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I Fell Into a Novel, and the Hero Keeps Approaching Me.


Ch.0 - Prologue
"Ugh, I'm so bored."

Being idle on the weekend, I had finished reading all the serialized novels I was following and was just rolling around with nothing to do.

"Hmm, what should I read?"

I started browsing through free novels.
Even though I paid for a monthly subscription, there were quite a few interesting free ones too.
I found myself enjoying looking through self-published works
and before I knew it, it had become a habit.

Since it was almost bedtime anyway,
I needed a novel I could skim through for about 30 minutes.

"Hmm? Could this be any good?"

I found a harem novel that looked decent.
The title was ridiculously long so I ignored it and went straight to chapter one.
Well... the long title made me a bit uneasy, but it should be fine, right?

"...Oh my god..."

After reading the first chapter, I was moved by this masterpiece of a novel.

"Wow... seriously... the writing skill is absolute garbage? How can someone write this badly?"

I was an omnivorous reader who would generally consume any novel.
But as someone who prided myself on being able to enjoy any work, free or paid, this work delivered an enormous shock to me.

This was my first time encountering such a baseless, line-crossing novel... How did such a novel even make it out into the world?

I immediately fired off a comment. I wrote some educational words to let the author know the reality.

...I usually try not to curse... but this was exceptionally bad writing!

I haven't felt this way since that novel that suddenly sucker-punched me with a grimdark plot twist!

'Author, you really write terribly. How about getting in a coffin and studying novel writing again?'

After posting such a scathing comment, I felt much better. But then a certain thought occurred to me.

A terribly written novel... and my malicious comment... does this ring a bell? Yes, it's a cliché. Damn it! After seeing so many clichés, how could I miss this one!

I hurriedly turned my phone back on and went to chapter one to delete my comment. But...

'ㄴ It's already too late.'

I'm screwed. I just saw a reply in real-time.

"F...Fuck!"

Suddenly, a white light flashed before my eyes.
"Aaaaargh!!!"

When I opened my eyes, I saw scenery that looked like it came straight out of a fantasy world.
"Th...This is insane..."

Looking around, I saw clothing styles and village structures that didn't exist where I used to live. That's when I realized something.

"F..uck... Did I really transmigrate?"

My shock at the transmigration was short-lived as I was about to experience an even greater shock. My body felt smaller somehow...? Had I shrunk? No, it felt different from that. My entire body had changed.

Looking down, I could see something protruding from my chest area. And silver hair flowing down from my shoulders, along with skin that was completely different from my original self—snow white.

Oh... please... don't let it be what I think it is.

"Fuck, I'm screwed."

I, Kim Ji-Su, had not only transmigrated into a generic harem novel I knew nothing about, but had also become a silver-haired girl.

Ch.1 - Great Life!
Isn't life a series of trials? We have no choice but to overcome these trials and move forward. However...

"No matter what... really... this is just wrong..."

No... isn't this trial too much? Oh God... why have you given me such a trial?!

"Ha... haha... hahaha!!"

I finally lost my mind. Not only did I transmigrate into a novel I knew nothing about, but I also entered with my gender completely destroyed. I wasn't someone with a strong enough mentality to accept this reality normally.

"Ha... haha! Hic..."

Tears welled up in my eyes. If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have left that comment. A single moment's choice had disintegrated my life... my ordinary daily routine and my gender.

"Waaaaaah.... hic... sob..."

I could feel the stares of people walking by. But right now, I didn't have the luxury to care about such things, so I broke down sobbing in the middle of the street.

This incident would become my first dark history after transmigrating into the novel.

※

I was now pounding the ground in a deserted alley. What the hell... what was I thinking, making such a scene in the street?

I could still feel people's stares. Ah... how embarrassing! A grown adult throwing a fit in the middle of the street...! That's one confirmed dark history...! This...!

After regretting for a while, I noticed something jingling in my pocket every time I hit the ground. Hmm...? What could it be?

When I put my hand in my pocket, I felt something like coins. Taking them out, I saw they were silver coins commonly seen in fantasy worlds.

Counting them, I found a total of 10 in my pocket. Is this a lot? I'm not sure about the currency units.

At least the author wasn't completely heartless. They gave me money.

...Or did they? Maybe this body I transmigrated into already had it? Ah... I don't know... With these thoughts, I started to get up.

"Oof!"

It seems the time I transmigrated wasn't during the day. Looking up at the sky, I could see it was already getting dark.

First... first, I need to organize my thoughts... Although some time has passed since I transmigrated here, I needed time to accept this situation. A quiet place where I could think alone...

No matter how I thought about it, an inn seemed like the only option. There must be other places too, but my brain couldn't think of anything else right now.

But do inns even exist in this world? I believe they do... If there are no inns, this place must be prehistoric!

I finally decided to head to an inn. I have about 10 silver coins, so I should be able to pay for a room, right?

But where is the inn? I just arrived in this place, so I don't know the geography well. I was never good at memorizing such things anyway...

I decided to ask someone for directions.
"Excuse me?"

"..."

What's this? Can't they hear me? I did speak rather quietly... I raised my voice and tried again.
"Excuse me!"

"Oh, yes?"

This time they heard me and responded. I spoke nervously.

"Could you tell me where I might find an inn nearby?"

Being naturally timid, I mustered up my courage to ask about the inn's location. But... after I called out, they just kept staring at me without answering.

What's with this person? Following their gaze, I looked at myself. Wait... why am I wearing a nun's habit? The author who made me transmigrate must have some strange tastes! Why, of all clothes, a nun's habit?!

I wanted to hide quickly, but I was more eager to get out of here, so I pressed for an answer.
"Um! Excuse me?!"

Hearing my urging, the person began explaining the inn's location.
"Ah, yes! If you go straight down that road..."

I received directions to the inn. Phew... that was a difficult journey...

Following the directions I was given, I soon spotted what appeared to be an inn.

I timidly opened the door.

Upon entering, I saw what looked like a typical fantasy novel innkeeper. The innkeeper greeted me.

"Welcome!"

I nervously asked the innkeeper a question.
"...How much for a single room?"

"10 copper coins, guest!"

Phew... that's a relief. It seems I won't have to worry about money...

I gave 1 silver coin and received 90 copper coins in change before going upstairs. After entering the room, I decided to check what I looked like. I needed a mirror to see my appearance, so I started looking for one.

"Where's a mirror... mirror... ah, here it is."

I picked up the mirror and immediately checked my appearance.

"..."

I calmly and objectively assessed my appearance.
Long, flowing silver hair and golden eyes that strangely complemented the silver hair. Snow-white skin and distinct facial features reflected in the mirror. No... I was a man until just now... I can't get used to this.

When I put my hand to my face, the girl in the mirror did the same. Although it was just my reflection in the mirror, the girl reflected was basically a cute beauty, so even to me, the actions I was doing seemed cute.

My original appearance was like a punch to a crumpled cardboard box... suddenly getting such an upgrade is confusing.

But was there such a character in the novel? I only read the first chapter before dropping it, so I'm not sure. If I had known this would happen, I should have read at least up to chapter 10...

-Looking around

After checking to make sure no one was around, I took off my clothes to examine my body. This is now my body, so it's unavoidable.

Checking my body, I noticed the changed physical structure. Protruding breasts and the now-vanished area down there...

....I feel self-loathing. I really want to kill myself. I quickly put my clothes back on.

Since I was alone anyway... I decided to experiment with features I'd only seen in novels, as a way to change my mood. When you transmigrate into a novel, isn't there that thing? You know, that thing!

"Status window!!"

'...........'

A strange silence filled the room.
That was extremely embarrassing. Thankfully, no one was around.
If someone had seen this, I might have already committed suicide.

Why isn't it working? My analysis should have been perfect...

"Status window!! Status!! Information!! My information!!"

"..."

...Shit! Reality hits hard! Why isn't there a status window, which is standard in novel transmigrations? This is a common trope in web novels...! Why isn't it here?!

"Sigh... damn it... I'll just go to sleep..."

I flopped onto the bed, trying to organize my complicated thoughts. But these clothes are really uncomfortable. Should I buy new ones?

However, I soon imagined myself wearing a skirt and decided to give up on buying clothes. Damn it.

Usually, troublesome things are best left to tomorrow's me.
Let's just sleep peacefully today... My vision starts to darken.

※

"Huff... huff... huff... shit..."

I'm currently running. Please don't be surprised by this sudden development. I was supposed to have had my first good night's sleep since coming here...

But when I woke up in the morning, I spotted someone who had broken into my room. Seeing that, my brain froze for a moment and my body stiffened. Then, as they started approaching me, I immediately fled the room and ran.

Looking back, I could see them starting to chase me in earnest... Panicked, I entered a deserted alley. Oh... I think I took a wrong turn... but let's just keep running!

"Why... why are you doing this?!"

What's with this person? They're incredibly fast. At this rate, I'll definitely get caught when my stamina runs out. How... how can I escape?!

"Huff... hic... ack!"

While running and thinking about other things, I smashed my head straight into a pillar. It... it really hurts... damn... feels like there's a hole in my head...

"Waaah... it hurts..."

While I was immersed in pain, the crazy thug who had broken into my room was right in front of me! Shit... it seems this life ends here.

Not wanting to die yet, I begged the thug for my life.
"Eek... p-please spare me..."

"...I've come to escort you, Saintess."

"...?"

What? Did I hear wrong? Did they just call me Saintess? Unless I'm going crazy, I couldn't have misheard... I thought I must have misheard and asked again.

"Wh-what did you call me...?"

"Saintess, I said. I've come to escort you according to the prophecy."

Hmm...? What the hell...?

※

I sat in the carriage and started looking at the scenery outside. The villagers all had smiles on their faces. The gentle atmosphere and peace of the village seeped into my heart. Of course, I was smiling too.

Though not a happy smile like the villagers, but a hollow one! I'm supposed to be the damn Saintess! Saintess! This was something I really didn't expect!

Just in case, I asked the man taking me away.

"Um... are you sure you're not mistaken?"

"No, Saintess. Your name is Arwin, and you're currently 17 years old, aren't you?"

No... my name is Kim Ji-Su and I'm 22 years old... I don't know anything about this body... how am I supposed to respond to that?!

Since there was no one around who knew me, I had thought there was a possibility I had reincarnated into a novel... but this incident confirmed it was transmigration.

Fearing things would get more troublesome if I denied it, I just agreed.

"Yes... that's right..."

Sigh... what's happening on just the second day of transmigration... I feel so hollow that I think I've reached a state of enlightenment.

By the way... where is this carriage going? Since they called me Saintess... are we going to a church or something? Looking at the man beside me, he seemed to be suppressing something, which made me too scared to ask where we were going.

After riding in the carriage for about 20 minutes, a massive church began to appear outside the window. Ugh... are we going there? I'm not fond of crowded places...

"Saintess, let's get off."

The carriage stopped, and the man who was riding with me got off and extended his hand to me. It felt like I was being treated like a princess, which made me feel a bit uncomfortable, but I couldn't reject his hand.

After getting off the carriage, I started walking into the church. The church is really huge... My dream was to earn money and buy a house like this... Although I had no attachments to my previous life, I felt a bit regretful...

Entering the church, I looked around. Nearby, I could see nuns focusing their attention on me. The nuns were wearing black habits. Wait, what?! Am I the only one in a white habit? So from the beginning, my clothes were a Saintess's habit!

Looking at the center of the church, I saw a kind-looking old man. In my opinion, he seemed to be the Pope.

"This way... Saintess..."

Oh, I was wrong... Sorry, old man... This is why perception is important.

Following the old man, I saw a handsome middle-aged man. The handsome middle-aged man looked at me and began introducing himself while welcoming me.

"Hello, welcome. Saintess, my name is Michael. I am the Pope of this church."

"Y-yes... h-hello...?"

I stuttered in surprise as I greeted him. Well... his appearance was slightly overwhelmingly handsome, so I couldn't help it...

"God has given us a divine revelation. You were chosen by that revelation and appointed as the Saintess. According to the prophecy, Saintess... you must defeat the Demon King alongside the Hero..."

Huh? Divine revelation? What is he talking about? Having only been transmigrated for 2 days, I couldn't understand these words. But I could understand one thing: I had been given the duty to defeat the Demon King.

But... I don't have any abilities or strength...?

"...But I don't have any power or abilities..."

It's bewildering to be suddenly revered as a Saintess. I haven't even accepted this world yet. But then...

The Pope suddenly started cutting his wrist. Wh-what are you doing?!

Shocked, I shouted at the Pope.
"What are you doing?!"

Despite my outburst, the Pope began to convey his intentions.
"The Saintess's true ability is healing. Saintess, please naturally focus your power."

What? What nonsense is this? Still... I can't not try... Reluctantly, I trusted my instincts and tried to use my power as I felt.

Suddenly, a holy light emerged from my hand and began healing the Pope's wrist. Huh? This actually works?

"Ooooh...!"

I heard an exclamation of admiration from the man behind me.
Ah... this is a bit embarrassing...

"Saintess, I hope you will use this power to help the Hero defeat the Demon King."

It seems like he's indirectly saying I'm a healing support... well... whatever.
So where is the Hero?

"Um... then where is the Hero?"

"...I don't know either."

What? What is this...? He tells me to defeat the Demon King but doesn't know where the Hero is? Does this make any sense? Wait, what is—

"It's getting late. Saintess, I hope you will help the Hero defeat the Demon King and restore peace..."

"No... wait!! Excuse me!"

The Pope suddenly started wrapping up with a concluding statement and making a hasty exit.
Hey, that bastard! The man pulled me outside.

Kicked out of the church, I eventually walked back to the inn.
These bastards drag me here as they please and don't even provide a carriage back.
Heartless bastards, I'll definitely get revenge later.

"...What is happening?"

Too much information came to me on just the second day of transmigration. I think I'll have to stay holed up here for a while to organize my thoughts.

"For now... let's sleep..."

I closed my eyes.

Ch.2 - Bastards
"Ughhhh..."

It's been about a week since I entered this novel. I was dragged by some man to meet the Pope, confirmed to be a Saintess with healing abilities, and now I'm supposedly preparing for an intense battle with the Demon King...

"Shit... I'm almost out of silver coins... money..."

Preparation? Yeah right. I'm actually suffering from a financial crisis because I've run out of living expenses. I didn't use to be this broke, but unlike the modern world, there are so many fascinating things here that I spent all my money. Now I only have three silver coins left.

If I spend these last three coins... I might literally end up sitting on the street.

Since I've transmigrated into a fantasy novel... shouldn't there be something like an Adventurer's Guild? At this rate, I'll have to spread my nun's habit on the ground and beg for money! I need to join the Adventurer's Guild and complete some requests to solve this financial crisis. Seriously... I can already see myself begging with my nun's habit on the ground. I have my pride too... I don't want to earn money that way.

...Probably?

※

Cautiously... I've now entered the Adventurer's Guild. Getting here involved some difficulties, but I finally made it. I'm... amazing!

Opening the door to the Adventurer's Guild and stepping inside, I saw intimidating men drinking together and novice adventurers browsing through requests. This... this atmosphere is a bit scary... I should quickly get a request and leave.

I... I should register as an adventurer first, right? Let's... let's do this quickly. I carefully crept toward where the Receptionist was sitting. Then, gathering my courage, I opened my mouth.

"Um... I'm here to register as an adventurer..."

Since I spoke loud enough this time, my voice wasn't drowned out. That's a relief.

The Receptionist turned her head toward me, looking at me as if I were some adorable creature, and began explaining.

"Write your name and details here..."

Listening to the Receptionist, I realized something. What language should I write in? Can I use Korean? While I was worrying about what to write, I could feel the Receptionist growing impatient.

Ugh... whatever! I'll write in Korean!

I scribbled in Korean on the paper. Suddenly, the Korean automatically transformed into what seemed like the language of this world on the paper.

"...Wow..."

What... what the heck... that's so cool! This is modern technology... well, not exactly modern, but still. Oh, but I accidentally wrote "Kim Ji-Su."

"Wait... I made a mistake!"

Hearing me, the Receptionist smiled and handed me another paper. With a wave of her hand, the name field was instantly cleared. This... this is seriously amazing!

This time, I didn't write Kim Ji-Su but correctly wrote "Arwin." Ugh... it'll take some time to get used to this name.

The Receptionist quickly issued me an adventurer's card, saying my registration was complete. Oh... so this is an adventurer's card? But I wonder if a Saintess really needs something like this.

However... one disappointing thing is that my only ability is healing. Aren't they supposed to have me place my hand on a crystal ball to check my aptitude? You never know... I might have some overpowered aptitude that would shatter the crystal ball.

But expecting that much is probably too greedy of me. Writing malicious comments about the author and then expecting cheat abilities... No! I should be grateful just for having healing powers.

After completing the adventurer registration, I went to the bulletin board where requests were posted and started looking for something easy that even a beginner could handle.

"Goblin... extermination? This looks good..."

Just as I was about to take the request, a man wearing a rusty helmet and armor approached from the right, muttered "Goblins," and took the request.

Ah... I was about to take that! Hey...! This... this is...

Internally, I cursed the man in the rusty helmet and armor profusely, but judging by his appearance, he seemed incredibly strong, so I didn't voice my thoughts. I... I can't help being scared!

Looking for another request besides the goblin one, I spotted a slime extermination request. Hmm... slimes should be really easy, right? With that thought, I took the slime request. It only pays 12 copper coins, but that's enough for one night's lodging.

I've decided on this for today! With an excited heart, I took the slime request and was about to head to the Receptionist. That's when I remembered something.

I'm... a healer... a healer who absolutely cannot solo!

What... what should I do? I want to join another party, but I... I don't have the courage to approach anyone. Normally, it takes tremendous courage to talk to strangers... but I don't possess such courage.

As I was fidgeting, unable to complete the request or approach anyone, a man spoke to me.
"Excuse me..."

Oh my god! You scared me!
"Eek!"

Finding my startled reaction amusing, the man in front of me tried to suppress a smile. You bastard, I'll remember your face. I'll remember all of this! Watch your back at night!

While I was thinking this, the man stated his business.

"You look like a newcomer who just registered as an adventurer today... Would you like to join our party? We're going on an orc extermination mission."

I widened my eyes at the man's proposal. But... one thing that bothers me is that the request is orc extermination. Can they really handle that? Orcs seem really tough.

Noticing my doubt, the man smiled and reassured me.
"Haha, we're a party of intermediate-level adventurers. We can handle orcs just fine."

But... I can't attack... I should probably tell him that too, right? I cautiously spoke up.
"Um... but I only know healing magic..."

Hearing my words, the man widened his eyes as if impressed and said to me.
"Healing magic is incredibly impressive! People who can use healing magic are rare! Please join our party!"

Huh? Am I... actually amazing? I started feeling more confident. Being a Saintess... might not be so bad after all!

※

After finishing my conversation with the man, I agreed to join the orc extermination mission, and now I was introducing myself to the party members.
"Hello... I'm Arwin. I only know healing magic, but I look forward to working with you."

After my introduction, the man who invited me to the party began his introduction.
"I'm Peter. Once again, I look forward to working with you."

After Peter gave his name, the other male and female party members introduced themselves in succession.
"My name is Pirlo..."
"I'm Robin..."

Somehow... this feels like those forced self-introductions at the beginning of school when the teacher makes everyone do it... Well, it's quite different, but still.

After the introductions were roughly complete, we headed toward a cave to exterminate the orcs. But usually in games, aren't orcs found in plains or forests rather than caves? Hmm...
Must be my misconception.

※

After walking for a while, the cave that was our destination came into view.
"Wow... it's huge."

I couldn't help but express my amazement. To think such a large cave actually exists... Is this really the world of a novel? I guess these are the moments that truly amaze me.

Before entering the cave, we lit torches. Peter held a torch and began leading the way into the cave. We followed closely behind him.

Having a party feels... really reassuring! As a healer, it gives me peace of mind. It feels like I'm getting carried, but healing is the most important role! Yes!

More importantly... as we entered the cave, it definitely became colder and eerier than outside. It's like... a ghost could appear at any moment... Can we do something about this atmosphere?!

Following Peter deeper into the cave, we spotted three goblins lying down. The goblins noticed us, stood up, and grabbed their weapons. I tensed up slightly. Those... those are real fiends...

Peter remained cautious of the goblins, and when one lunged forward, he dodged its attack with his sword and immediately sliced its neck.

Witnessing a goblin's neck being severed in real-time, I froze. There seems to be something I've been forgetting. Even if this world is inside a novel, it's now my reality. Damn... did I accept this request too hastily?

Seeing the goblin's green blood and severed head, I became slightly frightened. Noticing my fear, the remaining two goblins seemed to charge toward me. However, thanks to the two people in front of me, the goblins were killed with their hearts pierced.

"Gwaek!"
"Kuaak!"

I should probably steel my resolve. This isn't a game or a novel. Although it's inside a novel, it's now the reality I've transmigrated into. I slapped my cheeks a few times to regain my composure. The trembling in my hands subsided a bit.

Phew... now let's really go! Let's defeat the orcs and solve my financial crisis!

However, contrary to my determination, we kept encountering only goblins and slimes after that, with no sign of our target, the orcs.

As the target orc continued not to appear, Peter muttered with confusion.
"This is strange... why do we keep encountering weak monsters like goblins and slimes instead of orcs?"

Yeah... why aren't the orcs appearing? I'm getting an uneasy feeling... but it's probably just my imagination, right?

With such thoughts, we ventured even deeper into the cave. After some time, we finally spotted our target, an orc.

Am I finally going to accomplish something? The three people in front of me had handled the goblins and slimes on their own, so I hadn't had a chance to use my healing magic. I was literally just getting carried.

Peter sends a general warning to all of us.
"Be careful."

At that moment, a deafening roar from the orc echoed through the cave.
"GRAAAAAAAH!!!"

Aaaah! Damn... my ears! My ears hurt so much!

Seeing this, Peter charges toward the orc.
"Haaah!"

"GRAAAAH!!"

Peter seemed to want to restrict the orc's movement first, so he methodically slashed at its legs. The orc's posture began to crumble.

Despite its compromised stance, the orc swung its hand at Peter.

In that gap, Robin began chanting a spell.
"Fireball!"

The magic hit the orc's arm. By a hair's breadth, the orc's hand merely grazed Peter.

"Ugh..!"

The orc's strength must be formidable because even a graze caused Peter's leg to bleed. Finally... it's my turn! Don't worry! I'll heal you all! I concentrated power in my hands and began healing. Light emanated from my hands and started healing Peter's leg.

Meanwhile, Pirlo shot a crossbow to keep the orc at bay. It hit the orc's leg. These guys... they keep hitting the same spot. Such vicious tactics. The orc's scream echoed.
"GRAAAAAAAH!!"

Aaaaaaah! My ears! Does this damn green pig do nothing but scream? My eardrums are about to burst... Save me...

Robin chanted another spell, targeting the orc's eyes.
"Ice Spear!"

The ice spear pierced the orc's eye. Ugh! I quickly turned my head away. Such brutal scenes were still unfamiliar to me. Taking advantage of the moment, Peter aimed for the orc's heart.

'Thwack!'

It seems Peter finished the job well. I turned my head back to look at the orc.

The orc, having received Peter's attack, collapsed lifelessly. Looking at it like this, it seems a bit pitiful.

"Phew."

Peter let out a sigh of relief. It seems that while they can handle orcs, it's still somewhat challenging.

"Good job, everyone!"

I called out to the other party members. It feels like I was the only one who had it easy, but hey, we completed the mission, right?

Peter cut off the orc's ear as proof of completing the request. After cutting the orc's ear, Peter said:
"Alright, let's head back... wait?"

Peter paused, as if sensing something amiss. Hmm? What's wrong? With such thoughts, I looked behind Peter. Upon seeing what was behind him, I froze.

Something's off. Wasn't this supposed to be an orc extermination request? Although I haven't been here long, I could instinctively feel that what stood before us was far more dangerous than the orcs we had just defeated. It often appeared in other novels too, a creature with the appearance of a bull, that very being.

...A Minotaur.

A chill ran down my spine. Peter, upon confirming the Minotaur, shouted:
"Everyone, run!!"

Oh... my... god! No wonder we had to go deep into the cave to find the orc! This must have been the Minotaur's dwelling.

I started running at full speed. There was no time for other thoughts. However, the nun's habit wasn't suitable for sprinting, and I tripped over the hem of my habit.
"Ugh!"

Maybe... they'll help me? Even though our acquaintance was brief, didn't we get along well? Guys! But contrary to my expectations, I saw the three of them busy saving their own lives. Damn it!

I cursed the three with all my might. It was probably the loudest I've ever shouted in my life.

"Fuck!! I'll curse you all!! You said we'd party together!! You bastards!!"

As I was pouring out curses, the Minotaur reached me. Maybe it's because I'm about to die, but all sorts of thoughts crossed my mind. If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have left that comment on the novel! Yeah! It's too late for regrets now!

I closed my eyes. Yes, that's it. It's like when you look away while getting an injection. It's similar. Even if I die... I don't particularly want to see myself dying.

'Thwack'

When nothing happened after a while, I became curious. What's going on? Did I live a good life and go to heaven?

Opening my eyes, I saw the Minotaur's corpse in front of me, and before it stood a black-haired young man holding a sword stained with the Minotaur's blood.
"Are you alright?"

That was my first encounter with the Hero.

Ch.3 - Joining!
"Are you alright?"

The man who saved me asks. But for a moment, I couldn't comprehend the situation, so I just stared blankly at the man who rescued me. He had pitch-black hair that contrasted with his pure white eyes.

Seeing that I wasn't responding, he must have thought I was injured, as he approached with a concerned expression. But... that's not the problem. My stomach is churning badly. Wait... just wait... don't come closer...! Hey...!

"Urgh..."

"?"

"Bleeeegh...."

"Ugh!"

I couldn't hold it in anymore and ended up vomiting on the man who saved me. S-sorry...! But... what could I do? I was just reading novels in my room when suddenly I transmigrated here and saw a dead creature right in front of me...! It's disgusting...! Ugh...

The man comes over and pats my back. Damn... I'm grateful but... I'm grateful! But this is so humiliating. D-damn... stop patting me...! Stop...!

After dry heaving for a while, I gradually started to calm down. Once I was completely settled, I thanked the man.
"I'm sorry... thank you for saving me..."

I force a smile. Isn't it said that those who smile are first-class? Although... I fell... was betrayed... and almost died of shame... but at least I survived. And I remember the face of that bastard who abandoned me and ran. You guys better watch out... I'll curse you...!

"It's nothing. I heard there was an issue with the quest difficulty at the Guild, so I rushed over."

Wait... what...? So this wasn't a mid-rank adventurer quest from the beginning? Crazy Adventurer's Guild...! Damn... no wonder a Minotaur appeared right in front of me! Hey! It wasn't a mid-rank adventurer quest to begin with!

I need to go to the Guild and get compensation for this... I almost died...! What are they going to do about this...! I'm really unlucky...

As I was sinking into sadness, I heard women's voices from behind the man. Hmm...? Who could it be...?

"Zieg! How could you run ahead like that?"
"Zieg oppa... what's going on...?"
"Zieg! We should go together!"

Hmm...? Who are they? From the way they're talking, they seem to know the man in front of me... Maybe they're in the same party? Wow... what the... this guy... is he popular with women...? Well, he does have the face for it...

I'm so jealous. Damn! I wanted to be born as a handsome man too!
...Though I'm not a man right now...

The women's gazes turn toward me. Then, the same words burst out from all three mouths simultaneously.

"""Um... who is...?"""

※

I roughly got introductions from the man in front of me and the women behind him.

From what I heard, the black-haired man who saved me is named Ziegfried, or Zieg for short. He was chosen as the Hero after receiving a divine revelation from the Goddess.

It seems he arrived at the village, took a quest from the Guild, and came here to rescue (?) me.

Damn, if you were going to let me meet him, you should have done it earlier... Even though I've been here for a week, I didn't see a trace of him...

I'll have you know... I'm a Saintess...! Why don't I receive God's love...!

...Come to think of it, the god who created this world is the author, right? And I left malicious comments for that author... Is that why my luck is so bad? If... if that's the case, then why make me a Saintess in the first place...!

To continue, the female party members are: a blue-haired twin-tailed Mage named Mayel, a red-haired Warrior named Cian, and a blonde short-haired Archer named Yuna.

Wow, this is a typical harem party, isn't it? The Mage is clearly the little sister type heroine, the Warrior is the big sister type, and the short-haired one is definitely the childhood friend tsundere!

Anyway, the Hero received a divine revelation from the Goddess and is traveling to defeat the Demon King.

But do I have to be part of this? The thought of watching three women engage in catfights makes my head hurt already. Even now, I'm receiving wary glances from all three women.

Damn! I haven't done anything!

Anyway, now that I know he's the Hero, shouldn't I reveal that I'm the Saintess?

Trying to ignore the women's stares, I struggled to speak to the Hero.
"Um... Hero...?"

Hearing my words, Zieg looks at me as if asking what's wrong.
"Yes, what is it?"

Hmm... Now that I'm trying to reveal that I'm the Saintess... it's quite awkward... Damn... how do I reveal that I'm the Saintess? You know, those things that are difficult to say out loud...

If I say, "I am the Saintess!" won't I be mistaken for someone with chuunibyou who thinks they're the Saintess...? It feels like that might happen...

I stood there silently, just shuffling my feet. Maybe if I emphasize my outfit, he'll realize I'm the Saintess?

I pointed at my clothes with my finger, hoping the perceptive Hero would catch on that I'm the Saintess.

The Hero looks at me with confusion.
"...?"

No... why can't you figure it out?! You're so dense!! Well! If he had any awareness, he'd probably be dating one of those three by now! Or maybe he's already with all three? Tsk!

Even after I kept emphasizing my nun's habit, the Hero continued to look puzzled. Ah... this is frustrating...!

I finally decided to reveal it myself.
"Sigh... Hero. I didn't expect to meet like this. My name is Arwin. I was chosen by the Goddess to become the Saintess. According to the divine revelation, I've been searching for you to fulfill the Goddess's command to defeat the Demon King together."

For a moment, I almost said Kim Ji-Su, but fortunately, I correctly stated my name in this world, Arwin.

The Hero's eyes widened at my words. Then he expressed his confusion.
"The Saintess...? Why are you in a place like this...?"

"...Because I had no money..."

"...Pardon?"

"I said I came here because I had no money!"

No...! Did you have to make me say it twice...! Damn!! This is so humiliating. Someone with the sacred position of Saintess... coming here and going through all this just because of money... doesn't that seem ridiculous...? Yes! I know! I would have laughed too!

The gazes of the three women behind the Hero changed from wariness to pity. Stop it!! Don't look at me like that! Aaaargh...!

Life is really bitter... I feel like crying...

The Hero looked at me with sympathy, and when he noticed I was about to cry, he changed the subject and suggested we leave the cave.

Following his suggestion, we decided to leave this damp and unpleasant cave. Of course, I was walking with my head down out of embarrassment.
"Ack!"

Lost in thought, I tripped over a rock. I was about to sprawl on the ground... but didn't, as the Hero caught me at an incredibly fast speed. What... I didn't fall? No wonder it doesn't hurt... Thank you...! Hero...!

Moved by the Hero's reflexes and thoughtfulness, I thanked him.
"Thank you..."

If I had fallen again... my heart would have hurt more than my scraped knees... Apart from gratitude, I feel like I'm showing too much clumsiness for someone with the title of Saintess...

Isn't a Saintess supposed to be sacred! Dignified! And such? Why... am I only showing clumsy behavior... It's somewhat embarrassing. Somehow, it feels like my collection of embarrassing memories has grown since meeting the Hero.

I didn't notice the aggressive gazes from the three women as I exited the cave. Outside, the sun's brilliant light enveloped me. Ugh... this is the outside world... It feels like I haven't seen it in a long time...

Coming out like this makes me feel a bit relieved. Perhaps it was the tension from everything that had just happened, but as soon as I stepped outside and felt the sunlight, my legs gave out.

"Ah..."

My legs lost strength, and I sat down on the ground. Th-this is a bit embarrassing...
"J-just a moment. W-why is this happening...?"

My legs won't support me. I guess I've been through too much today. But seriously, this is bad. When I used to read manga and see characters lose strength in their legs and collapse, I thought they were exaggerating... now I understand how they felt.

I tried once more to stand up by putting strength into my legs.
"Nnngh..."

But my legs had already escaped my control and wouldn't move as I wanted.

As I was struggling, I heard the Hero's voice from in front of me.
"Saintess, please let me carry you on my back."

...Hmm...?
"What...?"

What is he... I-I may be like this now, but I was originally a man... W-what is this... I-I have my pride too...!

The gazes of the three women intensified after hearing the Hero's words. Y-you guys! What's with you! I wasn't planning to accept anyway...! I should refuse this...! I must refuse...

I tried to act like I was fine and smiled at the Hero.
"No... I'm fine! I can get up on my own! Nngh...!"

I gritted my teeth and tried to stand up, but it was impossible.

"Saintess, excuse me for a moment."
Unable to watch any longer, the Hero simply picked me up.

This is crazy! I-I didn't expect him to just pick me up like this...! Put me down...! I struggled in the Hero's arms, trying to break free.

But my desperate resistance was futile. No matter what I did, the Hero didn't budge. I finally chose to plead.
"Please... at least let me ride on your back..."

After adjusting our position, I ended up being carried on the Hero's back. Damn... life is bitter...

Sigh... is there a way to die painlessly and comfortably? This is really humiliating...

I could only bury my face in the Hero's back and stay still.
I... will... definitely... get revenge... later...

Being carried on the Hero's back was more comfortable than I expected. I thought it would be quite hard... but it's surprisingly comfortable... and not even shaky...

I yawned while being carried by the Hero.
"Yaaawn..."

I seem to have gone through too much today. Why am I so tired? My vision is gradually becoming blurry. Maybe I can rest for a little while?

I slowly closed my eyes.

※

Mmm... what's this... the floor is soft. What is this comfort... The quality of this bed is on a completely different level from the inn where I was staying.
"Mmm..."

Wanting to savor this comfort more, I burrowed deeper into the blanket.

But I noticed something strange. Why is this bed so comfortable...? It's very different from the inn I've been staying at... If not an inn, then where am I?

With that thought, I immediately opened my eyes. When I did, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling. Oh damn, where is this?

I got up from the bed and started looking around. Only expensive-looking things caught my eye. What is this place? It seems like the house of a wealthy noble.

If... if they're this rich... maybe I could take one thing... They probably wouldn't even notice...

As I was thinking that, I heard footsteps from outside the door. D-damn, who is it!

The door begins to open. I watched the door warily. Then, a Maid entered the room.

The Maid looked at me and seemed surprised for a moment, but quickly composed herself and spoke to me.
"Are you awake? Saintess."

"Uh... y-yes... yes"

The Maid who was looking at me smiled slightly at my response. W-was I too flustered...? It seems my image as a Saintess is ruined here too... What will happen to my dignified Saintess position!

The Maid asked with concern.
"Are you feeling well, Saintess?"

I move my body around. Nothing seems to hurt... After moving around and confirming I wasn't injured, I told the Maid.
"...Yes. I seem to be fine."

Hearing my words, the Maid looked relieved.

By the way... who changed my clothes...? It seems to be comfortable indoor clothing... Who dressed me? Somehow, the thought that someone saw my body makes me feel embarrassed.

Ugh... let's not think about it... Thinking about such things only makes me more self-conscious...

Looking out the window, I saw the sky turning red as the sun was setting.

At that moment, a sound came from my stomach.

'Growl'

The Maid, hearing that sound, tried to suppress a smile and said to me.
"Dinner is ready. I will guide you to the dining room, Saintess."

"..Yes.."

Damn! But I haven't eaten anything since going to hunt Orcs...! This is beyond my control since I haven't eaten anything after falling asleep from exhaustion!

With my head down in embarrassment, I followed the Maid to the dining room.

As I headed to the dining room, I saw the black-haired man who saved me earlier. The Hero was visible, and next to him were the three women clinging to him.

Wow... there's a reason why common tropes are common... Flowers in both hands, huh...!

It seems they were having dinner since it was evening.

The Hero noticed me while eating and spoke with a pleased expression.
"Saintess. Are you feeling better?"

I mumbled and answered the Hero.
"Yes... th-thanks to you..."

Ugh...! Damn, I think I slept comfortably with my face buried in his back, but I hope I didn't drool! I pray that the Hero's perception of me doesn't change to that of a crazy Saintess who buries her face in someone's back and drools!

I sat down and started eating. The food was a well-cooked steak and soup, and everything seemed to have been prepared by a professional chef, showcasing heavenly flavors. How can steak be this tender? A commoner like me has never had such cuisine before!

I started eating with wide eyes. During the meal, I asked the Hero's party about their future schedule and who this house belonged to. According to the Hero, they plan to travel to various villages to build up their strength...

It seems the house was given by the King of this country. Wait, what's with the difference in treatment between the Hero and the Saintess? I didn't receive any support funds! What a crazy country!

After finishing my meal, I briefly greeted the Hero's party and returned to the room where I had woken up. It's been about a week since I came here... Somehow, it feels like I've gone through all sorts of hardships today.

As I was organizing my thoughts, I heard a sound from the door.

'Knock knock'

"Oh... come in!"

The person who opened the door and entered was, unsurprisingly, one of the three women from the Hero's party.

I wonder why she's here? I don't think I've done anything to be disliked...
"Um... what brings you..."

As I asked, Cian, the Warrior of the party, tucked her hair behind her ear and said.
"I'll ask straightforwardly. Are you interested in the Hero... I mean, Zieg?"

..? What... is this...?

Hearing Cian's words, I momentarily froze. W-what does she mean...? I-I may look like this now, but I was a man before transmigrating...! Just because he saved me once, there's no way I'd fall for him!

I strongly denied it in my confusion.
"No, no, no! I-I'm absolutely not interested!"

I ended up rambling due to my confusion. Damn... it sounds like I'm saying I'm very interested...! Are you misunderstanding? This seems bad!

Yuna, the Archer of the party, pointed at me and said.
"You! We will never lose to you!"

No, what are you saying...! I'm not interested, I said! R-really, I'm not interested...! Don't misunderstand!

Having said what they wanted to say, the two left my room. Mayel, the Mage, didn't leave, as if she had something to say to me. After staying in the room for a while, she made a determined expression.
"...I won't let you take him either...!"

She left the room after saying that. No, what's with that? If you were going to say that, why didn't you leave with the other two? Why did you stay?

I ignored the growing pain in the back of my head and remained still. Then, I heard someone else knocking.

'Knock knock'

Who is it this time? Damn...
"Come in..."

I said in a low voice, feeling drained. The Hero entered, opening the door.

"Excuse me, Saintess."

What... why are you here?
"What brings you here, Hero?"

The Hero looked at me and spoke with tension.
"Our journey ahead will be very difficult. Saintess, can you still follow us steadfastly?"

Hmm... what...? Does he think I won't be able to adapt to the journey...? Ha! I proudly told the Hero.
"I am the Saintess, Hero. Of course, shouldn't I follow your journey and help defeat the Demon King? Don't worry!"

And if you provide ample financial support, I can do better than anyone! I didn't say this out loud.

The Hero heard my words, smiled slightly, and said.
"Yes. I believe in you, Saintess. By the way, the titles... 'Saintess' and 'Hero' seem too formal. Would you mind if we spoke more casually? Please call me Zieg."

As soon as the Hero declared his trust in me, he immediately suggested we speak more casually. What's with this conversation flow... it's moving so fast...

That aside, the titles did feel too stiff even to me. Since he suggested speaking casually... isn't this essentially a friendship request? Is this my first friend since coming here?

I immediately called the Hero by his name and said.
"Yeah! Sure. Zieg, nice to meet you again! Call me Arwin too!"

I smiled brightly as I spoke to Zieg. Friend...! A friend! I finally have a friend...! Zieg stared blankly at me as I was moved by having made a friend.

"....Um... Zieg...?"

At my words, as if coming to his senses, Zieg suddenly blushed, turned his head, and said.
"Huh? Oh... okay. Arwin. W-well, it's getting late, so I'll be going now. Good night!"

Zieg spoke to me rapidly and then left the room. What... are you rapping...?

Anyway... Ugh...! Today was a tiring day in many ways...!

Ugh... let's stop thinking complicated thoughts and go to sleep... Tomorrow's me, I'm counting on you tomorrow too!

My vision starts to darken.

Ch.4 - Hero
Do you know what a Hero is? A hero from fairy tales. That's the Hero everyone admires.

Everyone must have dreamed of becoming a Hero at least once. Of course, I was the exception.

I never particularly admired Heroes since childhood. I just wanted to live... an ordinary life, peacefully and uneventfully.

My name is Ziegfried, an ordinary villager. I was supposed to live peacefully in the village, getting along well with the villagers, and inheriting my father's land to farm. That was before I was chosen as the Hero.

It was a peaceful day like any other. Or rather, it should have been peaceful.

"I'm the Hero?"

My ordinary daily life shattered from that day forward.

While children my age looked at me with envy, I was simply bewildered since I never wanted to be a Hero. What part of me did they see to choose me as the Hero? The Goddess must have poor judgment.

After being chosen by the Goddess, my once peaceful life became busy. I traveled around various small villages, fulfilling my duties as a Hero.

Since becoming the Hero, my mental state gradually deteriorated. People looked at me with respect and expectation in their eyes. But those gazes weren't seeing me, "Ziegfried," but rather the "Hero."

Now no one sees me as Ziegfried anymore. Everyone only sees me as the Hero... For someone who used to live an ordinary daily life, those gazes were unbearably burdensome.

The village chief says:
"Hero... please save our village..."
I saved the village.

A family head says:
"Hero! Please, our child..."
I protected a family.

A villager says:
"Hero... bandits outside the village are taking our people..."
I arrested the bandits and saved the villagers.

Fortunately, helping people seemed to suit me well. Even though I was forced to become a Hero, doing Hero's work gave me a sense of fulfillment.
But,

One day, I failed to save a child in a village.

A bandit had taken the child hostage, and to save the child, I had no choice but to kill the bandit. But I had never experienced killing before. So I hesitated, and by the time I killed the bandit with my own hands, the child was already dead.

The resentful gazes and words of the child's parents pierced right through me.
"Why couldn't you save him?! Aren't you the Hero? Why!"

Even with all those resentful gazes and words piercing through me, I couldn't say anything. The child died because I hesitated.

"...disgusting..."

My hands had been stained for a long time. My hands begin to tremble. But I have to bear everything.
Because

...I am the Hero

※

After all that, I returned to my hometown and prepared to pack my belongings to head to the capital. This was because I needed to receive support from the King and officially carry out my duties as the Hero. No matter how I was chosen as the Hero, if I wandered around with my current equipment, I would surely die.

Of course, I couldn't go empty-handed, so I received a sword from the best blacksmith in the village. With this sword, I should be able to defeat most enemies.

The people of my hometown were apparently uneasy about sending me alone, so they dispatched a Knight from the village. She was a Knight with long red hair, and her name was Cian. I didn't refuse since having two people was more reassuring than being alone.

Though I miss my ordinary daily life, what can I do when I've already been chosen as the Hero? I am the Hero... I must be kinder than anyone and stronger than anyone...

The capital is quite far from here. Since we can't walk all the way, we decided to take a carriage.

The coachman speaks to me enthusiastically:
"Hero, I'll get you to the capital quickly!"

I smiled and responded to the coachman's words.
"I appreciate it."

※

After traveling by carriage for quite some time, I noticed the sky gradually turning red. Already... has time passed so quickly? I had been spacing out in the carriage, and time had already flown by.

Looking ahead, I began to see an enormous forest. We should be able to reach the capital after passing through there. Since the sky is getting dark, let's rest in the forest for tonight.

I found a spot in the forest and prepared dinner. As I was cooking, Cian, perhaps feeling awkward doing nothing, told me she would scout around and went to explore the forest.

Just as I was about to call for Cian when dinner was almost ready, I heard a human scream from inside the forest.

Hearing the scream, I immediately grabbed my sword and headed toward the source. There, I saw Cian struggling against five Orcs and a blue-haired twin-tailed girl trembling beside her.

This seems... like a dangerous situation...

After quickly assessing the situation, I rushed forward and sliced the necks of the Orcs one by one.

Originally, I would have been no match for Orcs, but since being chosen as a Hero by the Goddess and having my body restructured, I could easily kill Orcs. I shook the green Orc blood off my sword.

I helped the woman who had collapsed to her feet and said:
"Are you alright? It's not safe here, let's go back to our camp."

Hearing my words, the woman nodded and began to follow me.

We returned to the camp and reassured the girl. She must have been very scared after seeing five Orcs up close. What on earth was she doing to attract five Orcs?

More importantly... it's time for dinner, so let's think about that later and eat first.

I handed the girl some food. While eating, the girl briefly explained her situation. This blue-haired twin-tailed girl's name is Mayel. She's a Mage. She came to find medicine for her sick sister.

