serin’s sword was once again enveloped in blue ice.

Thud. Thump.

A nearby monster shrieked and charged towards Serin, its jaws snapping. But its attack never reached her.

Slash!

A wave of energy shot from Serin’s sword, crystallizing and bisecting the monster. It appeared unharmed for a moment, then ice bloomed from within, shattering its carapace and insides.

‘This is taking too much energy.’

At this rate, she wouldn’t last until Aswell returned.

‘I need to regroup with Raphilia…’

Just then, Serin’s eyes caught something, and a smile touched her lips.

Three figures were running towards her. An arrow flew from the bow of one of them.

The arrow soared through the air, piercing a monster’s mouth and ending its life.

Click

Serin sheathed her sword and called out to them. The worry lines on her forehead smoothed out.



“Ha… ha… Everyone! Don’t worry! Even if I die…!”

Nia gasped for breath, launching fireballs at the swarm of worms pouring from beyond the mansion.

She had never used magic this continuously for so long.

Thanks to her Lunar Mana and her witch’s talent, her magic didn’t falter, but the mental strain was immense.

“Nia! Here’s some water!”

“Reinforce the defenses! We need to lessen Nia’s burden!!”

“Yes!”

Thanks to the support of the mansion staff and the city guard, she was still standing, though she should have collapsed from exhaustion by now.

‘But… how long can I hold out?’

She was getting tired.

And there was something else bothering her. The lack of news about her.

‘…My heart has been racing.’

A sense of foreboding, a feeling that something terrible had happened. It had intensified when the giant monster emerged.

‘…She’ll be fine.’

Rui was her teacher, her savior, and a trusted friend.

She had to be alright.

‘Just a little longer.’

Until Aswell returned. Or until the others arrived.

Just then, a massive ice storm erupted from the other side of the worm swarm.

“Huh?”

Nia stared in surprise, then spotted the source of the storm. Four figures were approaching. Relief washed over her, and she collapsed to her knees.

“Ah…”

But she quickly composed herself, forcing herself to stand and wave to them.

She needed to tell them about her.



“…”

Rage.

When Mercadie felt rage, she was quieter than ever. She had cultivated this composure ever since she learned the concept of self-control.

Otherwise, she would destroy everything around her.

But she couldn’t completely suppress the rising fury.

Thump! Thump!

The ground cracked beneath her feet with each small stomp.

Just then, something appeared that quelled her anger.

“…You’re here.”

A grin spread across her face.

The rage subsided, replaced by a new emotion.

Joy.

He had arrived at the gates of this crumbling city.

Humanity’s savior, the future destroyer of the Demon Realm.

The Hero, Aswell.

He rode through the city, radiating a divine light so bright it was almost blinding.

Wherever he stopped, new figures joined him.

One with similar, or perhaps even greater, holy power than the Hero.

One with a similar, yet clearer, aura.

One radiating a chilling cold.

And one burning with intense heat.

Five figures were now approaching.

“Mage. It seems there’s no place for you.”

Mercadie sneered at the mage consumed by Behiraga, then slowly stood up from the rock. The five of them were a perfect party.

Perhaps one more could join, but not that mage.

“Perhaps… being eaten by Behi was your salvation.”

Chuckle

Compared to the pure, powerful auras of the approaching figures, that mage had felt… out of place. Like a foreign entity forced into this world.

A pitiful creature with a soul that didn’t belong in the Demon Realm, this world, or anywhere else.

Perhaps eternal slumber within Behiraga was a mercy.

“Behi. Get ready. A delicious meal has arrived.”

“Why don’t you give them a little greeting? Yes, that’s a good idea.”

At Mercadie’s words, Behiraga’s mouth twitched.

In the distance, the Hero’s party, riding towards them, shouted something.

BEEEEEP

An earsplitting shriek erupted from Behiraga’s mouth, followed by a black beam of energy.

Crackle!

“Just looking at that barrier makes me sick.”

But the Saintess of the Hero’s party quickly erected a barrier, deflecting the beam.

A viscous, black liquid remained where the beam struck the ground and a nearby building.

The Hero’s party reached the mine, having avoided the attack.

They assumed battle stances and demanded,

“Where is Rui?!”

“Rui? Ah, the mage? Aren’t you curious about who I am?”