She came looking for medicinal herbs that are ingredients for the medicine, but unfortunately ran into a group of Orcs. It didn't feel right to leave her like this, so I offered to help find the herbs.
"I'll help you too."

Surprised that I would help, the girl gave me a startled look and kept thanking me.
"Thank you... thank you..."

"It's fine. I'm the Hero. Helping people is what I'm supposed to do..."

Hearing my words, the girl looked surprised again. Apparently, she didn't know I was the Hero. I do have something I received as the Hero's token... but I didn't particularly want to go around boasting about being the Hero.

We finished our meal. Well... now that we've eaten, let's start looking for those herbs... The three of us split up to search for the herbs. After searching for a while, I spotted the herbs we'd been looking for.

I shouted loud enough for everyone to hear:
"I found it!"

Hearing my shout, Cian and Mayel ran toward me. Mayel's eyes filled with emotion when she saw the herbs.
"Thank you... thank you..."

Mayel carefully put the herbs in her bag, then gestured for us to follow her and started walking. It seems she's heading home.

As we continued following her, a small cabin came into view. Mayel slightly opened the door and went in first, then after a moment, told us to come in.

The inside of the cabin was a bit small for two people to live in. Why live in a forest like this instead of a village? Well... they must have their reasons...

Thinking this, I looked toward the bed and noticed a short-haired blonde girl struggling to breathe.

Mayel approached the blonde girl with the herbs and said:
"Sister... thanks to them, I found the herbs... you can get better now..."

Despite Mayel's words, the girl was too sick to respond.

As if expecting this reaction from her sister, Mayel silently began making medicine using the herbs. Of course, since I know nothing about medicine, Cian and I just stood there blankly.

After quietly making medicine for a while, Mayel seemed to finish. She stood up with what appeared to be a bottle containing medicine and approached the girl.

"Sister... open wide."

At Mayel's words, the girl's mouth opened. Mayel slowly began feeding the medicine to her sister who was lying down.

After a while, the girl who took the medicine seemed to be recovering as her consciousness returned. Soon after, she regained her senses, got up, and began moving her body around.

Then she noticed me and stared at my face intently. Hmm...? What is it? Is there something on my face?

After staring at me for a while, the girl blushed and thanked me.
"Hey! Thank you for saving us!"

I shook my head as if it was nothing and said:
"It's fine. I just did what I should as a Hero."

Hearing my words, the blonde girl thought for a moment, then began whispering to Mayel. Mayel listened to the girl's words for a moment, then nodded affirmatively.

Then the girl said to me:
"We want to help you too, Hero!"
Mayel beside her also nodded.

This sudden offer to help... it's perplexing. What's going on... But leaving my confusion aside, the blonde girl began introducing herself.
"My name is Yuna, and I'm confident I can shoot a bow better than anyone!"

A Mage and an Archer... they would certainly make good allies. Since traveling with just two people was a bit awkward anyway... I gladly accepted.
"Alright. I'm grateful for your help."

Hearing my acceptance, Mayel and Yuna began packing their belongings. After a while, having finished packing, Mayel and Yuna signaled it was time to leave. We left the house and started heading back to the carriage.

Somehow, our party had grown to four members including myself. I didn't expect to gather so many in just one day...

Upon returning to the carriage, we decided who would keep watch. Since we were in a vast forest, we could be attacked by fiends or bandits.

One way or another, I ended up taking the watch. Since being chosen by the Goddess, I could go without sleep for about three days, so I could handle keeping watch.

And so another day comes to an end.

※

Since we were now in the same party, we thought it necessary to learn about each other, so we began sharing our stories.

During the conversation, Cian suggested that I speak more casually with them, and I gladly accepted. Then, Mayel and Yuna also said they would speak casually with me, so I nodded affirmatively.

It seems like the three of them are competing with each other since we started speaking casually, but I trusted they would sort it out themselves and just enjoyed the scenery outside.

Upon arriving at the capital, we decided to go to the Adventurer's Guild first to register as adventurers. The first reason is that an Adventurer's Card is useful in many ways when traveling around various villages.

Actually, I could just show the token I received as the chosen Hero, but I thought there might be times when I'd need to hide my identity as the Hero, so I decided to get one. By the way, when registering as an adventurer, I made it clear to the guild that I was the Hero.

After successfully completing the adventurer registration and about to leave the Adventurer's Guild, the Receptionist called out to me.
"Excuse me... Hero. If you're not too busy, would you go to this request location?"

I expressed my confusion at the sudden request.
"Pardon? Why?"

"There was a mistake with the request difficulty level, and we accidentally posted a high-level request as a mid-level one, which four mid-level adventurers accepted."

"Ah."

"We'll compensate you properly. Please, Hero."

"Alright. Where is it?"

I received directions to the request location from the Receptionist. We decided to head there first.

Following the directions to the request location, we found a creepy-looking cave. Indeed, the request location didn't seem suitable for mid-level adventurers. An eerie aura emanated from the cave entrance.

As I entered the cave, I said to my companions:
"Let's go in."

Seeing me, my companions began to follow. The inside of the cave was dark, but fortunately, Mayel illuminated the dark cave path with her magic.

We continued through the dark cave. Inside were corpses of Goblins with pierced hearts or severed necks, and Slime residue scattered everywhere. They must have fought their way forward.

A monster's roar can be heard from ahead. The cave begins to shake. This sound... it doesn't seem good...

Three people who appear to be adventurers are running out from inside the cave. They probably judged that this request wasn't suitable for them and decided to flee.

But, weren't there supposed to be four adventurers? Why are only three coming out?

I asked the three who were fleeing past us:
"Hey, why are there only three of you..."

"Get out of the way!"

The mid-level adventurers pushed me aside and ran straight toward the cave exit.

But as soon as I realized one fact, I immediately sprinted into the cave at full speed.

There's still one person inside.

I think I hear someone calling me from behind, but that's not important right now. I don't want to see someone die in front of me again.

As I kept running, I saw a silver-haired, golden-eyed girl in a nun's habit who looked sacred, with her eyes closed and ears covered, trembling as if waiting for her death.

'Clang!'

I deflected the Minotaur's hand that was about to crush the girl with my sword.
"Ugh!"

Perhaps I still lack some training. The Minotaur is formidable.
But not unbeatable.

After exchanging several blows, I cut off the Minotaur's wrist, severing its hand. Not missing this opportunity, I dove straight into the Minotaur's chest and pierced its heart.

"Graaaaaaah!!!"

The Minotaur's scream filled the cave. After having its heart pierced, the Minotaur couldn't hold on for long and collapsed.

I let out a sigh of relief.
"Phew..."

I almost died trying to save someone. I couldn't die so meaninglessly.

Because I have a duty as a Hero to save people...

I turned my head to look at the silver-haired girl. I know I shouldn't be thinking this right now, but with her eyes tightly shut and ears covered, trembling, she reminded me of a small animal and looked cute.

The girl, finding it strange that pain didn't come despite waiting, opened her eyes and began looking around. Then her gaze turned toward me.

Smiling slightly at the girl's cute appearance, I said:
"Are you alright?"

That was my first meeting with the Saintess... no, with Arwin.

Ch.5 - First-Time Emotions
The silver-haired girl stares at me with wide, curious eyes.

But something seems off about her complexion... Is she sick? As I start to approach her with that thought in mind...

"Urgh..."

"?"

"BLEEEEHHH..."

"Ack!"

W-what the...

※

Though I was momentarily flustered by her sudden expulsion of contents—quite unlike my usual composed self—I quickly regained my composure and gently patted her back. After a few moments of patting, she seemed to calm down.

She expresses both apology(?) and gratitude to me.
"I'm sorry... thank you for saving me..."

She wore a face of obvious embarrassment, forcing a smile that couldn't hide her shame.
I barely managed to suppress my laughter as I spoke to her.
"It's nothing. I just rushed here because I heard there was an issue with the quest difficulty at the Guild."

Her expression darkened. She seemed sad about being deceived by the quest and betrayed by her companions.
While I was thinking this, I heard the overlapping voices of my companions from behind.

"Zieg! What are you doing running ahead like that?"
"Oppa Zieg... what's going on?"
"Zieg! We should go together!"

My companions, who had been running toward me, stopped in their tracks when they saw the girl in front of me and spoke in unison.
"Um... who is...?"

Hearing my companions' words, the girl repeatedly opened and closed her mouth in confusion.
Seeing that she was struggling to speak, I gave a brief explanation.
"She's an adventurer who was attacked by a Minotaur."

"Oh."

The girl still looked confused, as if she hadn't fully grasped the situation.
I introduced myself briefly.
"My name is Ziegfried. I received a divine revelation from the Goddess and am currently fulfilling my duty as a Hero. I came here on a rescue mission from the Guild."

At my mention of being a Hero, her eyes widened. Her expressive reactions and big expressions made her seem... cute.
No! I'm on a Guild mission right now, so I shouldn't be having such thoughts!

Following my introduction, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna also briefly introduced themselves.
"My name is Cian. As a Knight, I'm accompanying Zieg to assist him."
"I'm... Mayel... I'm traveling with Oppa Zieg to repay the help he gave me..."
"I'm Yuna! I'm with Zieg because I owe him a debt!"

...They seem to be putting extra emphasis when saying my name... or is that just my imagination?
After hearing our introductions, the girl seemed lost in thought for a moment, then hesitantly addressed me.
"Um... Mr. Hero...?"

"Yes, what is it?"

"..."

She called out but remained silent for a while. The girl just stood there, shuffling her feet.
Then she pointed at her own clothes.

"...?"

What about her outfit? I can tell she wants to say something, but I don't understand.
Seeing my confusion, the girl made an exasperated expression.
Then, as if making a big decision, she sighed.
"Hah..."

And then she began to speak to me.
"Hero. I never expected to meet you like this. My name is Arwin. I was chosen by the Goddess to become a Saintess. According to the divine revelation, I've been searching for you to fulfill the Goddess's command to defeat the Demon King together."

Saintess...? Why would a Saintess be working as an adventurer in a place like this?
I immediately asked her to resolve my confusion.
"Saintess...? Why are you in a place like this...?"

I focused intently on her words, expecting some profound reason.
However, her answer both defied my expectations and shocked me in many ways.

"...no...ney..."

"Pardon?"

"Because I had no money!"

The Saintess, unable to overcome her embarrassment, lowered her face to hide it, her cheeks burning red.
Seeing even her ears turn red, she must have been extremely mortified.
...Her reactions are so cute that I want to tease her more...
No, what am I thinking?! I must be going crazy. Get a grip, Ziegfried!

Though I wanted to keep watching the embarrassed Saintess, I feared her face might explode from blushing, so I suggested leaving the cave.
"Let's... start by getting out of this cave."

We began making our way out of the cave.
The Saintess was still embarrassed, walking with her head down, staring at the ground.
Every time I looked at her, inappropriate thoughts kept surfacing. This isn't right, I thought, trying to turn my head away.
Just then,

"Ah!"
The Saintess, lost in thought, didn't notice a rock and was about to trip.
Before she could fall to the ground, I quickly caught her and helped her stand.
The Saintess's face turned completely red. In that state, she thanked me.
"Thank you..."

Looking at the Saintess, she seemed so mortified that she was almost on the verge of tears.
I had imagined a Saintess would be holy, dignified, and imposing...
But seeing her like this, she just seemed adorably cute. This is dangerous...

As we continued walking, we started to see light. Following it, we finally exited the cave.
With this, the quest was completed. As I was thinking about returning to town—

*Thud*

Looking for the source of the sound, I saw the Saintess sitting on the ground.
After going through such an ordeal and finally leaving the cave, it seemed her legs had given out from the release of tension.

"Ah..."

Embarrassed by our stares, the Saintess stammered.
"J-just a moment. W-why is this happening...?"

"Nnngh..."
She tried to stand by forcing strength into her legs, but they wouldn't cooperate, and she kept sitting back down.

"Sigh..."

I sighed and said to her.
"Saintess, please get on my back."

"What...?"

She replied as if refusing to show any more unseemly behavior.
"No... I'm fine! I can get up on my own! Hnng...!"

Watching her grit her teeth trying to stand, I felt a mischievous urge to tease her.
I smirked and said to her.
"Saintess, excuse me for a moment."

I lifted her up in what's commonly called a princess carry.
She was so surprised that she stammered for a moment before covering her face with both hands and pleading with me.
"Please... at least let me ride on your back instead..."

I know I shouldn't be thinking this way. But I can't help it.
She's too cute. I'm sure I'm not the only one who would feel this way.
Yes, anyone else would feel the same. So it's not my fault.

I adjusted my position and carried her on my back.
She seemed to have exceeded her capacity for embarrassment and buried her face in my back.
Soon after, I heard her yawning on my back, and I could see she had fallen asleep.
She must have been quite exhausted today.
This is the first time I've laughed this much since becoming a Hero.

I carefully moved toward the capital, trying not to wake her.

※

After arriving at the capital, we went to have an audience with His Majesty the King.
From His Majesty, I received funds as a Hero and a residence for when we return to the capital.
After the audience, we headed to the residence given to us by His Majesty.
Getting off the carriage and taking a proper look, we saw an enormous mansion.
We entered the mansion. Of course, I was still carrying the Saintess on my back.

"Greetings, Hero. I am Head Maid Isabel, assigned to manage this place by His Majesty's order."

I nodded to indicate that I understood.
Then I was guided to an empty room with a bed.
I carefully laid the Saintess on the bed and left the room.

Stepping into the corridor and looking out the window, I could tell it was approaching evening.
Maids were entering the room where I had laid the Saintess.
At that moment, the Head Maid came to me and said.
"I will prepare dinner."

I nodded to signal that I understood.
Then I went to my room, changed into comfortable clothes, and spent some time organizing my thoughts.
As I was thinking, the sky began to turn red with the setting sun.

I went down to the dining room.
When I arrived, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna were already there in changed clothes, apparently waiting for me.
As soon as I took my seat, all three secured positions next to me.
The meal served was well-cooked steak and soup.

During the meal, I heard footsteps and turned toward the sound to see the Saintess, now dressed in comfortable indoor clothes.
I greeted her with a welcoming expression.
"Saintess. Are you feeling better?"

"Yes... thanks to you..."
She seemed to have realized she had slept while being carried on someone's back, as she couldn't meet my gaze.
She cleared her throat once, then sat down and began eating.

As she ate, her eyes widened when she put the meat in her mouth, and she had an expression of pure bliss.
Her face seemed to say, "I've never eaten such luxurious food before!"
I've never met someone whose feelings show so clearly on their face. I thought she was truly lovable, but quickly erased that thought.

After finishing our meal, we each returned to our rooms.
Lying on my bed, I worried about the Saintess.
What if she couldn't handle our journey and quit halfway?
At that moment, a wave of anxiety swept over me. The thought of being separated from the Saintess made me feel both regretful and pained in my heart.

Deciding that deep contemplation would be futile, I chose to visit her room.
I took a deep breath and knocked.

*Knock knock*

"Come in..."

Her voice sounded quite tired.
I opened the door and entered, saying,
"Excuse me, Saintess."

She looked at me curiously and asked,
"What brings you here, Hero?"

In response to her question, I voiced the anxiety in my heart.
"Our journey ahead will be very difficult. Saintess, can you still follow us steadfastly?"

Even I realized it was a statement that could offend her. But I needed confirmation.
In response to my words, unlike the cute and dazed appearance she had shown during the day, she spoke with an expression more upright and honest than anything else.
"I am a Saintess, Hero. Of course I must follow your journey and defeat the Demon King together, shouldn't I? Don't worry!"

Feeling the anxiety in my heart disappear, I smiled at her and said,
"Yes, Saintess, I believe you. But about our titles... 'Saintess' and 'Hero' seem too formal. Why don't we speak more casually? Please call me Zieg."

Riding the flow of conversation, I also expressed my personal wish. Ahem...
Hearing my words, she smiled brightly and said to me,
"Yeah! Sounds good. Zieg, nice to meet you again! Call me Arwin too!"

For some reason, I couldn't take my eyes off her... no, off Arwin as she said those words.
Arwin's figure, smiling with the night sky visible through the window as her backdrop, was as beautiful as a masterpiece painting. I felt my heart stop. This was an emotion I had never felt before.
Perhaps worried by my silence, she fidgeted and said to me,

"...Um... Zieg...?"

Hearing Arwin's voice, I snapped back to reality. I knew I couldn't stay here any longer. That was all I could think about.
I hastily blurted out,
"Huh...? Oh... okay, Arwin. W-well, it's getting late, so I'll be going now. Good night!"

With those words, I sprinted back to my room.
Back in my room, feeling my heart racing at a rapid pace, I muttered,
"...Really... what's wrong with me today..."
It seemed I wouldn't be getting much sleep tonight.

Ch.6 - Anxious Outing
"Aaaaargh..!"

Phew... Has it finally arrived... Morning...
Today too! I stretch noisily as I make my grand entrance.
Hah..! Haha! Compared to my busy days in my original world, life here is way too comfortable for me.
That is, if I don't encounter crazy bastards like yesterday.

"Hmm..."
But what should I do? Now that I'm up early, I have nothing to do.
There aren't even smartphones here! Damn...
When I look at other transmigration novels, the protagonists are always organizing the plot details!
But I only saw the first chapter of this crappy novel, so I have no idea what's going on!

I'm starting to get confused about whether I've transmigrated into a novel or reincarnated into another world.
At least I wasn't hit by a truck! Though these days people can die from overwork while eating and still reincarnate.
If they were going to make me transmigrate, they could've at least sent me into a super handsome character with overpowered abilities, not a healing-specialized female character...
I don't have much room to complain since I left malicious comments, but I guess I should be grateful I transmigrated into a pretty female character who's good at healing.
That's a lie! Screw you, author! I hope you stub your pinky toe on a corner while going to the bathroom!

"Nngh..."

I tried to get up from bed, but it's too much effort. Is there super glue on this bed or something?
I've already fallen for this bed's charms. Nothing can separate us!
Just then, there's a knock at the door. A Maid's voice comes from outside.
"Saintess, are you awake?"

I kept my mouth shut tight, thinking she'd come in if I answered.
But contrary to my expectations, she opened the door and came in even without a response.
What the hell!! Hey! Time out! That's a foul! I call foul!

"W-wait! Just a moment! Aack!"

I tried to get up but got tangled in the blanket and fell to the floor.
Owww... That really hurts... damn...

"..."

"..."

The Maid who entered the room maintained a brief silence as she looked at the messy bed and me sprawled ridiculously on the floor.
A cold, awkward atmosphere filled the room. Please say something...

"Breakfast... pfft... is ready."

What the hell? Did this lowly Maid just laugh at me, the Saintess?!!!
This is when she needs to taste the bitterness of hierarchy! I let it slide last time, but there's no mercy this time!
"...Yes..."

It's not that I'm letting it go—she just used the bean technique on me.
Haven't you seen that old comic? It's the same principle as defeating fear with beans.

I meekly followed behind the Maid.
Since it was morning, the meal wasn't too large—just some bread and soup.
Unlike yesterday, I was alone in the dining hall, which felt like having the whole school cafeteria to myself!

After quickly finishing my meal, I tried to leave the dining hall...
As soon as I opened the door and rushed out, my body collided with a black-haired man.
The man I bumped into was...
Yes, it was Zieg, who spoke to me yesterday! I had no friends before transmigrating and none after,
so I was happy when Zieg suggested we speak casually yesterday.
But regardless of that, I went flying.

"Wh...oah?"

I closed my eyes expecting to fall, but Zieg grabbed my arm and pulled me up.
I looked at Zieg with grateful eyes and said:

"Thanks... Zieg.."

"Don't mention it."

This guy... he's so cool... If I had a personality like that, I would've had lots of friends... what a crappy world!
While lamenting to myself, I looked at Zieg.
Wow, now that I look at him properly, he's such a perfect specimen. I suddenly noticed Zieg's appearance.
He must be about 185cm tall. I used to be... over 170cm too...!
Though now I'm only about 152cm...

I became gloomy thinking about that.
I wonder if there are potions in this world that can make you taller?
...Even in a novel world, that's probably not a thing... what a useless thought.
That's when Zieg asks me:

"Um... looks like you're done eating... do you have any plans for today?"

At Zieg's question, I pondered my schedule for today.
Hmm... since all I can do is heal, I thought I should research other magic.
Ah! Today I'll go to the library to learn about magic. Who am I? An omnivorous reader who devours all genres except BL!
I can peel through magic books like watermelon seeds. Though, for the record, I can't handle non-fiction.
"Hmm... I was thinking of going to the Capital's library..."

Hearing my words, Zieg looked at me with concern and said:
"Uh... should I... come with you...?"

What's this? How much of a klutz does he think I am! I'm the Saintess, you know. I know the town's geography... probably.
I exclaimed indignantly:
"I-I know the town layout just fine! I'm the Saintess, you know!"

After shouting that, I immediately ran out of the dining hall.
I could hear Zieg's voice behind me, but I'm not listening!
I'm an unwavering person... me, Arwin... though physically female.

Back in my room, I prepared to go out. Looking in the wardrobe,
I could only see the nun's habit I'd been wearing since falling into this novel.
Hmm... it'll make me stand out in various ways... but what choice do I have when this is all I've got?
After changing into the nun's habit, I left the residence.

※

Phew... I've successfully escaped... breaking free from the shackles of home to become who I want to be!
I started running through the streets in excitement.
I wonder what libraries look like in this world? Curiosity takes over my body.
I'll find the library, go inside, and read books.......
Or so I thought.

When I opened my eyes, I was in an unfamiliar place, completely lost.
"Where am I...? Who am I...?"

I've been following my instincts, but I seem to be getting more lost with each step.
This... this feeling... it's like losing your tour guide on an overseas trip...!
Cold sweat started to form.

If... if I had known this would happen, I should have listened to Zieg.
I remembered how I acted like a jerk to Zieg.
Why... why can't I, Arwin, ever be humble!

As I continued wandering, I noticed a man with a face that looked like he could smoke 10 cigarettes at once, beckoning to me.
I know you shouldn't judge people by their appearance. But! I can't help being scared!
He seems to be calling me over... I pretended not to see him. Me? Getting my organs harvested?
Or is it an organ recital?! Damn! I can see the future. My organs waving goodbye with a smile...!

*"It was fun, Arwin! Even if I disappear now, we'll always be connected in your heart!"*

*"What nonsense are you talking about 'in my heart'! I'll die without you, you crazy organ!"*

I need to run away quickly... I started sprinting at full speed.
As I ran, I headbutted a man who came out from around the corner.

"Ack!"

"Ouch!"

My rock-hard head must have hurt him badly, as the man screamed and collapsed.
Uh...? Hey, he's not dead, is he? Maybe my special ability is having a vibranium skull? I seem to have discovered a new talent.
I panicked and cast a healing spell. As I was healing him, the man regained consciousness, assessed the situation,
and grabbed my hair with an angry face, shouting:

"You crazy bitch!"

"Kyaah!"

Kyaah...? Am I going crazy... I screamed in a way I never would normally.
Wait, more importantly, this really hurts. Do balding people feel this pain when their hair falls out?
No, that's not the issue. It really feels like my head is going to come off.
I begged for forgiveness in a frightened state:

"I-I'm sorry... please forgive me just this once..."

"Shut up and come with me!"

"Eek..."

Being dragged by my hair, I was too terrified to resist.
At that moment, my hair was released from the man's grip, and I saw him flying through the air, performing 30 consecutive somersaults!

"Arrrgh!"

What... what just happened? My brain still can't process the situation.
Looking to the side, I saw Zieg in what appeared to be a punching stance.

"Huh...? Zieg...?"

Zieg had an angry expression. I was too scared to say anything and just stood still.
Hey... hey...! Say something...!

"Arwin. Are you okay?"

"Uh... yeah... I'm fine..."

Why is he so angry...? Being unable to hide my socially awkward emotions, I could only cower...
Seeing my frightened expression, Zieg's face softened as he unfolded a map and said to me:
"Let's go to the library together. I'll guide you."

"Oh... okay..."

Having just seen Zieg's scary side, I meekly agreed, thinking he might really get angry if I refused now.
Waaah... I'm baby Saintess... please take good care of me...
We continued walking, maintaining an uncomfortable silence. Then Zieg apologized to me:
"I'm sorry."

"...Huh?"

"I... I wasn't angry at you... but you seemed scared..."

Hit right on the mark, I exclaimed indignantly:
"No I'm not?! Who's scared of you! Huh!"

"Pfft..."

Is he openly laughing at me now? Maybe I've been too casual with him, and he's getting too comfortable with me.
It's annoying. Hey, you! You should be grateful for my mercy!
I walk with puffed cheeks. Then Zieg, with a reddened face, extends his arm to me and says:
"Hold onto my sleeve."

"?"

"You might get lost again..."

"..."

My dignity as a Saintess... what's going to happen to it...
I laughed dejectedly and grabbed Zieg's sleeve.
Somehow, it feels like every day has become more tiring since meeting this guy.
But this kind of life might not be so bad...

Since transmigrating here, my everyday life, which used to be the same and boring, has become this lively.
I should thank the author for giving me this kind of daily life...
That's a lie! Author, go eat two pieces of crap!

"Thank you."

"Huh?"

"...For saving me just now..."

Ugh! This is so embarrassing! But I had to thank him for saving me.

We maintained a not-uncomfortable silence,
me holding onto Zieg's sleeve,
Zieg having his sleeve held by me,
and in this strange formation, we headed toward the library.

Ch.7 - Return Home!
"Wow...."

After coming to the library with Zieg, I looked around the interior and let out an exclamation of amazement.
The library is seriously... incredibly... huge. It must be about 30 times bigger than my home before I came into this novel.
But there's something about it... when a place is this big... that nerdy feeling... um...
It's kind of intimidating. Am I even allowed to be here...?

"..."

"Let's go."

"Huh...? Oh, okay..."

When Zieg pulled my arm saying we should go, I obediently followed. Then he asked me,
"Why did you want to come to the library?"

Oh right. I was planning to come to the library to learn magic and stuff...
I'd momentarily forgotten after experiencing something a bit shocking earlier today.

"Um... since I can only use healing magic... I came to look for other types of magic I could learn."

Hearing my words, Zieg murmured "Ah" and seemed to understand.
Though I said that, honestly speaking, there's no guarantee I can even use magic, and I'm really just here because I had nothing better to do.
And above all, isn't magic the dream of every novel reader out there?
You never know. I might be able to use "Explosion!" or "Meteor!" or something!

Letting go of Zieg's sleeve that I'd been holding, I looked around the library with a strange sense of anticipation.
Wait... how am I supposed to find books about magic in this massive library?
I was about to ask Zieg, but remembering how he had pulled out a map when we came to the library, I decided against it.
He's also... a country boy visiting the capital for the first time... Come to think of it, from their perspective, I'm just an idiot who lived in the capital but doesn't know its layout.
.... I'm going to memorize this whole layout. Just watch me... opening my brain to let the knowledge in.

After wandering around with Zieg for quite a while, he said to me,
"Arwin? If it's magic... isn't that it?"

"Hm...? Oh...!"

On the bookshelf Zieg was pointing to, the word "Magic Studies" was written. What's this? How can I read that?
Whether it's a transmigration perk or something, I could understand what the words said.
This author, with the silver coins and all, seems to lack sense in some ways but has it in others.

A thought suddenly occurred to me—as expected, the Hero must have good eyesight. How could he spot those letters among all these bookshelves?
Maybe later when he glares at opponents with his eyes wide open, black flames that can't be extinguished with water will appear?
If I could go back to my school days with enhanced eyes, I would have NTR'd the test answers like Lupin...

We quietly moved to where the bookshelf labeled "Magic Studies" was located.
It's good that we found the magic-related bookshelf, but...
One thing I overlooked is that magic-related books aren't just one category, but divided into many different types.
It feels like studying law in social studies class during school days.
Damn... my dream... my aspiration...! Isn't there some magical tool to check my aptitude for magic?
Seeing my dejected expression, Zieg tried to comfort me.

"Arwin... we'll find something if we keep looking. Let's search together."

This guy... he's so loyal... so this is what having a friend is like!
With a touched expression, I said to Zieg,
"Thank you... Zieg..."

Zieg looked at me, blushed, and said,
"I-I'll start looking from here!"

Hearing that, I also began searching through the books in earnest.
Hmm... let's see... there seem to be only really difficult-looking ones.
Do I really need to study reading? Somehow there are just a bunch of words I don't know.

Eventually, we gathered books that looked easier to learn from.
Roughly... beginner magic books... mana sensing books... mana detection... we collected just the basics.
I decided to study mana detection first. After all, to use magic, I need to detect mana first.

Hehe... just wait! Magic! I'll master you right away!
I excitedly opened the book! And then closed it again!

...What the hell? Did I see that wrong? I rubbed my eyes and opened the book again.
What I saw was dense text filled with words I didn't know—difficult content.
It looks harder than comprehending non-fiction texts.
I looked at Zieg with a tearful expression.

"Zieg... what should I do...? I don't understand any of this..."

Hearing my words and seeing my expression, Zieg's face showed signs of trying to hold back laughter.
This bastard... is this funny? Huh?! Is it funny?! Looking at me, Zieg couldn't hold back anymore and burst out laughing.

"Pfft... hahaha!"

This is really pissing me off... I approached Zieg and started hitting his chest with all my strength.

*Thump thump*

Wait... why is this body so weak? Seeing me like this, Zieg laughed even harder. It's so humiliating...
In the end, I chose to puff my cheeks and glare at him.
Since my body changed, I feel like I've become more childish, but that must be my imagination.
Seeing me like this, Zieg kept apologizing. My merciful self will forgive him just this once.

As I was accepting Zieg's apology... hmm? I see something like killing intent behind Zieg. What is that?
Looking behind him, I saw a black-haired woman with glasses who appeared to be the librarian, glaring at us.
Then she said to us:

"Excuse me."

"?"

"Please be quiet in the library."

"Yes..."

I guess she'd had enough of us talking since we came in.
Not wanting to cause more trouble, we immediately left the library.
To be honest, I was the one who suggested leaving. It's absolutely not because I was intimidated by the librarian's glare.
If I say it's not, then it's not. Just understand that.

"Sigh..."

I sighed. Suddenly life started feeling miserable. Not only did I transmigrate into a novel I didn't want to read, but I ended up in a female character's body.
On top of that, I can't even use the magic I've been yearning for... Ah well, a nerd like me using magic... what was I thinking...
While I was lost in these thoughts, Zieg tapped my shoulder with his finger. When I turned my head, his finger poked my cheek.
Does this guy really want to die...? He must be really comfortable with me now... pulling pranks like this!
I was about to speak to Zieg with a genuinely angry expression, but then he said:

"Want me to teach you magic?"

"...Huh?"

"Magic, I think I can teach you."

"You... know how to use magic...?"

Zieg heard my words, chuckled, and extended his arm to me saying,
"Simple ones, yes. Shall we head back home first, Saintess?"

Really? Really? You'll teach me? Connections are truly what matters!
I grabbed Zieg's sleeve with a bright smile and answered,
"Yes! Let's go back!"

And so, just like when we went to the library, I held onto Zieg's sleeve while he let me hold it as we headed home.
Is this what they call coming full circle or something? Anyway, I'm excited.

※

I returned home with Zieg. It was already lunchtime. It doesn't feel like we did much outside... time sure flies.
Zieg asked me to change into comfortable clothes and come to the living room.
Hearing that, I went to my room and changed into comfortable clothes that seemed to have been prepared by a maid.
These clothes really are more comfortable. The nun's habit didn't feel like a skirt so I didn't mind it, but it was a bit difficult to move in...

I, Arwin... am deploying to the living room!
I rushed to the living room in high spirits.
When I entered, I saw the three female leads sitting on the sofa, each clinging to Zieg and talking to him.
Hey! No cutting in line! I'm the reserved guest here!

Zieg saw me, his expression brightened, and he got up from the sofa and walked toward me excitedly.
"Arwin! You're here?"

"Huh...? Yeah, I'm here..."

There are three women behind you looking at me like they want to kill me! Hey! Is this really okay?
Looking at me, Zieg whispered in my ear:
"I have sword training now, so could you come up to my room a little later tonight?"

Oh! Got it! Let's get out of here for now! If I stay here, I might be murdered and wander as a ghost.
I can see my great-grandmother beckoning to me from the sky!

Eek...! In a hurry, I nodded vigorously.
Then Zieg opened the living room door to leave.
I followed behind him timidly.
After leaving the living room, we each went to our own rooms. Phew... I almost risked my life...
How am I going to wait until evening... I lay down on the bed and started rolling around.

※

Lying in bed and thinking about various things, it became lunchtime so I ate lunch,
then lying in bed again thinking about various things, it became dinner time so I ate dinner, and suddenly it was nighttime.
After dinner, I followed behind Zieg, and when he opened his room door and went in, I followed him into his room.
I feel like I should say "excuse me for intruding" or something. Even though we live in the same house... it's my first time coming to someone else's room.
I feel a bit excited. But you know... there's no way I can hide my nerdy feelings...

"Excuse me for intruding...?"

After saying that, I looked around Zieg's room.
Wow... it's such a boring room... There's a sword and scabbard on the desk, and nothing else anywhere else.
Come to think of it, it can't be helped, right? He hasn't been here long. Actually, my room doesn't have anything in it either.

While I was thinking about this, Zieg spoke to me.
"Well... sit here first."

After saying that, he sat me down on the bed. Then he brought a chair, placed it in front of me, sat down, and faced me.
"To be honest, I'm not that good at magic either. But I can use basic magic. Like this."

Zieg opened his palm and said,
"Fire."

When Zieg shouted "Fire," flames shot up from his palm. Whoa...! That's so cool!
Is that what they call incantation or whatever? Can I do that too? Is it possible?

"First, we need to start with mana detection... um... close your eyes."

Since Zieg told me to close my eyes, I immediately did so.

"Now relax your body completely... and focus on your bodily sensations. You should feel something like a foreign substance flowing."

Hearing Zieg's words, I completely relaxed my body. My body slumped onto the bed, but that's not important right now!
I focus on my bodily sensations. Something... an unfamiliar sensation in my body? It's like worms crawling on my body.
Is this mana? I focused more on that sensation.

"Do you feel anything?"

"Yeah... something like... a feeling of something crawling inside my body..."

"Yes. That's mana."

Oh! It seems I've succeeded!
I smiled, feeling proud that I'd accomplished it.

"So... what's next...?"

"Yes!"

Zieg looked at me intently. Then suddenly his face started turning red.
Looking flustered, he stammered:
"U-um, Arwin...! It's getting late so let's go back to our rooms! G-good night!"

With that, Zieg kicked me out of his room.
Kicked out of the room, I stood there blankly, not understanding what had just happened.
What the... if he was going to end it this quickly, was there any need to wait until night?
Well... I'm tired too, so I should go to my room and sleep. I knocked on Zieg's door and said:

"Good night to you too, Zieg."

Yawn... I'm getting sleepy. I should hurry to my room and sleep.
Today was another tough day! Complicated matters... I'll leave them to tomorrow's me!
Returning to my room and throwing myself on the bed, I thought that as I closed my eyes.
I have a feeling I'll be able to sleep well tonight.

Ch.8 - Anxious, Uneasy You
"Ugh!"

I got up and stretched.

I don't think I slept that much, so why do I feel so refreshed?

While pondering this to myself, I got out of bed. Just then, I heard a knock from the door.

"Hero, are you awake?"

"...Yes."

"As I mentioned before, there's no need to speak formally to me, a mere maid."

"Yes... I mean, uh, okay. Got it, Sophia."

I quickly corrected myself to casual speech at Sophia's comment. Her name is Sophia, a maid employed at this residence. I was corrected for using formal speech before too...

Still, until recently I was just an ordinary villager. It's impossible to get used to a high position so suddenly. I should try though.

"Breakfast is ready."

I nodded to indicate I understood. Then I headed to the dining room.

As I was about to open the door to enter the dining room, I bumped into a girl shorter than me with silver hair and golden eyes—Arwin. I was fine, but due to our size difference, Arwin bounced backward from the impact.

"Wh...oah?"

I quickly grabbed her arm and pulled her upright before she fell. She had squeezed her eyes shut, probably thinking she was going to fly away, and it looked cute. When nothing happened after a moment, she opened her eyes and looked at me. Then, with a grateful expression, she thanked me.

"Thank you... Zieg..."

"Don't mention it."

I answered simply since it wasn't really something that needed thanks. But since she just came out of the dining room, she must have finished eating...

I wondered what she usually does, so I asked Arwin.

"Um... since you've finished eating... do you have any plans for today?"

At my question, Arwin thoughtfully put her hand on her chin, then told me:
"Hmm... I was thinking of going to the library in the Capital..."

Library... hmm... She doesn't seem to have anyone to go with. Will she be okay by herself?

Even though I've only known Arwin for about a day, based on what I've seen so far, I can't help but worry. What if she gets lost and wanders around like a lost child? With these concerns, I said to Arwin:
"Um... should I... go with you...?"

At my words, Arwin's face turned bright red as if she was angry, and she snapped at me:
"I... I know where everything is in town! I'm a Saintess, you know!"

"Ah... no, I didn't mean to look down on you..."

I tried to explain, but Arwin had already started sprinting toward her room.
She runs really fast, probably because she's not wearing her nun's habit. ...I should quickly finish breakfast and follow her. I'm worried.

With that thought, I entered the dining room.

※

Looking out the window, I could see Arwin fully prepared and leaving the residence.
I should head out too. It feels a bit like stalking, but I had the justification of protecting the Saintess as the Hero.
Yes, this is definitely not self-rationalization. I'm protecting the Saintess as the Hero.

Since I hadn't been in the Capital long either, I grabbed a map showing the layout of the Capital before heading out.

Following behind Arwin, I noticed she was heading straight in the completely opposite direction from the library.
I tried throwing a small stone to guide her direction, but she seemed to think it was just children playing and ignored it, continuing on her way.

Ah... my neck hurts... How does she manage to be so predictable?

While following her with these thoughts, I noticed a child crying on the street. I should ask what's wrong for a moment.
Surely nothing will happen while I'm briefly away.

"Hey there, are you lost?"

The child cried even more pitifully at my words.
"Waaah... my mommy... *sniff* disappeared... *sob*"

"Big brother will help you find her. Let's go."

Taking the child's hand, I wandered around the area until I heard a woman's voice calling for a child.
Going in that direction, I saw a woman who appeared to be the child's parent rushing toward us.
The child ran to her and was embraced.

"Thank you... thank you for finding my child..."

"It was nothing."

After saying that, I was about to continue walking down the street with a warm feeling. Wait, do I have time for this?
I need to find Arwin quickly. I left her alone while I was distracted with the child.
I hope nothing has happened to her!

I ran through the streets at full speed. As I kept running and searching for Arwin, I finally spotted her around a corner.
Thankfully, she seemed fine. I was watching her with relief when suddenly I saw a man grab Arwin by the hair.

What the hell is that bastard doing?

"I'm... I'm sorry... please... forgive me..."

"Shut up and come with me!"

"Eek!"

The man started dragging Arwin by her hair. Seeing this, I momentarily lost my grip on reason.
I sprinted at full speed and delivered a powerful punch to the man's face.
The man flew far away and crashed into a wall from my punch.

"Aaaaargh!"

*CRASH!*

"Huh...? Zieg...?"

I stood still for a moment, blaming myself for getting distracted. Arwin looked anxious at my silence.
I looked at Arwin and asked:
"Arwin. Are you okay?"

"Uh...? Y-yes... I'm fine..."

Seeing Arwin still frightened, I realized my mistake and softened my expression. She probably thought I was angry at her, which wasn't the case.
Then I said to Arwin:
"Let's go to the library together. I'll guide you."

"Oh... okay..."

My angry appearance from earlier seemed to still affect her, as Arwin tried to maintain her composure but still looked frightened and was trembling.
This is my fault. I apologized to Arwin.
"I'm sorry."

"...Huh?"

"I... I wasn't angry at you... but you seemed scared..."

Arwin's face turned bright red. She realized her attempt at maintaining composure wasn't working.
With her flushed face, she snapped at me:
"No, I'm not! Who said I'm scared of you? Huh!"

I couldn't help but laugh at Arwin's cute behavior.
"Pfft..."

Seemingly offended by my reaction, Arwin started walking with puffed cheeks...
Does she think her behavior is threatening? It's certainly dangerous in a different way...

As I was thinking about various things, I realized why I feel so comfortable when I'm with Arwin.
She sees me as Ziegfried, not just as the Hero. That's probably why I'm growing fond of her.

As we walked, I worried that if I left Arwin alone, she might get lost in the crowd again, so I extended my arm to her.
It's a bit embarrassing, but I can't help it. Arwin looked at my arm questioningly.

"Hold onto my sleeve."

"?"

"You might get lost again..."

"..."

Having demonstrated her tendency to get lost, Arwin couldn't argue back. She smiled helplessly and obediently held onto my sleeve.
As we walked with her holding my sleeve, Arwin quietly said to me:

"Thank you."

"Hm?"

"...For saving me just now... thank you..."

Arwin spoke with her head lowered in embarrassment. I couldn't say anything.
If I did anything now, I would lose my composure and make a mistake. I tried to walk while pretending to be calm.

For a while, we walked together in silence...
Arwin holding onto my sleeve,
Me with my sleeve held by Arwin,
As we headed toward the library.

※

We eventually arrived at the library. It was my first time visiting the Capital's library, and being in the Capital, the interior was incredibly spacious. I could hear Arwin's amazed voice beside me.
"Wow...."

As she looked around the library, she exclaimed in admiration with sparkling eyes.
But soon she seemed intimidated by the enormous size of the library and took a step back.
Seeing Arwin like this, I pulled her arm.

"Let's go."

"Huh...? Oh, okay..."

As I was entering deeper into the library with Arwin, I suddenly became curious.
Why did she want to come to the library? I asked Arwin directly.
"Why did you want to come to the library?"

Hearing my question, Arwin immediately answered:
"Oh... since I can only use healing magic... I wanted to look for other types of magic."

"I see."

Hmm... Was Arwin suddenly chosen as a Saintess like me? Not knowing the geography of the Capital despite living here, it seems like she was recently selected as a Saintess, just like me.
I felt a strange sense of kinship with her. So I'm not the only one...

It seems Arwin is looking for bookshelves related to magic. I also look around to find magic-related bookshelves.
After looking around a bit, I spot a bookshelf labeled "Magic Studies" in the distance.

"Arwin? If it's magic... isn't that it?"

"Hm...? Oh...!"

When I pointed to the bookshelf labeled "Magic Studies," Arwin followed my finger and discovered it.
We cautiously approached the bookshelf labeled "Magic Studies," and as we got closer, we saw numerous books related to magic studies.
I could see Arwin's face showing despair.

"Arwin... we'll find something if we look. Let's search together."

When I offered to search together, Arwin looked touched and said:
"Thank you... Zieg..."

Every time I see her, I realize how expressive her face is—she must be the kind of person they talk about when they say emotions are written all over someone's face.
While that's charming... no, what am I saying! Let's just quickly find books that might help Arwin!
I started searching for books without looking at Arwin's face.

"I-I'll start looking from here!"

After some time passed... Arwin and I gathered books in one place.
We collected basic magic books, mana sensing, mana detection, and so on.
Arwin picked up a book titled "Mana Detection" with expectant eyes, opened it, then immediately closed it.
Then she rubbed her eyes and opened the book again. Arwin looked at me with a tearful expression.

"Zieg... what should I do...? I don't understand any of this..."

At that sight, I failed to control my expression and burst into laughter.
"Pfft... hahaha!"

Seemingly upset by my laughter, Arwin clenched her fists and came up to me, starting to pound on my chest.
Her cute behavior made me laugh even harder, and seeing my reaction, she puffed her cheeks and glared at me as if genuinely angry.
Feeling like she might really explode if I teased her more, I quickly apologized. Arwin accepted my apology but remained sulky.

As we were making noise in the library, a woman's voice came from behind us.

"Excuse me."

""?""

"Please maintain silence in the library."

""Yes...""

Finding it awkward to stay, we decided to leave the library.
Arwin looked dejected, probably because she came all the way to the library only to get scolded without learning anything.
Seeing Arwin like this suddenly made me feel mischievous. I tapped her shoulder and positioned my finger near her cheek, and when she turned, my finger poked her cheek. Her cheeks are really soft...
When she showed signs of getting angry, I quickly got to the point.

"Want me to teach you magic?"

"...Huh?"

"I think I can teach you magic."

"You... know how to use magic?"

I smiled slightly and extended my arm to Arwin.
"I can do simple ones. Shall we head back home, Saintess?"

She smiled brightly and grabbed my sleeve, answering:
"Yes! Let's go back!"

And so, just like before,
With Arwin holding onto my sleeve,
And me with my sleeve held by Arwin,
We headed home.

※

I asked Arwin to change into comfortable clothes and come to the living room.
As I was waiting in the living room,
Cian, Mayel, and Yuna had somehow appeared and started asking me various questions.

Come to think of it, since meeting Arwin, I've been so focused on her that I've neglected my training as the Hero.
Well... there's not much to teach today anyway... I should ask Arwin to come to my room tonight.

While I was giving vague answers to Cian, Mayel, and Yuna's questions,
I heard the door opening, and looking toward it, Arwin was entering the living room.
I stood up from the sofa and greeted Arwin.

"Arwin! You're here?"

Somehow, every time I see her face, I feel comfortable and happy.

"Huh...? Oh, yes, I'm here..."

I whispered in Arwin's ear as she answered:
"I need to do sword training now, so could you come up to my room later tonight?"

Hearing my words, Arwin nodded vigorously, then followed behind me.
When she saw her room, she immediately went inside.

I went to my room, drew my sword, and headed to the courtyard.
I should start training now.

※

After swinging my sword intensely, it was lunchtime, so I ate lunch.
Then after swinging my sword intensely again, it was almost dinner time,
So I dragged my sweat-soaked body to the shower and took a shower.

When I went to the dining room in that state, I saw Arwin, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna eating.
I sat down and started eating too.
After finishing the meal, I noticed Arwin following me.

I opened the door to my room, entered, and gestured for Arwin to come in. She entered my room hesitantly.
"Excuse me...?"

I smiled slightly and let her into the room.

"Okay... sit here first."

Planning to get straight to the point, I had Arwin sit on my bed.

Then I brought a chair, placed it down, and sat facing Arwin.
And I spoke honestly about myself.

"To be honest, I'm not particularly good at magic either. But I can use basic magic. Like this."

I opened my palm and said:
"Fire"

She seemed fascinated by the fire from my palm, opening her eyes wide and examining it closely.
Seeing her like this, I said:
"First, we need to start with mana detection... um... try closing your eyes."

Hearing my words, Arwin closed her eyes.

"Now relax your body completely... and focus on your bodily sensations. You'll feel something like a foreign substance flowing."

Arwin relaxed her body and started focusing on her bodily sensations.
Watching Arwin, I asked:

"Do you feel anything?"

"Yes... something like... a crawling sensation inside my body..."

"Yes. That's mana."

She looks proud and pleased that she succeeded.
Feeling proud myself, I was about to move on to the next step...

"Then... next is...?"

"Yes!"

Suddenly, Arwin's appearance caught my eye. She was sprawled limply on my bed with a seductive smile. She probably wasn't aware of it, but the sight of a woman in a man's room looked too defenseless.

Come to think of it, I asked a woman to come to my room alone at night?
Thinking about it, I could feel my face turning red.
Wh-what am I doing...?

In a flustered state, I said to Arwin:
"Um, Arwin...! It's getting late, so let's go back to our rooms! G-good night!"

I kicked Arwin out of my room after saying that. Arwin looked confused...
But only after becoming aware did I realize how bold my actions were.
To regain my composure... I took a deep breath.
There was a knock at the door. Then I heard Arwin's voice.

"Good night, Zieg."

Hearing those words, I felt like my heart stopped again.
I'm not calm at all right now. I don't even know what I'm thinking.
Okay... everything will be clearer after I sleep...

With that thought, I lay down on the bed, and a pleasant fragrance that wasn't there before started emanating from the bed.
It seems Arwin's scent has permeated the bed.
It looks like I won't be able to sleep well tonight either...

Ch.9 - Travel Preparations
Mmm...
Today is just like any other morning, nothing different.
Hehe! If there's anything different...!

It's that there are worms(?) surrounding my body now!
I can feel Mana flowing around my body.
Th-this is... Mana...! I feel some dark, ominous energy in my right hand.
Hehehe... Hahahaha!!!!

Damn it.
This is depressing. Let's just go get breakfast.
Thinking about it, it's actually hilarious. A Saintess with the power of darkness...! That's what I've been doing. Shit...
Even though I can feel my Mana now, I don't know how to use magic..
There's nothing I can do right now. Ah! I'm getting dizzy! Please teach me magic quickly!!

Today I woke up before the maid knocked and had breakfast.
A strange sense of victory washes over me.
Hey hey! Step it up, maid, damn it!

After breakfast, I returned to my room and stared blankly out the window.
I'm wondering if I should go to the library and read some novels. Reading novels was my only hobby before coming here,
and it's incredibly boring. Damn it... why don't I have a smartphone!!
In comics, smart protagonists make all sorts of things, but my beautiful, solid rock head gave up on such thoughts long ago.

Sitting here quietly staring at the wall is kind of fun in its own way.
No, have I finally gone crazy? This won't do. Pull yourself together, Arwin.
While thinking these thoughts and sitting around bored, I hear a knock from the door.

*Knock knock*

Huh? Is there someone looking for me?
Hmm... could it be Zieg? With that thought, I opened the door.
When I opened it, I saw Zieg looking quite exhausted.
Unlike yesterday, dark circles had formed under his eyes. What's this? What did you do all night?

But why is Zieg here? Does he need something?
"Zieg? Do you need something?"

Hearing my question, Zieg starts explaining his business.

"Yeah... we're going to get equipment for the party around lunchtime... I came to tell you in advance."

Hmm... equipment makes sense since we received funding from the King, so we should prepare properly for our journey.
But... this guy looks terrible. Would a person with asthma look like this if they smoked 10 cigarettes at once?
Thinking he'd said what he came to say, I grabbed Zieg as he was about to leave.

"Zieg!"

"Yeah...?"

"Wait, stay still for a moment."

"Huh...?"

This guy really looks sick! He hasn't been able to look me in the eye since he arrived. His face is quite red too—does he have a fever?
Looking at Zieg like this, I cast Healing Magic on him. Does this cure colds or fatigue too?
I suppose since colds and fatigue are status ailments, it should work.
...Come to think of it, this isn't a game world but a novel world. It probably won't work!

Wait, what's this? I can see the dark circles under Zieg's eyes disappearing. Was the original work a game?

As I continued casting Healing Magic, I could see Zieg returning to his usual self.
Now fully alert, Zieg opens his eyes wide and thanks me.
"Thanks, Arwin. I felt like I was dying... but now I'm alive.."

"Yeah. What were you doing to get so tired? Go to bed earlier! Okay?"

At my words, Zieg lowers his head and mumbles, "I had my reasons..."
Well... he must have had something to do... Thinking that, I said to Zieg:

"Since you're here, teach me more magic like you did yesterday!"

"Huh...? Yeah, okay."

It's absolutely not because I was disappointed that yesterday's lesson was cut short.
It's absolutely not because I want to use magic right now.
...That's a lie! I really want to use magic! I want to do Explosion!

Since it would be awkward to go to Zieg's room like this, I just invited him into my room.
Zieg said hesitantly:
"Excuse me for intruding..."

Zieg enters my room and looks around.
This guy! How dare he look around someone else's room!
I mean, I did look around Zieg's room too, but that's different—the world runs on double standards.

Like yesterday, I pulled up a chair for Zieg to sit in front of the bed. Then I sat on the bed.
Zieg sighed. Make the Healing Magic worth it! Come on!

"Well... Arwin, I only know beginner magic, so... don't expect intermediate or advanced magic..."

"Yeah! Got it!"

"First, I'll teach you the most basic magic, Fire. Fire is...."

I listened intently to Zieg's explanation. Feeling like I was starting to understand, I opened my palm and tried to cast Fire.

"Fire!"

Fire started to emerge from my palm but suddenly stopped midway. What? Wh-what the hell is this...
Did I do something wrong? Looking at Zieg with that question, I saw his eyes were wide with incomprehension.

But who am I! I'm Arwin. I always keep trying until I succeed!
I kept opening my palm and casting Fire. But nothing came out of my palm.
This is really frustrating! Why isn't it working... damn it...

Zieg, who had been watching me, said:
"Should we go see Mayel?"

"Huh...?"

"Mayel might know. She's a Mage after all."

Hearing Zieg's words, I thought that might be a good idea.
Still, I felt somewhat—no, very—uncomfortable around the three women besides Zieg.
They keep giving me hostile looks... it's scary.
No! I'm not someone who gets intimidated by this! Come on! Be confident! Bring it on!
With my resolve strengthened, I said to Zieg:

"Let's go. To Mayel."

I'm absolutely not using formal speech because I'm intimidated. It's just basic courtesy since we're not on informal terms yet.

※

"So... Arwin has a constitution that naturally prevents her from using Mana?"

"To put it bluntly... that's correct, but Oppa Zieg, this person is a slightly unusual case. She has a lot of Mana in her body. She just can't use it."

Hearing Mayel's words, I couldn't help but feel dejected.
I... can't do it...? No Explosion...? I'm... magic-disabled..! Magic-disabled!! Argh!
Damn it... that's just my life. A healing stick like me is just a slave who has to stay safe and only provide healing!
Is this what being a Saintess means? Not a Saintess but a healing shuttle!
But wait, what about the Healing Magic I use? Doesn't that use Mana? Is it even magic in the first place?
With these questions in mind, I thanked Mayel.

"Thank you for telling me... Mayel."

Mayel received my thanks with a nod and then quickly turned her head away.
Th-that... rude...

Thinking that, I was about to go back to my room.

"Um... Arwin...? Hang in there... and we'll all be going out soon, so please be ready."

"...Yeah."

I nodded weakly, answered, and went back to my room.
One of the rules of coming to another world is magic... but it seems I can only use Healing Magic because I'm a Saintess.
Did you really have to take everything else away to feel satisfied!!

As I threw my pillow in frustration, I felt a little better.
This won't do. I should get ready to go out first.
This time, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna are coming too... so all five of us are going out.
Five people is too harsh for a loner like me... Thinking that, I changed my clothes.

After changing and waiting for a while,
I hear a knock. Looks like it's time to go out.

"Oh! Coming!"

I may not be able to use magic, but weapons are a different story. There might be something amazing like a great sword!
With anticipation, I went outside. Alright! Time to go out!

※

Right now, there's a weapon shop in front of me. I'm so excited! It's the second dream of an omnivorous mutt..!
Of course, I'm behind everyone else! The three women have already attached themselves to Zieg's side.
My best friend position... has been stolen...

Entering the weapon shop, I see a bald man like those in manga or animation.
The bald man shouts as he sees us:

"Welcome!"

I look around the weapon shop. Swords, spears, shields, bows—various weapons are visible.
Of course, these are all equipment that has zero relevance to me, an eternal healing shuttle.
Aren't there any magic wands? I'd like to check that out too.

As I continue looking around the shop, I notice a jet-black sword tucked away in a corner.
Damn... that feels like it, doesn't it? A Demonic Sword. According to cliché, the weapon shop owner will say it's junk and sell it to us for a cheap price.
Zieg seems interested in that sword too, as he keeps looking at it.
Is this right? I mean, Demonic Swords appear in manga and such, but it still makes me uneasy...

Zieg approaches the sword that looks like a Demonic Sword. Then he asks:
"How much is this sword?"

"Ah, that's junk that won't sell, so I'll give you a discount... 2 Silver Coins."

As expected, this is a typical harem novel! That's such a cliché!
Looking at Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, they've all separated from Zieg and are choosing their own weapons.
I should look at something like a magic wand too.

Hmm... this looks good.
What I'm holding is a staff with a round emerald crystal embedded at the end.
But can I use this? Curious, I approached Zieg and tried to cast Healing Magic.

"...?"

"Yap!"

"Hmm...?"

It worked. And it seems like the effect is even better?
Zieg looks more vibrant and energetic. Zieg looks at me with a surprised expression. This makes me feel a bit proud! Hehe.
With sparkling eyes, I looked at the staff and said to Zieg:

"I...! Want to buy this...!"

Seeing me, Zieg smiled slightly and nodded lightly.
Cian, Mayel, and Yuna seemed to have chosen their weapons too.
Cian chose what looked like a longsword made of iron, Mayel a staff with crystals embedded in it, and Yuna a well-crafted wooden bow.

"That'll be 72 Silver Coins in total!"

That sword that looks like a Demonic Sword must have been cheap indeed—the price jumped when we chose our weapons.
After paying, we each examined or swung our newly purchased weapons.
But I really like my staff! I think I could even hit and deal damage with it like a certain sage from Gan*alf.

We stopped by the market to buy supplies like food and water for our journey.
It seems like we'll officially start our journey tomorrow.
After buying all the necessary items, we returned home.

Back in my room, many thoughts crossed my mind.
Will I be able to do well?
Well... there's no use worrying about it now.
...It's getting close to dinner time, so I should go to the dining hall.

After dinner, I returned to my room and went to bed earlier than usual.
Of course, I went to sleep with a mix of anticipation and worry.
And so, my day comes to an end.

Ch.10 - Kidnapping Expert
"Ughhhh!!"

I stretch noisily as I wake up. Just another ordinary morning.
Sigh... It's finally here... morning...!

With those thoughts, I slowly sit up in bed.
Today I finally set out on a journey as a member of the Hero's party.
Being the heal-shuttle is a bit annoying, but... what can I do?
N-not that I like healing...? -Me- Even when playing games, Bishop was just my alt!

I start changing my clothes. I wonder if everyone else is up by now?
I can't be the last one... I should hurry.

When I go down to the dining room, I see Zieg and three others who look ready to leave.
Hmph... The protagonist always makes their entrance last... I definitely didn't oversleep. I was late on purpose.
But... I should eat quickly... Not because I feel awkward at all...

After wolfing down my meal, I ask Zieg:
"Are we leaving right away?"

"Yeah, there should be a carriage waiting for us out front..."

The village we're heading to is called Laiod Village.
Since I skimmed through the novel, I don't know much about this world's setting,
but apparently where we are now is the Capital, the largest city in this world.
It's just the largest city, though—there seem to be many other cities too.
So we're heading to Laiod Village, which is apparently one of the larger cities and also closest to here.

We leave the mansion and board the carriage.
Ugh, shit, this is uncomfortable on my butt. There really is a big difference between expensive and cheap.
Damn! I came here only to learn about the difference between commoners and nobles! I didn't particularly want to know!

As I take my seat in the carriage, Zieg quickly sits down beside me.
...? What's with you? Don't you see those three wolves eyeing your seat?
Even when I give him that look, Zieg just smiles brightly at me.

The aggressive stares of the three women are cutting into my body.
Shit! Help me! Ah... I can't take this. I need to get out of here.
As I try to stand up to move to another seat, Zieg grabs my arm and pulls me back down.
Huh...? What are you doing...?

"...?"

"Huh?"

What's with this guy? He pulls me back down and then looks confused by his own actions.
He quickly composes himself and says with a disappointed expression:
"Stay here... please... We're friends..."

...! Friends...! That's right! We're friends! Friends sit next to each other and hang out together!
Come to think of it, it's only natural. Don't friends always sit together?
I knew that! This is what friendship is!
I smile brightly at Zieg and say:

"Yes! Because we're friends!"

I've always had this dream! Like going on school trips or field trips and hanging out with friends like this!
I always had no friends and had to sit with the teacher in the front... but now I have a friend!
Thinking about this makes me smile uncontrollably. Looking ahead, I see the three women sitting in a row, glaring at me.
Ha! Glare all you want! I'm not giving up my friend's seat!

As I sit up straight with my shoulders back proudly, the three women's gazes intensify, probably finding my behavior ridiculous.
... I should stop... This is scary... No matter how excited I am about having a friend, I can't hide my socially awkward nature...
I hang my head. Ugh... I'm just a baby Saintess... please spare me...

※

"Yaaawn..."

About an hour has passed since we boarded the carriage.
Why is it so boring? Before getting on, I was worried about what might happen,
but now it's so uneventful that I'm bored. This is so dull! This isn't the journey I wanted!

Usually when a Hero's party travels by carriage, they get attacked by bandits or something! Right?
Why is nothing happening? And looking at the three in front of me, shouldn't there be some heroine event?
Is this really a harem novel...? I'm starting to wonder if I was really reincarnated or just transmigrated into this world.

But... why am I getting so sleepy all of a sudden? It's boring, true...
But I'm feeling extremely drowsy. Looking ahead, I see the three are already asleep.
This is bad... I have a bad feeling... I shouldn't fall asleep...

With that final thought, my vision darkens.

※

Ugh...
What's this... Why is my body so uncomfortable...
It feels like... I'm tied up with ropes.
What the... really...! Unable to bear the discomfort enveloping my body, I open my eyes.

When I open my eyes, it's so dark I can't see anything.
Wh-where am I...? What was I doing...?
I was in a carriage with the others heading to Laiod Village... and then I got sleepy...?
Cr-crap! I think I've been kidnapped! I'm screwed!

As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I start to see my surroundings.
There are iron bars in front of me, seemingly to prevent escape.
There's never a peaceful day since I came here...

When I try to get up, I see ropes binding my body.
I try to break free with all my strength, but they're tied so tightly they don't budge.
I try biting the ropes, but stop halfway when I feel like my teeth might break.

Judging by the structure, this seems to be a bandit hideout...
Just after I complained about nothing happening, something happens...
And it happens to me. Life is truly miserable...

After struggling for a while, a shifty-looking man enters the hut.
Hey! You bastard! Untie me right now!
Of course, I didn't say this out loud. No need to make trouble when I don't know what might happen.
Seeing that I'm awake, the man says:
"So you're awake."

I glare at him and say confidently:
"What is this? Do you know who I am and still commit such an act?"

I am, after all, a Saintess, and kidnapping a Saintess is a major incident. How do they plan to deal with the consequences?
Hearing my words, the man laughs loudly and says:

"Hahahahaha!!! Sorry, but if we hand you over, we get a lot of money. I'd appreciate it if you'd cooperate quietly. I was told they'd take care of the aftermath."

What nonsense is this? Damn, I'm kidnapped and don't know what will happen to me, how could I possibly cooperate?
I start struggling desperately. The man opens the iron bars and starts dragging me out.
Feeling like I might really die if I'm taken away, I try to resist by tensing my body or fighting back.

"Haha... Look, if you act like that, I have no choice but to do this."

After saying that, the man punches me in the solar plexus.

"Kuh... Heurp..."

I can't breathe. Wait, this could be really dangerous...
Finding my struggle amusing, the man laughs and says:

"If you had followed quietly, you wouldn't have to be in pain. Right?"

"Kuk... Heurp..."

Tears well up in my eyes. Why do I have to suffer like this? Until recently, I was just an ordinary person.
And I'm scared. I can feel this man's physique overpowering me.
Right now, I'm definitely afraid of this man. I'm scared. I'm scared... I don't want to be hit...

The man grabs my hair and starts dragging me.

"Aack!"

It hurts. No, I hate pain...
So I plead, terrified:
"I-I'm sorry... Please... Don't hurt me... Hic..."

"See, if you had followed quietly, you wouldn't have to be in pain. Right?"

The man raises his arm, pretending to hit me.

"Hee... Heek... I'm sorry. Please stop... I hate... pain..."

My vision is blurred by tears, making it hard to see.
The fear of pain was dominating me.
Then there was a loud noise from outside.

'Bang!'

'Wha... What! How did you get in...'

In my fading consciousness, I see his sturdy figure.

The figure of Ziegfried, the Hero and my friend.

※

I let my guard down. Right now, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna were asleep in the carriage.
But Arwin was gone. Looking at the driver's seat, the driver had disappeared, and no one was there.
Perhaps I was too complacent. Just as Arwin and I are the Saintess and Hero, I should have realized that once we started moving, the Demon King's forces would also begin to move.
I didn't expect them to bribe the driver. To think they'd use sleeping incense. I woke up soon due to my resistance, but Arwin was already gone.

After moving Cian, Mayel, and Yuna to a safe place, I follow the trail.
Those who kidnapped Arwin are probably bandits. The Demon King's forces must have offered them a large sum to kidnap Arwin.
I feel my face growing cold. Following the trail leads me to what appears to be a bandit hideout with several huts.

I may have lost my composure now.
I try to calm my excitement, but I can't settle down.
Arwin. It's only been three days since I met Arwin. But in those three days, Arwin has undoubtedly become an important presence in my life.

I charge straight into the hideout with my sword drawn.

'Wha... What are you... Aaargh!'

My sword, filled with rage, mercilessly cuts down the bandits.
This is the second time I'm committing murder. Perhaps after this is over, I will regret it.
I might suffer from guilt over killing, I might regret it.
But right now, I think I would regret not going to save Arwin more.

After methodically taking down the bandits, I see a large hut.
Arwin is probably in there. I suppress my presence as much as possible and enter the hut.
I can't let my guard down even against bandits. Inside, I see a man grabbing Arwin's hair and threatening her.
By the time Arwin was begging not to be hit, my sword had already severed the man's head from his body.

Arwin was unconscious. Her usually beautiful silver hair was soiled, and her body was covered in small wounds.
I carefully lifted her body.

"...Let's go home, Arwin."

Looking at her unconscious form, I feel something in my chest.
I don't yet know what to call this emotion.
But I want Arwin to be safe. I want to protect Arwin. I want to be with Arwin.
That much I can say for certain.

I will protect her, Arwin, not as the Hero, but as Ziegfried.
That was the day I made that firm resolution.

Ch.11 - Arrival!
Where am I?
There's no sense of being in the real world.
I try to move my body, but it doesn't respond.

My body is floating in some unknown space.
What is this...? Have I finally gone insane?
I must have temporarily lost my mind from the shock.
While thinking this, a voice echoes in my head.

"Wake up."

Hmm...? What? Who is that...?
Who's making their voice echo in my head?
Is this an auditory hallucination? I really need to cast "Healing" on my head.

"Wake up, Arwin. I believe you've rested enough."

No... why do they keep telling me to wake up...?
I want to wake up too! If I could! Why don't you wake me up?!

"Ah, right. You can't get up on your own, can you?"

Are you crazy? Hey! If you know that, then wake me up already!
Wait, who are you any—

"Work hard and defeat the Demon King for us, Arwin."

As I was about to ask who they were, they cut me off with a sharp sound in my head.
After that sound, my vision suddenly turned white.

*Flash*

"Aaaahh!"

Oh my god! That scared me... What on earth just happened?
Who was that person who knew my name and sent me here?
And what was that space just now?

Ugh... no matter how much I think about it, I can't find an answer.
I let out a sigh.

"Sigh..."

I sighed. But where am I? I was lying on a bed.
Wait... I was definitely kidnapped by bandits, got beaten up, and collapsed... right?
I think I saw Zieg's silhouette at the end, so he must have saved me again.
Wait, am I being too shameless? This is like the third time I've been rescued.
How am I going to repay this debt...? It's too much to just brush off as friendship.

Ugh... my head... Well, let's get up first...

"...?"

As I try to get up, I feel weight on my stomach.
Wait, what...! I must have been too deep in thought to notice!
Looking at my stomach, I see Zieg collapsed on top of it.
How dare he sleep so soundly on someone else's stomach...

It seems Zieg took care of me all night.
Wow! That's so touching...! Friends really are the best thing to have!
With a moved expression, I poke his cheek with my finger.

"Mm... hmm..."

"Hey, move. I want to get up."

"Hmm...? Arwin...?"

He's still mumbling, not fully awake. Come on, let me get up!
Zieg moves his head off my stomach and rubs his eyes.
Then he opens his eyes wide and says to me:

"A-Arwin?! Are you awake now? Are you okay? Does anything hurt?"

"Y-Yes... I'm fine... Wait! I'm fine!"

Wow... I was so surprised by Zieg's rapid-fire questions that I accidentally used formal speech.
I've seen Zieg flustered before, but never this panicked, which was kind of funny.
So I couldn't hold back my laughter and burst out.

"Pfft... hahaha!"

Seeing that I was okay, Zieg let out a sigh of relief.
Then suddenly, as if embarrassment hit him all at once, he lowered his head with a red face.
Seeing Zieg like this was so funny compared to how reliable he looked before I lost consciousness.
Is this what they call gap moe? That thing?

Anyway, I should ask him to explain what happened while I was unconscious.
"Zieg. I just woke up, so could you explain the situation to me?"

"Ah... well..."

Zieg started explaining the situation.
Apparently, the reason I was kidnapped was that the Demon King's army had hired bandits while hiding their identity.
This is still speculation, but it's the most likely scenario, so I decided to accept it as truth.
Zieg, who rescued me from the bandits' hideout, woke up our companions and headed to Laiod Village.
They arrived quickly since they were almost there already... Of course, Zieg must have carried me... I feel like my debt keeps growing.
Sigh... how do you repay a friend for such kindness...

So when our group arrived at Laiod Village, they rushed to the church and asked them to heal me.
Wait... this is a church? Oh... no wonder there are stained glass windows instead of regular ones!
L-Let me out! Let me out of here!!

"L-Let's go... quickly...!"

"Huh? What's wrong, Arwin?"

I hate churches. They called me a Saintess and then abandoned me, so I can't trust them!
As I fidgeted anxiously trying to leave, Zieg's face hardened as he asked:

"Did something happen?"

"...Well..."

If I say something wrong here, all the church people in the capital might get replaced?
...I better not say anything... I made up an excuse.

"If we stay in the church like this, we'll be a burden..."

Zieg looked at me with an expression that said he didn't buy it.
What! You jerk! I know it's a stretch!

"...Alright. Let's get out of here then."

"...Okay."

I could only answer quietly with my head down.
Sigh... I need to be careful... It seems like I'm creating a lot of embarrassing memories here...
Without even realizing it, I habitually grabbed Zieg's sleeve.

Zieg looked at me with a surprised expression, then smiled slightly as he took the lead.
What...? What did I do...? I could only tilt my head in confusion.

※

The stares from the church people were a bit uncomfortable, so I used Zieg as a shield to escape.
Hehehe! A successful escape! There's no prison I can't break out of!
After leaving the church, we started exploring Laiod Village.
Somehow... it was similar to the capital yet subtly different.

Not knowing the roads well, I unconsciously tightened my grip on Zieg's sleeve.
Wait, when did I grab Zieg's sleeve? I must have been conditioned over three days.
That's probably why Zieg smiled at me earlier...
Since it would be weirder to acknowledge it now, I quietly pretended nothing was wrong.

Looking ahead, I could see Zieg trying to hold back his laughter. He noticed? Damn it.
Feeling annoyed, I lightly hit Zieg on the head.
Ouch! Being a healing slave is really... pitiful...

Come to think of it... I don't think I thanked Zieg for saving me this time.
I should do it properly now. So I called out to Zieg.

"Zieg...?"

"...Yes?"

"Um... thanks for saving me again..."

"...Just with words?"

Zieg started demanding something.
I stammered in confusion.
"Wh-What? No, I... I don't have anything to give you... Um... I'll do anything! Just ask!"

"Anything?"

"Huh? Um..."

Wait, I think I said something wrong. I need to change my words quickly.
"W-Wait, anything is..."

"You said anything. Are you not going to do it...?"

Zieg looks at me with a dejected expression.
Ugh... th-this makes me feel like garbage...!

"Ah... alright...! What is it? Tell me! I'll grant what I can!"

Hearing that, Zieg's previously dejected face instantly brightened up with a smile, as if it had all been an act. Did he... trick me...?
Just how terrible is this favor going to be...! To go that far! I'll remember this grudge...
But contrary to my expectations, what came out of Zieg's mouth was neither difficult nor unpleasant—it was something I could enjoy too.

"Go out with me sometime."

Hearing those words, my brain froze for a moment. I thought he was going to make me do something really hard...!
I'm truly touched! Zieg... I'm glad we're friends...! Friends are good things...!!
With a wide smile showing how moved I was, I said to Zieg:

"Yes...! Let's definitely go together!"

Seeing me like that, Zieg suddenly clutched his heart and started coughing.
Wh-What...? I panicked and cast "Healing" on Zieg. Get a hold of yourself!!
Zieg quietly said to me, "Just a moment, I had an arrhythmia..."
I see...? Is that so? Anyway, we decided to head to the inn.

※

Following Zieg, we arrived at an inn.
It seems Cian, Mayel, and Yuna are staying here.
I felt newly grateful to Zieg for taking care of me all night.

We entered the inn and went to find our companions' rooms.

*Knock knock*

After knocking, Zieg announced that he had brought me.
Then the door opened. Cian, Mayel, and Yuna came out of their rooms in order and spoke to me.

"Are you feeling alright?"
"Are you okay...?"
"Are you sure you've recovered?!"

The chorus of concerned voices...
This is quite touching. I might cry.
I thought they hated me since they'd been glaring at me all this time...
But apparently that wasn't the case. Thank goodness...

I answered with a smile.
"Yes... I-I'm fine now."

The slight stutter was just my imagination.
Having confirmed that I was okay, relief washed over the three of them.
But then they noticed I was holding onto Zieg's sleeve, and their gazes sharpened again like before.
Eek...! I quickly let go of Zieg's sleeve.

After talking with the group for a while, it seems we'll start investigating the village tomorrow.
We concluded that we should rest for today. We rented two more single rooms at the inn, and I went inside.

"Phew..."

Lying on the bed, I felt the familiar sensation.
Today... many things happened, but ultimately we reached Laiod Village... so our goal was achieved.
Tomorrow we're planning to investigate the village, so I should sleep now...

I closed my eyes.

※

After parting with Arwin and the other three, I returned to my room.
Sigh... Today was dangerous in many ways.

Like when Arwin caught me taking care of her all night and I panicked...
Or when I carelessly responded to her thanks with "Just with words?" clearly expressing that I wanted something more...

But then when she was scared, thinking I wanted something extraordinary, her genuine smile of joy when she realized all I wanted was to go out together sometime was especially dangerous. I somehow managed to make up the excuse of having an arrhythmia. Fortunately, Arwin seemed to accept it...
Even thinking about it now, it's ridiculous. I wonder if I'll end up being labeled as the "Arrhythmia Hero"...
I'm not sure what to call this feeling... but I think I'll figure it out as I continue traveling with Arwin.

Sigh... I should sleep... I feel like I've been overthinking lately.
Sleep will sort out all my thoughts.

And so another day comes to an end.

Ch.12 - Investigation..?
"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

"Umm..."

"Hmm..."

Our group is currently sitting around a table at the inn, discussing our next move.
What are we discussing? We're trying to figure out how to investigate the hidden forces of the Demon King's army lurking in the country, but we have no idea where to start.
To begin with, I don't know much about this world, and I was suddenly chosen as a Saintess, so I'm completely lost.

That's when Cian offered a suggestion.

"How about... we visit the Lord first...?"

"Hmm... should we?"

Since we didn't have any better ideas, we all agreed.
...Of course, we need to finish our food first. Koreans run on rice power! Wait, am I still Korean?

By the way, my clothes got dirty from all my rolling around, but Mayel cleaned them with magic.

"Clean"

"Wow!"

Thinking about it again, that scene was just... how should I put it... freaking awesome! I want to use magic too!! Let me use it!!
As if sensing my inner thoughts, Mayel's eyes were filled with sympathy.
How annoying... Arwin the healing shuttle. Maybe I'm not really a Saintess? All this so-called Saintess can do is heal.

After finishing our meal, we left the inn.
Of course! Not knowing the way, I just followed behind the others!
This is what it means to be a global bus rider... riding the bus even inside a novel.

Zieg took the lead, and as always, three women were by his side.
With no space for me to join them, I just followed behind.
Zieg noticed this and said:

"Arwin."

"...Yes?"

"...Come up front."

He probably thinks I might disappear somewhere if I stay in the back.
It hurts my pride, but since it's true, I just nodded without saying anything.
Life... Author who sent me into this novel as the weakest character! I curse you...! I'll curse you forever!

This time, I don't feel the sharp gazes of the three women.
They probably realized after my kidnapping incident that they need to keep me in sight.
I... used to be... a healthy man once... but to be treated like this...
Yeah... it feels a bit off. Makes me seem like I'm sickly or something...

Somehow... with me leading the way following Zieg's directions...
It feels like I'm touring the village with my personal bodyguard unit.
I can feel people's gazes turning toward us. We're already walking in a strange formation, and everyone is good-looking,
so it's inevitable that we attract attention.
Ah, whatever. Protect me! Hahaha!

Since this is our first time in this village, it's unavoidable that we don't know where the Lord's house is.
So we asked passersby for directions to the Lord's house.
Of course! I listened with one ear and let it out the other! Sorry!

Come on, Zieg! Hurry up and guide me to the Lord's house!
Following Zieg's directions, we turned left, right, went straight, and repeated until
we started to see an enormous mansion ahead. Oh... I thought it was a castle...

At the front, there's a Knight guarding the entrance.
As we approach, the Knight becomes alert.
Uh... can we even get in? I looked at Zieg with worried eyes.
Zieg smiled at me reassuringly and pulled something out of his pocket.
It was something that looked like a medallion with a sword attached to a round plate.

Seeing it, the Knight hurriedly bowed to us with respect.
Zieg spoke to the Knight.
"Could we see the Lord?"

"Yes, Hero."

How did he know Zieg was the Hero? That must be the Hero's Token.
So Heroes get things like that... but why doesn't the Saintess get anything..!
No support, no token..! This is discrimination, damn it!!

The Knight opened the front door and guided us into the mansion.
After leading us inside, he handed us over to someone who looked like the Head Maid and went back to guard the entrance.
The Head Maid guided us to a reception room. Then she said, "Please wait a moment," and went somewhere.

As I kept staring curiously at the token Zieg was holding, he said to me:
"Want to take a look?"

I answered with sparkling eyes:
"Yes! I'd love to!"

I started examining the token, turning it over in my hands.
How do they make something like this? Does a blacksmith make it?
While I was lost in these useless thoughts, a middle-aged man entered the reception room.

Since coming to this world, I've constantly realized that I had too many preconceptions.
When I think of a Lord, I strongly imagine an older man or an elderly person...
But like the Pope before, this Lord was unexpectedly handsome.

...If I had at least a face like that, I wouldn't have been completely friendless.
Suddenly feeling sad... Well, isn't the present more important than the past?
Yes. If I say so, then it is. No rebuttals or Amazon poison toads.

"I apologize for the delay. I had a lot of work. Please accept my apologies, Hero and companions."

As expected, Saintess is just a title in name only. What's the point of me being a Saintess...?
Just call me the party's healing shuttle!
Zieg began introducing us after hearing those words.
When the Lord heard from Zieg that I was the Saintess, his eyes widened. What... is a Saintess that surprising?

"I failed to recognize the Saintess. I apologize once again. My name is Mace, the Lord of Laiod Village. Pleased to meet you."

"The pleasure is ours. I am Ziegfried, the Hero."

I can see Zieg and the Lord shaking hands.
Since we've exchanged greetings and introduced ourselves, we decided to get straight to the point.

"The atmosphere in the village seems a bit off. Has anything strange been happening in the village recently?"

Hearing our question, the Lord's expression hardened as he spoke to us.

"..Recently, one or two villagers have been disappearing from our village."

Our expressions hardened upon hearing this.
Laiod Village was a large-scale village, so if one or two residents disappeared, people would normally think they got involved in some crime or just left.
But the fact that the Lord knows about villagers disappearing means that many villagers have gone missing and he's heard numerous complaints.

"Realizing the seriousness of the situation, I sent out investigation teams, but they disappeared as well."

We didn't specifically come to Laiod Village because we knew there was an incident.
But it was fortunate that we decided to investigate the village just in case.
...This gives me an ominous feeling. Like there's something big happening.

"I apologize for asking this as soon as you arrived, but Hero, could I request your help? I will ensure you're properly compensated."
After saying this, the Lord bowed his head.

Zieg answered as if it were only natural:
"Of course. Please raise your head."

"Thank you... Hero. I would like you to investigate the kidnappings happening in our village and, if possible, eliminate the source of the problem."

"Leave it to us."

"Please stay at my home tonight. The mansion is large enough to provide each of you with your own room."

Oh... so this is what it means to be a Lord? Having a big house like this was my dream too...
I wonder if I could fulfill that dream here...

More importantly, this incident feels very suspicious.
It's almost the first proper request since the Hero's party was formed... and I'm starting to feel uneasy.
I don't think I'm the only one feeling this way; the others also have thoughtful expressions.

The Lord treated us to a meal, but everyone was so deep in thought about this matter that they were eating without even knowing if the food was going into their mouths or noses, which was quite funny.

This incident feels like something bigger than anything I've experienced so far.
After finishing the meal, I went to the room the maids guided me to.
Then I went to the bed and lay down.
Looking out the window, I could see it was already becoming night.

I fell into thought for a moment.
How did I end up transmigrating here? I eventually gained the position of Saintess, but my only ability is healing.
Do I really have anything to contribute to this Hero's party?
I know I shouldn't think like this, but I can't help it.

Aren't the other party members already strong enough not to get hurt?
Am I useless? Am I just a burden?
Putting myself down was something I did plenty before coming here...
I guess I'm still the same person.

I should stop thinking about this. My head hurts.
I should just act like nothing's wrong, like I always do.
But the thought of not becoming a burden keeps turning my mind upside down.

...How foolish.
Is my chuunibyou acting up again? Damn it, stop overthinking and go to sleep.
Right. Just like my usual self.
I'll just leave everything to tomorrow's me.

I think I've been overthinking today.
Too much thinking isn't good, so I should go to sleep now.
I closed my eyes. My consciousness started to fade gradually.
And so, our first night in Laiod passed.

Ch.13 - Forced Breakthrough
"I'll be sure to do that."

"You can count on us."

The Lord saw us off from his estate.
Now we're about to begin our investigation in earnest.
We started discussing our plans right in the middle of the street.
If we'd known this would happen, shouldn't we have discussed it at the Lord's house...?

"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

Somehow... I feel like we had this same conversation yesterday...?
It was exactly the same situation as yesterday. We've been asked to investigate, but how do we search without any clues?
That's when Cian offered another suggestion.

"What about finding and questioning people connected to the victims...?"

Oh... the brains of the Hero's party... Cian... I knew I could count on you! Damn it...
But we don't know who's related to the victims or where they live.
...Should we barge back into the Lord's house? Ugh... that would be awkward...

"..."

I must not be the only one thinking this, as everyone is keeping quiet.
Then Yuna speaks up.

"Do we all need to go? Let's play rock-paper-scissors and just send one or two people!"

Hmph... rock-paper-scissors... I used to be a master at that...!
I didn't have friends, but I won every time playing against my mirror!
I started warming up my hands. Seeing me, everyone else started warming up too.
No matter how much you prepare...! You'll all lose to me!

"Rock... Paper...!"

※

Damn it, I lost.

How? Theoretically, my strategy was perfect.
Looking to the side, I saw Zieg's face. He has terrible luck too.
I guess the silver lining is that none of the women got picked?
If it weren't for Zieg, I probably would have died from awkwardness on the way there.

Looking at Zieg's face, he seemed somewhat happy.
Why is he happy? Did he fall for the Lord or something?
F-friend... I respect my friend's preferences...! I'll support you...!

Come to think of it, I've naturally started grabbing Zieg's sleeve.
I only notice after I'm already holding it, haha.
Survival instinct to avoid getting lost, perhaps?

We were guided to the door by a knight again, then led to the reception room by the Head Maid, and waited for the Lord.
When I heard the door opening, I looked up to see the Lord's surprised expression.
He clearly wasn't expecting us to return. This is quite embarrassing.

"Did you... forget something...?"

"Ahem... actually..."

Zieg hesitated before getting to the point with the Lord.
"Could we possibly get information about the families or people connected to those who disappeared after being kidnapped?"

"Ah... so that's why you came back. For that..."

The Lord began explaining everything to us calmly.
After hearing his full explanation, we stood up to leave.
That's when the Lord addressed me.

"Saintess, could you stay behind for a moment? There's something I need to discuss with you."

Huh...? Me...? Did I do something wrong...?
I can see Zieg becoming wary of the Lord.
But the Lord didn't seem to have any intention of harming me, so I told Zieg:

"Zieg... it's fine! I'm a Saintess after all! Don't you trust me?!"

Yes! I am a Saintess after all...!
Surely he wouldn't try anything with someone of my status?

"Still..."

"Don't you trust me...?"

Unable to argue with that, Zieg reluctantly looked at me with concern and said:

"... Come out quickly, okay? I'll be waiting outside."

"Okay."

Sometimes I think Zieg is too overprotective of me.
..Though with my track record, I can't really argue.
So why did the Lord want me to stay behind?

"The Hero cares for you deeply, doesn't he?"

Is that so? I've never had friends, so I'm not sure what the standard is.
But it's a bit embarrassing... Zieg might become the best friend of my life.
I won't say he's the first. Don't ask, it's a sensitive topic!

"I apologize, Saintess. I asked you to stay behind because if the Hero heard this, he might immediately storm the church to confront them."

Hmm...? What could make Zieg storm in like that?
As I wondered, the Lord continued.

"Saintess, when a Saintess is chosen, it should be officially announced. But from what I can see, you haven't received any support and just happened to meet the Hero. Is that correct?"

I nodded at the Lord's words. I truly hadn't received any support, to the point where I once took an adventurer's request because I needed money.
I had started to wonder about this too. Why is the treatment of a Saintess so poor compared to the Hero?
As I pondered this, I heard the Lord's voice.

"Be careful of the church in the capital. It's just my intuition, but that's all I wanted to tell you. Please help our village."

Would Zieg really storm the church just because of that? He doesn't seem that impulsive...
But I didn't voice these thoughts and simply replied:

"...Yes."

With that, I left the Lord's house.
Outside, I saw Zieg waiting for me.
When he confirmed I was out, he approached me and said:

"Everything okay? What did you talk about in there? You're not hurt, are you?"

I stared at him blankly for a while without saying anything.
Zieg must have thought I had something to say to him, as he waited silently without speaking.
Well... it's probably nothing important, right? Is there any need to mention it?

"It was nothing. The others are waiting. Let's hurry!"

Zieg looked like he had something to say, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him along.
He seemed flustered by my sudden initiative, stumbling a bit.

As I dragged Zieg along, I could see the three waiting for us.
But somehow they seemed more aggressive than welcoming in their stares...?

Oh, I was holding his arm. I get it. I'll let go right now.
I immediately released Zieg's arm.
But the aggressive stares still didn't subside.

Zieg...! Help me somehow...! Noticing my plea for help, Zieg cleared his throat and started speaking.

"The Lord introduced us to two people connected to the case. Arwin and I will visit one of them... you three go see the other person."

Everyone seemed a bit dissatisfied with Zieg's words. Really? Why do I have to go with you? I mean, I'm comfortable with it, but still...
Noticing their looks, Zieg put his hands together like he was holding rice and said to me:

"Arwin. Hit this as hard as you can."

Huh...? Suddenly...? This is too abrupt... but if he's asking me to hit it, what can I do? I started warming up my hands.
Hehe... last time I wasn't prepared so I couldn't use my full strength, but this time it's going to hurt...! This is a revenge match! You'll regret this!

"Hyaaaaaah!!"

*tap*

"..."

I put all my strength into that... I guess this body really is the weakest. Wait... I even warmed up...
I'm dying of embarrassment! I'll die of shame!
Zieg looked at the three with an expression that seemed to be holding back laughter.
The three women had expressions of understanding.

Ah... why are they understanding...

"If Arwin gets ambushed, she won't be able to resist at all. That's why I think she should go with me, the strongest one here."

Zieg delivers the finishing blow. This is so unfair! Did I choose to be born weak?!
Well, technically I wasn't born, but you know what I mean!
I channeled my resentment into my fists and hit Zieg's chest repeatedly, but the sound was adorably harmless.

*tap tap tap*

At some point, the aggressive stares had turned into looks of pity. In the end, I could only puff up my cheeks and glare, just like last time.
You... I'll definitely get revenge... Remember this! Just you wait!!

Zieg shared the information with the group and then said to me:
"Shall we go, Arwin?"

Since I was sulking, I crossed my arms and turned my head away.
I could hear Zieg continuously apologizing beside me.

Of course, I ignored him and started walking.
Watching me, Zieg ran up and said:

"Arwin... that's not the right direction..."

"Oh...?"

Today really isn't my day. I keep messing up. I seriously want to die. I want to die! I want to perish! Aaaaargh!!!!
I hung my head and quietly grabbed Zieg's sleeve, following him. I can't see my own face, but I'm certain it's bright red right now. Sigh... life...

As I quietly followed Zieg, I noticed a house that looked much older and shabbier than the surrounding ones. That must be our destination. We went to the door and knocked.

*knock knock knock*

Shortly after knocking, the door opened.
A haggard-looking woman in her 30s emerged from inside. She asked us:

"What can I do for you?"

Zieg asked the woman:
"Are you Riley?"

"Yes, that's me... but who are you...?"

Zieg took out the Hero's Token from his pocket, showed it to the woman, and said:
"I am the Hero. I've been commissioned by the Lord to investigate. Could you please tell us everything you know?"

The woman's eyes widened at Zieg's words, and she said to us:
"Well then... please come in..."

We entered the woman's house.
Inside, the walls were scratched and torn in places, and cobwebs filled the corners.
The woman pulled out chairs and invited us to sit.
Then, as if embarrassed, she said:

"We don't have anything to offer you... *cough* *cough*..."

When the woman started coughing, I rushed over and cast healing on her. Vitality returned to her body, and her pained expression disappeared.

"Are you okay?"

"...Thank you."

After thanking me, the woman spoke to us:
"I'll... tell you everything..."