Mercadie had been ready to introduce herself with dramatic flair, but the Hero’s party remained focused. Fine, she would give them the answer they wanted.

“I ate her. She was quite delicious.”

A wide, mocking grin stretched across Mercadie’s face. The Hero’s party faltered for a moment, but quickly regained their composure.

“Everyone, calm down. Rui will be fine.”

Starting with the Hero, they expressed unwavering faith in the mage. Mercadie found it irritating, but she didn’t care.

They would soon join the mage.

“Everyone, prepare for battle!”

“Behi, call your children.”

As the Hero’s party readied themselves, Behiraga let out a low growl, summoning its offspring. Different auras flared from the Hero’s party. In response, Mercadie unleashed her potent demonic energy.

“Ugh…!”

“This isn’t an ordinary demon…!”

“I am Mercadie Carrachioni, the Bloodmetal Duke. And this is Behiraga. Remember those names when you die and are devoured.”

“Aswell, the Hero. We will defeat you and rescue our comrade.”

With the introductions complete, the two sides clashed.




  EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover Image]
  

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      I am Not a Heroine


      
        		
          Chapter 0: Prologue
        


        		
          Chapter 1: A Matter of Ingredients
        


        		
          Chapter 2: The Unspoken Power
        


        		
          Chapter 3: First Impressions
        


        		
          Chapter 4: A Helping Hand?
        


        		
          Chapter 5: Keys and Comfort
        


        		
          Chapter 6: The Rat Hunt
        


        		
          Chapter 7: The Dig
        


        		
          Chapter 8: Misunderstandings and Missed Connections
        


        		
          Chapter 9: Manipulations and Mana
        


        		
          Chapter 10: A Budding Bloom
        


        		
          Chapter 11: Horse Hunting and Hidden Motives
        


        		
          Chapter 12: A Steed of a Different Color
        


        		
          Chapter 13: A New Companion and a New Quest
        


        		
          Chapter 14: Building Trust, One Conversation at a Time
        


        		
          Chapter 15: A Hasty Victory and a Misunderstood Mage
        


        		
          Chapter 16: The Watermill and the Master Key
        


        		
          Chapter 17: The Archmage’s Legacy
        


        		
          Chapter 18: Arrival in Alphares
        


        		
          Chapter 19: Secrets and Suspicions
        


        		
          Chapter 20: Fortifications and Flattery
        


        		
          Chapter 21: Scheming for Serin
        


        		
          Chapter 22: A Disguise and a Date
        


        		
          Chapter 23: A Gift and a Gentle Push
        


        		
          Chapter 24: Serin’s Gamble
        


        		
          Chapter 26: Turning the Tide
        


        		
          Chapter 27: Into the Fortress
        


        		
          Chapter 28: First Encounter
        


        		
          Chapter 29: Unexpected Rescue
        


        		
          Chapter 30: A Plan Takes Shape
        


        		
          Chapter 31: Ultimate Star-spear
        


        		
          Chapter 32: Gratitude
        


        		
          Chapter 33: Festival Fun
        


        		
          Chapter 34: Northbound
        


        		
          Chapter 35: Of Confessions and Conspiracies
        


        		
          Chapter 36: A Simple Accident
        


        		
          Chapter 37: The Ember Witch
        


        		
          Chapter 38: A City’s Prejudice
        


        		
          Chapter 39: Rosen’s Plea
        


        		
          Chapter 40: Niabella’s Hope
        


        		
          Chapter 41: The Rescue
        


        		
          Chapter 42: A New Recruit
        


        		
          Chapter 43: Rosen’s Path
        


        		
          Chapter 44: Sparks and Speculation
        


        		
          Chapter 45: The Mining City
        


        		
          Chapter 46: The Unexpected Haul
        


        		
          Chapter 47: Two Birds, One Stone
        


        		
          Chapter 48: A Question of the Heart
        


        		
          Chapter 49: A Helping Hand
        


        		
          Chapter 50: The Purification Project
        


        		
          Chapter 51: A Disturbing Discovery
        


        		
          Chapter 52: The Cave and the Worm
        


        		
          Chapter 53: Facing the Duke
        


        		
          Chapter 54: Eternal Predator
        


        		
          Chapter 55: The Bloodmetal Duke
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.webp