"Our family is... very poor. We couldn't even afford to buy books for my son. But my son... Kenny always kept smiling and told me it was okay, and he would go to the library to study. He said he wanted to become a scientist so that people like us wouldn't have to be poor..."

The woman's expression was incredibly sad as she spoke. Looking like she might cry at any moment, she continued:

"One day, just like any other, Kenny told me he was going to the library and went out. But for some reason, he didn't return even late into the night. Since then, my son hasn't come home at all."

"..."

"When the investigation team sent by the Lord came to our house, I explained everything to them, and they headed to the library, but there's been no news from the investigation team either..."

The woman's eyes were now filled with tears that streamed down like a broken faucet.

"It's been almost two weeks since my son stopped coming home. Please... I want to see my son Kenny just once more. I beg you... even just news of him would be good... please..."

"...Yes. We will..."

"We will definitely find your son."

I told the woman.

"...Thank you."

After finishing our conversation, we left the shabby house. From our talk, we knew where we needed to go.
We don't know if the other three have the same destination or not, but if they do, we'll meet them there, and if not, they'll handle their end.
I looked at Zieg and said:
"...Let's go."

Zieg looked into my eyes and nodded with a determined expression.

We headed to the library to end this tragedy.

Ch.14 - Brainwashing?
Zieg and I had entered the library. There's no librarian here? Must be an unmanned library.
The interior was smaller than the library in the Capital. That one was freaking huge, you know?

...But am I the only one who doesn't find this library strange? Is there something odd about it? To my eyes, it looks like a perfectly normal library.
Z-Zieg... I'm sorry for being such a useless Saintess...!

Unlike me who hadn't noticed anything, Zieg seemed to sense something was off and appeared cautious.
After quickly scanning our surroundings, he called out to me.
"Arwin."

"Huh? Um, what...?"

"Don't stray from my side."

Hearing Zieg's words, I snapped back irritably.
"Ha! You think I'm in danger? I can protect myself!"

Then I naturally stuck close to his side.
Regardless of what I said, I had to stay near him to heal him if he got hurt.
It's absolutely not because I'm scared. I can protect myself.

Seeing me like this, Zieg said:
"...I feel like I'm getting to know your personality better, Arwin."

"..."

Yeah... I know... I'm pretty pathetic, aren't I?
Even though I'm such a pathetic friend, Zieg, I think you'll be able to accept me...!

Zieg looked around the library interior, then carefully examined each bookshelf.
Hmm... I should look too, right? In comics, when you pull out an old book, a hidden door appears or something.
Right, like pulling out an old red book... I pulled out a red book.

*Thud*

"?"

After I pulled the book, suddenly the bookshelf started moving on its own.
Wait...? Do objects here have consciousness...?
While I was confused, Zieg pointed to where the bookshelf was moving and said to me:

"...Arwin...? Look there..."

"Huh...?"

No way. Is this for real? I pulled out that old-looking book and a hidden entrance to an underground passage appeared...!
Are these people sane? What if some random person pulled that book? Why would they make such an obvious button?

But wait, won't Zieg be suspicious about how I knew where this was? Worried about being misunderstood, I hurriedly made excuses to Zieg.

"N-no... I didn't already know about this... entrance or location... I just... um... pulled out a suspicious-looking book... and then... um! That happened..."

As I stammered, Zieg chuckled and said:
"I know, Arwin. You just pulled out a random book and got lucky, right?"

"Huh? Y-yeah, that's right."

Thankfully, Zieg doesn't seem to suspect me.
...It should be a relief but... why do I feel this way...? Somehow... a bit sad...

But... I really didn't expect it to be a button that opened a passage to underground...
Does the Saintess's power include finding secret passages?

...This wasn't the time to think about such things... If there's a suspicious place, we should obviously check it out. I said to Zieg:
"Zieg, let's go in."

"Okay."

We moved toward the suspicious passage.
Once inside, we could see eerie stairs stretching downward.

Zieg and I continued down the seemingly endless staircase. After descending quite a bit, a metallic, fishy smell began to permeate the air.
Hmm...? What's this smell? I don't know what it is, but it's definitely unsettling.

Zieg muttered with disgust:
"Blood..."

Oh my... shit! This is the smell of blood?
I'm starting to get scared about going further down.
Would Riley understand if I backed out?

...Hell no.
I was a bit scared, but I steeled my resolve.
Whatever happens, I saw a mother grieving for her son right before my eyes. And I am a Saintess who helps people.
When I decide to solve a problem and help someone, shouldn't I see it through to the end?

We continued down the stairs step by step.
The nauseating smell grew stronger as we descended.
But we didn't stop.

The end of the staircase was finally coming into view. There was a door at the bottom, which I guessed led to a basement.
Zieg grabbed the doorknob and tried to open it.

*Click click*

"It won't open."

It seems whoever was using this place had locked the door, anticipating someone might come down.
If that's the case, they should have made the entrance more secretive!
This is truly absurd...

After trying to open the door for a while, Zieg sighed.
"Haah..."

Then he kicked the door open.

*Crash*

Wow... so strong... I guess I have one more reason not to mess with Zieg.
While I was shocked by Zieg's strength, he said to me:
"Let's go, Arwin. It could be dangerous, so stay close."

"Yes."
I want to make it clear that I wasn't using formal speech because I was intimidated by Zieg. Don't argue with me. You'd understand if you saw this guy with your own eyes.

We entered the basement.

"Gasp."

We couldn't help but be shocked by what we saw inside.
The basement was like an underground prison with cells, and inside them were unconscious people bleeding.

"Holy shit..."

I wanted to run over and cast healing on them immediately, but my body froze at the shocking sight.
Zieg seemed to be in the same state, not moving.

After being dazed for a while, I realized this wasn't the time to freeze up, so I punched my thigh hard several times.
As I kept hitting it, I felt pain in my thigh and simultaneously felt my frozen body loosening up.
I shouted at Zieg:

"Zieg! Snap out of it!!"

Responding to my uncharacteristically loud voice, Zieg made a confused sound.
"Huh? Oh...!"

"Open this cell!"

Hearing my words, Zieg forced the cell door open with his strength.
I put my ear to an unconscious person's chest to check if their heart was beating.
"They can still be saved...!"

I was relieved. If I had seen someone die right in front of me, I would have lost my mind.
After confirming the heartbeat, I waved my staff to cast healing.

After some time, the person who received healing regained consciousness.
Thank goodness... the healing worked.
The man regained consciousness, looked around, and upon seeing us, asked:
"Um... hello...? Where am I...?"

Zieg and I gave him a brief explanation. Since it was dangerous to stay here, we sent the man back upstairs.
Now I need to heal the remaining people and send them back too. With that thought, I looked at Zieg.

"...?"

I see a dark, black aura-like thing behind Zieg. What is that...?
Someone who had been lying down until just now is trying to hit Zieg with a rock from behind.
I urgently called out to Zieg:
"Zieg!! Behind you!!"

"...? Ugh!!"

He tried to block it, but Zieg couldn't completely avoid the attack. Starting with the person who attacked Zieg, all the people who had been lying down began to get up.
What... is this...? But without time to think, I rushed to Zieg and cast healing on him.

"Zieg! Are you okay?!"

"Yeah... somehow."

It seems Zieg was badly hit on his back.
While I was healing Zieg, several people surrounded by black auras began charging at us.
As soon as he received healing, Zieg jumped out to confront them. He must have realized these people weren't in a normal state, as he was fighting with his sword still in its sheath.

"Kuk...!"

Even though Zieg is a Hero, facing multiple opponents seemed to be taking its toll, and he appeared to be getting tired.
Moreover, these people seemed stronger than ordinary humans.

...That man from earlier regained his senses immediately after I cast healing on him and left...
Could they be under some kind of mind control? With that thought, I grabbed my staff, ran toward Zieg, and said:
"Zieg!! Knock everyone else away and restrain just one person!"

Hearing my words, Zieg nodded and started knocking people away one by one with his fists.
When only one remained, Zieg grabbed the man's arm and slammed his head to the ground.
Ouch... that must hurt...

Seeing this, I cast healing on the restrained man.
A few seconds after receiving healing, the man got up, and I could see the black aura behind him disappear.
"...Huh? Where am I...?"

I wanted to explain everything calmly, but I could see the people Zieg had knocked away coming back.
I shouted at the man who had regained his senses:
"No time to explain! Quickly, go that way!"

Hearing my words, the man seemed confused about the situation and just stood there bewildered.
Seeing this, I shouted impatiently:
"Hurry!!"

Only then did the man seem to realize the danger and started running frantically toward the stairs.
After confirming the man had left, Zieg and I exchanged glances. Without speaking, we both knew what we needed to do.

*Zieg, you know?*

*Yes, Arwin.*

Good. If we keep casting healing on them one by one, we'll eventually see the end of this.
Thinking that, I tried to step back a little. Or rather, I should have stepped back.
Realizing I had bumped into something while backing up, I turned around.

There was a person with a black aura much larger than those of the others.
He looked at me and gave me a crazed smile.

"Eek..."

Seeing that, I tried to run to Zieg, but my vision became blurry.
No... this is bad... if I fall asleep here, Zieg will...

I can see Zieg running toward me.
That was the last thing I saw before losing consciousness.

Ch.15 - Side By Side
"Arwin!!"

Damn, I let my guard down. Behind Arwin stood a man with a much larger black aura than the person I was facing. I should have remained vigilant until the end...! So many people rushed at me at once that I didn't have the chance to think about it.

The man placed his hand on Arwin's head, and a black aura began to appear around her.

As soon as I saw this, I drew my sword and rushed toward the man.

I tried to swing my sword at him, but suddenly Arwin stepped in front of me and charged at me.

Unable to swing my sword at Arwin, I drove it into the ground mid-swing to avoid hitting her.
I shouted at the man.

"Ugh... You...! What have you done to Arwin?!"

The man who heard me began to laugh maniacally.
"Ha... haha... hahihahahahaha!!!"

Then he continued.
"What have I done? I merely shared the great Demon's energy with this child, that's all."

"Stop spouting nonsense...!"

"The Saintess is truly impressive! I only released a certain amount of demonic energy, yet she lost her mind so quickly."

The black aura behind everyone's bodies had been bothering me, and after hearing the man's words, it seems that it's demonic energy.

Why would he make a contract with demons, humanity's enemy? Why would he do something so inhumane as to give demonic energy to humans?

...But such questions don't matter right now. The man has already crossed the line of humanity by making a contract with a devil.

What should I do? Including Arwin, about 15 people have been consumed by demonic energy. To be honest, I don't think I can subdue them all.

Above all, without Arwin, I don't know how to eliminate the demonic energy.

While I was thinking this, I saw people rushing toward me.
They're all ordinary citizens possessed by demonic energy. Using my sword to kill them would be the same as killing innocent civilians.

So I can't use my sword. I have to hold out with my fists as much as possible.

I dodged an attack from a woman rushing at me and delivered a punch to her abdomen.

The woman's posture crumbled as my fist connected with her stomach.
Then I planted my fists squarely in the faces of two men coming at me in succession, sending them flying.

'Thud'

Neither the woman who took a punch to the stomach nor the two men whose faces hit the wall seemed to feel any pain as they immediately got back up.

...This seems endless. If this continues, my stamina will run out and I'll be attacked for real.

Even though they're ordinary citizens, they seem stronger and faster than normal people because they're possessed by demonic energy.

..This is really bad.. This might be the biggest crisis since I became a Hero. All I can do is hope that my three remaining companions come here.

With that thought, I clenched my fist. I am the Hero. I steeled my resolve once more. Here I go.

"Haaaah!"

※

"Huff... huff.. huff.."

How long have I been holding out? I'm starting to feel my physical limits. Despite training diligently every day since becoming the Hero, I'm in this state.

Despite so much time passing, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna haven't arrived. It seems like they might be facing similar situations elsewhere...

I hear the man's voice.
"I commend your perseverance for holding out this long. Won't you succumb to demonic energy like your companion?"

"Stop talking nonsense."

I pushed past the people and rushed at the man with all my might. Arwin blocks my path. Damn it..! It's always like this.
Arwin doesn't directly attack me, but she intervenes whenever I try to attack that man.

My body seems to be reaching its limit too. A punch flies at me from the front.

"Ugh..!"
I barely managed to guard, trying to step back, but the consecutive attacks sent me flying.

"Gah!"

I slammed into the wall and felt the strength draining from my body. Damn, is this it? If I had known it would come to this, I should have asked Arwin to hang out sooner.

...No, I'm about to die and these are the thoughts I'm having..! Still, for the last... even just one last time. I wanted to go to Arwin. With my injured leg, I started crawling, using my hands to support myself.

I could hear the man's mockery as he watched me.
"Pfft... Ahahaha!!"

He must not see me as a threat anymore, as no attacks came while I was crawling.

When I reached Arwin, I grabbed her hand. Then I said:
"Wake up..!"

"Snap out of it..!"

"Weak, clumsy Saintess.. Arwin!"

Did my words reach you? That's something I'll never know now. And I'll never be able to find out.

...I think I've tried hard enough. I can feel the strength leaving my body. At that moment,

"..."

...? What's this? A white aura is forming around Arwin.
Arwin's golden eyes turned toward me. Her eyes were shining more divinely than usual.

"Who... did..."

"...?"

"Who are you calling a weak, clumsy Saintess?! You idiot!"

Pure white light began to fill the surroundings, emanating from Arwin. This is...? I can feel my wounds healing.
The people who had been possessed by demonic energy were now lying face down on the floor, their black auras gone.

The man who had been controlling people with demonic energy was somehow lying face down, writhing in pain.

"Hnngh.. gah.."

I take in Arwin's appearance again. Right now, her usual clumsiness and weakness have disappeared. Her current appearance is filled with the nobility and strength of a Saintess.

Her golden eyes were once again directed at me.
She extends her hand to me and says:
"How long are you going to lie there? Get up, Zieg!"

Arwin, extending her hand to me while surrounded by pure white light, was like a masterpiece painting... no, she was indescribably beautiful.

※

This is... the place where I lost consciousness when I was kidnapped last time.
...Did it happen again? This time, there wasn't any impact like being hit...

I sighed.
"Haah.."

I feel like I'm more of a burden than help. While I'm like this, Zieg is probably fighting hard.
I need to get up quickly...

...Why?
Would I really be of any help if I got up? Wouldn't I just be a burden to Zieg? Originally, I wasn't a Saintess... I wasn't Arwin, but an ordinary person named Kim Ji-Su.

It's too much for me to handle. It's hard. I want to rest. Is the role of a Saintess really right for me? I wish someone would answer me. Because I'm an incompetent person...

'...Ah...!'

Both before coming here and after, I'm still incompetent and helpless.

'Wake up!'

Can I really do well? I'm still a coward.

'Snap out of it!'

I'm sorry to Zieg, but I still can't...

'Weak, clumsy Saintess.. Arwin!'

...Ha. Right, you were there. I lost. Suddenly, I feel motivated.
Saintess? I'll perform that role as much as needed. For the sake of my first friend, you, Zieg!

'It's time to wake up, Arwin.'

Yes, I'm ready. Wake me up.

A small laugh echoes in my head, followed by a voice.
'That's the spirit.'

Everything turns white.
'Flash'

I'm... back... again..! Looking ahead, I see Zieg lying face down, holding my hand. You bastard... what did you call me?!

"Who... did...!"

"...?"

Zieg tilts his head, seemingly not hearing my words. In my angered state, I shouted:
"Who are you calling a weak, clumsy Saintess?! You idiot!"

After yelling at Zieg to my heart's content, I looked around.
Somehow... I feel like I can fill this entire room with my healing power. A sense that I can do it dominates my body. I released my power as my instincts guided me.

I can see the entire room being filled with pure white light.

I can see the black auras disappearing from the people who had been possessed, as they lie face down.
Of course, the one who hit me from behind is also lying down! Hahaha! Serves him right!

Still not understanding the situation, Zieg was staring at me with a dumbfounded expression.

Hey, shouldn't we get up and finish this? I extended my hand to him and said:

"How long are you going to lie there? Get up, Zieg!"

After helping Zieg up, I pointed accusingly at the mastermind of this incident who was lying down.
Let's get rid of this rebel! Hero!

"He should be much weaker now! Hero... please!"

Zieg, after hearing my words, remained dazed for a moment before breaking into laughter and saying to me:
"Yes... if it's the Saintess's request, I'd be happy to!"

Before I knew it, Zieg had drawn his sword from its scabbard and cut down the man in a single stroke.

"Gah.. Why..."

That's what you get for disturbing the merciful inner nature of the sleeping Saintess!

Still, he seemed quite wronged, so I put my hands together and purified him.

"Aaaaargh!"

Ah..! I can see the man ascending to enlightenment. In your next life, try to be as kind as me! You jerk!

The man disappeared without leaving a trace. It seems my purification was perfectly effective. Ah, this is a bit embarrassing.

Before I knew it, the people in the room who had been unconscious and possessed by demonic energy were regaining consciousness and getting up.
They were admiring the pure white light that filled the room.

I ran to Zieg. Of course, it's absolutely a secret that I tripped and Zieg caught me.

Zieg and I sat quietly for a while, admiring the pure white light that filled the room.

The scene we were witnessing now was as beautiful as the stars in the night sky, no, even more beautiful, we thought.

Perhaps that's why Zieg and I sat quietly in the room for a long time.

Side by side.

Ch.16 - Thank You
After watching the bright white light inside the room for a while, we led everyone outside as it began to fade.

Hmm... I could probably make good money with this? After killing the Demon King, if I'm short on cash, working as a substitute for fireworks might not be a bad choice.

As I step outside with Zieg, I spot three women running toward us from a distance. You jerks!! Why are you coming now! It's already over..!

Still, seeing that they only have minor injuries rather than serious wounds, it seems they didn't face anything as dangerous as Demon Worshipers like we did. That's a relief...

The three who rushed over to us catch their breath and try to speak.

Hmm... before that, let me heal their minor wounds first.
I addressed the three of them.
"Um... excuse me for a moment?"

I waved my staff and cast healing on all three simultaneously. It seems I've gained more precise control over healing magic after that recent experience. Though casting over a wider area does reduce efficiency a bit...

After receiving my healing, the three thank me and start rambling about what happened and what they went through.

From what they're saying, it seems they were actually kidnapping victims rather than people who had demonic energy injected into them by Demon Worshipers.

Wait, what was that Lord thinking? What if the people he introduced us to had nothing to do with this case? Still, it feels somewhat satisfying to have saved someone, even though I wasn't the one who resolved everything!

Anyway, as we were about to head to the Lord's house after solving the case, a woman's voice calls from behind.
"Please wait!"

When I turn around, I see Riley. Next to her is a boy who appears to be her son. The two of them were running toward our group.

I nudged Zieg's side with my elbow. Hey, she's calling for you, hurry up and go! Zieg just tilted his head in confusion. Seriously, this guy has absolutely no sense.
"Zieg... she's coming to thank you. Go quickly..!"

Zieg looked back and forth between the approaching Riley and me, then sighed as if frustrated.
"Haah..."

Then he gently grabbed my arm and pushed me forward.
"Whoa..! What... what are you doing!"

I shouted at Zieg in surprise.
Seeing my reaction, Zieg spoke.
"Arwin, the one who deserves the most credit for solving this case isn't me, but you. So it's not me who should go."

"...Really? But... but Zieg, you helped solve it with me..!"

Hearing my words, Zieg smiled and said:
"Then I'll go with you. That works, right?"

"Huh..? Oh, okay."

We walked side by side toward Riley and the boy presumed to be her son. Upon seeing us, Riley and her son thanked me.
"Thank you for saving my son... thank you so much..."

"Thank you for saving me..!"

This... feels kind of embarrassing. It feels good, but... this might be the first time I've been thanked as a Saintess. I feel like I might cry... no, no...

Sensing something dangerous welling up inside me, I turned around and nudged Zieg's side, signaling that we should leave.

Zieg seemed to notice something odd about me and obediently followed. He does have some awareness at times like this...

From behind, I hear Riley's voice.
"Excuse me..! What's... what's your name, miss?"

In response to Riley's question, I raise one arm and answer with a trembling voice.
"A-Arwin... I'm a Saintess..!"

"Arwin... Saintess... I'll definitely remember you!"

Damn... that's playing dirty... In the end, I couldn't hold back my tears. My vision blurs with tears. Why am I crying over something like this? But I couldn't help it. For the first time as a Saintess, I had saved someone, and that person thanked me. Somehow, thinking about it that way made my emotions explode.

Zieg looks at me crying, not knowing what to do.
Without looking at him, I said:
"Thank you..."

"Huh...?"

"Thank you... first time receiving it..."

After hearing my words, Zieg smiled slightly, patted my head, and said:
"Arwin, you've saved many lives. You should be more proud of yourself."

The casual words Zieg uttered triggered my tear ducts properly.
"Hic..."

"Did I... hic... really save them...?"

"Am I... sob... doing well as a Saintess...?"

My legs gave out, and I collapsed to the ground. Then I cried for a while. Zieg patiently waited for me, patting my back.

Feeling somewhat calmer, I said to Zieg:
"Zieg..."

"Yes, Arwin."

"Thank you..."

With those words, I fell asleep.

※

"Yawn... mmm..."

I can hear Arwin making sleepy noises. Right now, I'm carrying her in a princess carry position. Somehow... I feel the piercing gazes of Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, but it must be my imagination.

Just now, Arwin received thanks from Riley and her son, and with tears welling up in her eyes, she turned around to leave but ended up crying.

Then she cried while saying it was her first time being thanked. Arwin probably lived a lonely life without friends. When that thought crossed my mind, I unconsciously patted her head and comforted her.

My comfort must have triggered her tears... Arwin sat down and sobbed for a while... then after calming down a bit, she said to me:

'Zieg...'

'Thank you...'

After saying that, she immediately passed out... Well... it's strange she wasn't exhausted after using so much power in the basement. Thinking that, I quickly caught her body to prevent her from falling to the ground.

I was too preoccupied with Arwin fainting to notice, but when she thanked me, I felt like I could soar through the sky.

So now what should I do with this Saintess sleeping in my arms...

For now, we decided to go to the Lord's house. Along the way, Cian and Yuna offered to carry her instead, but I politely declined.

Somehow... I didn't want to hand Arwin over to someone else. Looking at Arwin's face as she slept soundly in my arms made me feel deeply at peace.

Being with you makes everything enjoyable. I can feel like regular Ziegfried again, not just the Hero.

You thanked me, but really...
"Thank you, Arwin."

I still don't understand why my heart beats so loudly and feels so warm, but I know one thing: I enjoy being with you.

As I walked, I carefully moved to avoid waking Arwin or causing her any discomfort.

It's gradually becoming evening.

※

Upon arriving at the Lord's house, we first reported the completion of our mission.
"Lord, we have resolved the kidnapping case."

"I see. What exactly happened?"

"The kidnapper was a Demon Worshiper who was abducting people visiting the library one by one and injecting them with demonic energy."

Hearing my words, the Lord's eyes widened, and he shouted angrily:
"How dare... demons in our village..!!"

...Is this his true personality? I thought he was quite composed, but it seems I was wrong.

Noticing that we were staring at him, the Lord cleared his throat and changed the subject.
"Ahem... ahem... First of all, thank you for protecting our village, Hero and companions. This is your reward."

When I received the money pouch the Lord handed over, I felt its substantial weight. I almost dropped it because I didn't expect it to be so heavy, but fortunately, I caught it. Is it okay to give this much money...? We already had money from the King, but now we have even more thanks to the Lord.

The Lord seemed to notice Arwin sleeping in my arms and asked me:
"Did something happen to the Saintess?"

"Nothing serious. Arwin just lost consciousness because she used too much power."

"I see... She must have exerted herself greatly."

I nodded at the Lord's words. Arwin definitely overexerted herself today.

"For now, since you and your companions must be tired from today's events, please rest well in the rooms of this mansion."

Hearing that, I entered the room while carrying Arwin. Then I laid her down on the bed. This feels like... No! I'm the Hero...! I definitely didn't have such thoughts..!

After slapping my cheeks hard with my palm to regain my senses, I looked at Arwin lying down.

Arwin was lying on the bed with a peaceful expression. She's only had hardships since meeting me, the Hero... I hope she can rest well, at least for now.

I know my voice won't reach Arwin as she's deep in sleep. Nevertheless, I deliberately spoke aloud:

"You worked hard, Arwin. Sleep well."

With those final words, I left the room where I had laid Arwin on the bed. My face feels hot... Is something wrong with my body?

Thinking that, I entered my room. Lying on the bed, I reflected on today's memories.

Since becoming the Hero, only bad things had happened... but since meeting Arwin, everything has become enjoyable.

...At this rate, I might really not be able to sleep. I should stop thinking about it... With that thought, I closed my eyes.

And so, tonight comes to an end.

Ch.17 - Getting Ready To Go Out!
"Insane..."

Shit... Another embarrassing memory to add to the collection. If I'd been drunk, I could at least claim I blacked out and don't remember anything...

I received his thanks and then bawled my eyes out right in front of Zieg... And after crying my heart out, I fell asleep right there on the street. How the hell can someone fall asleep on the street like that? Is this one of those mysteries of the human body or something?

And this time, I don't think I was carried on his back. I vaguely remember... when I briefly regained consciousness... seeing Zieg's face directly below me.

That bastard Zieg! I think he carried me in his arms! Hey...! He could have just given me a piggyback ride... Why... why... No... I want to curse at Zieg, but I'm actually grateful that he comforted me while I was crying and carried me here after I fell asleep.

Good grief... How am I supposed to face my friend now? ...I'll have to avoid Zieg today. I'm grateful and all...! But embarrassing is still embarrassing!

Looking at the time, it's morning... But what if I go outside and run into Zieg? I'm nervous... I shouldn't go out...

With these thoughts, I turned back toward the bed to lie down. Just then, I heard a knock at the door.

*Knock knock*

Huh... Who could it be... Who would visit me at this hour...? Hmm... AH!! It's definitely that guy Zieg. It has to be Zieg. Whatever I hear, I need to stay quiet. Arwin, keep your mouth shut...!

Right now, I'm an assassin... I'll quietly tiptoe to the bed and pretend to be asleep...! I carefully moved toward the bed.

As I approached the bed, I tried to naturally slip in, but I overlooked one thing. When I got up earlier, I had pushed the blanket aside, and it had partially fallen to the floor. In conclusion, I was in a situation where I could slip on the blanket.

So what happened?

Of course, I stepped on it and immediately performed a spinning whirlwind. AAAHHH! The Saintess is dying!

*THUD*

"Uuuugh..."

Wait, that really hurts. Tears are welling up in my eyes. I hit the floor really hard... Wait, I hit my bone! I hit my bone, I tell you! Don't come in! I'm warning you...!

But contrary to my wishes, Zieg must have thought something serious had happened, because he shouted and opened the door.

"Arwin?! What happened?!"

"Ah..."

Why... whyyy... Why did you come in...! What do I look like right now? Of course, I'm sprawled in a ridiculous position after slipping on the blanket! I seriously want to die.

Zieg looked at me and laughed heartily for a while.
"Haha... Hahahaha!"

Is it funny? Are you enjoying this? Damn... My body hurts and my heart hurts too... I, Arwin, need healing... Can't I heal myself...?

Zieg looked at my face and said with a laugh:
"Are you okay? Well... judging by how you look, you seem fine..."

Suddenly feeling a surge of anger at Zieg's words, I tried to get up immediately.
"What...? Hey!!"

*Swoosh*

But my body got caught on the blanket below me again, and I fell over. No more... I can't take it...! I'm really going to die...! Just let me die!!

Why... since coming here, why am I suffering even more... Why can't I, Arwin, catch a break!!

Zieg came over and helped me up. Then he put the blanket back in place and said to me:

"Arwin, remember when I saved you and you said you'd do anything for me?"

"...Huh? Y-yeah."

"About going out that time, let's go today."

Huh? Today...? I don't have anything to do today anyway... Well... I guess it doesn't matter? I nodded to Zieg to indicate my agreement.

Above all, going sightseeing around this unfamiliar town with a friend was one of my dreams! Friends going on a local trip together...! Eating together...! Awesome...

Suddenly I feel a bit sad... Well, it doesn't matter now since I have a friend, right? Even if it's just one...

"It's a bit of an awkward time to go out now, so how about around lunchtime?"

"I... think that's fine..."

Of course, there's one thing I'm overlooking. It's that I feel uncomfortable looking at Zieg's face right now. I momentarily forgot because I just showed him another embarrassing side of myself, but seeing his face reminds me again.

Get it together... Get it together! Arwin...! Right, I should fill my stomach first. With that thought, I left the room.

I can feel Zieg following behind me. But I don't know my way around here... How am I supposed to remember the layout of the Lord's house after visiting just once...!

I naturally stopped and naturally fell in behind Zieg. Zieg looked at me with an expression of disbelief. What, man, got a problem with that! If someone could memorize a path after seeing it just once, they'd have photographic memory!

I followed Zieg to the dining hall, had breakfast, and when it seemed like Zieg was about to say something, I quickly ran back to my room.

...But what will I do when we go out later? Sigh... I'll figure something out... I guess.

Thinking deeply has never been my style. Come to think of it, I'm the complete opposite of the Saintess I used to read about in novels and comics. I wanted to have that Saintess dignity and, um, coolness and stuff... but it just doesn't work for me...

Anyway. While I feel uncomfortable looking at Zieg's face, I'm still looking forward to going out. I wonder... how fun will it be? For someone like me who was a total loner without any friends, this was something I was really excited about.

...Am I being too enthusiastic? As I was thinking about these things, time quickly passed.

There was a knock at the door.

*Knock knock*

"Arwin, let's head out now."

I scurried to the door, opened it, and said:
"Yeah, let's go... Zieg..."

With my head bowed down, of course.

※

Day broke.

I got up and immediately headed to the room where I had laid Arwin down yesterday. She should be awake by now, right?

Even if she wasn't awake, I thought it would be impolite to just barge in, so I knocked.

*Knock knock*

Hmm... Is she still not awake? That's too bad... Should I wait here until she wakes up? No, that seems too creepy...

As I was thinking about leaving, I heard a loud thud from inside the room, as if someone had hit the floor.

*Uuuugh...*

...That's so like Arwin. It seems she noticed that I carried her like a princess and was pretending to be asleep. If she had succeeded, she wouldn't be Arwin... right...

Should I give her some time to compose herself... No, wait, if I go in now, won't I get to see Arwin's cute side?

With that thought, I opened the door without hesitation. It felt like something a Hero shouldn't do, but it should be fine. Probably. Still, to avoid seeming too creepy, I called out asking what was wrong before opening the door.

"Arwin?! What happened?!"

"Ah..."

When I opened the door and saw Arwin, I noticed she had fallen over ridiculously with the blanket. I couldn't help but burst into laughter at her dangerously cute appearance.
"Haha... Hahahaha!"

As I continued laughing for a while, I could see Arwin's face turning increasingly red. Thinking she might actually explode if I teased her more, I decided to change the subject.
"Are you okay? Well... judging by how you look, you seem fine..."

Though I still said it in a slightly teasing way.

Hearing my words, Arwin flared up and tried to rush at me while shouting:
"What...? Hey!!"

*Swoosh*

And then I saw her trip over the blanket again and fall. Ah... what should I do with this Saintess... really...

Looking at Arwin's face, I could see it was bright red, about to burst. Fearing she might try to kill herself if this continued, I helped her up and changed the subject.
"Arwin, remember when I saved you and you said you'd do anything for me?"

"...Huh? Y-yeah."

"About going out that time, let's go today."

I could see Arwin nodding after hearing my words. Thankfully, the outcome was successful.

"It's a bit of an awkward time to go out now, so how about around lunchtime?"

After glancing at my face once and then quickly lowering her head, Arwin said to me:
"I... think that's fine..."

Having received Arwin's affirmative response, my mood was already soaring. As I was feeling happy, I saw Arwin heading out of the room. She was probably going to have breakfast. I should follow her too.

As I continued following behind Arwin, I somehow found her naturally walking behind me. Hmm... She still hasn't memorized the layout of this house... Since she's only been here once, that's understandable.

We finished our meal lightly. I was about to ask Arwin how we should spend our time, but she quickly ran away after seeing my face.

Since I couldn't just barge into Arwin's room again, I just went back to my own room.

What should I do with Arwin outside... As I was daydreaming about such thoughts, I noticed that it was almost time.

Somehow... I feel like I'm becoming creepier. I should control myself... With that thought, I came to Arwin's door.

Then I knocked on the door.

*Knock knock*

"Arwin, let's head out now."

After a moment, the door opened, and Arwin said with her head bowed:
"Yeah, let's go... Zieg..."

Just seeing Arwin's behavior already makes me happy. Knowing that she's usually quite lonely, I made a promise to myself to create unforgettable memories for her this time.

And so, the two of them left the mansion.

Ch.18 - Theater!
"Hmm hmm~ Hmm~"

Zieg and I are walking down the street right now. It's because Zieg wrote "let's go out and play together" as his wish. I'm not sure if this is a punishment, but... my first outing with a friend! I'm excited.

By the way... I don't know where we're going either! Zieg asked me to follow him, so I'm just quietly following along. Of course, I'm still holding onto his sleeve! Sleeve-holding has become routine for me now.

I walked down the street humming happily. But I wonder if there are actually any fun things to do in this world... unlike my original world. Hmm... I'm not sure.

To be honest, I think I'll enjoy whatever we do since I'm going out with a friend. Still, I can't help being curious.
I asked Zieg, "Zieg, where exactly are we going?"

Zieg looked at me and said with a smile, "Curious?"

"Yeah."

"We're going to see a play."

Ah! A play... I guess they watch plays here since there are no movies. I never went to see plays in my previous life either... I wonder what it'll feel like... I'm a bit excited.

Zieg and I continued walking leisurely down the street. Looking around, I could hear the happy sounds of children playing and villagers laughing.

...I should come to the village more often. Of course, I'll memorize all the roads this time! It's different from before!

As we kept walking, I could see a large tent ahead that looked like a performance venue. How does this guy know about places like this? We're both country bumpkins... it's frustrating. This feeling of defeat...!

But maybe he did some research beforehand because he wanted to hang out with me. It's a bit embarrassing, but that part made me happy.

Zieg approached a woman at the entrance of the tent, probably to pay the admission fee. Wait, there's something I've always wanted to try at places like this!

I quickly called out to Zieg, "Zieg..! Zieg! Wait a moment!"

Zieg looked at me with a puzzled expression and asked, "Hmm? Arwin, what's wrong?"

"I... I want to pay!"

Looking even more confused by my words, Zieg just nodded and handed me one silver coin. Just to be sure, I asked him, "How much is the admission fee for the play?"

"It's 20 copper coins per person... why are you acting like this, Arwin?"

Heh, just watch and learn. I've always wanted to try this thing I've only seen in movies...!

I confidently handed the silver coin to the woman and spoke up, "Ex-excuse me! Two people please!"

If you heard me stutter a bit, that was just your imagination.
"Sure~ Your change is..."

Now's the time! I put on a serious face and declared what I'd only seen in comics and movies, "Keep the change...!"

Oh yeah! I said it! I finally got to say that line that shows off how rich you are...! I've fulfilled one of my dreams...!

The woman looked at me, placed some copper coins in my hand, and scolded me like a child, "Money is precious no matter how little it is. Please take your change. Here's 60 copper coins~"

"Uh... ah...huh? Y-yes.."

I was so embarrassed that I stuttered and switched to formal speech. What is this... this should be a win-win for you...! You're basically getting a free silver coin...?! Feeling mortified, I turned around to see Zieg quietly snickering behind me.

My face is burning hot. This... this isn't what I wanted...! I just wanted to look like those rich people showing off...!

I can feel both the woman and Zieg staring at me. I quickly ran into the tent, leaving Zieg behind.

Strangely, nothing ever goes as planned when I'm with Zieg. At this point, I might be cursed. I feel like dying from embarrassment. Why is my life like this... sigh.

Entering the tent, I saw people sitting and waiting for the play to begin. I... um... where should I sit...?

As I was looking lost, Zieg, who had already come inside, gently grabbed my arm and said, "Let's go sit over there, Arwin."

I nodded at Zieg and hung my head low. Why do I always end up in embarrassing situations in front of Zieg? He's my first friend ever, and this is too much! Damn it!

Zieg and I took seats in the very back row. This is... just like a movie theater without a screen? There are chairs with backrests, and it looks like they'll turn off the lights when the play starts... Still, I'm excited. What will my first play be like?!

※

What is this even about...? I'm currently shocked by the content of the play. Is it incredibly moving? No. Is the story well-structured? Not that either. I just can't understand the story at all.

As an avid reader, I thought I could understand any kind of story. Even that novel that brought me here—I understood its story, even if the writing was a bit poor...

To be honest, I'm really sleepy. I don't even know what's going on... The actors are performing enthusiastically, but... honestly, it's so boring...

Why is the female lead suddenly crying over there... why did the male lead's parents suddenly commit suicide... how does this all make sense? I really don't understand any of it.

This is probably on par with those morning soap operas. I had such high expectations... but it's disappointing. No, it's extremely disappointing. If asked to rate it out of 5 stars, I'd give it 0.1.

Yaaawn... I shouldn't fall asleep now... but watching this play is making me so sleepy. I can't trouble Zieg again... but I'm really sleepy... I shouldn't... fall asleep...

I think I've discovered one effect of this garbage play. It's a sleeping effect...! Maybe one of the actors is using hypnosis...! Damn it...! My vision is getting blurry. No... way...

With this final thought, I began to fall asleep. My vision darkened.

※

I'm currently at the performance venue with Arwin. The reason I chose a play when I suggested we go out is because I asked the Lord for advice on what to do when spending time with a woman.

'Hero... if you go without a plan, women will surely dislike it. How about watching a play or something similar?'

'Really?! Thank you, Lord...!'

So that's why we came, but from the moment we arrived, I witnessed Arwin's threateningly cute behavior. Just now, when I was about to call the woman to pay the entrance fee and enter the tent, Arwin stopped me.

She said she wanted to pay the entrance fee herself. I didn't mind and gave her one silver coin. Then Arwin ran forward and called the woman to pay the entrance fee.

But I've already figured out her personality somewhat. She pretends to be proactive and energetic, but in reality, she's timid and lacks confidence. Knowing this, I was a bit puzzled when she said she wanted to pay the entrance fee herself.

"Ex-excuse me! Two people please!"

"Sure~ Your change is..."

"Keep the change...!"

Ah, it didn't take long for me to understand what Arwin was trying to do... She probably saw nobles throwing money around and wanted to try it herself. I smiled at her typical behavior.

If what happened next hadn't occurred, I would have just smiled and nothing more. The woman scolded Arwin, "Money is precious no matter how little it is. Please take your change. Here's 60 copper coins~"

Arwin clearly hadn't expected this response and stammered noticeably, "Uh... ah...huh? Y-yes.."

How can such an adorable creature exist? No... what am I thinking...! Regardless of my thoughts, I had already burst into laughter at Arwin's cute behavior.

Arwin turned around to look at me, her face turning bright red, and then she dashed into the tent at the speed of light.

Ah... dangerous... my heart is racing again...

Setting aside my irregular heartbeat, I quickly entered the tent thinking Arwin might get lost inside. As expected, Arwin was wandering around, not knowing where to sit.

I carefully took Arwin's arm and said, "Let's go sit over there, Arwin."

I chose seats in the very back row. There was no particular reason; they just caught my eye.

After sitting down and waiting for a while, the play began. To be honest, I couldn't focus on the play because I kept thinking about Arwin's cute behavior from earlier.

Arwin seemed to be concentrating. But my assumption was soon shattered.

For a moment, I turned my head to stretch my stiff neck, and I felt a weight on my shoulder. Hmm... what's this? Is Arwin playing a prank?

With that thought, I turned my head to look at Arwin. Sure enough, what I saw was Arwin with her eyes closed, leaning on my shoulder, fast asleep.

"A...ah... Arwin?!"

I was so surprised that I let out a sound. Fortunately, it was quiet enough not to disturb the play.

But... wait, how should I handle this situation? Arwin is close to me. Arwin is sleeping while leaning on my shoulder...!

A nice fragrance is coming from Arwin's hair. What... what should I do?! Calm down, take deep breaths...

After taking deep breaths, I felt a bit calmer. I raised my hand to wake Arwin but then lowered it.

A thought suddenly occurred to me. Is there really a need to wake Arwin right now? This situation happened because Arwin fell asleep, right? If that's the case, I'm not at fault at all. I decided to be more shameless.

Arwin would probably want to die if she knew she was sleeping on my shoulder, but I wanted to see her sleeping face more.

I put the play aside and watched Arwin's sleeping face. Arwin's sleeping face was as noble and beautiful as a princess sleeping in a fairy tale.

...She really looks like a Saintess when she's quiet like this... but considering her usual behavior, she's such a klutz that it's funny.

...There's still a lot of time left in the play. I know it's wrong, but... just a little... let's stay like this a little longer.

But in the end, I didn't wake Arwin until the play was over.

Ch.19 - Dessert!
"...win..."

What the... who's waking me up? I was having such a good sleep... Just 10 more minutes... no, just 5 more minutes...

"Arwin!"

"5...5 more minutes..."

After saying that, I burrowed myself deeper.

...? Burrowed...? Where exactly am I burrowing into? I should be at the theater with Zieg. Is there even anywhere to burrow?

I suddenly became wide awake. I opened my eyes immediately. Looking ahead, I could see Zieg's chest. Oh my god!!

"Ahhh!"

I was so startled that I pushed Zieg away. Well, actually I was the one who got pushed back.

"Waaah!"

Zieg grabbed my arm to steady me. Then he smiled smugly and said:

"Did you sleep well? You used me as a pillow, didn't you? Any feedback on your pillow experience?"

W-what... where did he learn to talk like this?! This guy is 100% trying to tease me. His tone clearly shows his intention to mock me. But even though I knew he was teasing me, there was nothing I could do. D-damn it! I can't even say anything since I was the one who leaned on him first!

"Arwin? If you had to rate it, how many stars out of five would you—"

"Aaaahh!! Stop it!! I was wrong! I'm sorry...!"

W-why are you doing this to me?! No, honestly speaking, you're the one who brought me to this ridiculously boring play! Thinking about it makes me angry.

"Y-you... why didn't you wake me up...!"

"Hm? I had no idea... I thought you were deeply immersed in this beautiful play..."

"Aaaahh!!!"

Where did that gentlemanly Hero Zieg I first met go?! Looking at him now, he's clearly nothing but a punk! And you weren't even watching the play, were you? What kind of beautiful play is this garbage production?!

"Ugh...!"

I wanted to argue more, but the words wouldn't come. Damn, I lose. Besides, no matter what I said, Zieg would probably counter it. I... I used to be an adult...! How...

"Saintess? Why are you silent...?"

"...!"

This guy really...! I decided to completely ignore Zieg's provocations. I...! I won't answer you anymore even if you talk to me...! I don't care if we're friends or whatever...! I started walking ahead quickly.

"Arwin...?"

Zieg seemed to notice something was off and his tone gradually returned to normal. It's too late. I'm angry enough! Whatever you say won't help!

"A-Arwin..."

Hmph.... Even if you look at me with those pitiful eyes, it won't work!

....Wait, why am I acting like such a child? My body became female, and it seems my mind is regressing too. Still... I'm angry and that's that. I have no intention of backing down.

I continued walking quickly through the streets while Zieg followed behind me, constantly apologizing. I simply ignored him.

By the way, there are all kinds of shops here... Although they're not familiar stores, this world seems to have its own rich culture. With that thought, I started looking around more.

Hm? Isn't that a dessert shop? I'm surprised they have places like this here... It's quite unexpected. I wasn't particularly fond of sweet things like desserts in my past life, but seeing a dessert shop in a place like this was... interesting.

Well... actually, it wasn't about liking or disliking them—I just couldn't afford them. I stared at the dessert shop for a while before trying to walk past it.

Or rather, I tried to. Zieg suddenly grabbed my arm and said:

"Arwin... I'll buy you something..."

Huh...? I mean... I didn't particularly want anything... but Zieg might feel awkward if I refused, so I just nodded. Since we're going in anyway, I might as well milk him for all he's worth.

...Is it Zieg's money or the Hero party's money? If it's the latter, I'd be a real jerk... Ah, whatever!

We entered the shop. As we went in, a young woman greeted us.
"Welcome!"

We nodded vaguely and found seats. Zieg chose a window seat where we could see outside.

...I would have preferred a corner seat... I feel like people are staring at me as they pass by... I think I'll need to buy some casual clothes besides this nun's habit for going out.

Sitting down, I looked at the menu Zieg handed me. I wondered what kind of desserts they would have. Honestly, this was the part I was most curious about.

Let's see... castella, macarons, parfaits... all kinds of desserts. This is like a modern café... I decided on a chocolate parfait. I've always wanted to try a parfait!

You know! That special parfait cup! I had this fantasy about eating it with a spoon. Come to think of it, I had a lot of fantasies, huh? I may not have had friends, but I sure had plenty of dreams!

Zieg didn't seem to like sweet things much and said he didn't want anything. T-this makes me feel like garbage...? B-but! He offered to buy me something because he felt sorry, so why should I feel guilty?!

We called the waitress and placed our order.

"O-one chocolate parfait, please..."

"I've got your order."

This damn stutter... I don't usually stutter with comfortable people like Zieg unless I'm really flustered, but I stutter whenever I meet strangers. I-I need to fix this habit... It further diminishes what little dignity I have as a Saintess.

After ordering, we sat quietly for a while. More precisely, Zieg seemed to want to talk to me, but I wasn't giving him any attention.

I was leisurely looking out the window. I never knew such a relaxed and peaceful life could be this happy... After experiencing several major incidents since coming here, I've come to appreciate this ordinary daily life.

Well... I'm alive thanks to the guy sitting in front of me. Thinking about it this way, I could feel my anger subsiding a bit.

...Was I always this soft? Just a moment ago, I was determined to ignore him... but somehow my anger had already started to fade.

As we continued waiting, I saw the waitress approaching with a tray carrying the chocolate parfait.

The waitress placed the chocolate parfait on our table, told us to enjoy, and returned to her position.

Wow... so this is a chocolate parfait...? It somehow looks more noble than me... Me, Saintess Arwin, being outshined by a chocolate parfait...

It's really fascinating to see the visual of a chocolate parfait in person after only seeing it in pictures. So now I eat it, right? H-how should I eat it?

Do I just scoop it up with this spoon...? That seems to be the idea...? You know, like those Tu-X ice creams. The comparison might not be apt, but it's probably just my imagination.

I tried scooping up some of the chocolate parfait with the spoon. While it was a fantasy of mine, I didn't have high expectations. That's because I wasn't particularly fond of sweet things in my previous life.

But contrary to my expectations, I melted at the taste of the chocolate parfait I was trying for the first time. W-what is this taste...? Is this what heavenly flavor is...?

It's very sweet... very sweet but... why is it so delicious? Did I always like sweet things this much? It seems my taste buds might have changed a bit after becoming a woman.

In the past, I wouldn't have been able to eat something this sweet, but now I'm enjoying it immensely. L-life is full of surprises...! I think I've found my destiny!

I was so immersed in the taste of the chocolate parfait that I kept eating it. Then I noticed Zieg watching me.

Um... does he like sweet things too? Maybe he's trying to save money but also wants to make up with me... so he reluctantly only ordered one parfait for me...

Thinking about it this way suddenly made me feel very sorry. Z-Zieg... I didn't know you were this considerate...

I sighed, held out my spoon to Zieg, and said:

"Say ah."

"Huh...?"

"I said, say ah!"

Hearing my words, Zieg seemed to freeze for a moment before becoming flustered and fumbling.

"Ah... no, Arwin, that's... um..."

"Shut up! Just open your mouth."

Hearing that, Zieg blushed and opened his mouth. I put some chocolate parfait into his mouth. Then I scooped up more parfait and put it in my own mouth.

Seeing this, Zieg opened his eyes wide in surprise. Maybe he realized the charm of chocolate parfait like I did?

"How is it! Delicious, right?"

Isn't it amazing? Isn't it the best? This is the heavenly taste... chocolate parfait!

Hearing my question, Zieg's face turned as red as a tomato. He stammered and spoke to me rapidly:
"I-I need to g-go to the b-bathroom!!"

Then he dashed toward the bathroom at the speed of light. What's up with him? He must have really needed to go. I'll just finish the remaining chocolate parfait.

Man, this is really delicious!

※

"Haah..."

I rubbed my bright red face with my dry hands. What did I just experience...

It seems Arwin didn't notice. She probably thought it was just friends sharing a bite.

But I was thinking of it in a completely different way than Arwin. She fed me chocolate parfait with a spoon... that she had put in her mouth.

A spoon that Arwin's lips had touched. And she fed me directly.

"An indirect kiss..."

Sigh... it's going to take some time to calm this rapidly beating heart. Arwin... are you doing this on purpose?

And so the young man remained in the bathroom, lost in thought for quite some time.

Ch.20 - The Identity Of An Unfamiliar Emotion
As I was finishing my chocolate parfait, Zieg returned to me. Hmm... does he have constipation? Can healing magic not fix constipation? While thinking this, I naturally cast a healing spell on Zieg.

Zieg looked at my face with confusion, then immediately hung his head low. What... what's going on? Did my healing not work? While I was thinking this, Zieg spoke quietly with his head still bowed.

"I'm... not sick..."

"Huh..."

What the... if he wasn't sick, why was he acting like that? Did he lose his mind after taking a bite of my chocolate parfait? Does that mean my healing doesn't work on mental issues? Suddenly my mind was in chaos.

Seeing me like this, Zieg pushed me toward the door and said, "It's... it's nothing! If you're done eating, let's go!"

Why is he acting so weird? Ugh... I don't know. I guess something happened that I don't need to know about... Let's not think about complicated things... I ate enough chocolate parfait anyway!

But wait... does this mean I won't be able to eat dinner? That bastard Zieg...! Was this his plan all along? Damn, I fell for it.

Looking at the sky, I could see it was already turning red. Ah... this really sucks. Since my body changed, I've gotten smaller and my appetite has decreased significantly, so I'm not sure if I'll be able to eat dinner.

I thought we could just grab some street food, but Zieg might be an issue. I should ask him.

"Zieg... are you hungry?"

"Huh...? Not really..."

!! This is my chance.

"Then how about we just grab some street food?!"

It seemed like Zieg wasn't that hungry either. Opportunist... I, Arwin... will seize this moment!

Zieg crossed his arms and thought for a moment, then looked at me and spoke. Not at my face, though, but at my body. Why isn't he looking at my face?

"I think that's fine."

Saved! I was curious about the street food here anyway, and this is killing two birds with one stone! I smiled victoriously. But who exactly am I winning against?

Anyway, we walked around looking at the various food stalls lining the street. The sky, which had been red earlier, was gradually getting darker. Zieg seemed to have calmed down as time passed, his flustered behavior gone and replaced by his usual composed demeanor.

As I was wandering around, I spotted a stall selling chicken skewers...! Chicken... skewers...? Street chicken skewers are also on my bucket list! I grabbed Zieg's arm and dragged him to the chicken skewer stall. Then I spoke to the vendor.

"Two... two please!"

"Haha! That'll be 4 copper coins!"

It seems quite cheap, probably because it's street food. Zieg handed over the coins and received the chicken skewers with both hands, then gave me a mischievous smile and... Wait? Hey! I bought two so we could have one each! Zieg was about to put both skewers in his mouth.

"Hey...! HEY!!"

When I shouted while punching him lightly, Zieg laughed as if it was just a joke and handed me one of the skewers. What?! Can't you ever do things normally?! Are you the Hero? Are you?! I'm starting to think the real Demon King might be right in front of me... Just you wait!!

But... what's important now is the chicken skewer! I wonder... what it tastes like! It looks like they sprinkled salt on it since there's no sauce... For some reason, I've always had this dream of walking around eating chicken skewers on the street!

The true romanticist of this era... I, Arwin... have already fulfilled three of my dreams since going out! I think I'm pretty awesome! With that thought, I took a bite of the chicken skewer.

"Aaaam!"

Wo...wow! One thing I was worried about after coming to this world was the taste of food... but as if to prove my worries unfounded, everything I've eaten here has been delicious! Including this chicken skewer! I'm not a food critic so I can't describe it well, but... it's really delicious!

I'm so moved right now! Let me say something dramatic! With gratitude to all the ingredients in this world... thank you for this food! Even though I've already taken a bite!

Seeing me like this, Zieg snickered. Then he took a bite of his chicken skewer and his eyes widened. Hey... you too? Me too! I told you it was delicious!

We looked at each other and laughed. Zieg and I get along surprisingly well in these kinds of moments. This must be what they call... soulmates! What? No? I see...

We continued walking around the area filled with food stalls, eating light snacks. This place seems to be something like a night market. There are souvenir shops and other stores around too.

Somehow... it feels like Zieg went somewhere while I was spacing out... but that's probably just my imagination? He must be my hallucination. Even the Hero Zieg couldn't go somewhere and come back in such a short time.

After walking around the streets and eating various foods, I feel full. I should stop eating now.

A thought just occurred to me—the food here is quite similar to the world I came from, probably because this novel was created in the mind of a modern person like me. I didn't pay much attention since everything was delicious. If it's tasty, that's all that matters, right? No arguments accepted.

We felt like we'd enjoyed enough, so we left the area filled with food stalls. So where are we now? We're just resting for a bit in a nearby park.

"Phew..."

Now I can catch my breath. That street just now was too crowded. By nature, I find crowded places quite uncomfortable. Places like this with no people really put me at ease.

By the way, Zieg has been quiet for a while now. Why is he acting like this? He's been really strange today. Was he always like this?

Zieg looked somewhat tense. C-could there be assassins nearby waiting to kill us?! Suddenly thinking that sent chills down my spine. Eek!

I've been kidnapped once before and had a terrible experience, so in situations like this, my body trembles. A-assassins aren't here, right? Tell me they're not!

Seeing me like this, Zieg must have thought I was shivering from cold, because he took off his outer garment and draped it over me. Hmm... a nun's habit with an outer garment? What an odd combination. Still, I appreciate the gesture, even though I'm not cold!

Then, with a look of determination, he spoke to me.

"Arwin."

"...Yes?"

"Hold out your hand."

Hmm? Suddenly asking me to hold out my hand. W-what is he trying to do? But seeing his serious expression, it doesn't seem like a joke, so I just held out my hand.

"Close your eyes too."

Wait... why my eyes?! I understand the hand, but why the eyes?! I thought about this and looked at Zieg, but all I could see was his serious face. Well... I guess it doesn't matter... what could possibly happen?

I nodded and closed my eyes. Then I felt something being placed in my hand. Hmm... what is this?

"You can open your eyes now."

As soon as Zieg gave permission, I opened my eyes immediately.

"Huh...?"

What I saw was a cross-shaped hairpin in my hand. Hair...pin? Suddenly giving me a hairpin? I'm a man... oh, right, I'm a woman now.

When did he buy this? Was it when I was spacing out? In that short time? Don't use the Hero's power for such purposes!

More importantly, a hairpin... hmm... Looking at Zieg, I could see him blushing shyly.

Hmm... getting embarrassed about buying something like this for a friend... over something so trivial! Haha! You're weak, Zieg!

"Why are you so embarrassed about giving something like this to a friend!"

"Huh? No... well... yeah, you're right..."

"And... what's with this design? I may be a Saintess, but... a cross! Hmm..."

"No... I just thought it would suit you..."

Even though I'm a Saintess, I'm not particularly religious. I didn't say it out loud because it doesn't quite match the image of a Saintess. Still... a cross... it is pretty cute, I guess?

I tried to put the hairpin in my hair. Hmm... it keeps falling out. Maybe it's because I've never worn a hairpin before. Fortunately, the hairpin doesn't seem to be made of something heavy like iron.

As I kept struggling, Zieg said to me:

"Let me see it."

"...Okay..."

Zieg took the hairpin and put it in my hair for me. Oh, this feels quite strange.

I moved around and shook my head to test it. It doesn't fall out! ...Why am I acting like I've never seen a hairpin before?

Anyway... it's getting late, shouldn't we head back? With that thought, I extended my arm to Zieg and said:

"Well then... shall we head back to the estate!"

At my words, Zieg made a somewhat disappointed expression but nodded. I walked ahead, then turned around to look back and said:

"Hey! Today was fun. Thanks, Zieg. Looking forward to next time!"

Zieg stared at me for a while after I said that, then hung his head low again. Why is he acting like this?! Left with no choice, I grabbed Zieg's hands with both of mine and pulled him along.

Zieg was surprised and stuttered like a broken machine:
"Y-yeah, estate... let's go back... to the estate...!"

Then Zieg took the lead. Hmm... today was really, truly fun. It might be a day I'll never forget.

Zieg and I were heading back to the Lord's Estate.

※

"Sigh..."

I'm lying face down on my bed right now. Really... why am I acting like this?

Until just now, I was out having fun with Arwin, and now we've returned to the Lord's Estate. Arwin said she was tired, wished me good night, and went to her room.

And here I am in my room, still unable to sleep. Sigh...

While Arwin was briefly distracted, I concentrated all my strength and ran at full speed to buy a cross-shaped hairpin that I thought would suit her well. Then we left the street and headed to the park where I gave it to her. It was very embarrassing, but I managed to hand it over somehow.

Arwin fiddled with the hairpin for a while, then tried to put it in her hair but kept failing, so I put it on for her myself. As I expected, the hairpin suited Arwin perfectly.

Arwin, wearing the hairpin, took the lead and told me it was time to go back. I was quite disappointed, but since it was getting late, I quietly nodded.

What happened after that is the problem. When I try to close my eyes to sleep, that scene keeps coming back to me.

Walking ahead, then turning around to look at me, Arwin said:
'Hey! Today was fun. Thanks, Zieg. Looking forward to next time!'

Arwin saying those words, matching so well with the dark night sky, looked truly beautiful.

And then she grabbed my hands with both of hers and led me. Surprised by the soft touch of her hands, I spoke like a machine. Ugh...

Ah... every time I close my eyes to sleep, that scene and the feeling of her hands keep coming back to me. What should I do?

At this point, I think it's time I realized it. This feeling when I see Arwin—my heart beating fast, always wanting to be with her...

...I like Arwin.

And so, that night, I came to understand the identity of this unfamiliar emotion called love.

Ch.21 - I'm Scared To Be Alone..
"Aaaaargh!"

Another day... making a noisy entrance! I... *ahem*... have arrived! The weather is nice today too! I really slept well today!

After playing outside with Zieg and coming back here, I washed up and fell asleep as soon as I hit the bed because I was so tired. It really feels like I had a good sleep for the first time in ages.

I've been sleeping well before too, but... having a good sleep is different! Anyway, that's that! If you disagree, you're an Amazon poison toad.

"Hmm..."

Speaking of which... I think we've finished our business in Laiod Village, so shouldn't we head to the next village? I should go outside and ask Zieg which village we're going to next.

I wonder... how long this journey will continue... Part of me wants this journey to keep going on like this, but another part wants to defeat the Demon King quickly. It's ambiguous...

It seems like there are still many villages to visit... Even though we're definitely going to defeat the Demon King...! I can't help but feel excited...! This really feels like a journey...!

I got up from the bed. Ugh... I'm hungry... I should go out and eat breakfast first. With that thought, I left the room.

Are Zieg and the others still sleeping? The estate is very quiet... Ugh... I don't like being alone...! Suddenly my body trembles at the thought of being the only one awake in the estate.

Being alone made me afraid something might happen to me. W-what is this? Is this what they call trauma? I can't believe I'm such a scaredy-cat...! I refuse to accept it...!

I boldly walked toward the dining hall. A-Arwin... no need to be scared! You're a Saintess! Although a weak Saintess who's just a healing shuttle... Wait? Hold on... thinking about it again, if I meet an intruder, wouldn't I be helpless?

With this thought, I naturally changed my direction from the dining hall to Zieg's room. Then I ran at full speed. I-I'm scared...! But... after being kidnapped and having my hair pulled, I don't want any more painful experiences...!

I don't really think there would be intruders in the Lord's Estate, but just being alone was scary. Why am I like this... I think it's especially because the estate is so quiet. Where are the Maids! Crazy Lord!

Running at full speed, I could see Zieg's door ahead. I flung open Zieg's door. I could see Zieg still sleeping. Seeing Zieg sleeping peacefully, completely unaware, made me feel somewhat indignant.

I'm... scared and like this... while he's sleeping peacefully without knowing anything...! I carefully approached Zieg's bed and then grabbed both his cheeks and pulled. Zieg made a pained expression.

This is fun...? Thinking that I was doing something I normally couldn't do gave me a strange thrill.

Zieg's cheeks were very soft and felt nice. I moved his cheeks freely in various directions. When will I get another chance like this! The opportunity to freely move the Hero's cheeks doesn't come often...!

After playing with Zieg's cheeks for a while, I felt my trembling subside and my fear disappear. Phew... that's a relief...

...What should I do? It seems like it's becoming difficult for me to walk around alone now. Should I carry a doll? No... it might just be because of the estate's atmosphere... a doll would be too much...

"Haah..."

By the way... why did I specifically come to Zieg's room? Although Zieg is the only person I'm close with... I could have looked for a Maid. It seems like the more I travel, the more dependent on Zieg I become.

I... I was a Saintess who could take care of myself...! How did I become so dependent? This is all your fault! Take this!

*Thud*

"Ugh!"

It seems like even my weak fist has an impact on the face. Oh...? I've learned some good information. I'm not looking at my own expression, but it must be quite wicked. I shouted in the voice of a parent waking up their child.

"It's morning!! How long are you going to sleep?!"

*Thud Thud*

"A-Arwin? Ugh!"

I can hear Zieg's painful cry as he suffers from my fists. Hahaha! This is the Saintess's hidden power. I've been hiding my strength all this time... Do you know what a strength-hiding person is? That's me, Arwin.

Zieg's face was filled with bewilderment. His face reveals everything he wants to say. 'Why is Arwin here?' 'Why am I being hit by Arwin?' Haha! It's so obvious!

Zieg was momentarily dazed, as if trying to make sense of the situation, and then asked me.
"Um... Arwin... why did you come to my room...?"

Haha! That's obviously... huh...? W-wait, this is bad. Why did I wake Zieg up? I entered Zieg's room and without thinking, immediately pulled his cheeks and punched his face. Right! That was fine, but... I had forgotten why I came here!

I absolutely can't say it...! I absolutely can't say I came here because I was scared of being alone!! It's my own fault, but... d-damn... do I have to say it...?

Zieg's eyes are fixed on me. I maintained silence for a while, but eventually couldn't bear Zieg's gaze and said quietly.
"W-well... I was scared of being alone..."

Hearing my words, Zieg's expression changed to a smile. D-damn it! If I had known this would happen, I would have just entered the room and stayed quiet...! I just embarrassed myself because I felt indignant!

Zieg spoke in a teasing tone.
"So our cowardly Saintess came to my room because she was scared?"

"N-no, that's..."

This guy...! I want to refute! I want to shut that blabbering mouth! But I had nothing to say back to Zieg, so I threw a punch toward his face.

*Swoosh*

Zieg, no longer in a sleeping state, easily saw my fist and dodged it. As expected... he's not a Hero for nothing! Of course! If he couldn't dodge this, he wouldn't be a Hero, right?!

"What were you scared of that made you come to my room, Saintess?"

Argh...! I really can't say anything since I started it first...! Karma really does come back... But he looked too smug...! While someone was trembling with fear and came here... he was sleeping peacefully...

I spoke to Zieg with a trembling voice.
"...I was scared I might get kidnapped or something if I was alone."

I didn't want to lie about something like this, so I honestly confessed. Being scared was the truth anyway.

I could see Zieg's expression hardening after hearing my words. Huh...? Why... why is his expression hardening...? This isn't right... D-did I say something wrong...?

"...Sorry."

"Huh...? For what...?"

"Just... for teasing you about this..."

Suddenly Zieg apologizes to me while looking dejected. No... I don't really mind...! Seeing him suddenly become so dejected makes me feel sorry instead. Don't apologize...! What's wrong!

"N-no, I don't really mind...! No, don't apologize!"

Seeing my flustered appearance, Zieg smiles again. Then he said to me.
"Yeah, I'm sorry."

"No... I said don't apologize...!"

Why is he apologizing...! But... knowing that Zieg was concerned about me because he knows I've been involved in many kidnapping incidents made me feel a bit touched.

Zieg got up from the bed and said to me.
"Anyway... I'll go to the bathroom for a bit... stay here, Arwin."

"O-okay."

After saying that, Zieg walked toward the bathroom. Hmm... there's nothing to do when he's gone... I should lie down on the bed... I threw myself onto the bed.

Ahh... it's really soft... Beds are definitely comfortable... I started playing around, wriggling on the bed. It's Zieg's bed...! I can mess it up as much as I want...! Hahaha!

...Come to think of it, don't Maids make the beds? Ugh... suddenly I feel really sorry... B-but we're probably leaving here today anyway...! Yeah...! Let's leave before meeting the Maid...!

While thinking about these things and wriggling around for a while, I saw Zieg coming from the bathroom. I raised my hand and waved at Zieg who was coming toward me. Hi!

Seeing me, Zieg's body stiffened. Huh...? Why is he like that again... Lately, Zieg's body suddenly freezing has been happening frequently. The so-called... Zieg-stop!! phenomenon...

Since he kept standing still for a while, I got up from the bed and grabbed Zieg's arm and pulled.
"Let's go eat breakfast!"

I'm hungry. I don't know what's going on, but let's eat breakfast first and think about it later...!

※

"Sigh..."

Ugh... I'm an idiot. Arwin must have trauma from the kidnapping incidents or being assaulted on the street... and I teased her about that part... I'm trash...

Fortunately, it passed safely because Arwin said she was fine. Phew... really, calling myself a Hero after doing this... Do I not deserve to be a Hero...?

Well... I'll stop blaming myself here... Let's go out now.

*Click*

Coming out of the bathroom, I see Arwin casually lying on my bed. She raises her hand and waves at me as if greeting me. I also raise my hand to Arwin... wait...? Bed...?

Arwin... on the bed where I was lying...? I felt my body stiffen. Arwin looks at me curiously, then gets up from the bed and grabs my arm, casually saying.
"Let's go eat breakfast!"

B-breakfast... Yes...! We should eat! Yes... it's breakfast time now...!

...H-how can she be so casual...? Am I the weird one...? I'm the weird one, right? What... what is...

Arwin pulls me out of the room. Only then did my stiffened body loosen up. After leaving the room, Arwin and I were walking toward the dining hall.

Looking to the side, I could see Arwin humming a tune, excited about the thought of eating breakfast.

...She really is... completely casual. Seeing this, I think it's probably unreasonable to expect Arwin to notice my feelings.

Sigh... there's a long way to go... I get swayed by Arwin too much...

...Let's eat breakfast first.

Ch.22 - Let Me Go...
"Haaah..."

I ate so well! Energy replenished! Now that my stomach is full, I feel like I can't lose to anyone! Though I'm not sure what kind of competition I'm talking about!

...By the way... I keep feeling like someone's glancing at me from the side... As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I looked directly at Zieg. He flinched in surprise and quickly turned his head away.

You... did you commit some crime? Why are you being so wary of me? Maybe you're scared of me after taking my punch today? Hahaha! So the Hero isn't all that impressive after all!

...No, seriously... why does he keep stealing glances at me? It's getting really annoying. Finding it unbearable, I poked Zieg in the side with my finger.

"Ow! A-Arwin, why so suddenly...?"

"That's what I want to know! Why do you keep glancing at me?"

"..."

Zieg closes his mouth at my question. What's wrong with him, seriously... Lately, Zieg seems to be losing his mind quite often. He wasn't like this when we first met.

I stared at Zieg with puzzled eyes for a while. He really seems like he ate something bad. Call the Lord! Who made breakfast? Is there poison in it?!

With those thoughts, I tried to grab Zieg's arm to pull him along. Well... I tried to. If only there hadn't been those aggressive stares coming from behind me.

Startled by the sudden hostile gazes, I turned around. Behind me were... the three women of our party whom I felt like I hadn't seen in a while—Cian, Mayel, and Yuna. It wasn't actually that long since I'd seen them, but still...

...Their stares are painfully sharp. Why!! I didn't do anything! Why are you looking at me with such aggressive eyes! Unable to withstand the stares of the three women, I ended up hiding behind Zieg. It was truly terrifying... like I was about to be murdered...

"A-Arwin? What is this...!"

Zieg was flustered when I suddenly blocked his path and clung to him. Then he tried to break free. Huh? Hey! Wait a minute!

"J-just a moment... don't go... please shield me..."

When I desperately pleaded with Zieg, he nodded with flushed cheeks. Th-this position is quite embarrassing, but I can't handle those stares!

I hear footsteps from across where Zieg is standing. Oh no... they're starting to approach. I burrowed deeper into Zieg's embrace. S-scary!

"A-Arwin, you're too close...!"

Zieg said something, but my brain, dominated by fear, couldn't process his words. The footsteps came right up to us and then stopped. They must be right in front of us now.

"Zieg, what are you doing?"

"Zieg Oppa...? What are you doing...?"

"Zieg, what's going on...?"

The women launched a triple attack on Zieg! Only then did Zieg seem to notice the three women behind him. Zieg tried to turn around to face the trio. W-wait, if you turn now—!

"Uwah...!"

"Ah."

We're screwed. Our current position had me nestled in Zieg's arms. Because I'm so light, when Zieg turned, I got dragged along with him.

The women's gazes changed to bewilderment as they looked at us. They seem to have momentarily short-circuited at the sight of us. N-no, it's not what you think! I was hiding because of you all!

Cian asks me in an aggressive tone, "What are you doing there?"

I roll my eyes around trying to think of an excuse. Um... I don't really have an excuse... This is bad!
"H-he... Zieg said he wasn't feeling well... so... That's right! Healing! I was just giving him some healing!"

Cian looks at me suspiciously. I looked at Zieg with a plea for help in my eyes. Understanding my intention, Zieg played along.
"Yeah. I fell down the stairs earlier... so I asked for healing."

With Zieg's confirmation, the women finally seemed to let go of their suspicions. Why... why don't they believe me?! It's unfair... so unfair! Even though it was a lie...

While I was nursing my grievances internally, Mayel's voice reached my ears.
"So... how long are you planning to stay like that...?"

Huh? What...? Oh! I just realized I was still in Zieg's arms. I turned my body to try to get out. I tried to break free from Zieg's embrace. But...

"Huh...? Zieg...?"

"...The wound... doesn't seem fully healed yet."

Zieg says something ridiculous while refusing to let me go. Since I've turned around, we're not in the same embracing position as before, but... this position is embarrassing in its own way... I... I want to get out! Let me go!

"Nnngh...!"

I tried my best to break free from Zieg's arms. But my weak body couldn't overcome Zieg's strength. Come on... I'm still a man despite appearances! Do I really have to stay in another man's arms like this?

No... why won't he let me go? Is he trying to kill me with the aggressive stares from those three women? Cian, Mayel, and Yuna look at us with disbelief.

"Haah... fine, do whatever you want..."

In the end, I gave up trying to escape. Why... why is he preventing me from leaving even with lies... I don't understand... He's really strange.

Zieg smiled brightly at my words. Is it funny? Is it funny?! You're happy doing whatever you want with a powerless Saintess? Hmph!

The piercing gazes from the women in front became even more intense. Hey! If we keep this up, we're doomed!

Zieg must have noticed the strange atmosphere too, because he opened his mouth to change the subject.
"Anyway... I think we've done everything we needed to do in Laiod Village... so let's head to the next village. Everyone get ready and come down."

Hearing those words, we all nodded. I can see Cian, Mayel, and Yuna returning to their rooms. I... I need to go to my room too!

With that thought, I tried to break free from Zieg's arms. But I failed miserably. I... I want to get out!!

Without realizing it, I spoke to Zieg in a voice that sounded like I was about to cry.
"L-let me go... I need to get ready too..."

Hearing my voice, Zieg was startled and immediately released me. I immediately sprinted toward my room at full speed while saying:
"Z-Zieg is an idiot!!"

"W-wait, Arwin...!"

Honestly, I wanted to curse at him right now, but I didn't want to lose a friend I'd just made in that way. So "idiot" was the toned-down version. Really... why am I acting so childish...? Ugh...

I returned to my room to prepare to leave... To be honest, there's not much to do. I lied to Zieg to escape from him... I don't have anything to pack. I'll just cool my head a bit before going.

Sigh... Just you wait... Zieg... I'll remember this day!

※

Arwin and I were walking down the hallway after breakfast. There was an incident where Arwin noticed my glances and confronted me about why I kept looking at her, but that incident was nothing compared to what happened next.

Suddenly, Arwin blocked my path and clung to me.

I thought she would let go after a while, but Arwin, even more terrified, burrowed deeper into my arms. What could have frightened her so much? I wondered, but more than that...

I was more worried about whether she could hear my rapidly beating heart. Fortunately, Arwin didn't seem to notice, but... And then I heard three voices calling me from behind, so I turned around with Arwin still in my arms. It was a mistake. I didn't mean to...

I could see Arwin looking flustered.

Cian looked at Arwin in my arms and said:
"What are you doing there?"

Arwin seemed at a loss under Cian's gaze, rolling her eyes as she tried to think of an excuse. Then she finally spoke.
"H-he... Zieg said he wasn't feeling well... so... That's right! Healing! I was just giving him some healing!"

Hmm? I don't have any pain anywhere... As I was about to open my mouth to say something, Arwin's desperate gaze fell on me. Ugh... that look is unfair... I decided to help Arwin.
"Yeah. I fell down the stairs earlier... so I asked for healing."

It seems we managed to get through it somehow. I feel a bit sorry for Cian and the others who followed me here, but... after seeing Arwin's desperate eyes, I couldn't help it.

That's when Mayel quietly said to Arwin:
"So... how long are you planning to stay like that...?"

At Mayel's words, Arwin said "Ah!" and turned her body to escape from my arms. Before a strange sense of loss could hit me, I tightened my grip on her arms to prevent her from leaving.

Arwin, who had turned her body to leave, looked at me with a "What are you doing?" expression and said:
"Huh...? Zieg...?"

Since I'd already helped her once... this much should be fine, right? I brazenly said:
"...The wound... doesn't seem fully healed yet."

Arwin's expression changed to one that said "What nonsense are you talking about?" Of course, she wouldn't say it out loud. If she did, our lie would be exposed.

"Nnngh...!"
I could see Arwin trying her hardest to escape from my arms. It looked like a hamster trying to escape from a wheel, and it was adorable.

After several more attempts, Arwin finally relaxed her body and said to me:
"Haah... fine, do whatever you want..."

My face is definitely beaming with a bright smile right now. I like Arwin so much. Even that expression of hers is incredibly cute.

...But putting that aside, why is the atmosphere like this? I was so focused on Arwin that I momentarily failed to grasp the situation.

Sensing that things might get serious, I cleared my throat a few times and spoke.
"Anyway... I think we've done everything we needed to do in Laiod Village... so let's head to the next village. Everyone get ready and come down."

Hearing my words, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna went up to their rooms. Arwin also tried to leave, probably to gather her things. And when she failed to escape again, she said to me in a voice that sounded like she was about to cry:
"L-let me go... I need to get ready too..."

I think I teased her too much. I quickly released Arwin. As soon as she was free, Arwin ran at full speed toward her room while saying to me:
"Z-Zieg is an idiot!!"

"W-wait, Arwin...!"

I tried to quickly smooth things over by calling out to Arwin, but she ignored me and went into her room.

Ah... It seems Arwin is genuinely upset. W-why did I do that... Regret suddenly washes over me.

I could only wait quietly for Arwin, filled with regret.

Ch.23 - Resolve.
"Let's get going now."

At Zieg's words, we all nodded. We went up to our rooms, packed our things, and now we're leaving this village for another one. Though our stay was short, I'd grown somewhat attached to this place... I should come back with Zieg someday.

Since I couldn't just go to the next village without knowing anything, I asked Zieg where we were headed. Our next destination is Jior Village. It's supposedly the closest village to Laiod Village... but I'm sure the carriage ride will still be long!

We started making our way out of the Lord's Estate. The lord came to see us off. As we walked, I could see the estate growing more distant behind us. The lord's home... it wasn't as comfortable as my own home, but I won't forget your softness!

As we approached the main gate and were about to part ways with the lord, he spoke to us.
"Please... do your best out there."

We nodded at his words. The journey ahead might become even more treacherous... we had no choice but to steel our hearts.

Now we've left the Lord's Estate. The lord had originally offered to provide us with a carriage, but we declined. Riding around in an expensive-looking carriage might draw unwanted attention.

...Not that regular carriages are particularly safe either... To be honest, I'm scared of riding in carriages at all. What if I get kidnapped again while riding one?

Lost in these thoughts, I unconsciously gripped Zieg's sleeve tighter.

Zieg looked at me and removed my hand from his sleeve.

"Huh...?"

What... what's going on? Is he angry because I called him stupid and ran away? Why... why suddenly? Did I do something wrong?

I started feeling anxious. Did I make a big mistake? But what mistake did I make? Did something I did upset him? I should apologize...

While I was thinking this, as if to prove my worries unfounded, Zieg suddenly took my hand. I couldn't help but be puzzled by his action.

"Eh...?"

Zieg lowered his head, looking embarrassed, and said:
"...You seemed scared and were trembling..."

Really...? Oh! It's true... I was trembling without realizing it. Somehow, I've been trembling a lot since coming here. Is this that thing called palsy or whatever? No, palsy is when your hands shake...

But wait... do friends normally hold hands like this? This is pretty embarrassing... Does Zieg not know the boundaries of friendship because he doesn't have friends, like me? Hmm... Or is this normal for friends in this world? I... I don't know... My head hurts...

...Still, with Zieg holding my hand, I can feel my trembling subsiding and gradually becoming more stable. It's really strange... how just holding a hand can be so reassuring. Does the Hero have some passive skill like "Mental Stability" or something?

Something that provides mental comfort... you know what I mean! Anyway, the situation was undeniably embarrassing, so we both walked in silence, not speaking to each other.

We were clearly too embarrassed to notice the three aggressive gazes directed at us from ahead.

Ugh... I never thought I'd feel so reassured by a guy's hand... I feel like my former male instincts are gradually disappearing. No! No! My body may be that of a Saintess, but my mind is still the same!

Still... I should thank him...

"Thanks... Zieg..."

I mumbled so quietly that Zieg couldn't hear.

"Hm? What did you say, Arwin?"

"Nothing!"

This time it was too embarrassing to properly say thank you, so I said it quietly! Anyway, I did express my gratitude! That's it! That's all!

※

Sigh... So we've finally come to this... the carriage! Damn, how am I supposed to get on? I don't want to be kidnapped and hurt again. My body starts trembling once more.

At that moment, Zieg squeezed my hand. Then he said to me:
"Arwin. Don't worry, it won't happen this time... No, I'll make sure it doesn't happen."

Ah... wait... those words are quite touching... Tears begin to well up in my eyes. No, no, I can't cry here. I squeezed my eyes tight to hold back the tears and responded to Zieg.
"O-okay! Let's see the Hero's skills in action!"

Did he notice? My voice sounded a bit choked up... but it probably wasn't too obvious. Somehow, I seem to have become more emotional since becoming a woman... I sat in the carriage. Yes... Zieg is here. It's okay... I'm not scared.

Phew! Let's take a deep breath... Yes! It might be okay, I'm not scared at all! Zieg looks at me with concern. I speak without looking at him.

"I'm fine! Not scared!"

"..."

...I was deliberately not looking at Zieg because tears were welling up in my eyes... but somehow... I can imagine Zieg's expression. He's definitely making a face that says he doesn't believe me. Just you wait...!

But... how long is he going to hold my hand? My hand is getting sweaty... Couldn't he let go? With that thought, I said to Zieg:
"How long... are you going to hold my hand...?"

Hearing my words, Zieg blushed and flustered, letting go of my hand while saying:

"Ah... no... that's! I-I'll let go now! Um..."

"Pfft..."
Seeing Zieg's flustered, helpless expression, I couldn't help but laugh. It seems there's a certain pleasure in teasing Zieg too. So this is why you teased me? I'll get you back...!

As I was joking around with Zieg, I suddenly felt aggressive gazes and looked ahead. I saw Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, each looking like they were grinding their teeth. Oh no... I guess we showed too much familiarity... I had declared so firmly that I wasn't interested... seeing our behavior now would make that hard to believe.

But it's only because I'm in a woman's body... If I were still a man, Zieg and I would definitely just look like close friends! Right? Since I don't know the standards of friendship, I'm not sure.

"Yaaawn..."

More importantly... why do I always get sleepy when I'm in a carriage? What if I wake up in a strange place again? I... I don't want that... It's scary...

I try to keep my eyes wide open, forcing myself to stay awake. But my weak body was about to declare defeat soon. No... I can't!

Noticing my struggle, Zieg speaks to me reassuringly:
"It's okay... Why don't you get some sleep? You look tired, Arwin."

Really...? I don't feel like I did much today... why am I so tired? But... since Zieg said it's okay to sleep... I guess it's alright?

"Mmm... good night..."

With those words, I fell asleep.

※

"Why don't you all get some sleep too if you're tired?"

"No, I'm fine."

"I'm fine..."

"I'm fine!"

Hmm... this is a problem... If they stay awake, I can't look at Arwin's sleeping face... Unlike Arwin, they seem to have good stamina... But still! Getting to see the sleeping face of someone you like is a rare opportunity! Of course, I've experienced it a few times, but that's because I was lucky.

Still... looking at Cian, Mayel, and Yuna's faces now, I think I could persuade them to sleep if I tried...

"Come on... you've all helped me so much... just leave the watch to me for now."

The three of them seem to be considering my words. Just... just a little more and it should work... Let me add one more thing.

"I'm always grateful to you all. You became my comrades when I had none."

The eyes of the three lit up at my words.
"Well then... I'll rest my eyes a bit..."

"Me too..."

"Me too!"

With those words, the three of them started to doze off. Great... mission accomplished. It feels a bit like I manipulated their feelings... but I didn't lie. I really am grateful to them.

So there's no reason to feel guilty. Yes, I did nothing wrong.

After confirming that all three were completely asleep, I look at the sleeping Arwin. Seeing Arwin sleeping peacefully, I unconsciously smiled.

I wished this moment could last forever, but... just watching Arwin sleep forever... that would be its own kind of torture...

As I was carefully observing Arwin's face, I noticed tears welling up in her eyes.

...Seeing this makes my heart heavy. If only I hadn't let my guard down back then, you wouldn't have been kidnapped and wouldn't have this trauma...

As I was blaming myself, Arwin suddenly started tossing and turning, as if having a nightmare, and mumbled softly:

"I don't want... to hurt..."

I could see tears flowing from Arwin's eyes.

"...."

Seeing that, I thought: I wish she wouldn't be in pain. I wish she wouldn't have nightmares. I wish she could be happy.

What kind of Hero am I? I can't even properly protect one person, and I call myself a Hero?

I reached out to Arwin's face and wiped away her tears. Then I held her hand tightly.

Arwin's expression changed from one of pain to one of peace as I held her hand.

Looking at Arwin like this, I made a firm resolution once again:

No matter what happens, I will protect you.

Ch.24 - Strategic Retreat!
My consciousness feels hazy. It's similar to that foggy feeling I had in that mysterious space before... What the... I was sleeping so peacefully...

I opened my eyes. The scene before me was all too familiar—the place I had lived in until I fell into that other world.

It was my home. Wow... it feels like it's been ages since I've seen this place... Even seeing electronic devices feels strange now. It felt like I'd been transmigrated into the novel for about three months already, but in reality, not even two weeks had passed.

Suddenly, a question popped into my mind. What happens to me in this world when I disappear? Am I considered missing? Well, there's nobody who would look for me anyway, so I guess it doesn't really matter.

Still... even though my current life is more enjoyable than this one was, I do miss my old routine of being cooped up at home reading novels. At the very least, they could have let me bring my phone with me...!

But I didn't cry or anything. After all, there was nobody in this world I was close to. With these thoughts, I wandered around my home after such a long time.

That's when I heard that androgynous voice from the mysterious space echoing in my head.

"Oh no...! I sent you to the wrong place...!"

What... who is this person who can send me from place to place? I'm suddenly curious... Are they some kind of god from another world? If you're a god, please... please send my phone with me too...! With unlimited data, of course...

The god ignored my wish and sent another message into my head.
"It's time to go back... Arwin!"

With those words, my vision instantly turned white.

※

"...Gasp!"

I suddenly woke up inside the carriage. As always, this feeling... even though this is the third time I've experienced it, I still can't get used to it. How can it feel like this...? I can't even describe it in words.

I sat up and stretched. Ugh... carriage... my neck hurts... I shouldn't have slept here... Maybe I should have just stayed awake despite being tired...

*Crack crack*

Fully awake now, I was loosening my neck. There wasn't really a need to do this, but the atmosphere made me want to.

"You're awake?"

I turned my head to the side. When I did, I saw Zieg. He had a somewhat satisfied expression... Did he eat something while I was sleeping?

"Yeah... thanks to you."

I did sleep well thanks to him. Just having Zieg around gives me peace of mind. When the future strongest person in the world, the Hero, is protecting you...! Of course I feel safe...! Yeah!

Hmm... but usually when I talk to Zieg like this, I get aggressive stares from somewhere, but not this time? Confused, I turned my gaze toward the three women.

Wow... they're sleeping too. So Zieg was awake by himself... That suddenly makes me feel really sorry...

"Are you okay?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

I said to Zieg in an exasperated tone:
"You were awake all by yourself..."

"...Ah, I'm fine, Arwin."

Is he just pretending to be okay? Is he actually really tired inside... or wanting to sleep... This makes me feel quite guilty...

"Zieg, come here for a second."

"Huh...? Why so suddenly?"

"Just come here."

Zieg obediently came to me after hearing my words. I cast a healing spell on him. Maybe this will give him some energy?

Zieg, not expecting my action, burst into laughter.
"Pfft..."

This guy...? I cast healing on him and he laughs at me... Do you never want to receive healing again?! Hey! Watch yourself...!

"Thank you, Arwin."

When he responds like that, I have nothing to say... How can I throw stones at someone who's thanking me? I quietly nodded.

Anyway... are we almost there? With that question in mind, I looked ahead. I could faintly make out what appeared to be the gates of a village.

My eyesight... it definitely improved after the transmigration... but it's still hard to see at that distance.

Anyway... we should probably wake those three up now. I said to Zieg:
"Shouldn't we wake those three up soon...?"

Zieg seemed to contemplate my words for a moment. Why is he hesitating... We're almost at the village, so we should wake them.

After thinking for a while, Zieg made a somewhat regretful expression and began waking the three women.

I looked at Jior Village, which was getting closer, while Zieg woke the others. But... something seems off about the village? There are no guards in front of that large gate.

I have a bad feeling. It feels like something big is about to happen... or has already happened, like that time at the library.

Looking back, I saw Cian, Mayel, and Yuna who had just woken up and were getting their bearings. I said to Zieg:
"Zieg! Something's wrong with the village!"

Hearing my words, Zieg asked the driver to stop the carriage for a moment. We got off the carriage after it stopped.

"Indeed... the lack of guards and the atmosphere feel strange."

What's happening inside the village? Still, we haven't checked inside yet, so it's too early to make any judgments.

Zieg spoke to us as we stood frozen:
"I'll go scout inside the village secretly."

"...Alone...?"

Zieg quietly nodded at my question. Someone like Zieg... would definitely not get caught anywhere. But what worried me wasn't Zieg.

Our party's greatest strength is Zieg, the Hero. So we send Zieg, who seems most likely to return safely. But conversely, while Zieg is gone, our party loses its greatest strength for a while.

If a skilled fighter approaches us while Zieg is away, we would be helplessly defeated. With that thought, I said to Zieg:
"If you're going... let's all go together."

Zieg thought about it for a moment, then agreed. He probably realized that we might be in danger without him.

We asked the driver to turn the carriage around and head back to Laiod Village. We didn't want him to get caught in any trouble because of us.

We cautiously approached the village gate. Peeking inside, we saw the village was eerily quiet, and most notably, there was no one walking on the streets.

What on earth happened in this village? What could have happened to make the village like this?

Ugh... my head hurts. Since there was nothing we could do by just standing there, we decided to enter the village.

"Let's go in."

We nodded at Zieg's words as he took the lead.

Zieg and Cian were ready to draw their swords at any moment, Mayel was preparing to cast spells quickly if enemies appeared, and Yuna was loosening up her hands.

Of course, I was also gripping my staff tightly, ready to cast healing at any time. I feel like my battle stance is a bit weak compared to the others... but that's the reality of being a Saintess...!

We moved into the village. There was a unique sense of pressure inside.

I had expected to enter combat as soon as we went in, but it was more peaceful than I thought, so I let my guard down slightly.

"What... it seems okay..."

"Arwin!"

*Swoosh*

Zieg quickly ran to me and caught an arrow that was flying toward me with his hand. Not having noticed the arrow before Zieg caught it, I was so scared that I fell to my knees.

"Eek..."

At that moment, we realized one thing: whether this village was normal or not, it certainly wasn't friendly to us.

Realizing this, we became alert to our surroundings. People who appeared to be villagers were visible, holding weapons and looking at us.

The villagers didn't look normal. All of them had crazed eyes.

I feel a sense of déjà vu. It feels like we experienced something similar at the library...

We prepared for battle. Judging by the villagers' demeanor, they seemed ready to charge at us at any moment.

My prediction was correct. As soon as we took our battle stances, the villagers rushed toward us.

Zieg knocked people unconscious with his sheathed sword. Cian was also subduing people quite skillfully, though not as well as Zieg. Of course, both the unconscious and subdued people got up again quickly.

Mayel was blowing enemies away with wind magic, and Yuna was mercilessly punching faces.

...But... am I really just a bus rider here...? These guys better not drink potions instead of getting heals from me later!

While I was having these carefree thoughts and watching, I heard footsteps from behind. Huh?

I saw someone running toward me with a sword. I tried to run away, but by the time I turned around and saw that person, they were already very close.

"Arwin...!"

As expected... even Zieg can't run over quickly enough at this distance.

Ah, so this life ends here too. With that thought, I closed my eyes, bracing for the pain that would soon come.

Then I heard the screaming of the person with the sword:
"Aaaaargh!"

...? What's happening...? An arrow flew from afar and lodged itself right in that person's wrist. Following that, Zieg kicked his face, sending him flying far away.

"Arwin? Are you okay?!"

"Yeah... I-I'm fine..."

Just then, I heard a boy's voice:
"Over here!!"

Looking toward the sound, I saw a boy gesturing for us to come to him. Judging that fighting would be endless at this rate, we obediently went where the boy indicated.

For now, a strategic retreat.

Ch.25 - Run!
"Huff... huff... huff..."

We managed to escape from the villagers' attack with the help of an unknown boy. The place we fled to was a shabby hut.

And... I just realized something. I have terrible stamina! I never had much endurance since I was always cooped up at home reading novels, but this body seems even worse. I seriously feel like I'm going to die... damn... my strength too... I really need to exercise...

"Arwin, are you okay?"

"Huff... yeah... huff..."

I guess the fortunate thing is that Zieg supported me from behind. Without him, I would have collapsed just like during that Minotaur incident.

Is this what it feels like to study with a smart friend during exam period? When you don't understand something... you can just ask... and they explain it... friends really are an essential part of life.

I try to catch my breath. Though I want to lie down on the floor right now, if I actually did that... I'd be completely disqualified as a Saintess... there would be no coming back from that.

So... who is this boy who helped us escape? Weren't we supposed to be seen as enemies here? This boy seems completely normal.

I wasn't the only one with these questions, as Zieg asks the boy:
"Thanks for helping us. But why are you normal unlike the others?"

Hearing Zieg's question, the boy responds:
"I'm... Jake. I live here in Jior Village. It's because I didn't eat that fruit."

So the boy's name is Jake. But what fruit is he talking about?
"I'll explain everything... don't make such a complicated face."

Oh... was it that obvious on my face? Damn... I must have looked incompetent in front of this kid. I... I can't keep showing this bumbling image to people I've just met!

I tried to make my expression as serious as possible. Zieg burst out laughing at my attempt.
"Pfft..."

"..."

Damn it... is it funny? Is it funny?! I was trying to be serious! Noticing my gloomy mood, Zieg changed the subject.
"So explain what's going on here."

Jake nodded at Zieg's words and began explaining.
"The villagers aren't in their right minds right now."

We already knew that much. The sight of people attacking us with weapons and crazed eyes didn't look normal to us either.

"People became like this a week ago."

"A week ago...?"

It's been a week already? Well... I guess a whole village wouldn't have gotten this bad if it hadn't been that long.

"Before all this happened, my family ran a bakery for a living. As usual, I went out with my mom and dad to help them with work. But there was a masked woman selling things next to our shop, someone I'd never seen before."

We listened quietly to Jake's explanation.

"At the time, I just thought she was an unusual person and didn't think much of it. There are many strange merchants after all. If only I had dragged my parents back home then... maybe they would still be in their right minds like me..."

Jake's expression was filled with regret, anger, and sadness as he said this. It seems his parents are also not in their right minds like the other villagers.

"Sorry... I'll continue. That woman was selling some strange black fruit."

Black fruit? That sounds suspicious just from the name...

"I found the fruit repulsive and avoided eating it, but it was different for others. Everyone bought and ate it, including my mom and dad..."

Did someone cast a spell on the fruit? From what Jake said, the appearance itself seems unpleasant...

"My parents tried to make me eat that fruit too. I didn't want to eat it, so I ran away to this place that I use as a hideout with my friends. While I was hiding here, that fruit spread throughout our village. That's how things got to this point."

"I was out looking for food since I ran out, and that's when I met you. I know how to use a bow because I've gone hunting with my father a few times."

No wonder... he hit his target accurately from quite a distance! This isn't just a kid's skill level... he might be better than me!

"What I want to say is... please... please save our village."

Jake desperately pleads with us.

Somehow... seeing such a young child explain the situation so maturely and beg us so desperately... it hurts my heart. I made up my mind to solve this case no matter what.

I poked Zieg's side with my finger and whispered:
"Zieg... you know... show him that Hero's Token."

Hearing my words, Zieg nodded and took out the Hero's Token from his pocket to show Jake. Jake looked at us with wide eyes after seeing the token.

I held out my pinky finger to the stunned Jake and spoke:
"Leave it to us. We will definitely solve this case... and save this village."

Why am I being so formal to a child? Ahem... I... I wasn't planning to be formal... but I automatically speak formally to people I've just met...

Jake stared blankly at my pinky finger for a moment, then abandoned his adult-like demeanor that didn't match his age and showed a childlike innocent smile as he linked his pinky with mine.

I smiled brightly and said:
"I promise."

Jake stared at me blankly before blushing and running away.
"I'll... I'll be counting on you!"

Hmm? What's with him? Did he eat that fruit too? He seems a bit strange as well...

We left the shabby hut. Yes... now it's time for the final battle! Charging in recklessly would get us wiped out, so we need to prepare thoroughly!

I was about to speak to Zieg with that thought in mind, but he beat me to it.
"Arwin."

"Huh? Yeah...?"

"Don't smile too much at others."

"What...?"

What is he saying? What's wrong with me smiling? Hey! Does he think he's my master or something?! This is ridiculous! I was about to confront him and opened my mouth...

Zieg's face looked somewhat angry. Huh? Did I do something wrong? What did I do?! Still... I should stand my ground...

"...Okay, I got it..."

Damn it. I'm such a coward. But... when Zieg said that with an angry face... it really made me feel like I did something wrong...

After hearing my response, Zieg's expression softened and returned to his usual smiling self.

Did... did I really do something wrong? But I don't know what I did wrong... I just acted like a proper Saintess to a child! I finally did something befitting a Saintess!

While I was lost in these thoughts, I felt piercing gazes on my body. Eek...

Cian, Mayel, and Yuna were glaring at me like they wanted to kill me. Why...! What did I do this time?! All that happened was Zieg scolding me!

Please be gentle with this baby Saintess... Why... why can't I, Arwin, catch a break?!

※

"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

"Hmm..."

We're currently in the middle of a strategy meeting. It's clear that rushing in without a plan would get us pulverized.

Zieg and I judged that, like the previous incident, the people must be possessed by demonic energy, and we told our companions as much.

Mayel suggested:
"If... Arwin purified those possessed by demonic energy before... couldn't we focus on purification this time too...?"

Zieg asked for my opinion. I thought this strategy was the best option in our current situation, so I nodded.

As a result, we decided that everyone except me would subdue and restrain the villagers so I could purify them, while I would use healing magic to purify the restrained people.

Great! At this rate, we should be able to resolve this incident smoothly! It's a bit cumbersome, but this method is the safest. If there's anything to worry about... it's Zieg accidentally killing a villager if he doesn't control his strength properly... But he's the Hero, so he should be able to control his power well...

We moved as quietly as possible to avoid being spotted by the villagers. We didn't want arrows flying at us like when we first entered the village...

We quietly spotted a group of unsuspecting villagers. Zieg went forward, silently restrained a villager's arms behind their back, and quickly dragged them over to us.

"AAAAAAHHH!!"

Oh shit... my ears... Even when possessed by demonic energy, their vocal cords seem to work just fine. People started rushing toward us.

I quickly cast healing magic on the villager Zieg was restraining.

"Huh...?"

"AAAAAAHHH!!"

This is bad. The purification isn't working on the villager. It seems our strategy missed the most important point. This plan was based on the premise that people were possessed by demonic energy.

But what if that black fruit doesn't cause demonic possession but contains some kind of mind-control magic?

We're screwed.

Zieg shouts:
"Run!"

And so we started running away again.

Ch.26 - F-Friends With Each Other...
"Huk... Heuk..."

Oh my god... Damn! That's not someone consumed by demonic energy? I never imagined this...! I was so confident telling everyone it was demonic energy possession... What a mess this is...!

No wonder... Unlike before, they were screaming at the top of their lungs...! I thought something was suspicious when I saw their eyes rolling back...! What on earth did they do to end up in that state...!

"Hueuk... Huk... Uwaak...!"

I'm screwed...! I fell down...! Looking back, I can see the villagers chasing after us. Oh god... Is... is this the end? My life was short but... it was fun...! Zieg...! Take care of the Demon King without me...! I think this is as far as I go...!

While I was thinking that, Zieg came back for me, lifted me up, and started running.

"Uwah...!"

"We need to run... Hold on tight!"

Zieg said that to me and started running at full speed. W-wait a moment... This is too fast...! Am I going to fly off?!

I felt like I might fly away, but since we were being chased, I couldn't ask him to slow down. But... isn't Mayel a Mage too? If she's a Mage, shouldn't she be physically weak like me? I tried to look back with that question in mind.

I caught a glimpse of Mayel running just fine, unlike me. She must be using physical enhancement magic... What... what's with her... Is she really a Mage? Hey...! If even Mages can run like that... what about Saintesses...?! Is it just Saintesses who are weak...?! Just Saintesses!! Am I the only sucker here...?! Damn it...

A-anyway... this speed is way too fast? I feel like I'm going to throw up. Keeping my eyes open makes me dizzy. Ugh... I should close my eyes. So I did.

But... when you can't see anything and hear loud noises... that's even scarier, isn't it? With my eyes closed, the surrounding sounds became more distinct... but only the terrifyingly loud ones, which made me even more scared.

Hey...! This is scary! Really freaking scary...! I ended up opening my eyes again. Even if it makes me dizzy... I hate being scared more...! While I was thinking that, Zieg spoke to me.
"Arwin! Hold tight!"

"Huh...? Hieek!"

Looking ahead, I saw a bridge that appeared to have been cut by someone. A-are we going to jump across that...? Z-Zieg, think again...! Couldn't there be another way? I don't think it's good to just keep going straight ahead!

I looked at Zieg with those thoughts, but he seemed too busy escaping to notice my gaze. Hey...! Wait...! Are we really going?!

Zieg jumped with all his might while holding me.
"Kyaaaah!"

I braced myself for the impact of landing. The recoil is going to be huge...! It's really going to hurt...!

"...?"

What... why don't I feel any impact? Looking up, I saw Zieg smiling at me. It seems he landed carefully for my sake. Zieg...! I believed in you...!

But... can the others make it across too? I... I don't think I could make it if it were me... With that thought, I looked back.

I saw the three of them crossing the bridge easily. The worry I had until just now disappeared. Why didn't they fall off the bridge? They should have fallen... Everyone except me has good physical abilities...! Mayel...! Why are you so good at this when you're a Mage...! It's unfair! This is unfair!

With an indignant heart, I lightly punched Zieg's chest. Zieg looked at me and chuckled. You guys don't understand my feelings...! This sense of isolation from being the only one in the party with poor physical abilities...!

While I was thinking these bitter thoughts, Zieg's face hardened as he spoke.
"It seems we haven't shaken them off yet, so let's start running again."

The three behind us nodded at his words. So... when are you going to put me down? I think I can run too...

"...What about me...? Aren't you going to put me down...?"

Zieg looked at me with a smile and said:
"Arwin might fall, so... I'll just carry you while running. Is that okay?"

That's not okay at all...! I have legs too...! I can run too...! This is a violation of human rights! The so-called Hero is trying to violate the Saintess's human rights! Catch this rascal...!

...But... thinking about it, he might be right... If I run, wouldn't I collapse from exhaustion? If I fall, I'd be a burden to the other party members...

I finally smiled at Zieg and said:
"Yes... that's fine..."

Yes... I'm smiling right now... I'm smiling because I'm grateful to Zieg... I'm really smiling...!

"Sorry... Arwin..."

Don't apologize...! Don't apologize...! That makes it even sadder!

With those words, Zieg carried me and started running again. But... where are we going? It seems I wasn't the only one wondering, as Yuna caught up to Zieg and asked:
"So Zieg! Where are we going?"

Zieg seemed to think for a moment, then told Yuna:
"Considering that Arwin's healing didn't work, it's either not demonic energy possession, or it's such a massive amount of demonic energy that Arwin's healing can't purify it."

Zieg seems to have the same thoughts as me. I hadn't considered that it might be demonic energy too massive for me to purify... but I don't think that's it.

"It seems like the villagers are being controlled by someone right now. We need to find that person and take them out."

Yuna nodded in understanding at Zieg's words.

It seems we need to take out the mastermind controlling the people to end this incident. I already feel exhausted... How are we going to do this...

We don't even know where that person is... The road ahead is already long...

"The problem is... where is the mastermind controlling these people..."

Zieg muttered as if he had a headache. The mastermind... If it's the mastermind, wouldn't they be emitting thick demonic energy? If that's the case, I should be able to sense it...

I told Zieg:
"I'll try to find them."

Zieg looked at me with surprise. What...! I'm a Saintess after all... Aren't you treating me too lightly?!

"I... I'm a Saintess after all...! I might be able to sense overflowing demonic energy...!"

Zieg sighed at my words and then said to me:
"Then... I'm counting on you, Arwin."

I nodded to Zieg.

"..."

But... I said that, but... honestly, can I, a Saintess who can only heal, really sense it? I'm not confident... But since I declared it so confidently, I have to try.

I closed my eyes to sense the massive demonic energy that might exist somewhere. Then I self-hypnotized. I am a Saintess... I can sense demonic energy... I will find where the mastermind is...

I quietly close my eyes and try to feel the surrounding air. Maybe because we're running, I can feel the wind brushing against my cheeks. There must be something... strange... a part that's different from the rest...

Dig deeper.

Concentrate more.

Feel the flow of air more carefully.

I sense a direction where it feels suffocating and murky. As if... it's filled with demonic energy...

"..!!"

I opened my eyes wide. The place I sensed as strange was a house that looked no different from the others on the outside. But something is different. The mastermind is definitely there.

I pointed to the house that was presumed to be where the mastermind was.
"It's there...! Definitely there... I can clearly feel a strange current from that house...!"

Zieg looked at me with surprise after hearing my words. Heh... I was pretty awesome, wasn't I? Haha! This is the true power of a Saintess...!

Zieg looked at me with a proud smile and said:
"Arwin, well done."

I smiled triumphantly at Zieg's praise. Huhu...! I think I'm pretty awesome...!

...But... I feel a strange sensation on my head.
'Pat pat'

"Hueh...?"

Something feels off... Shouldn't this be the moment when he's supposed to be extremely impressed and respectful...! Uh...! Praising me...! Isn't that the right timing? I did get praised, but something feels strange. Why... why is he patting my head...?

"..Ah...? W-why my head..."

Zieg heard my words and smiled brightly as he said:
"Just because I'm proud of you... We're friends... is it not okay...?"

"F-friends..."

Come to think of it... I guess friends do this kind of thing...? I-is that so...? Do friends normally pat each other's heads? Looking at Zieg's expression, it really seems like that's the case... W-what is this...

My mind is confused. S-should I like this...? Well... I got praised... and h-honestly, the sensation of having my head patted doesn't feel bad... No, it actually feels rather nice...

My mind is confused by this first-time head patting experience. I-I've never had my head patted even in my original world...!

While I was flustered, Zieg carried me and started running towards the house I had pointed out. Of course, I was so confused that I didn't even notice Zieg moving.

"Aue...? Ueh...? Uuuu..."

Ah...! I don't know...! Let's catch the mastermind first and think about it later...!

We entered the house that was emitting the strange current.

※

Damn... I keep letting out a laugh. Fortunately, Arwin doesn't seem to have noticed that I'm smirking... or more accurately, she seems confused.

When Arwin found the mastermind controlling the people, she was so happy with an "I did it!" attitude that I found her too cute and unconsciously praised her and patted her head.

I can still see Arwin's confusion. Her adorable reaction to having her head patted is something I want to store in my memory forever.

How can such a cute and lovable creature exist? I made the excuse that it's common for friends to pat each other's heads... but that seems to have confused Arwin even more.

"Aue...? Ueh...? Uuuu..."

Damn. She's cute.

...This isn't right... We're in the middle of something important... No more of this. Get a grip...

Haa... Deep breath... Let's solve this incident first... Jake is waiting for us, isn't he...

With those thoughts, I entered the house Arwin had pointed out.

Ch.27 - Is This Broken?
"Hmm..."

We were now inside the house I had pointed out. Before entering, we had thoroughly prepared for a potential battle, but the interior looked no different from an ordinary home.

What's going on? Did I get the wrong place? But this is definitely it. Is there a hidden door leading underground like at the library? The trio's gazes turn toward me. Their looks alone convey what they want to say.

No... no! I really felt something strange here... I swear!

I spoke to my companions with an indignant expression.
"N-no... I really felt something strange here! R-really!"

I accidentally spoke informally as if I were talking to Zieg, but I added "really" at the end, so it was still polite speech! It still counts! Seriously... I really did feel something strange here!

And what's making me nervous is that Zieg hasn't said anything. I thought he would definitely tell me there was nothing here... but his silence makes me even more anxious. While thinking this, I look at Zieg and see him scanning the surroundings as if he's noticed something.

Feeling uneasy, I grab Zieg's arm and say:
"I-it's true... I really felt something here."

Zieg looks at me and smiles.
"Yeah, I believe you, Arwin."

"...! Zieg..!"

Z-Zieg! He really does believe in me! I looked up at him, feeling touched.

Zieg continued scanning the area and then told us:
"There seems to be some empty space beyond that section of wall."

Hearing this, I put on a proud expression and glared at the trio. See! What did I tell you? I said there was really something here!

Noticing my gaze, the trio began to avoid eye contact. Seriously... these jerks... I'll get my revenge later! Just because I'm weak doesn't mean you can disrespect me this much! I'm still a Saintess... really...

Zieg, noticing my anger, tries to calm me down.
"Haha... Arwin, calm down."

"...Okay..."

Hmph! You three are only alive thanks to Zieg! I'll remember this until the day I die! Just wait!

I glared at the trio before turning my head away sharply.

...Why am I getting so worked up over something so trivial? Why am I acting like such a child? This is strange... getting so angry over something like this.

I've been feeling it ever since my body changed... my taste has changed, and my personality seems to have become more emotional. Ugh... why am I like this?

Argh... I don't know! My thoughts keep wandering... L-let's focus on taking down the mastermind behind this incident first. Seriously! Be serious!

Zieg looks at us and says:
"Ready?"

We nodded. Seeing our response, Zieg's expression hardened as he smashed the wall where he sensed the empty space with his fist.

*BANG*

Ow... doesn't that hurt his hand? I approached Zieg and cast a healing spell on him. I-I could never do something like that... How can he shatter a wall with one punch?

When I cast the healing spell, Zieg looks at me with confusion. What? Does it really not hurt? Is his fist made of iron or something? The world of novels is still difficult for my brain to comprehend. I wish I could be that strong too...

Thinking about my current position, just casting healing spells, brings tears to my eyes. *Sniff*... But... my current life is enjoyable enough, so I guess it doesn't matter much.

We moved beyond the wall. Just like at the library, there was a staircase leading underground. Do these people have some kind of obsession with underground spaces? Every time we search, we find stairs going down.

Somehow... seeing this pointless obsession makes them seem a bit similar to me... No way! I'm different! Comparing myself to these guys... it really upsets me!

The underground staircase extended downward like before, but it seemed even more eerie than last time. I unconsciously gripped Zieg's arm tightly.

T-this really looks like a place where ghosts might appear! How can it be so creepy? This is why I don't particularly like horror genres! I've read all sorts of novels, but I haven't read many horror ones!

We began descending the stairs carefully. Unlike the library's basement, despite going down for quite some time, there was no smell of blood.

W-what's going on... The absence of blood smell should be a good thing, but why do I feel more anxious? It feels like there might be an even stronger opponent than before waiting for us.

What if there are brainwashed villagers armed and waiting for us at the bottom? I'm starting to get scared. B-but this time it's not just me and Zieg... the others are here too!

...Can we handle it? The more I think about it, the slower my steps become. Noticing my suddenly slowed pace, Zieg looks at me with concern.

"..Arwin..?"

"..."

W-well, you know... if we're going anyway, isn't it okay to go a little slower? I started glancing at the other members.

As I kept checking their reactions, I suddenly remembered Jake's desperate face. Ah... I made a promise to Jake. Making a promise and then showing such a shameful attitude... I'm failing as a Saintess!

I finally steeled my resolve. Whatever is down there, I'll resolve it as I promised Jake! Bring it on! W-we have Zieg, the Hero with humanity's strongest fighting power!

"..Sorry. Let's go..!"

My steps feel lighter now. Whatever happens, we'll deal with it! You should just face these things head-on. Overthinking isn't good!

As we continued down the stairs, we were greeted by another basement door, just like before. Go! Zieg! Body slam!

*BANG*

Zieg kicked the door open. I still can't get used to seeing Zieg break doors. Really... doesn't his foot hurt? If it were me, I'd be rolling on the ground in pain.

We entered the room through the broken door. And we were shocked, but for a different reason than before.

"..Eek.."

The room's design is... how should I put it... extremely bizarre. W-what is this...

Like some kind of cult church, demon statues were arranged at regular intervals, and the one at the back, which seemed to be the leader, was striking a solemn pose with arms crossed.

What... who made these? It's s-so bizarre... what is this...

As we stood there, shocked by the absurd room design, a woman's voice was heard.

"So... you've finally come here."

...? What? I thought there was no one here. Looking for the source of the voice, I saw a masked woman sitting on a chair beneath the leader demon statue.

Is she the woman Jake mentioned who sells the Black Fruit? S-so she's the culprit who turned this village upside down!

Seeing her reminded me of Jake's sad expression when he talked about his parents. I started getting angry. That... that person is the criminal!

We all readied our weapons, preparing to fight. I would just provide healing from the back, but I might need to purify her like I did with that man before.

Seeing us, the woman suddenly starts laughing maniacally.
"Pfft... Ahaha... Ahahahahaha!!"

W-what's wrong with her? Has she lost her mind? It seems like there isn't a single normal person among these Demon Worshipers. Well, if they were normal, they wouldn't worship demons in the first place.

"More sacrifices have come... how foolish..."

Ugh... my goodness... her lines are... so cringe-worthy! My hands and feet! Damn! I just got goosebumps down my spine!

The masked woman turns around, kneels before the demon statue, and places her hand on her chest, saying:
"I'll be back... Lord Demon..."

The woman stands up and looks at us.

"...!"

There's madness visible in the masked woman's eyes. I sensed something dangerous. S-somehow... I feel a much larger and denser demonic energy than what I felt from the man at the library.

I see the woman holding a one-handed sword. So she uses a sword? But... wait... where did she go? The woman suddenly disappeared from sight. Maybe she's above?

I looked up. Above us, I saw the woman with her sword, about to strike down at us.

Confirming that the woman had jumped up, I shouted loudly to Zieg:
"Zieg..! Above..! Watch out!"

*TING!*

"Kuk..!"

Zieg barely managed to block the woman's sword. As if she had anticipated Zieg blocking her attack, the woman smiled and continued attacking him relentlessly.

The trio stood dazed for a moment, watching the scene, before realizing that Zieg was facing the enemy alone and began their own attacks.

"Ice Spear!"

Mayel cast an ice magic spell at the woman, but she easily deflected or dodged it with her sword. Damn... she can destroy that?

Cian and Yuna attempted to attack simultaneously from both sides. The woman naturally evaded their attacks, causing Yuna and Cian to hit each other.

"Ugh..!"

"Kuh..."

I quickly cast healing spells on Cian and Yuna as they retreated after their failed attack. Wait... we have four people excluding me, a non-combatant! How strong is she that we can't win?!

Zieg rushes forward and swings his sword rapidly. The woman looks at him as if he's insignificant and easily blocks his sword.

Then she strikes Zieg's sword hard.

*CLANG*

Oh no...

Are we screwed? What did I just see?

I can see Zieg's shocked expression. The woman smiles with a crazed look.

Zieg's sword has broken.

Ch.28 - We Still Have Plenty Of Time, Don't We?
"Holy shit... I didn't expect the demonic sword would break...? Does the Saintess have any ability to heal swords? No, of course not... that's ridiculous!"

Zieg backs away in confusion. The woman doesn't miss this opportunity and swings her sword at him.

*Squelch*

"Ugh...!"

"Zieg!"

Zieg's arm is pierced by the woman's sword. Damn! That... that just went right through his arm! Holy shit...!

Unlike me, who lost my composure witnessing Zieg's arm being pierced in real-time, Zieg quickly regains his composure and tightens his pierced arm to prevent the woman from pulling out her sword.

"...!"

The woman seems surprised by Zieg's reaction. Ignoring her response, Zieg immediately punches her square in the face.

The woman, taking Zieg's punch head-on, flies far away.

*Crash*

"...Wow..."

I didn't know people could fly like that? She soared as smoothly as a paper airplane. I made a mental note never to mess with Zieg again.

More importantly... Zieg's arm is still bleeding! This isn't the time to be impressed!

I rushed over to Zieg and cast a healing spell on his arm. While healing him, I notice the three girls running toward us from behind.

"Zieg! Are you okay?!"

"Oppa Zieg... are you alright!"

"Zieg! Are you badly hurt?!"

Geez... this is chaotic... We're still in the middle of battle, you idiots! Zieg seems to share my thoughts as he shouts loudly.

"She's... still alive! Stay alert!"

I looked toward where Zieg had sent the woman flying. A silhouette of the woman is visible through the dust. Of course... she wouldn't die from just one punch!

But wait... wasn't the weapon Zieg chose at the weapon shop a demonic sword? It clearly looked like one. Strange... did I misjudge?

Looking at the sword in Zieg's hand, I could see the scabbard was still intact. Something feels off... but I guess since it broke, it must not have been a demonic sword after all.

So Zieg bought a cheap sword because he had a "feeling" about it? That's kind of funny when I think about it again.

Looking back at where the woman had landed, I could see her with her mask broken, revealing her face. Zieg must have hit her really hard because blood was flowing from her face.

But the woman doesn't seem to be in pain as she smiles with the same crazed expression as before and says:
"Ah! You must be the Hero's party?!"

What... she's just realizing that now? More importantly, she's kind of scary... how can someone smile with such an expression? She must be truly insane... I guess it's confirmed that Demon Worshipers are all psychopaths.

"I was wondering why contact with Laiod Village was cut off... so it was your doing?"

The woman smiles more gleefully as she speaks. It seems she was in contact with that person in Laiod Village. But... she's really terrifying!

A murderous intent flashes in the woman's eyes.

"I suppose... I should eliminate you first?"

"...?"

What...? Who is she talking to? While I'm wondering this, Zieg suddenly pulls me into his arms with an urgent expression.

"Oof...!?"

*Ting!*

What the...! What's happening?! I can't see!

"Mmph...! Mmph!"

"Cian! Yuna! Hold her off for a moment!"

"Got it!"

Zieg runs somewhere while holding me in his arms. Hey... where are we going?!

Zieg, apparently thinking we're far enough, releases me from his arms. What... what's happening? I can't grasp the situation...

I tried to look at Zieg to ask what was going on, but he was busy keeping an eye on the woman. Wait... when did she get over there?

At the spot where we were just moments ago, the woman was facing off against Cian and Yuna, with Mayel providing support magic from behind.

Was I the "you" the woman referred to earlier? It seems she was trying to kill me first—the one capable of healing—and rushed toward us quickly.

Wait... so I almost died just now? That's... that's insane... I know it's common practice to target healers first, but still! This is crazy...

Now that I've become a healer, the current situation feels terrifying. What... what is happening...

The woman erased her crazed smile and said coldly:
"I have no interest in you all!"

Then she slashed Cian and Yuna across their stomachs with her sword and kicked Mayel in the head. Oh no... aren't they going to die from that?!

After dealing with the three, the woman started running toward us. Oh no... she's coming! She's coming!

The situation is quite desperate. A weakling Saintess who can only heal and a Hero who lost his weapon... this is really bad!

Zieg stood in front of me protectively, holding his scabbard. Can he fight with just that scabbard? Well... we have to try something!

I attempted to purify the woman like I did in the library basement. Since casting healing over a wide area would be less effective, I tried focusing it directly on the woman.

"Ugh...?"

I could see the woman's movements slowing down. Does that mean her demonic energy is massive? Unlike before, it doesn't seem to be purifying her completely. I continued casting healing on the woman, thinking I was helping Zieg.

"You're really annoying...!"

Zieg fought the woman as best he could with his scabbard. Of course, my healing slowing her down helped, but there was still a big difference between having a weapon and not having one.

The woman kicked Zieg's hand, breaking his guard.

"Ugh...!"

Then she slashed Zieg and sent him flying with a kick.

*Crash*

"Kuh... ugh..."

Zieg hit the wall from the woman's kick and coughed up blood. I started running toward him.

"Zieg...!!"

"Where do you think you're going?"

"Ugh...!"

I was caught by the woman. Damn it... I need to heal him quickly! He might die if left like that! There's no time for this!

"Let go...!"

"Hmm... you're noisy."

"Gah!"

I feel pain in my stomach. It seems the woman hit me hard in the stomach. Tears well up in my eyes from the pain.

"Hnngh..."

"Hmm... so you can purify demonic energy? Interesting... I should take you with me."

I started crawling toward Zieg while lying on the ground. Zieg... I have to save Zieg! If I leave him like that... he'll surely die!

"Zieg...!"

Zieg had his eyes closed and wasn't moving, as if he'd lost consciousness. No... I don't want to watch my first friend die so pathetically!

"Still... you must pay for interfering with me."

*Thud*

"Guh..."

The woman grabbed me and started beating me one-sidedly.

It hurts. This is the worst pain I've experienced since coming here. It didn't hurt this much when my hair was pulled or when I was kidnapped.

...Still, all I could think about was saving Zieg.

"Zi...eg..."

I try casting healing once more with my hand, even though he's out of range and I have no strength left to move. But as if mocking my futile hope, Zieg didn't get up.

I can feel my consciousness fading. But if I faint now, Zieg, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna... everyone who's been with me, even for this short time, might die.

"Oh? That's strange... I'm sure I cut him enough to kill him..."

"Ah... Zieg..."

Looking ahead, I see Zieg who has somehow regained consciousness and stood up. But something about his condition seems off.

"..Zi..eg..?"

"..Arwin, I'll finish this quickly. Just rest for a moment."

His voice and manner of speaking are the same as usual, but something is different. There's an eerie aura that I've never felt from him before.

But soon I could see where that aura was coming from.

In Zieg's hand was a sword emanating black energy... no, a demonic sword.

That was the last thing I saw before losing consciousness.

※

I can't open my eyes.

*Gasp...*

I hear Arwin's pain-filled groan.

*Zieg...!*

Arwin is calling for me.

*Guh...*

I need to get up. I need to get up quickly and protect Arwin.

*Zi...eg...*

Damn it... get up! Get up!

But my wish wasn't granted. No matter how hard I tried to move, my body wouldn't respond.

Damn it! Why...! Why won't I get up?!

As I was blaming myself, a neutral voice echoed in my head.

*Do you desire power?*

Who are you...!

*Answer yes or no. Do you desire power?*

I don't know who you are, but... please! As long as I can protect Arwin... anything is fine!

*Oh? You're fine with me being a demonic sword?*

It's fine, just hurry...!

*Hmm... very well. I am the demonic sword Pantheon. What is your name?*

My name is... Ziegfried...

*Good. Let us proceed with the contract, Ziegfried.*

*Each time you use my power, you will be consumed by it. Are you still okay with that?*

Just give me power already...!

*Hmm... very well. The contract is established.*

*Use the power carefully. The more you use it, the more you will be consumed by me.*

*Flash*

※

My closed eyes opened. Checking my body, all the wounds inflicted by that woman had been healed.

And looking at my right hand, the sword that had been broken until just now had returned to normal, emanating a black aura.

Looking ahead, I saw Arwin in a terrible state. Her cheeks were swollen, her clothes were filthy, and she was crawling toward me.

Arwin kept crawling toward me before eventually noticing me standing with the sword.

"Oh? That's strange... I'm sure I cut him enough to kill him..."

"Ah... Zieg..."

Seeing Arwin in that state filled me with immense anger. Even normally, seeing Arwin like this would be unbearable, but now the feeling seemed amplified.

The black aura from the sword grew stronger.

Seeing me like this, Arwin called out to me anxiously:
"..Zi..eg..?"

"..Arwin, I'll finish this quickly. Just rest for a moment."

With those words, Arwin fainted. Now... Arwin isn't watching anymore. The only ones awake were me and that despicable woman.

"Hmm... what trick did you use? I'm sure I cut you enough to kill you..."

I smiled with a crazed expression.
"That's..."

Then I pushed off with my feet and rushed quickly toward the woman. I swung my sword at her side.

"None of your business."

The woman barely reacted to my sword and blocked it. But unable to withstand my strength, she was sent flying. I didn't miss this opportunity and followed her as she flew.

*Crash*

"Guh..."

The woman let out a pained groan. She's the one who put Arwin in that state.

I was beating the woman with all my might.

"You kept hitting Arwin like this too, didn't you?"

"Gah... kuh... hnngh..."

The woman, having been hit by me multiple times, showed signs of fainting. I slapped her face hard.

"Are you trying to faint now?"

Then I kicked her stomach hard.

"Guh..."

"You shouldn't try to faint so soon."

The woman looked at me with a terrified expression and pleaded:
"Pl...please spare me..."

"I'll believe you can... hold out as long as possible?"

*Grin*

There was still plenty of time.

Arwin. I'm sorry, I meant to end this quickly... but it seems it'll take a bit longer. But don't worry... it'll be over soon.

Ch.29 - Thank You
*Sigh...*

The sound of a sigh echoes in my head. Right now, I'm kneeling with my head bowed and my hands raised high in the air. Like I'm being punished or something.

What's going on, you ask? Honestly, I don't understand the situation myself. Who is this person in front of me, and why am I being treated this way?

The person in front of me asks, "Don't you think we're seeing each other too often?"

"This is my first time..."

"Don't talk back."

"...Yes, sir..."

It really is my first time though... I can't say I've seen someone I've never met before...

Hmm... Let me calmly assess the situation.

I was just fighting some crazy woman, and once again, I passed out without being much help... Then when I regained consciousness, I found myself in this white, mysterious space that I've been to before.

What the heck is going on...! No matter how I think about it, I can't understand this situation. Well, it's not my first time coming here...!

Last time, I couldn't speak and was floating in the air... but now for some reason, I can stand up and talk!

And there's that strange person over there!

As if reading my thoughts, the man gives me a chilling smile and says, "Do I look strange to you?"

Feeling an immediate threat to my life, I quickly smile and deny it vehemently.
"No! Not at all...! Absolutely not...! Haha...!"

What... what's going on?! How did he read my thoughts? This person is scary... I shouldn't mess with him.

Anyway, who is he and why is he here? His voice is somewhat androgynous, and his appearance is so neutral that I can't tell if he's a man or a woman.

As if reading my thoughts again, he sighs and starts muttering to himself.
"Haah... I guess it's partly my fault for sending you without any explanation..."

"...?"

Hmm? Send...? What did he send?

"I am the one you've been cursing day after day..."

Ah... could it be...

"I'm the author of the novel."

Upon hearing those words, I immediately got up and threw a punch at the author. But my fist was still weak, so the author caught it easily.

Damn... I wanted to land at least one hit!

"Ugh! Let go!"

"Haha... You shouldn't have left malicious comments if you were going to act like this!"

The author started provoking me with a mocking tone. I mean... I was wrong, but hey! This isn't right...!

"Well, you've already transmigrated anyway... honestly, it's not such a bad life, is it?"

"..."

I was speechless at the author's words. To be honest, my current life wasn't bad. I was furious at the beginning of the transmigration, but now...

It was enjoyable.

Traveling with Zieg and the others, helping people.

But I was still angry, so my tone naturally became curt.

"...So what did you come to tell me?"

The author found my blunt attitude amusing and answered with a laugh.
"It's getting tiresome pretending to be a goddess to wake you up every time... so I'll be straightforward."

Wait... what? You were the one pretending to be a goddess? Unbelievable...

"Do you know the original ending of the novel?"

The original ending? What does that mean? Was the work I criticized a completed work rather than an ongoing one? I... I dropped it after the first chapter...

Given my circumstances, I could only shake my head at the author's question. Seeing me, the author smiled and said:

"Originally... I wanted to enjoy watching you suffer, but... this seems more interesting."

Hearing those words, I felt chills down my spine. Did I... mess with the wrong person? Talk about bad luck... of all people to offend, I had to pick an author with this kind of power...

"Originally... I'd like to explain things slowly, but... it seems I'm out of time now."

"...Out of time?"

"If I don't send you back now, it could be very dangerous."

My vision is gradually filling with white... Hey! You should finish what you were saying before leaving!

"Take good care of the Hero."

*Flash!*

With those words, my vision turned completely white.

※

My eyes opened immediately.

"Huff..."

Ugh... I can never get used to this feeling. Though it would be weird if I did get used to it...

I got up and calmly started looking around. But I couldn't help being terrified by the shocking scene around me.

"Eek..."

Blood was splattered all over the floor and walls, and everything was broken, making the already eerie atmosphere even more chilling.

Trying my best to keep my wits about me, I looked around again and saw the three companions lying on the ground, bleeding.

Seeing how much blood they'd lost, I knew it would be serious if I left them like this.

With my body trembling from fear, I struggled to move toward the three. Then I healed them one by one.

After confirming their wounds were healed, I could feel somewhat relieved. But where was Zieg?

I turned my head and started looking around. Soon, I was able to find Zieg.

It seems Zieg took care of that crazy Demon Worshiper. As expected of Zieg...

With a feeling of relief, I called out to Zieg and started running toward him.
"Zieg!"

But as I was running, I realized something was off about Zieg's condition. There was some kind of black energy flowing around him.

"Yes, Arwin."

Zieg turned around in response to my call. As he turned, his appearance began to reveal itself.

And I couldn't help but be shocked by Zieg's appearance.

Zieg was smiling as if possessed by madness, and his body was covered in blood, presenting a chilling sight.

"Z-Zieg...?"

"It'll be over soon... just wait a little."

Looking more carefully, I could see the Demon Worshiper behind Zieg, covered in wounds. Seeing the closed eyes, it seemed the worshiper had lost consciousness.

"..."

At that sight, my legs, which had been running toward Zieg, froze in fear.

Seeing me like that, Zieg smiled eerily and said:
"I'll finish up now. Okay, Arwin."

This isn't right... Somehow... I feel like I shouldn't leave him like this...

I had a feeling that if I left Zieg like this, he might never come back. As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I forced my frozen legs to move and started running toward Zieg.

"Zieg... stop it...!"

I hugged Zieg from behind to stop him from finishing what he was about to do.

"Hmm...? Arwin... why are you stopping me?"

"Zieg, you're... not yourself right now...!"

And I looked straight into Zieg's eyes and said:

"I feel like... if I let you continue what you're doing, you'll go somewhere and never come back...!"

Hearing my words, Zieg clutched his head in confusion.

"I'm... not myself...? Go... somewhere...?"

Thinking this wasn't enough, I cast Purification on Zieg. I wasn't sure if it would work, but... please.

While casting Purification, I desperately shouted at Zieg:
"Please... come to your senses... Zieg!"

"Ugh...! I...!"

My words seemed to reach Zieg as he groaned, put down the Demonic Sword, and clutched his head, collapsing to the ground.

Then, as if he had regained his senses, he spoke in disbelief:
"What... what have I done...?"

"..Zieg."

"I... I..."

"Zieg."

"I'm... not a Hero..."

"ZIEG!!"

When I suddenly shouted, Zieg looked at me with a startled expression.

Looking at Zieg like that, I smiled as brightly as I could and said:

"It's okay."

I continued speaking while casting Purification on the wounded Demon Worshiper.

"And thank you."

"For protecting me, for fighting for me."

"..."

After quietly listening to my words, Zieg's emotions finally burst.

Zieg cried and hugged me. I gently hugged him back.

"It was hard."

"Yes."

"It was painful."

"Yes."

"I wanted to die."

"...Yes."

It seems Zieg has been through a lot since being chosen as the Hero. To be pushed this far.

I moved Zieg's head to my lap, bent down to look directly at him, and said:
"You've worked hard. Don't you think we deserve a little rest?"

"...Yes..."

Hearing my words, Zieg, truly exhausted, answered me and immediately fell asleep.

Looking to the side, I noticed the Demon Worshiper had been completely purified and had disappeared.

While Zieg is asleep,

When no one else is around,

I whisper the words I couldn't say because they were too embarrassing:

"..Thank you... Hero..."

"...Ugh..."

"...!"

I was startled by the sound from in front and looked up in surprise.

In front of me were Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, who had regained consciousness as their wounds had healed. They were probably far enough away that they didn't hear me. Right? They didn't hear, did they?

The three looked around for a moment, then turned their gaze toward me and Zieg, looking like they had something to say about our current position.

It seems they definitely didn't hear what I said. Relieved, I put my finger to my lips, signaling them to be quiet.

"Shh."

He just fell asleep... we shouldn't wake him up right away!

It seems we still have a long way to go as the Hero's party... but for now, I wanted to let him rest.

It's my first time giving someone a lap pillow, but it must be better than the hard floor, right?

We've been running so much until now...

Let's let him rest a little.

Aaaaargh, my knee is going numb...!

Ch.30 - Forgotten Things
I had a dream after a very long time.

A dream where I, as the Hero, defeated the Demon King and everyone lived happily ever after.

"..."

I wish it hadn't been just a dream... but well... I can't keep making such weak excuses.

I should probably get up now. I've rested enough.

With that thought, I slowly began to open my eyes. When I did, Arwin's face was the first thing I saw.

Hmm... it's Arwin... Arwin...?

...Wait, why am I seeing Arwin's face right away?

I slowly began to retrace my memories. As each memory came back, I started feeling more and more embarrassed.

Damn... what did I do?

Crying and clinging to the girl I like, even getting a lap pillow... The lap pillow was nice, but... no, that's not the point!

"Ughh..."

As I kept thinking about it, I unconsciously let out a groan. Hearing my voice, Arwin confirmed I was awake and said to me with a bright smile:
"Zieg! You're awake?"

"Huh?! Uh... yeah..."

Damn it. This is bad. I can't look at Arwin's face properly. That face is dangerous.

I immediately lifted my head from Arwin's lap and stood up. I wanted to stay a bit longer, but... right now the embarrassment and shame were stronger.

My face must be bright red right now. Why did I do something like that? Aaaaargh!!

I tried to manage my expression and looked at Arwin. Seeing me, Arwin started to get up too.
"Ugh!"

Arwin suddenly sat back down with a groan. What's wrong?

"Arwin? What's the matter?"

Hearing my question, Arwin made a tearful face and said to me in a whimpering voice:
"My knees... they're numb..."

"Ah..."

Seeing Arwin like that, I immediately turned my head away. That was really dangerous just now. I almost had my life stolen by Arwin.

Every little thing about Arwin had become a threatening action to me now. I'm pretty sure it wasn't this bad before...

'It's okay. And thank you. For protecting me, for fighting for me.'

Arwin's voice from when she hugged me keeps echoing in my head. That bright smile on Arwin's face as she said those words is something I probably won't forget until I die.

I'm such an idiot... At first, I fell for Arwin's cute and innocent side. Because Arwin genuinely saw me as Zieg.

And... though it's not very Saintess-like, I think I fell for her once more when she occasionally showed her Saintess-like qualities.

This is serious... Even I think this is severe.

Hiding my reddened face by lowering my head, I approached Arwin and naturally offered my back in a position easy for her to climb on.

I'd like to carry her in my arms, but this is an exception. If I tried something like that now, I'd probably die of a heart attack.

"...I'm fine though..."

Arwin muttered that and naturally climbed onto my back. She must be quite numb after supporting me with her knees for so long.

"Phew..."

I took a deep breath and looked ahead. I'd been so focused on Arwin that I hadn't noticed, but our companions were waiting for us up ahead.

Cian, Mayel, and Yuna sighed as if they couldn't help it when they saw us.

Seeing the three of them, I couldn't help but smile a little. Looking at them made me feel a bit less embarrassed. I guess we made them wait quite a while.

"Shall we... head back now?"

Someone is waiting for us. Since we've made them wait too long, we should probably hurry a bit.

※

Sigh... how pathetic...

"Ugh..."

How could my legs get so numb from just a few hours of giving a lap pillow that I need to be carried like this? No matter how I think about it, my body seems too weak.

...Or is this normal when you give someone a lap pillow for a few hours? I don't have experience giving lap pillows, so I'm not sure.

Ah... whatever! What can I do now that I'm already being carried?!

Out of spite, I tightened my arms around Zieg.

"..."

...Seeing no reaction, it seems he didn't even feel it. This is really frustrating! Why am I so weak?!

While I was thinking this, Zieg's steps were a bit faster than usual, probably thinking about Jake who was waiting for us.

And so, we quickly left the eerie underground and the old house, heading toward where Jake was.

Coming outside, I noticed the villagers who had been out of their minds had regained their senses. They all looked puzzled, wondering why they were there.

It seems everything was resolved well, which is good...

As we passed by the villagers who seemed to have been slightly injured during our confrontation, I secretly cast healing on them. Haha! How about that! I've become really skilled...!

Though my power may be weak... I'm a Saintess who's better at healing than anyone!

If you think I'm crying right now, that's just your imagination! It's definitely your imagination!

Anyway, we passed through the villagers who had regained their senses and headed toward the shabby hut that Jake had guided us to as a hideout.

When we arrived at the hut, we saw Jake dozing off while sitting, apparently having fallen asleep while waiting for us.

I tapped Zieg's cheek and said:
"I can walk now... put me down..."

Hearing my words, Zieg carefully set me down.

"...Ugh...there!"

Great! I can move now!

We approached Jake and carefully shook him to wake him up.

"Hmm...?"

Jake looked at us questioningly, as if not fully awake yet. Then, quickly coming to his senses, he began bombarding us with questions:
"Huh? What happened?! What about that woman? The villagers? My parents? Are they back to normal?!"

Zieg calmed Jake down and informed him that we had defeated the woman and the villagers had returned to their senses.

Hearing Zieg's words, Jake thanked us with tears in his eyes:
"Thank you... really, thank you...!"

Then he immediately ran out of the house. He was probably going to meet his parents who had regained their senses.

We didn't follow Jake. We couldn't interfere with his emotional reunion with his parents.

It seems... we've resolved another incident.

※

"Ahh... finally I can relax..."

I was lying on the bed, enjoying the comfort.

'Thank you so much... for saving our Jior Village...'

I recalled the words of gratitude we had just received from the lord and the villagers. Indeed, words of gratitude always feel good no matter when you hear them.

Huh?! Even though all we got for our hard work was a thank you...! Still, there's something that rises from the heart!

"Heheh..."

I feel like I'm gradually gaining dignity as a Saintess...! I was indeed a growth-type protagonist...! I'm proud of myself!

I rolled around on the bed for a while, fantasizing about my impressive achievements. Though I stopped midway because I started feeling self-deprecating...

So where is this place? It's an inn. In my original world, you might call it a hotel?

The lord prepared compensation money and a luxury inn for us as a token of gratitude. Being a luxury inn, the bed was definitely much more comfortable than the first inn I stayed at.

Of course, the only differences were the comfortable bed and the slightly larger room... but hey, that's something!

As I was lying on the bed for a while, I heard a knock from the door.

-Knock knock

Hmm...? Is it Zieg? What's he coming for?

With that thought, I got up from the bed, walked to the door, and opened it.

As I expected, it was Zieg. As I thought... there's no one else who would visit me...

I felt a little sad, but I was still happy that Zieg came to visit, so I smiled and said:
"What brings you here?"

"Well... the lord said..."

Zieg began to relay what the lord had told him. To summarize, one of the specialties of Jior Village is a hot spring, and the lord had arranged for it to be empty of people for today as a gift to us.

Wait... there's even a hot spring here? Whether in my original world or here, I've never been to a hot spring... I'm kind of excited...!

So in other words, we have the hot spring all to ourselves today?!

I brightened my eyes and said to Zieg:
"Then...! Let's go quickly! Hurry!"

Seeing me like that, Zieg smiled and said:
"Alright, Arwin."

I naturally grabbed Zieg's sleeve and started following him. Following Zieg, I saw the trio who seemed to have already prepared.

They're so quick... Should I learn from them?

More importantly, I'm already excited. A hot spring... what will it feel like? I want to go quickly...!

※

I'm in a crisis right now.

What's happening? It's a tremendous issue. It's really serious.

"D-don't look this way...!"

"I'm not looking!"

Right now, Zieg and I were standing back to back, trying our best not to look at each other.

There was one thing I overlooked before coming to the hot spring. Hot springs are separated into men's and women's baths. That's common sense. In my excitement, I arrived at the hot spring ahead of the others and quickly entered the men's bath.

While curiously looking around the unfamiliar hot spring, I ran into Zieg who had just entered.

At that moment, I realized one crucial fact.

I'm a woman now...!

This is really bad.

Ch.31 - Why Are You Like This?
"Huff..."

An onsen, huh... They really didn't need to empty it just for us.

We're heading to the hot springs now. Arwin got so excited that she ran ahead to the onsen, but... it's right in front of us, so it should be fine, right?

I think nothing bad will happen. To be honest, I wanted to quickly catch up to Arwin because I was worried, but... I decided to let her go ahead since she might scold me for being too overprotective.

Following Arwin, we arrived at the onsen and split up between the men's and women's baths.

"See you in a bit."

Cian, Mayel, and Yuna nodded in acknowledgment at my words.

After confirming their response, I entered the men's bath.

Come to think of it... being alone... it might be a bit lonely.

"Haah..."

I didn't have high expectations for the onsen anyway, so I'll just enjoy it briefly and then wait outside.

With that thought, I undressed and started entering the hot spring.

I wonder what Arwin is doing right now? She looked at me with such sparkling eyes, so she must be really enjoying herself...

Somehow... I regret not being able to see that with my own eyes.

I can easily imagine Arwin wandering around the onsen with wonder in her eyes.

...Damn. Right now, I envy Cian, Mayel, and Yuna who can be in there with her.

After grabbing a towel and entering the onsen, I soon heard a strange sound.

-Step, step

"...?"

What's that sound? It sounds like someone walking... but the Lord said he'd empty the onsen for us. Did a child sneak in?

With that question in mind, I moved toward the source of the footsteps.

Looking ahead, I could see some kind of silhouette... though the steam from the onsen made it hard to see clearly.

As I got closer, the silhouette became more visible. Hmm... judging by the height, it seems like a child?

I approached the silhouette even closer. As I got nearer, I noticed long silver hair that reminded me of Arwin.

Hmm...? Silver long hair...? Something seems off... I was momentarily flustered and accidentally put too much force on my foot, making a loud footstep.

Did the silver-haired person hear my footsteps? They flinched slightly and turned around.

"W-who's there...?"

Wait, this familiar voice.

"A... Arwin...?"

"Uh... yes...?"

Perhaps she hasn't realized it's me yet. Arwin responds with confusion after hearing my voice.

"J-just a moment... I can't see well because of the steam..."

Then she starts approaching me. Wait, why is she coming closer? Isn't this dangerous?

With that thought, I shouted loudly to Arwin.
"W-wait...! Arwin! It's me! Don't come closer!"

"Huh...?"

As Arwin made a confused sound, we both came to a position where we could clearly see each other. Damn, too late.

What entered my vision was Arwin's pure white bare skin.

"Huh...?"

Arwin made a dumbfounded sound, perhaps finally realizing that the person in the onsen was me.

She froze for a moment, then quickly turned around.

"Kyaaaah!!"

"Aaaaaaah!!"

※

"W-why... why are you here..."

I stammered, too shocked to speak properly. Why on earth is Arwin in the men's bath? Didn't she go in first? What in the world...

My mind is in chaos. And above all, I saw Arwin naked. Damn... forget it! Forget it, Zieg...!

"I... I think... I... I... went... into... the wrong... one..."

Arwin seemed no less shocked, her voice trembling as she stumbled over her words more than usual.

It seems she confused the men's and women's baths... I never imagined Arwin's clumsiness would manifest in a place like this. If I had known, I wouldn't have let her go ahead...

It's not necessarily a bad thing... honestly, from my perspective, it's rather...

-Smack!

"Uh... huh? Zieg...? I think I just heard something being hit...!"

"It's nothing. Just a fly flying around..."

What was I just thinking? Having such indecent thoughts about Arwin... my mind doesn't seem to be working properly right now.

Pain rises from the cheek I just slapped. I think I used too much force. Damn it.

The reason I can't think straight is because we're sitting back-to-back. Since we're both naked, we had no choice but to sit like this.

Being so close, I can smell Arwin's scent, the same one I noticed from the bed before. For all these reasons combined, I can't think straight right now. Damn, I'm going crazy.

As I moved my body slightly, Arwin flinched and said to me:

"D-don't look this way...!"

"I'm not looking!"

Damn... at this rate, it feels like we'll be stuck here all day, unable to move.

I could move first and leave, but the exit is in the direction Arwin is facing. This is really awkward...

It's fortunate that the Lord emptied the onsen for us. If he hadn't, I can't even imagine what kind of disaster might have occurred.

I could just tell Arwin to close her eyes and then leave, but somehow that feels... unsatisfying.

...I know. I'm being very indecent, but isn't being in an onsen with someone you like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?

While I was continuing to rationalize to myself, I heard Arwin's voice from behind.
"..It's kind of awkward just staying like this... should we just get in the onsen?"

"...?"

What did I just hear? Did Arwin suggest that we get in the onsen together?

My already confused mind became even more chaotic. I reached a point where normal thinking was completely impossible.

Seeing my obvious confusion, Arwin also seemed flustered by her own words and started rambling.

"No...! It's just awkward to leave like this...! I don't mean anything else! Yeah... y-you have a towel too, right...! Just wrap it around yourself, that's what I mean...!"

It seems Arwin judged that wrapping towels around ourselves would solve the problem.

...Ah, I don't even know anymore. Whatever!

"Alright. Let's get in."

She suggested it first. I really had nothing to do with this.

※

"Whew..."

I dip my body into the onsen with a towel wrapped around me. It feels like all the fatigue I've experienced until now is melting away at once.

Of course, even while enjoying the onsen, I couldn't help but glance at Zieg from time to time. It seems Zieg is doing the same, as I can feel him occasionally checking on me.

Zieg and I are now soaking in the onsen together.

I had naturally walked into the men's bath and ended up running into Zieg.

When I heard footsteps behind me, I thought it was one of the three—Cian, Mayel, or Yuna—and turned around, but there stood Zieg, someone I never expected.

Come to think of it, I naturally entered the men's bath...! There's no way one of Cian, Mayel, or Yuna would come in here!

Still... although I screamed in shock, looking at the situation now, it doesn't seem as bad as I thought.

...Or does it? I'm not sure...

After everything that happened today, my thoughts aren't functioning normally.

Logically speaking, since I was originally a man, it should be much more comfortable for me to be with Zieg than with the three girls in the onsen.

With a towel wrapped around my body, nothing is exposed, so there shouldn't be any problem...

...But. Looking at the current situation, I think it might have been better to go to the onsen where the three girls are.

When Zieg and I were sitting back-to-back, I felt burdened by the thought of entering the onsen with the three girls, so I impulsively suggested to Zieg that we go in together...

To be honest, I didn't expect him to agree...

I thought wrapping a towel would solve everything, but I had to revise that thought. Every time Zieg glanced at me, it felt like he was looking at my body, which made me... embarrassed.

My face feels hot. My face is probably bright red right now. Zieg's face was also flushed red, perhaps thinking the same as me.

Why am I acting like this? Even though my body is female, I was originally a man...!

I tried to convince myself that it was no big deal, but it was no use. My face remained hot.

...Haah... Right... What difference would it make now... Zieg and I are already soaking in the same onsen, and overthinking it now won't change anything.

With that thought, I looked up at the sky while enjoying the onsen. Since it was nighttime, the sky was dyed black and filled with twinkling stars.

In my original world, I never did sentimental things like looking up at the sky, but now I needed an excuse to change the atmosphere.

I raised my arm, pointed at the sky with my finger, and said:
"Look over there. Isn't it pretty?"

At my words, Zieg's white eyes followed the direction of my hand and looked up at the night sky.

After staring blankly at the star-filled night sky, Zieg looked at me and said with a smile:
"Yes, it's beautiful."

Why is he looking at me while saying that? Anyway, I seem to have succeeded in changing the atmosphere. I'm pretty amazing!

We continued to stare blankly at the night sky for a while. The atmosphere between us, having found composure while looking at the night sky, was calm, unlike before.

After some time had passed, Zieg said to me:
"Should we get out now?"

I felt a bit of regret at Zieg's words. Somehow... I wanted to stay longer... but that would be unreasonable, right?

I got up from the onsen and started walking toward the exit.

Well... we can come again next time... so it doesn't really matter... I was thinking this when—

-Slip

"...Whoa...?"

While walking to the exit, I slipped and lost my footing.

I closed my eyes tightly, waiting for the pain that would soon come.

"..."

But no matter how long I waited, the pain didn't come, and I only felt something catching and supporting me.

I heard Zieg's voice from above.
"Are you okay, Arwin?"

Upon hearing that voice, I immediately opened my eyes and saw Zieg's face right in front of me. Fortunately, it seems Zieg caught me just before I fell.

-Rustle

Impressed by Zieg's physical abilities, I thanked him.
"Uh... yeah... thanks..."

I really need to be more careful. If Zieg hadn't been there, I would have hit the floor. Friends are really essential...!

With that thought, I was about to get up when Zieg's face suddenly turned bright red.

What's wrong? Does he have a fever...?

While I was wondering about this, Zieg closed his eyes tightly and said urgently:
"A-Arwin! Your towel... your towel came undone!"

Hmm...?
"Towel...?"

I looked down toward my body.

The towel that had been covering my body until just now had come undone when I fell, and was now lying on the floor.

And then I realized one thing.

Zieg saw me naked.

With that realization, I felt my entire body burning up.

A shame far greater than any I had experienced before washed over me.

"I... I'll go ahead...!"

After saying that to Zieg, I quickly grabbed the towel from the ground and ran at full speed toward the exit.

I can feel my face burning hot.

"Seriously... what's wrong with me today...!!"

I feel strange for being so embarrassed just because someone saw my body.

I have a feeling I won't be able to look Zieg in the eye properly for a while.

Ch.32 - Why? What's Wrong?
An awkward silence filled the lobby.

I had run away from Zieg, but since I didn't know the way, I couldn't get to the inn.

In the end, I had no choice but to stay in the lobby. Damn it, do something about this atmosphere! It's so awkward I could die...!

Thinking that, I glanced at Zieg. But it seemed I wasn't the only one sneaking looks, as our eyes met.

"...!"

We both reacted almost simultaneously and turned our heads in opposite directions. It seemed Zieg was having a hard time looking at me too.

This... what am I going to do...! If things get awkward between us, how will I survive in the party...!

But right now, just looking at Zieg's face is difficult. It's like my face gets hot... anyway...! It's hard to look!

With our heads turned away, we sat side by side in the lobby for a while, blankly waiting for the other three who might return at any moment.

After sitting like that for some time, I heard footsteps from the front. When I turned to look, I saw Cian, Mayel, and Yuna with refreshed expressions.

Seeing the three of them, I felt momentary happiness, but then I remembered I wasn't particularly close with them either.

Still, at least they could break this awkward atmosphere and we could return to the inn! Let's hurry back...

With that thought, I looked at the trio, but when they saw me, their faces changed as if they had just remembered something they'd forgotten. Hmm...? Did they forget something?

Cian approached me and asked, "Where on earth have you been?"

"What...?"

What is she talking about...? I was at the hot spring...

...Wait a minute... this is bad. Come to think of it, from their perspective, I just disappeared somewhere after running off! I can't tell them I went into the men's bath!

It seems they had forgotten about me until just now, and only remembered my existence when they saw me. If you're going to forget, just keep forgetting...!

And... it's kind of sad...! Was I that forgettable?! I'm a Saintess, you know...!

Anyway, that's not important right now. I need to make an excuse... but what? I didn't prepare anything...

While I was panicking, Zieg answered for me.
"Ah, Arwin got lost, so I was just bringing her back."

Hearing Zieg's smooth explanation, Cian nodded with understanding and muttered to herself, "Oh... I see. I was wondering where she went..."

Fortunately, Cian seemed to accept the somewhat plausible excuse. But what's this sad feeling? Am I really that unreliable that getting lost seems believable...?

My image... I'm definitely a Saintess! I wanted a dignified, cool image!

Still, with a glimmer of hope that Mayel and Yuna might not believe that excuse, I looked at their faces.

But it seemed they had accepted the explanation too. Can I cry now?

I wanted to lie down on the floor and wail, but I couldn't ruin the fact that we'd somehow gotten past this, so I could only quietly bow my head.

Zieg... I'll get my revenge someday... just you wait...!

After confirming that everyone was present, Zieg said, "Well... shall we head back now?"

Everyone nodded at Zieg's words.

Despite everything that happened... it was fun in a way.

...Of course, many memorable things happened in a different sense. I expected to enjoy the hot spring, but all I did was nearly die of embarrassment.

Sigh... there's no point regretting it now. What's done is done, and I can't erase it from my memory...

With that thought, I started following behind Zieg.

If I hit the back of Zieg's head hard right now, would he forget everything that happened today?

...Let's not. It wouldn't work with my strength anyway.

※

Upon arriving at the inn, I immediately rushed to my room.

Zieg seemed like he wanted to tell me something, fidgeting awkwardly, so I hurried upstairs.

Right now, I don't have the confidence to face Zieg. This is my first time experiencing this... what do they call this?

"Haah..."

I let out a deep sigh. Why am I caught up in these worries... it doesn't suit me...

This is all Zieg's fault! Isn't it because of him that I'm in this state? Well, fundamentally it's my fault, but... anyway, it's Zieg's fault!

While I was rationalizing by blaming Zieg, I heard a knock at the door.

-Knock knock

Along with the knocking, I heard Zieg's voice.

"Is Arwin asleep?"

Hearing Zieg's voice, I fell into confusion. Wh-what should I do! Zieg is here...! I should pretend to be asleep.

To make Zieg think I was sleeping, I quickly lay down on the bed and pretended to be asleep.

Did my act work? After lying still on the bed for a while, I heard footsteps moving away from the door. I crept to the door and opened it slightly to check if Zieg was still there.

"Phew..."

Fortunately, Zieg seemed to have been fooled by my perfect acting and left.

I closed the door again and threw myself on the bed.

Ugh... I'm tired... Today... too many things happened. I need some rest...

I have a lot to think about... so... let's not think anymore today...

I slowly closed my eyes. My consciousness gradually became hazy.

And so ended a day full of events in Jior Village.

※

"Sigh..."

I let out a deep sigh. That's because I was currently caught up in a very troublesome worry.

Since yesterday, Arwin has been avoiding me.

Sometimes she'd say something strange and run away.

"Arwin!"

"Uh... th-there's a UFO!"

Or she'd pretend someone was calling her and escape.

"Arwin! I need to talk..."

"Oh! Jake! What...! I got it! I'm coming...!"

I couldn't help but be bewildered by this side of Arwin I'd never seen before.

I don't think I've ever seen Arwin so desperate about something. She's so determined that she doesn't show her usual clumsiness and successfully escapes from me repeatedly.

But regardless, Arwin and I needed to talk, so I desperately tried to speak with her.

Though I keep failing... this can't continue. Before we leave Jior Village, I need to stabilize this strange relationship that's developed.

I finally decided to use a cowardly method. It can't be helped. It's Arwin's fault for making me resort to this.

※

"Ughh..."

This won't do... it definitely won't do...

After being cooped up in the inn all day, the thought that this situation couldn't continue began to dominate my mind.

Even at mealtimes, I would eat quickly and run back to my room to avoid Zieg.

Zieg clearly seemed to have something to say to me... but somehow I couldn't properly look at his face, so I naturally ended up avoiding him.

It wasn't intentional at all... ughh... what should I do...

It was already night. Time had passed so quickly while I was hiding from Zieg like a mouse.

I feel like I need to resolve this before we leave this village... but it's difficult...

While I was struggling with these thoughts, I heard a knock at the door.

-Knock knock

It's probably Zieg knocking. I-it's a bit difficult to see him right now... That's right! I'll avoid him just for today...! From tomorrow, I'll properly face him and have a conversation... that should work, right?

While thinking that, I heard Zieg's voice from the door.
"Arwin, are you there?"

I deliberately didn't answer Zieg. I was pretending to be asleep like yesterday. If I fooled him once, I could easily fool him twice...!

Like yesterday, after waiting for a while, I heard footsteps that seemed to be leaving.

After confirming the sound of departing footsteps, I got up from the bed and slightly opened the door to check if Zieg was really gone.

No, I shouldn't have checked.

As soon as I opened the door, I saw Zieg standing there as if he had been waiting for me.

"Eek!"

"Where do you think you're going!"

Surprised by Zieg's presence, I quickly tried to close the door. But Zieg was faster and grabbed the door, forcing it open.

Seeing this happen right before my eyes, I could only stammer in confusion.

"Ah... um... th-that..."

"Arwin."

Zieg started approaching me.

Seeing him approach, I began to back away.

"Wh-why... are you coming closer...!"

"..."

"D-don't come closer...!"

For a while, this pattern repeated—Zieg would take a step forward, and I would take a step back.

Eventually, there was no more space for me to retreat. Behind me was the wall.

I glanced at Zieg's face. Was he angry because I kept avoiding him? Honestly, if I were in his position, I'd be angry too... but the situation is what it is...! I couldn't help it!

Expecting to be scolded by Zieg, I lowered my head and quietly waited for his words.

But Zieg's next action was completely different from what I expected.

Zieg knelt on one knee and said to me, "I'm sorry, Arwin."

"S-sorry...?"

I was about to apologize as soon as he spoke, but when an apology came from his mouth instead, I was speechless.

Ignoring my reaction, Zieg continued as if it were natural, "Even if it was an accident, I should have left immediately..."

"B-but... I'm the one who went in the wrong place...? Why are you... apologizing...?"

Hearing my confused response, Zieg looked at me and said with a smile, "Just because."

Dumbfounded by Zieg's answer, I looked straight at his face and said, "What did you do wrong...! I'm the one who went into the wrong place... I'm... more sorry!"

Hearing my words, Zieg said to me, "..Then we're both sorry?"

"..I guess so?"

"..What kind of conclusion is that..."

With those words, we both burst into laughter, finding the situation ridiculous. It was like a weight had been lifted... the tension was gone.

After laughing for a while, I somehow regained my composure and was calmly talking with Zieg.

I guess I couldn't look at Zieg's face because I was too embarrassed, and that was temporary.

"..Yawn..."

By the way... I'm getting sleepy. I was busy avoiding Zieg today... but now that things are back to normal between us, the tension is gone, and fatigue is hitting me hard.

Perhaps noticing my state, Zieg got up to leave the room.

"Well... it's late. I'll be going now, Arwin."

I waved my hand to bid him goodbye.

"Sleep well, Arwin."

"Yeah... you too..."

Zieg opened the door and left my room. After confirming he had left, I lay down on the bed and closed my eyes to sleep.

Anyway, it seems I've succeeded in returning my relationship with Zieg to normal. That's a relief...

Next time... I should be more careful not to let something like this happen again... I don't know what this phenomenon is—finding it hard to look at Zieg's face and my heart beating fast—but I don't want to experience it again.

I closed my eyes. As I did, I felt my consciousness becoming hazy.

And so another day came to an end.

Ch.33 - Lean On Me
"Haaaam..."

Ah... I feel so drowsy... so drowsy...

We were currently riding in a carriage, leaving Jior Village and heading to the next village.

I had a feeling they might prepare some grand farewell for us, so we snuck out carefully.

We left a note, so they'll probably realize we're gone soon...

Why did we sneak out, you ask? Well, about that.

We weren't short on money... but more than anything, I was reluctant to receive farewells from so many people.

You know how it is. Getting thanks from people one by one feels really rewarding... but somehow being the center of attention is a bit much...

Zieg noticed my feelings and suggested we leave this way.

B-but... w-wait! Isn't everyone like that?! It's really overwhelming to be cheered by too many people...! Everyone feels that way! I-I'm not weird...!

Anyway, we were now in a carriage heading to Sirvil Village, our next destination.

Until we got on the carriage, I was tense, worried that we might encounter another situation like the last one where the village was occupied...

But after sitting in the carriage for a while, that tension had completely disappeared, leaving me with nothing but drowsiness.

Ah... if only I had a smartphone, I wouldn't be this drowsy... Having nothing to do makes it worse.

Aaaaargh!! I'm bored! Give me back my phone! Bleeeeeh!

Noticing my boredom, Zieg looked at me with a smile and said:
"Arwin, we just left. Why are you already like this?"

"Ugggh..."

At Zieg's words, I was already starting to feel tired. I'd always fallen asleep in carriages before, so staying awake was probably madness.

I wanted to chat with Zieg to pass the time, but I couldn't bring myself to do it because of the gazes from the three others.

And more than anything, after the last incident, I felt slightly awkward talking to Zieg.

How should I put it... things seem normal, and I can definitely look him in the face after everything was resolved...

But somehow, after that incident, I've become more conscious of Zieg? How should I say it... I find myself carefully observing his reactions.

Before, I would have just spoken my mind without worrying about such things. But now... somehow... I'm concerned about every little thing Zieg does.

This must be just me being weird... since Zieg is treating me the same as always.

Feeling a bit mischievous, I pinched both of Zieg's cheeks and started pulling them around freely.

"..Ahwin?"

"..."

Zieg spoke to me with a muffled voice as I held his cheeks.
"Ah... Ahwin..."

You jerk. Here I am with all these complicated thoughts... and you're just acting normal like always, which makes me even more annoyed.

As the trio's stares became more intense, I let go of his cheeks and turned my head away.

Thinking he'd done something wrong, Zieg fidgeted and asked me:
"...Arwin? Did I do something wrong...?"

"No, nothing."

"Th-then why...?"

"...Just because."

"..."

Hmph... figure out what you did wrong yourself...!

...It's a bit childish, but I can't help feeling annoyed.

I casually cast Heal on his cheeks just in case.

Ugh... this is bad. I can feel myself getting sleepier.

I wanted to close my eyes and sleep right now, but I was determined to stay awake until we reached the entrance of this village.

After all, I'd fallen asleep and left Zieg alone when we went to Laiod Village and Jior Village.

This time... this time...! I'll stay awake...!

It's like a first step toward glory... I'll definitely stay awake until we reach Sirvil Village or whatever it's called...!

Even though the urge to sleep right now filled my head, I was determined to challenge myself to stay awake until we reached the village, fighting against the approaching drowsiness.

Looking at my companions, it seemed I wasn't the only one feeling sleepy...

As I was thinking this, I suddenly came up with an idea of how I could be useful as a Saintess.

If I'm the only one awake, I could wake everyone up if they fall asleep, right?

Even though I'm the weakest in the party, I'm in a position to wake Zieg immediately if we're attacked...

Should I try to show off a little?

I poked Zieg with my finger.

"...?"

Zieg looked at me with an expression that asked what was wrong.

"Zieg, why don't you get some sleep if you're tired? I'll stay awake!"

Hearing my words, Zieg's face changed to one of disbelief.

"Are you sure? Are you confident you won't fall asleep...?"

Zieg's concern and doubt came at the same time. This is a bit annoying... Am I that unreliable? I-I'm a Saintess after all... I am a Saintess...!

Feeling irritated, I snapped at Zieg:
"I can do it...! I can stay awake!"

Despite my strong assertion, Zieg continued to look unconvinced. When I turned my head to look at the trio, they also had expressions showing they didn't believe me.

Damn it... why doesn't anyone believe me...! I can stay awake...!

I spoke with a slightly tearful voice:
"..I can stay awake... really..."

I was a bit surprised by my suddenly tearful voice, but I pretended nothing was wrong.

Seeing me like this, Zieg let out a deep sigh.
"Haah..."

"I... I can do it too..."

Zieg seemed lost in thought for a moment. Then he said to me:
"Then... I'll stay awake with you."

We were all surprised by Zieg's words. No, I'm doing this so you all can sleep... if you do that, it defeats the purpose! Those three won't leave just the two of us awake!

The trio seemed to have the same thought as me and were about to say something to Zieg.

...This is dangerous. If they speak up, this whole situation where I can be useful will end...!

What should I do? How can I persuade Zieg? If I can convince him, those three will probably follow...

Feeling desperate, I grabbed Zieg's head and gently placed it on my lap.

"It's... it's fine...! Everyone rest...! I sleep a lot... so I can handle it!"

"W-wait, Arwin, what are you—"

"Be quiet!"
I covered Zieg's eyes with my left hand and his mouth with my right.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

Zieg seemed so surprised by the situation that he couldn't bring himself to push my hands away, and just kept trying to say something with his mouth covered.

I whispered quietly into Zieg's ear:
"Please... just this once... I want to do something helpful for you too..."

Did my feelings reach Zieg? His resistance began to visibly stop. Zieg took my hands and gently moved them aside, then looked at me and said:
"...Just this once."

As soon as Zieg gave his permission, I couldn't help but brighten up. Finally, I was doing something helpful for the party...! Even though it was something small, I was happy to be able to help the party.

I smiled broadly and said to Zieg:
"Yes! Thank you...!"

The trio, who had been watching us quietly, also showed reactions as if they had no choice.

This feeling...! Everyone is relying on me...! Even though it feels like they're doing it reluctantly, they're still relying on me!

But soon, the trio's eyes, which had been watching us contentedly, changed to aggressive glares.

Hmm...? Did... did I do something wrong...?

Confused by their glares, I noticed Zieg blushing on my lap. Then I realized.

Ah... what am I doing...!

I realized what I had done. I could feel my face getting hotter and hotter.

"Uh... uh... uh, s-sorry, Zieg...!"

After saying that, I tried to lift Zieg back to his original position. But despite his blushing, Zieg wasn't trying to move away from my lap.

"Nnngh...! Z-Zieg...?"

I tried to physically move Zieg's head off my lap, but his head was stubborn. No matter how much strength I used, Zieg's head wouldn't budge at all.

After I struggled for a while, Zieg spoke up:
"In exchange for allowing this just once... can you let me rest like this?"

"Ah... no, th-that... what are you..."

"No?"

"Auugh..."

Damn it... you should have just ordered me...! Then I could have politely refused... why are you asking with those eyes and that tone...!

The trio's aggressive glares and Zieg's expectant eyes surrounded me. W-what should I do...?

In the end, unable to resist Zieg's expectant gaze, I gave him my consent.
"Fine..."

Seeing me like this, Zieg smiled brightly and thanked me.
"Thank you, Arwin."

Yeah... if you're happy, then it's fine... Even though I'll probably be torn apart by those three... you'd better protect me...

After thanking me, Zieg closed his eyes and began to fall asleep. Seeing Zieg like this, the trio also sighed once and closed their eyes to sleep.

As everyone except me began to fall asleep, a different, quiet atmosphere filled the carriage.

It's nice to be reliable for my companions... but what do I do now? Now that I'm alone, boredom is already starting to overwhelm me.

After looking for something to do, I decided to just empty my mind.

Looking down, I saw Zieg, who had completely fallen asleep on my lap, probably because he was very tired.

I poked his cheek with my finger.

"...Idiot..."

It's nice that he worries about me and protects me, but it feels like he treats me too much like a child. Too overprotective...

How should I put it... I feel a bit hurt. I stepped up for Zieg, but when he rejected me, it felt... not great.

But still... anyway, now I'm awake and everyone is sleeping, trusting me.

I quietly looked at Zieg's face as he slept on my lap.

-Thump thump

This heart that's starting to beat faster now is probably just my imagination.

It's definitely just the excitement of everyone relying on me for the first time.

...That must be it.

Ch.34 - Missed Opportunities
"...Uh...!"

"Mmm...?"

"Wake up! Zieg, we've arrived!"

Opening my eyes to the voice waking me, I immediately see Arwin looking down at me.

I lift my head from Arwin's lap and straighten my posture.

"Ugh..."

I had only intended to pretend to sleep because I couldn't refuse Arwin... but it seems I actually fell asleep while lying on her lap.

Looking at Arwin's face, she had an expression that said she was dying to sleep. She didn't need to push herself this hard... I feel quite sorry...

She must have found it really difficult to just sit still in the carriage, judging by that exhausted expression.

While I was thinking this, Arwin poked me with her finger and looked at me as if asking me to wake up the soundly sleeping Cian, Mayel, and Yuna.

Hmm... it seems she's still awkward with those three... Our party has been together for some time now, but she's still uncomfortable around them.

I felt both pleased and troubled by this.

It's nice that she's only close with me, but that's not how it should be... What should I do about this?

Anyway, I needed to wake up those three who were sleeping soundly, so I shook each of them awake.

Then I turned my head to look at the entrance of the village.

Is this Sirvil Village? Seeing guards at the gate, it doesn't seem like the entire village has been taken over like the previous one.

Though we don't know what might be happening inside.

We began to enter the village.

※

"Mmm..."

Is this the next village? It seems peaceful here... more peaceful than the other villages.

After confirming we had arrived at Sirvil Village by carriage, I woke everyone up. Now we were entering the village with my companions who had regained their senses.

If there was something strange about the village, it was a sense of discomfort among the villagers... They seemed to be hiding something.

...Is this really peaceful? Maybe because I've been through so much, the current situation doesn't seem like a big deal.

The villagers showed slight wariness toward us outsiders. Hmm... Did something happen here?

Or not...? Am I just being sensitive...? Are they just cautious because we're outsiders...?

While thinking this, I felt many gazes on me, so I immediately hid behind Zieg.

Yes! I'm absolutely not scared! The stares are just uncomfortable...! Definitely not scared!

But I wasn't the only one who felt something off about the village atmosphere, as Cian expressed her doubts.
"The village atmosphere feels a bit strange..."

"Yeah, it does."

Judging by everyone's reactions, it seems my feeling about the strange village atmosphere wasn't just my imagination. There was definitely something odd about this place.

This... smells like trouble... What's going on this time...?

I was getting tired of these constant incidents. Another problem...? Somehow it seems like every village has at least one issue.

This is truly a fantasy novel world. I've realized once again how important the Hero's existence is. I wonder if this world could function properly without a Hero.

We decided to visit the Lord's Estate, just like last time. We thought the lord might know about any incidents happening in the village.

It could be related to demonic energy or the Demon King. Though we already sensed something was off and would likely get deeply involved in this incident anyway...

I wasn't the only one thinking this, as Zieg said to me:
"Sorry we can't rest right away, Arwin, but I think we should visit the lord first."

It seems Zieg thought I was tired because I hadn't rested in the carriage, so he apologized to me about that.

To be honest, I am very tired. I could fall asleep immediately if I lay down on a bed right now.

But what can we do... Something unsettling seems to be happening in the village. My condition isn't the priority...

"It's fine, let's go!"

I tried to answer as brightly as possible, hiding how tired I was.

Zieg nodded with a still worried expression on his face.

The trio also seemed to agree with this opinion as they nodded.

"Alright... let's go then."

So we headed toward the lord without even getting a chance to rest after arriving at the village.

※

We somehow managed to find the Lord's Estate and now stood in front of its main gate.

When we asked villagers about the Lord's Estate, their reactions became slightly sensitive, which was confusing, but we somehow got directions.

As we stood still in front of the gate, one of the Knights guarding the entrance approached us.
"What brings you here?"

The Knight's tone seemed strongly cautious.

Hearing the Knight's words, I took out the Hero's Token from my pocket and showed it to him.

Seeing the Hero's Token, the Knight nodded in understanding and bowed his head. Then he quietly opened the gate and began guiding us into the estate.

The Lord's Estate was truly large—the biggest lord's residence I'd seen so far. Is this village wealthy? How can the lord's house be so big...

While thinking this, I turned my head toward Arwin and saw her looking at the estate with sparkling eyes.

Is this her first time seeing such a large house? It's my first time too... She seems to really like it.

...Maybe I should expand my house too...

With such trivial thoughts, I continued following the Knight until we reached the entrance of the mansion.

The Knight asked us to wait a moment and went inside the mansion.

Aren't there any butlers or maids here? Why is the Knight going inside to bring the lord?

I held these small questions while waiting for the lord.

After some time passed, the mansion door opened and the lord appeared.

The lord was a fat man who seemed to be breathing heavily, probably because he had rushed over for us.

"Oh my... What brings such distinguished guests here... Please, let me guide you. Come inside."

Following the lord's words, we entered the mansion. We followed where the lord was heading. Presumably to a reception room.

After arriving at the reception room with the lord, we sat down in chairs and prepared to begin a proper conversation.

"Oh my... Would you like some tea..."

"No, thank you. Let's get straight to the point."

Since Arwin seemed tired, I wanted to finish quickly so she could rest.

I began questioning the lord.
"Has anything unusual happened in the village? The atmosphere among the villagers seems strange..."

At my question, the lord suddenly trembled with indignation and spoke to us in an outburst:
"It's unjust! I've been falsely accused!"

Hmm...? What's this about...

Not understanding the situation, I politely asked the lord again.
"Please calm down a bit... Could you tell us exactly what happened?"

At my words, the lord took a deep breath, calmed himself, and then spoke to us.

"Recently, there have been kidnappings in our village. Villagers have been disappearing one or two at a time."

Hmm... This familiar story... I remember a similar incident in Laiod Village... Is this case also related to demonic energy?

"But... after several kidnappings occurred, someone in the village falsely accused me of being the kidnapper...!"

The lord spoke with an expression of extreme indignation and began to rage violently.

"I didn't even know kidnappings were happening in the first place...!"

Then he pleaded with me.
"Hero... please. I beg you to go to the village and deal with that person..."

I'm starting to get a sense of what's happening. It seems the person who accused the lord might be possessed by demonic energy.

While I was figuring out the situation on my own, I heard Arwin yawning beside me.
"Haaaam..."

Arwin seemed very tired. I had no choice but to ask the lord for understanding.
"I understand. But would it be possible for my companions to rest in your estate for a while? We just arrived at the village..."

The lord readily agreed to my request.
"Of course...! Certainly! My humble abode is at your disposal!"

Then he began guiding us to separate rooms where we could rest.

Before entering the rooms to rest, I briefly gathered everyone together.

I wanted to tell them that I would go to the village alone to resolve the issue, since the lord was in an urgent situation and Arwin was tired.

"Arwin, you rest here."

"...Huh...?"

"Cian, Mayel, and Yuna should rest here too. I'll go to the village alone and resolve this."

The four of them reacted as if they didn't understand what I was saying. They seemed confused about why I needed to go alone.

Honestly, I could have left just Arwin behind, but that would leave her defenseless, so I decided to go alone.

I also hoped the four of them might become closer to each other in the process...

Disagreeing with my opinion, Arwin began to protest.
"I... I can go too...!"

Following Arwin's lead, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna also began to protest.
"Zieg, take me with you."
"Zieg Oppa... I can go too...!"
"Zieg! I want to go too!"

It seems they all can't agree with me going alone. I carefully tried to persuade them.
"Arwin, you're very tired right now. I can finish this quickly anyway, so please rest a little."

At my words, Arwin, unable to deny her fatigue, hung her head dejectedly and said:
"Okay..."

..I felt a bit sorry, but this was all for Arwin's sake...

"Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, please stay here and keep watch. Arwin will be vulnerable without us."

At my words, the three still looked dissatisfied.

"Please, I'm counting on you."

At these words, the three reluctantly nodded.

"Well... I'll be back."

At my parting words, Arwin raised her head and said to me:
"Be... be careful."

I smiled and answered her.

"I will."

Now, let's go solve this issue.

※

After leaving the Lord's Estate and coming to the village, I was heading to the location the lord had told me about.

But... how does he know the exact location of the house of the villager who supposedly falsely accused him?

Well... I'll find out when I get there...

While thinking this and continuing toward my destination, I discovered villagers marching en masse toward the Lord's Estate.

..It seems I might be a bit late.

I changed direction and started running toward the path the villagers were taking.

Then I blocked their way.

"Stop!"

The villagers looked at me curiously and began directing hostile gazes at me. Then one person who appeared to be their leader shouted at me:
"Who are you?!"

It seems this person is the one the lord mentioned.

I shouted at the person who appeared to be the leader:
"What are you doing? Why are you trying to falsely accuse the lord like this?"

The leader laughed at my question as if it was absurd and said to me:
"False accusation? Did he say it was false?"

Then he directed ice-cold anger toward me.
"Are you in league with the lord?"

...Something's not right here...

"What are you talking about? Aren't you the one who made false accusations?"

"We already have all the evidence, and you call it false... ridiculous. That lord has been sacrificing our villagers to demons!"

At the leader's words, I couldn't help but freeze. Sacrificing souls to demons?

"You seem to be an outsider... You've been deceived by the lord. He probably told you I made false accusations. That guy is good at acting."

At the leader's words, I began to reconsider the lord. Thinking about it, several strange things come to mind.

Why is the mansion unnecessarily large?

Why is the mansion so quiet?

Why aren't there any other people visible inside the mansion besides the lord?

I realized it.

I was so focused on Arwin's fatigue that I didn't pay attention to other details.

I had been deceived by the lord.

As soon as this thought occurred to me, I immediately started running at full speed toward the Lord's Estate.

Not much time had passed yet. They must be fine. My companions must be safe. Arwin must be safe.

They have to be.

I arrived at the estate faster than ever before.

A great anxiety overwhelmed me.

As if mocking my anxiety, the estate was covered in thick demonic energy.

Looking inside, I saw creatures covered in demonic energy waiting for me.

Seeing this, I drew my demonic sword and said quietly:

"Pantheon."

'...Understood.'

I'm afraid of becoming the person dominated by negative emotions again. But now there's no other way.

To make up for my mistake,

I use the power I most hated to use,

For the person I most fear losing.

Cian, Mayel, and Yuna surely have the ability to protect themselves. The problem is Arwin.

I grip my sword tighter than ever before.

All kinds of negative emotions begin to dominate my body.

Nevertheless, what I needed to do was clear.

I'm going to save Arwin now.

Ch.35 - Comrades
I watch Zieg's back as he walks further away.

I wanted to call out to Zieg right now and go to the village together, but I was too exhausted, so I ultimately decided to give up on calling him.

Thinking about it now, I probably should have called out to Zieg and tried to persuade him somehow.

..Though it's too late for regrets now.

I... no, we were currently facing off against the Lord. Mayel was casting magic beside me, while Cian and Yuna stood in front of us protectively.

Should we have noticed something was wrong when the estate was unnecessarily large and there wasn't a single maid or butler inside?

The Lord's acting was so incredible it deserved an award, and we fell for it completely.

Tch... false accusations my foot.

We couldn't help but be shocked when the Lord came looking for us right after Zieg left.

Because most of the fiends covered in Demonic Energy were standing behind the Lord.

That's when we realized.

We had been deceived.

"Ugh...!"

"There are too many of them!"

Cian was engaged in close combat with the fiends at the front, using her sword, while Yuna was shooting down the few that Cian accidentally missed with her bow. Mayel was also casting magic from behind.

It might have looked like we were holding our ground, but I could see we were gradually being pushed back.

Our party members weren't the type to easily yield to others. It's just that Zieg was exceptionally strong. Each individual's combat ability wasn't bad at all.

But even with such skills, our party began to crumble helplessly in the face of sheer numbers.

Of course, I wasn't just standing around doing nothing. I was steadily healing Cian, who was fighting fiercely, and Yuna, who couldn't dodge all the attacks, from behind.

Just in case, I tried using Purification on the fiends, but it had no effect, so I decided to focus on healing my companions.

Nevertheless, we started to get pushed back by the increasing number of fiends.

The decisive moment of our collapse came when the Lord, who had been merely watching from behind, drew his sword. Now that I looked closely, I could see the Lord was also deeply infused with Demonic Energy.

The Lord drew his sword and swung it hard at Cian, who was facing off against the fiends.

-Clang!

"Ugh...!"

Cian's red hair swayed as she hurriedly parried, seemingly not expecting the Lord to join the fight with a sword. She naturally deflected the Lord's sword to the side and stepped back slightly.

I'm not sure if it's because I don't know much about swordsmanship, but honestly, the Lord's sword skills didn't seem particularly good.

Still, I could see Cian shaking her hand as if it was numb, suggesting there was a difference in raw strength between her and the Lord.

Mayel shouted loudly to us.
"They're coming...!"

Following Mayel's warning, I looked ahead to see fiends charging toward us and the Lord running at us with his sword.

Cian rushed forward to confront the Lord while Mayel and Yuna began dealing with the approaching fiends.

But when Cian momentarily turned her attention to the fiends that Mayel and Yuna couldn't handle, the Lord seized the opportunity to strike her sword, sending it flying far away.

With her sword gone, Cian was left defenseless as the Lord kicked her. She tried to defend herself by taking a guard position, but perhaps due to the power of Demonic Energy, she was sent flying like a sword.

"Kuhak..."

"Ugh!"

Cian, kicked by the Lord, crashed into Mayel. Now only Yuna and I remained.

Yuna, having witnessed Cian and Mayel become incapacitated in an instant, looked at me quietly with calm eyes. She seemed to want to say something.

After staring at me silently, she hardened her expression as if she had made up her mind and said to me:

"Go now! I'll hold them off here!"

Hearing Yuna's words, I was momentarily stunned, not understanding what she meant. What was she saying? Was she telling me to abandon her... no, to abandon my companions and leave?

It was awkward for me to respond, but I tried to express my refusal.
"N-no...!"

"Hurry and go! At least you should survive and bring Zieg back!"

"I... I..."

Is she telling me to abandon my comrades?

I'm reminded of when I first arrived in this world.

When I joined a party to earn money without any support, received a quest, and was abandoned by my party members in a dark, gloomy cave, left alone with a Minotaur.

Though it might have seemed like nothing, that memory left a strong impression on me. The reason why I only trust Zieg in our party. Why I'm only close with Zieg.

It could also be because of my originally timid personality and the fact that I was being watched by the three of them. But those two reasons were just excuses. The reason why Cian, Mayel, Yuna, and I couldn't become close was predetermined.

I didn't trust them, so I didn't try to get close. I didn't approach them. That's why we still maintain an awkward relationship.

Nevertheless... even if we maintain an awkward relationship, I can never abandon my comrades.

Just as I was about to say something:
"I-I can't! I can't abandon—!"

"Kyaak!"

-Thud!

Unfortunately, this world wasn't an animation, manga, or novel. Even though it was a world within a novel, unlike cartoons, enemies don't wait for us.

I was freshly reminded that this world was reality.

Turning my head to look to the side, I saw Yuna, who had been punched by the Lord and slammed into the wall. Yuna looked terrible. Her golden hair was stained with black smudges, and blood was trickling from her mouth. Despite this, she was still trying to attack the Lord with her bow.

And Yuna wasn't the only one in such a state. Looking elsewhere, I saw Cian crawling toward her sword that had been sent flying, and Mayel chanting with her half-broken staff.

Everyone was buying time for me.

And

A conflict was arising in my heart.

Should I abandon my comrades? I don't want to become like those party members who abandoned me to the Minotaur.

But wouldn't that make my comrades' efforts in vain? They're buying time for me, someone they're not even close with and merely view with suspicion.

From the front, I begin to hear the Lord's detestable voice:
"How touching... sacrificing so much for a comrade like that..."

After saying that, the Lord begins to make me an offer:
"Then... let me make a proposal. If the Saintess comes to me quietly, I'll guarantee the lives of those people over there."

At the Lord's words, my brain feels like it's stopped.

My thoughts aren't functioning properly.

My mind is in chaos. Is this right? This thought fills my mind completely.

But there was one thing I could understand.

If I just... go quietly... my companions will be safe...

"Can you... keep that promise...?"

"Yes, of course. If you come quietly, that is."

It seems like this choice is the best option to protect those three.

I began to move toward the Lord. From behind, I hear voices trying to stop me. I deliberately ignore those voices.

Without realizing it, my body was already trembling. I try to pretend to be brave in my heart.

What...! Am I getting scared over something like this?

Ha! That can't be! I'm the Saintess. I can't be scared of something like this!

...I was scared. I was scared of what the Lord would do to me. Would I be beaten like before? Or would I be killed on the spot?

Help me. Please, someone help me.

But there was no one here to answer my plea.

Before I knew it, I had arrived in front of the Lord, my trembling body forcibly dragged there. I turned around and spoke to the three, trying to reassure them.

"I-I'll be back soon...! O-okay? S-so... d-don't worry..."

I speak to the three in a mixed formal and informal tone.

Indeed, being dominated by fear, I wasn't in a position to say reassuring words.

My expression must be quite a sight right now. A face gripped by terror. I can't see my face without a mirror, but still.

When I turned my body back toward the Lord, I saw his face, twisted with a smile as he looked at me.

That was the last thing I saw before feeling a now-familiar pain in my stomach.

Even though I've gotten used to it, pain is still pain. I hate this feeling...

Let's think positively. I was tired anyway... I'll just think of this as taking a short break.

...Though that's not really the case.

My consciousness begins to fade.

Ch.36 - Salvation
I feel a sense of peace.

It's been a while since I felt this way. It's a feeling I used to experience often when reading novels.

Maybe staying like this... forever... wouldn't be so bad...

"...Gasp!"

What am I thinking...!

The negative thought that unconsciously crossed my mind jolted me awake as if I'd just splashed water on my face.

Suddenly alert, I began to assess my situation. How long had I been unconscious? It probably hadn't been that long...

Thankfully, my body seemed normal. My lower abdomen ached slightly, but otherwise I was fine.

I'm still alive. Not dead, not wounded.

As I was about to sigh in relief, I noticed something strange.

I couldn't move my arms or legs. Looking closer, I saw restraints binding my wrists and ankles.

Of course... they wouldn't just let me walk around freely...

With that thought, I lifted my head and saw the back of the Knight who had guided us to the Lord when we first entered the estate. He wasn't right in front of me, but outside the cell bars.

So this Knight was in league with the Lord after all... I thought it was strange that he was working alone in the Lord's empty estate.

More importantly... it seems I'm imprisoned... what should I do now?

Should I try moving slowly? I decided to act without letting the Knight guarding the cell notice I was awake. Things would surely get more difficult if he realized I was conscious.

With that in mind, I carefully tried to move my body.

Then I remembered one crucial fact—I was in a more vulnerable state than usual, unable to use my arms and legs.

*Thud*

"Ugh!"

As I tried to sit up, I fell forward. The sound was quite loud, and the Knight began turning around in response.

Seeing this, I immediately closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep.

"Mmm...nyah..."

"...Are you awake?"

Damn it. Did he notice? No, he couldn't have. Judging by his questioning tone, he doesn't seem completely certain. I decided not to give up and tried to fake snoring.

But my plan was ruined by an ill-timed sneeze.

"Ah... achoo!"

Well... I'm done for...

"...So you are awake."

"...Yes..."

Of all times... why... did I have to sneeze now?!

Nothing's going my way...! As if being captured wasn't bad enough!

After confirming I was awake, the Knight didn't continue speaking, and an awkward silence filled the space.

Sigh... this is serious... what do I do now? To summarize my situation: my arms and legs were bound by restraints making movement difficult, iron bars prevented my escape, and a Knight stood guard watching me.

The situation was hopeless.

With that realization, I felt my body begin to tremble again with fear, despite my efforts to suppress it.

All kinds of negative thoughts raced through my mind.

Would I be killed without being able to do anything? Would I be assaulted? If I at least knew what was going to happen to me, my fear might have diminished somewhat.

Being trapped here without knowing what would happen to me was terrifying beyond imagination.

I know I shouldn't show fear. I shouldn't appear weak. The Knight standing before me is an enemy—an ally of the Lord.

I shouldn't show weakness. I shouldn't let him look down on me. I need to appear strong.

But contrary to these thoughts, my mind was already dominated by fear, making it impossible to act as I wanted.

As rational thinking failed me, the emotions I'd been holding back began to explode like a bomb.

I shouldn't... I shouldn't let him look down on me...

"Huuuuaaang..."

"...?"

Overwhelmed by my situation, I finally burst into tears.

"...!"

I could see the Knight was taken aback by my reaction.

"J-just a moment. Saintess, please calm—"

"Uhuhuhuaaang...!"

The Knight began trying to calm me down from outside the cell, looking flustered. But his actions didn't soothe my emotions. If anything, they intensified my outburst.

Seeing me wail even harder, the Knight became more panicked and pulled out a key from his pocket to open the cell door.

*Click*

He then entered and began earnestly trying to comfort me.

"N-no... c-come on... s-stop! Please stop!"

"Huuuuaang... hic... hic...!"

This went on for some time, with the Knight attempting to calm me down.

※

After about five minutes, the Knight, apparently experienced in comforting others, skillfully calmed me down, and I eventually stopped crying.

"I'm... hic... okay now..."

Relief washed over the Knight's face at my words. My sudden crying must have really thrown him off, considering he even opened the cell door and came inside.

Now that I'd calmed down, I realized what I'd just done.

I'd cried and made a scene in front of a complete stranger.

A new dark history enveloped my body.

The fear I felt earlier had somehow disappeared, replaced only by the shame of my newly created embarrassment.

"Ahhh..."

Perhaps sensing my embarrassment, the Knight gently patted my back.

What had started as comfort for my crying had now become comfort for a different kind of distress.

After wallowing in self-loathing for a while, I heard the Knight sigh beside me.

"Haah..."

Looking at him, I noticed something strange.

Wait, wasn't he on the Lord's side? Is it okay for him to be with me like this?

Curious to resolve this question, I spoke to the Knight. Normally I wouldn't have since he was an enemy, but he showed no signs of wanting to attack me.

"Um... excuse me... why are you being so nice to me?"

"..."

The Knight closed his mouth at my question, appearing to consider for a moment. Then he began to explain his reason.

"Just... the Saintess reminds me of my younger sister."

I see... his sister... that makes sense...

Wait... younger... sister...? Me...? I... I may look like this now, but I used to be a proper adult...!

As I was thinking this, a question crossed my mind.

This Knight doesn't seem to be working for the Lord willingly... why is he serving him? Does the Lord have some leverage over him?

To satisfy my curiosity, I asked the Knight.

"But... why do you work for the Lord?"

At my question, the Knight's expression filled with guilt as he answered quietly.

"I received an offer from the Lord."

Hmm? An offer? What kind of offer...

"If I worked by his side... he would bring my dead sister back to life."

Hearing his words, my body froze. I suddenly understood why this Knight worked for the Lord.

The Knight had made his choice to save his precious family member. He chose his sister over the villagers and himself.

I heard the Knight's guilt-laden voice.

"I know. I'm trash for doing something no human should do. But I desperately wanted to see Lidian, my only family, my sister."

As the Knight revealed his circumstances, his expression seemed twisted. Looking at his distorted smile, I could understand what emotions he was feeling.

Guilt and regret, and a longing strong enough to overwhelm both.

Now everything made sense.

He must have been immediately tempted by the promise of resurrection due to his overwhelming grief for his sister.

I could understand the Knight's feelings.

The pain of losing family is indescribably deep.

I had been looking for an opportunity to escape, but now my desire to flee had vanished.

The chances of my successful escape were slim. But if I did manage to escape, this person would lose even the slightest possibility of seeing his sister again.

If I'd be caught soon after escaping anyway, wouldn't it be better to save at least one person?

Still, being tied up was uncomfortable, so I smiled at the Knight and made a request.

"Then... I won't run away... so please untie me."

The Knight looked at me with a guilty expression and hesitated.

"I... I..."

"It's okay."

I put on the most harmless expression I could and said to the Knight:
"I understand the pain of losing family. I won't run away."

Hearing my words, the Knight untied the restraints on my wrists and ankles.

Then he began to say something to me.
"Saintess... I..."

But his words were interrupted by someone's voice.
"What do you think you're doing, Leord?"

"..!"

We both turned our heads simultaneously toward the source of the sound—the cell bars.

How long had he been there? The figure of the obese Lord, filled with dense demonic energy, stood there.

"I told you I would resurrect your sister after this was over... you're quite impatient."

"L-Lord..."

"But I am merciful, so I'll give you one more chance. If you knock out the Saintess right now and send her to me, I'll overlook this just this once."

"..."

The Knight looked at me after hearing the Lord's words. His expression suggested he was conflicted about something.

But the answer was already decided, wasn't it?

I closed my eyes, trying my best to suppress my trembling body.

I'm sorry, Zieg. It looks like this is as far as I go.

As I waited quietly for death with such thoughts...

"..Saintess."

"...Yes."

"It's very late to ask, but... if... if I tried to be a good person now..."

"Could I become one?"

I opened my eyes wide at his words and then nodded slightly.

"..Thank you, Saintess."

The sound of swords clashing rang out.
*Clang!*

"..You've finally gone mad, Leord."

"..."

The Knight gripped his sword.

"..I've decided not to be bound by the past anymore."

Then he spoke to me.

"I'll create an opening for you. Run away, Saintess."

*Crash!*

The Knight—no, Leord—smashed the cell bars, creating a path for me to escape.

I gave Leord a small nod and began running at full speed.

From behind, I heard the Lord's irritated voice.
"..Damn it! Catch her!"

At the Lord's command, fiends began to emerge and chase after me.

Leord was buying time for me. I absolutely couldn't waste this opportunity.

I squeezed out every ounce of strength I had and ran at full speed.

"Huff... huff... haaah..."

I was desperately searching for an exit at top speed. It was exhausting, but I had no choice but to endure.

Looking back, I saw the fiends had nearly caught up to me.

Looking ahead, I saw the path split in two.

One way was surely a trap. I needed to choose carefully.

It was a bit absurd that my life would be determined by luck, but that wasn't important right now.

According to my right-hand rule, I should go right...! I ran to the right without hesitation.

And immediately regretted it.

After running down the right path for a bit, I discovered it didn't continue any further.

In other words, this path was a dead end.

How pathetic. Leord had worked so hard to buy me time.

I turned around to look back the way I came.

"..Eek!"

I could see the fiends approaching me.

It seemed this really would be my final resting place.

All my desperate struggling suddenly felt ridiculous. I never thought it would end so futilely...

A fiend prepared to launch its final attack on me.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

At that moment—

*Crash!*

"Arwin."

Following the source of the sound, a familiar figure entered my vision.

It was him, looking more dependable than anyone.

"I've come to save you."

Zieg had come to rescue me.

Ch.37 - Because Of Me
I see Arwin in front of me, sitting on the ground in a battered state, looking up at me.

After confirming that Arwin was safe, I felt relief, but seeing her about to be attacked, I quickly rushed forward and dispatched the fiend.

Seeing me, Arwin made a relieved expression and tried to approach, but her strength seemed to give out as she began to fall forward. I quickly caught her and, filled with the emotions I was feeling, swung my sword toward the fiends.

Black energy traveled along my sword, following the arc of my swing.

The black energy... no, the Sword Aura flew toward the fiends.

Most of the fiends approaching us were cut down by the Sword Aura before they could even perceive it.

As I watched this scene briefly, I heard Arwin's worried voice from behind me.
"Z-Zieg... are you really okay?"

Turning around at her words, I saw Arwin casting a healing spell on me. So that's what the comforting feeling was—Arwin was healing me.

I almost smiled involuntarily at her kindness, prioritizing healing me first, but I managed to hold it back.

Somehow, all the negative emotions that had been controlling my body until I met her seemed to be subsiding one by one after our encounter.

Though my anger toward the lord who caused this incident remained unchanged.

While I was dwelling on my anger toward the lord, I heard Arwin's self-blaming voice.
"It's because of me... this is all because of me, isn't it?"

Tears began to well up in Arwin's eyes.

"Because of me... you got hurt like this... Why did you go this far! You idiot!"

As she scolded me, I examined my body.

The purple blood of the fiends and my own red blood from my injuries covered my entire body.

Even so, I didn't regret pushing myself this far.

With that feeling in mind, I said to Arwin:
"It's okay because you're safe."

Hearing my words, Arwin showed an expression of outrage and shouted at me.
"How can you say that! What am I... take care of yourself first, you fool!"

Then she clenched her fists, came closer, buried her face against me, and started pounding my chest.

Despite her cute behavior, I only gave an awkward smile, not feeling I had done anything wrong.

But when tears began to stream down from Arwin's eyes, I realized something was wrong.

Witnessing Arwin's tears, the negative emotions that had been boiling inside me due to the Demonic Sword had somehow left my body, and all that remained was bewilderment and anxiety about Arwin crying.

Arwin's tear-filled voice began to attack me.
"T-treat your body... preciously too..."

Sensing real danger if I didn't yield here, I decided to concede.
"O-okay... I understand... Arwin, let's c-calm down a bit..."

While I was happy that she cared about me so much, it seemed Arwin was genuinely upset with me.

Feeling anxious, I turned my head and saw Cian, Mayel, and Yuna walking toward us from the wall I had broken through.

I made a desperate expression and gestured to the three of them for help.

In response, they gave me satisfied looks and raised their fists in encouragement.

No... that's not what I meant... I asked for help... what good is just cheering me on!

Feeling like I was facing the greatest crisis of my life, I hurriedly tried to comfort Arwin.

But contrary to my expectations, Arwin was trying to control her emotions, attempting not to cry while letting her tears flow.

Then she said to me with a sob:
"N-no time to cry...! There's a knight inside who helped me... He's probably fighting alone right now... We need to go help him quickly..."

Hearing that, I wiped away the tears flowing down Arwin's face with my hand.

Then I signaled to Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, who were quietly watching us from behind, to go in.

"Let's go."

To see the end of this story

※

We were now retracing the path I had taken earlier.

I couldn't remember perfectly since I had rushed here in a hurry, but fortunately, there were traces of fiends having passed through in large numbers along the way I had come, so we were following those traces back.

Just now, Zieg had been using the power of the Demonic Sword, with black energy flowing from it, but for some reason, the black energy disappeared after he met me.

To be precise, it was after I showed him my tears.

...I seem to be showing a lot of tears today... I think all the stress I've been under until now has finally burst out at once.

Anyway, I'm glad that Zieg seems to have returned to normal. After all, Zieg dominated by negative emotions from the Demonic Sword was a bit scary.

For now, let's focus on ending this incident first...

We continued running, following the traces.

After running for a while, a human silhouette began to appear in the distance.

As we got closer, we could see what that silhouette was.

We saw Leord, barely holding on with his sword stuck in the ground, covered in blood, and the lord, who looked somewhat tired.

It seemed that Leord had held off the lord until he was in this terrible state to increase my chances of escape, even slightly.

The lord, who was about to deliver the final blow to Leord, noticed us and showed a surprised expression.

"Y-you all... Why are you here? L-let's get out quickly!"

Seeing the lord, Zieg immediately gripped his Demonic Sword.

Seeing Zieg's reaction, the lord seemed to grasp the situation and threw away his sword, turning to flee.

"Damn it!"

I wanted to chase after the lord, but healing Leord, whose body was in tatters, was the priority, so I quickly ran to him and cast a healing spell.

Leord's body, covered in wounds, gradually began to heal. Relieved, I expressed my gratitude to him.
"Leord... thank you."

"..."

"I was able to survive thanks to you... because you bought me time..."

"..."

Despite my continued thanks, Leord showed no reaction. That's when I felt something was wrong.

"Leord?"

"Wait, Arwin."

Zieg moved me back and began to examine Leord's condition. Then he said to me with a despairing look.

"...He's not breathing."

Hearing Zieg's words, I felt as if my heart had stopped.

"...That can't be."

I began pouring healing magic into Leord.

"Leord... wake up... You told me you would become a good person..."

My healing was clearly healing Leord's body. But his consciousness didn't return.

Zieg stopped me as I continued casting healing spells on Leord's body.

"Arwin, stop."

"..."

Why? Why? Why aren't you waking up? Why aren't you regaining consciousness?

Then I realized one fact. My healing ability can heal wounds. This ability...

It couldn't bring back someone who was already dead.

Leord had been killed by the lord while buying time for me.

He died because of me.

I killed him.

"I... I killed him..."

"Arwin."

"I... I definitely killed him...!"

"Arwin!"

My stomach churns. Leord's final appearance keeps flashing before my eyes.

Zieg grabs my shoulders, looks straight into my eyes, and says:
"You didn't kill him."

"..."

Then he quietly embraces me.

"I... I..."

"...Rest a bit... Arwin."

With those final words, I feel my consciousness gradually becoming blurry. Through my fading consciousness, I see the actions of my companions.

Cian laid Leord, who was barely supporting himself with his sword stuck in the ground, in a comfortable position on the floor.

Then she closed the eyes of Leord, who had died with his eyes open.

He was someone who had temporarily lost his way due to longing for his family,

But his end was more knightly than anyone else's.

With that thought, I fell asleep.

※

"Phew... Thanks, Mayel."

"Well... it's Oppa's request. It's nothing..."

I thanked Mayel, who had put Arwin to sleep with Sleep Magic.

Arwin's state just now wasn't normal. The sight of her blaming herself, saying she had killed someone when she hadn't, looked truly precarious.

Thanks to Mayel's magic, she's sleeping soundly now.

Regret washes over me. If I had come a little earlier, could I have saved that knight who bought time for Arwin?

But it's already too late...

With that thought, I lifted Arwin and handed her to Cian.

"Then... I'll leave her to you."

"...Leave it to me."

Then I gripped the Demonic Sword tightly.

It seems the time has come to end this.

Ch.38 - Forgotten Memories
When I opened my eyes, I found myself in the familiar white, mysterious space I'd been visiting.

Strangely, the Author who always waited for me here was nowhere to be found.

I was alone.

Alone in this empty place with nothing around me.

Had I become too accustomed to having someone by my side?

Being alone here planted seeds of anxiety and fear that eventually no one would remain by my side.

What if I end up with no one beside me, like now?

What if even Zieg disappears from my side?

What if Cian, Mayel, and Yuna are put in mortal danger because of me again?

The image of Leord, who died buying time for me, brought back memories of my original world—memories I had forgotten... no, memories I wanted to forget.

In my original world, I had no mother or father. I grew up under my grandmother's care, not knowing what having parents meant.

Whenever I saw other children with their parents, I couldn't help but feel envy and jealousy.

But even without parents, life was bearable. I had my grandmother who took care of me.

That was until the incident happened.

At school, I was an outcast.

Having no parents became a subject of ridicule among my peers, and before I knew it, I was the class outcast.

In elementary school, it was just teasing, but as time passed, the bullying intensified. By middle school, getting beaten by the ringleaders had become routine.

I tried asking a teacher for help, but the response I got was:

"Ji-Su, try to work things out with your friends. I'm sure they don't mean any harm."

Feeling deeply disappointed by the teacher's words, I gave up on resolving the problem and chose to endure the pain instead. I ran away because I lacked the courage to fight back.

So during lunch breaks, I would skip the cafeteria, buy a red bean bun from the store, and eat alone in an empty classroom.

Gradually, being an outcast was staining my life like ink spreading on paper.

Still, I managed to endure. No, I had to endure.

There were countless days when I wanted to die, but I had my grandmother waiting for me at home, and someone who, while not quite a friend, shared meals with me in that empty classroom by chance.

That guy and I would always eat together in the empty classroom and talk about meaningless things. Those moments were the only enjoyable parts of my hellish school life. Though it was mostly him talking about various things while I just responded briefly.

So on days when I wanted to die, I would think of my grandmother and him, suppressing my suicidal urges.

That's how I somehow endured this hellish life, with my grandmother and him as my pillars of support.

But from a certain day, my mental state began to crumble.

Misfortune came suddenly.

One day, after finishing another hellish day at school, I was heading home when I spotted my grandmother returning from grocery shopping. I called out to her.

"Grandmother!"

Hearing my call, she turned around and gave me that warm smile she always had for me, saying:

"Ji-Su, finished already?"

I was smiling, about to run to her, when I noticed a car swerving erratically, accelerating toward my grandmother.

Seeing this, I shouted and started running toward her as fast as I could.
"Grandmother! Get out of the way!"

But my elderly grandmother couldn't react to the car rushing toward her.

-Screech! Crash!

"Aaaaaaah!"

I heard screams from people around.

My heart started racing.

My grandmother had been hit by the car.

I quickly ran to her side. My grandmother, struck by the car, wasn't breathing for some reason.

Why isn't she breathing?

Why isn't she getting up?

Why? Why? Why?

I don't remember much after that.

Was the driver drunk? Did my grandmother pass away before reaching the hospital?

It didn't feel real.

I wanted to believe this was all a dream.

But after the funeral, I realized it was all real.

After three days of funeral proceedings, I returned to the house where my grandmother and I had lived together.

I could still see her warmly welcoming me.

But I would never see that again.

The pain was so unbearable,

I felt suffocated and couldn't stay in the house, so I ran out.

I wanted to see him right now. The guy who always shared meaningless stories with me.

I ran toward the classroom that had become familiar to me. But on the way, I bumped into the gang that had been bullying me.

"Tch... What the hell?"

After bumping into them, my fate was sealed.

Somehow they had unlocked the rooftop door, dragged me inside, and started beating me one-sidedly.

As I was being beaten without resistance, I saw a familiar figure by the rooftop door.

It was him, the guy who always talked nonsense to me.

I felt glad to see him but didn't want him to see me like this, so I covered my face with my hands.

I could see him coming this way.

No.

Don't come.

You'll get hurt if you come.

But my thoughts couldn't reach him, and I saw him coming over and confronting the gang that was beating me.

The confrontation escalated into a physical fight.

And then, I witnessed something that made my heart stop.

He

flew

off the rooftop.

What have they done?

I forced my battered body to rise and looked down.

The gang members spoke with disgust.
"Tch... Why did he have to butt in?"

"What have you done?!"

"It's your fault."

"If you weren't around, this wouldn't have happened."

Those words made my heart sink.

It was my fault.

It happened because I associated with him.

It happened because I, someone like me, met someone too good for me.

Memories of eating together flashed through my mind.

"Hey."

"Y-Yes...?"

"We're friends, right?"

No.

Someone like me isn't a friend.

I had no right to be anyone's friend.

I don't know what happened after that.

Whether the three who beat me went to juvenile detention or what punishment they received...

Pathetically, I ran away.

I stopped going to school and shut myself in at home, pathetically spending my days reading novels.

Having given up on human relationships.

I'm a coward. And

a murderer.

Perhaps I was excited about living a new life after transmigrating here. In this world where no one knew the despicable me from my original world.

But no matter what world I entered, I remained unchanged.

Even if my appearance changed, my inner self remained the same as before coming here.

Even now, worrying that no one will stay by my side is selfish of me.

Everyone who stays close to me experiences misfortune. Knowing this, I still fear being left alone.

I was still a coward and a murderer.


※

After leaving Arwin with Cian, Mayel, and Yuna, I was pursuing the Lord alone.

Contrary to my expectations, I quickly found the Lord and was now in a chase.

"Damn it..! Huff.. Huff.."

As evident from his plump physique, the Lord's strength came purely from the influence of demonic energy, not from any training.

After continuously fleeing and seeing the distance between us narrowing, he must have realized escape was futile. He turned around and pointed his sword at me.

It seems he wants to end this here...

I quickly dodged the Lord's sword coming straight at me and slashed his leg.

I heard the Lord's painful scream.
"Aaaaargh!!"

Even though I wasn't using a demonic sword, I had nothing but negative emotions toward the Lord.

I wanted to return what he had done to Arwin.

Because of him, Arwin had suffered.

But I quickly dismissed such thoughts and beheaded the Lord with a single stroke.

After all, I was someone entrusted with the mission of being a Hero, and I recognized that even this act was far from heroic.

It happened so quickly that I didn't hear the Lord's scream.

..Taking a life never gets easier, no matter how many times you do it..

If Arwin were here, she would have eliminated him with purification, but she was in a precarious state, so I had no choice.

I did have the option to subdue and restrain him, but leaving a Lord consumed by demonic energy tied up could lead to unpredictable consequences.

..That ended more anticlimactically than expected..

Considering all the trouble I went through to enter this mansion, it felt incredibly hollow.

With that thought, I shook the black blood off my sword.

-Swoosh

Let's go back.

To where the others are.

To where Arwin is.

Ch.39 - The Hero Keeps Approaching Me
I opened my eyes to find myself lying on a bed.

I slowly began to sit up.

"..Ugh."

My head hurts.

"..."

I lifted my throbbing head from the bed and looked around.

It seems my companions must have brought me here.

Looking out the window, I could see the sky had already darkened.

"..r..! ...ere..."

I started to hear sounds coming from the door.

Assuming someone would soon enter, I quickly lay back down and pretended to be asleep.

To avoid being caught awake, I quickly closed my eyes and feigned sleep. Just as I started pretending, I heard the door opening.

"..."

I felt someone's gaze on me. But I deliberately ignored it.

If I get up now, I won't be able to slip away unnoticed.

Whoever entered the room watched me for a moment, then withdrew their gaze and sighed deeply.
"..Haah.."

Then I heard the sound of the door opening as they left the room.

I slowly began to open my eyes.

After confirming that the person who had entered the room was gone, I made a decision.

*I should leave this place.*

Then I turned my head to look toward the window.

*Could I leave the inn through there?*

Everyone around me experiences misfortune.

Recalling memories I didn't want to remember, I realized something.

It happened even after I entered the novel. I just hadn't noticed, but my companions had experienced misfortune and nearly lost their lives because of me more than once.

This incident too might have happened because I was in the way.

I carefully got up and boldly opened the window. I was trying to escape through it.

But after opening the window, my body froze.

It's two stories high.

A height I could easily descend from if I landed properly.

It's not scary at all. It shouldn't be.

But this height now

Makes me think of him.

My stomach churns.

My headache worsens.

Pull yourself together, Arwin, no, Kim Ji-Su... no, who am I? I'm Kim Ji-Su, but that was in the previous world, now I'm Arwin. I'm an ordinary man, Kim Ji-Su, no, I'm Arwin, a Saintess.

The headache keeps getting worse.

I'm a Saintess. As a Saintess, I joined the Hero's party to defeat the Demon King and maintain peace here—no, I'm an ordinary person. Until recently, I was just someone who read novels at home. Then I suddenly transmigrated here. So I don't need to try to defeat the Demon King as a Saintess. No, if I run away, more people might get hurt and die because of me, I should support them as a Saintess...

But.

Do they really need me in this party?

Come to think of it, everything I've done for this party hasn't been much help.

Healing? That could be done by drinking potions.

I'm nothing more than a substitute for healing potions in the party.

Plus, I'm a person who only brings misfortune.

Can I really claim that my presence in the party is helpful?

No.

I'm useless.

Right now, I consider Zieg a friend. No, maybe I'm the only one who thinks of Zieg as a friend.

Maybe Zieg talks to me only because he pities me, even though he finds me uncomfortable.

No, do I even have the right to talk about whether someone is a friend or not?

Even that guy who helped me eventually disappeared because of me.

Leord died protecting me until the end.

Zieg, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna will eventually disappear because of me too.

Everyone near me becomes unhappy.

"Ugh...!"

I feel sick.

I feel like I'm about to throw up.

My head feels like it's going to split open.

As my mind becomes a jumbled mess, the feelings I've been hiding start to surface.

I miss my grandmother.

My grandmother who used to welcome me with a smile.

I wanted to see my mom and dad just once.

My parents who were alive when other children my age still had theirs.

I didn't want him to disappear like that at the end.

That guy who used to ramble on with meaningless stories to me.

I didn't want Leord to die because of me either.

Leord, who cared for his younger sibling until the end and bought me time.

I wanted to be helpful to the party.

To my companions who had always helped me.

I wanted to be recognized as a human being.

I wanted people to acknowledge me.

Amidst these thoughts, a question arises.

...Am I really genuinely concerned about those people?

Or am I more worried that no one will remain by my side? More worried that no one will remember me?

Something rises from within.

Disgusting. Filthy.

"Aaaaaaah!!!"

I, I should disappear.

I'm nothing but harmful to this world if I stay alive.

Someone seems to have heard my scream and is running toward me.

No. I can't be discovered.

I quickly go to the door and lock it.

Just as I lock the door, I hear Zieg's voice from the other side.

"Arwin?! What are you doing! Open the door!"

With my splitting headache and churning stomach, I painfully make my way toward the window.

It's the second floor.

This isn't that rooftop from back then.

It's different from where that guy I killed died.

Thinking that, I throw myself out the window.

-CRASH!

I heard a loud sound like the door breaking behind me, but it didn't matter now.

Falling from the second floor, I couldn't land properly and felt like I slightly sprained my ankle.
"Ugh..!"

But my ankle wasn't the issue right now.

I need to get away from here.

I need to get away from here quickly.

Someone like me shouldn't be here with my companions.

With my splitting headache and sprained ankle, I used all my strength to start running.

My head hurts with every step.

My ankle makes it hard to run properly.

I feel like I'm about to throw up any moment.

Still, I didn't stop moving.

I don't even know where I'm going.

I only have one thought right now:

I need to get away from here... away from where my companions are...

But my body was already in poor condition, and perhaps because I was running so urgently in such a state, I tripped over a stone and fell.

-THUD

"Ugh..."

It hurts. My whole body hurts.

Looking at my fallen body, I could see it had become a complete mess.

My feet, scraped from running barefoot, and my clothes, as dirty as they could get.

I can't take it anymore.

Why do I have to endure such pain?

"Hic..."

Tears were already flowing from my eyes like a waterfall.

Noticing this, I tried hard to control my emotions, but the tears that had already burst forth wouldn't stop.

-Step, step

"..!!"

While trying to stop crying, I was startled by sudden footsteps and turned around.

Behind me stood Zieg, whom I wanted to stay away from so badly... yet also wanted to be close to.

Seeing my disheveled state, Zieg's eyes widened, and he began to approach me quickly.

"Don't come...!!"

I reached out my hand to Zieg and shouted.

"Please... don't come near me..."

Tears continue to overflow like a broken faucet. Yet my mouth doesn't stop.

"I'm someone who only brings misfortune...! There's nothing good about being close to me...! So... so... please..."

My breathing starts to become rapid.

"It... it doesn't matter if I disappear...!"

Despite my words, Zieg didn't stop walking toward me.

And soon, coming to my side, he says:

"Of course it matters."

He speaks to me with his usual smile.

"I need you, Arwin."

I felt a momentary joy at Zieg's words.

But feeling disgust at my selfishness once again, I said to Zieg:

"I'm... just garbage that burdens the party...!"

"That's not true at all."

"If I stay with you all, you'll surely become unhappy...!"

"I don't care."

"Everyone around me will be in danger...!"

"I'll protect you."

"You too... you too... will be in danger if you stay near me...!"

"I don't care."

Having heard all of Zieg's responses, I asked him, unable to control my emotions:

"Why... why on earth do you approach me like that...?!"

"..."

"What am I to you... I... I... what is someone like me... that you treat me so well...!"

My emotions had already exploded and I was unilaterally expressing them toward Zieg.

Zieg was momentarily speechless and remained silent for a while, then with a determined expression, he said to me:
"..I like you, Arwin."

"...What?"

"I said I like you."

At Zieg's unexpected words, my body froze.

I thought I had misheard, but when I asked again and Zieg repeated it, I realized I hadn't misheard.

"Wha..! Wha..whawha... What..!"

My face felt hot from Zieg's unexpected declaration.

"Ri-ri-ri-right now.. Wha-wha-wha-what... are you saying...!"

"I'm saying I like you, that's why."

After being confirmed for the third time, I immediately lowered my head.

What is he saying right now?

My mind became confused at Zieg's words.

The negative thoughts I had been thinking until just now and the idea that I should quickly disappear from here were instantly erased from my mind, and only Zieg's words echoed in my head.

I was definitely a man. To be precise, I'm a woman now, but memories of living as a man still occupy a part of me.

Yet now, after hearing Zieg's confession, my face is bright red and I can't even lift my head.

What's happening? I was just curious about why he approached me so much...

Has my heart become a woman's too, now that my body is female?

"Th..tha-tha-that..."

I was so bewildered that I couldn't string my words together properly and kept stuttering the same words.

"I... I am.. that..."

Seeing me like this, Zieg smiled as if he had expected it and put his index finger to my lips, indicating that I didn't need to speak.

"You don't have to answer right now."

Even at Zieg's words, I was still flustered and couldn't say anything.

Recognizing my state, Zieg said with a hint of disappointment:
"When the journey ends... when this journey ends, give me your answer."

"Uh..uh..? That.. uh...um..?"

Seeing my reaction, he chuckled and picked me up.

Normally, I would have complained about this position and struggled, but my mind was so confused right now that I remained still without any resistance.

Right now, only one fact was circling in my mind.

Zieg confessed to me.

Thinking about that fact again, I felt my face turning red once more.

It's strange. I was definitely a man and should still like women even now.

I can feel my heart beating rapidly.

I can't look at Zieg's face. It wasn't this bad even when we went to the hot spring.

I was in a state of confusion, feeling these inexplicable emotions after hearing Zieg's confession.

"Uh..um..? Um..?"

I seemed to be malfunctioning.

Regardless of my state, Zieg silently turned his steps toward the inn.

And so, we quietly returned to the inn.

Ch.40 - The Bird Breaks Out Of Its Egg.
I've made a mistake.

When I looked down at Arwin's face, I noticed she quickly lowered her head and covered her face with both hands as if she felt my gaze.

Usually, when I picked her up like this, she would have struggled saying it wasn't necessary, but now Arwin was just staying still with her ears bright red, seemingly too embarrassed to resist.

And I was also in a state where my face was burning hot.

What courage did I have to say such things?

Everything seemed fine until just now, but as I carried Arwin back to the inn, I realized how embarrassing my words had been.

"Uh... um...? Um...?"

Arwin was making distressed sounds, seemingly unable to comprehend the current situation despite her embarrassment.

To be honest, I wondered if I really needed to confess right now.

But seeing Arwin looking like she might collapse at any moment, I conveyed my true feelings.

I want to be by Arwin's side.

I want to support her.

Even now, embarrassed Arwin is lovable.

I like Arwin so much.

After organizing my feelings once more, I confirmed that although it might have been a bit rushed, my choice wasn't wrong.

I remembered my conversation with Cian before I chased after Arwin.

"Zieg, you like the Saintess, don't you?"

"...! What are you...!"

Cian asked me with an unusually serious expression. She always had a serious face, but this time her expression seemed to contain some kind of determination.

Recognizing Cian's attitude, I conveyed my honest feelings to her.

"Yes, I like Arwin."

Hearing my words, Cian let out a knowing laugh and lightly punched my chest.

"Go into the room now. She'll definitely be awake."

Then, clenching both fists, she smiled at me and said:

"Good luck, I'll cheer for you."

With Cian's encouragement, I headed toward the room where Arwin was sleeping—or rather, had been sleeping.

From that moment, I chased after Arwin, and eventually, the situation turned out like this.

I was truly grateful to Cian, who gave me confidence in my feelings and enabled me to confess.

Though I wasn't sure if Arwin would accept my confession.

As I walked while organizing my thoughts, I soon spotted the inn where we were staying.

I suppressed my rapidly beating heart as best I could and opened the door to the inn.

Let's go back to the people waiting for you, Arwin.

※

When we returned to the inn with me being carried obediently by Zieg, we received surprised looks from the trio.

To be precise, the looks were directed at me, not us. They weren't hostile gazes, but... what was it? What was going on?

I slowly examined myself, following the trio's gaze.

"Ah..."

I hadn't understood why they were looking at me that way, but as I slowly observed myself, I began to understand.

My white nun's habit, which had been clean, was now stained with black marks from rolling around, and my feet, which had run out barefoot without shoes, were a mess with scrapes everywhere.

Realizing my appearance, I gave an awkward smile.

"Ah... haha..."

I felt like I couldn't face them.

Although we all survived in the end, three people almost died because of me.

"Clean...!"

While I was hanging my head, Mayel's Clean magic made my dirty clothes and body clean. Though the wounds on my legs remained.

When I slightly raised my head to express my gratitude, I saw Cian.

As I immediately lowered my head to avoid eye contact, Cian bent down to meet my gaze and said with a chilling smile:
"Shall we have a little chat, just us women?"

"...!"

Hearing such a terrifying statement directly, I immediately started shouting at Zieg:
"P-put me down! Q-quickly!"

Of course, I was still trying my best not to make eye contact while keeping my head down, since looking at Zieg still made my mind go blank.

But despite my desperate resistance, Zieg didn't put me down.

No, far from putting me down, he started handing me over to Cian while still carrying me.

"Uh... uh...! Hey...! N-no..."

At Zieg's action, I momentarily flinched and raised my head to look at him, but the moment I saw Zieg's smiling face, I lowered my head again.

And so, I had no choice but to be obediently handed over to Cian.

"Hey...! No... that... uh... um... aaah..."

Even as I was being dragged away by Cian, I felt foolish for not being able to cast resentful glances or curses at Zieg.

Why am I like this? Have I finally gone crazy?

My heart kept beating rapidly as if it were broken, and my head kept going blank.

And so, I was carried by Cian—or more accurately, dragged by the trio—into the room.

Cian carefully placed me on the bed. I-I need to... I need to e-escape...

-Click

As if reading my thoughts, Yuna locked the door.

"Eek..."

W-why did she lock the door like that? What are they trying to do?

My head, which had just been blank because of Zieg, was suddenly filled with fear.

The trio's chilling gazes were directed at me.

"Now, shall we talk?"

Will I be able to get out of here alive?

※

"No... I mean! Why did you go there?!"

"That's right...! That's right...!"

"I-I'm sorry...!!"

I had been verbally assaulted by the trio for about an hour now.

Not physical violence, but verbal violence.

No matter how I looked around, there was no one to save me from this situation.

It was more desperate than when I was imprisoned by the Lord.

"Ugh..."

Come to think of it, I'm getting angry... I saved your lives...! Why... why do I have to endure this treatment from you for an hour?!

With that thought, I timidly tried to argue back out of anger.
"But... b-but... I saved the three of you...!"

Cian's gaze became fierce upon hearing my words.
"Are you seriously saying that right now?"

"Huk..."

There were things I noticed while being scolded by the trio.

Mayel, who usually seemed timid, became confident when it came to her own opinions, and Yuna, who usually maintained a light atmosphere, was actually quite thoughtful and serious.

And above all, what I clearly realized was:

Cian becomes scarier than anyone when she's angry.

One must not provoke Cian.

Seeing Cian like that, I quickly bowed my head and began to apologize.
"I-I'm... I'm sorry..."

"Haah..."

When I slightly raised my head to look at Cian, she was looking at me with an expression that seemed to say "what am I going to do with you?"

I'm sorry... for being inadequate... I'm sorry...

"We might have been rude to you when we first met, but... you don't need to be so scared..."

It's because of you...! It's not because you were rude when we first met...!

Thinking that while keeping my head down, I heard Cian approaching from the front.

Cian came closer to me and sat down beside me.

Following Cian, Mayel and Yuna also started to sit on the bed.

"..."

"..."

A moment of silence filled the room. W-what's going on...? What are they trying to say?

While I was thinking that, Cian suddenly spoke.

"Shall we speak informally with each other?"

Hearing Cian's words, I was surprised and looked at her with wide eyes.

W-what did I just hear?

"Pardon...?"

"Let's be friends, Arwin."

"F-friends...?"

What...? What is she saying right now? Today, strangely enough, I seemed to be hearing many things I would never normally hear.

Is all of this actually a dream? Am I actually in a state of insanity?

I pinched my cheek hard.

"Ouch..."

It hurts.

It hurts?

Realizing this was reality, I felt my mind turning upside down again.

"J-just a moment..."

So the trio, who had only been distant with me until now, are becoming friends with me...?

...It's nice, it's nice!

For me, who had no friends, the idea of having several friends was something I had never even considered, so I was just bewildered.

Becoming friends with Cian, Mayel, and Yuna.

I'm happy... definitely happy...

But,

Is it okay for someone like me to be friends?

Negative emotions began to surface one by one.

Maybe they're concerned about Zieg in the party.

They might be trying to get close to me to avoid causing trouble for Zieg.

...What am I thinking right now?

It's disgusting.

They're probably just trying to be friendly with me, and here I am thinking such things?

This isn't right.

I took a deep breath.

I can't hide forever.

With that thought, I carefully asked the trio:
"Is it okay for someone like me to be your friend...?"

Hearing my words, Cian smiled at me and said:
"Of course it's okay."

It wasn't just Cian. Mayel and Yuna were also smiling at me and said:
"Let's... get along well..."
"Nice to meet you!"

Ah.

I was a fool.

I was scared and didn't approach them.

The fundamental problem was with me.

I didn't take a step forward. I ran away because I was afraid of human relationships.

I should have approached them with courage.

Again, emotions start to burst out uncontrollably. Without realizing it, tears were already falling from my eyes. Nevertheless, I conveyed my sincere feelings to the three who had opened up to me with courage.

"Even though I'm lacking... please take care of me...!"

A bird eventually breaks out of its shell.

I'm not a bird, but today I break that shell and take a step forward.

Ch.41 - [Side Story] The Bitter Taste Of First Love
At first, it was curiosity.

"Hello. My name is Cian. Pleased to meet you."

"Yes, likewise."

I was curious about who the Hero was, so I asked the Village Chief to let me join the Hero's party.

And after joining the group, I exchanged greetings with the Hero.

A lone wolf.

That was my first impression of the Hero.

He didn't ask anything trivial about me and simply focused on his tasks during our journey.

No, I even wondered if he was even aware of my existence.

He handled everything by himself, leaving me with nothing to do.

Perhaps that's what sparked my stubbornness?

Wanting to help the Hero at least once, I kept my eyes wide open, observing everything around us.

The carriage driver gave me strange looks, but that wasn't important to me.

There was only one thought in my mind.

Somehow making the Hero rely on me.

With that thought, I looked around with determination.

The Hero had an expression that made it unclear whether he was deep in thought or simply spacing out.

The Hero is in such a state now—it's the perfect opportunity to be helpful.

But my wishes didn't come true. Throughout the entire carriage ride to the capital, nothing happened, and I spent the boring journey in an excessively peaceful carriage.

How much time had passed? The once clear sky had turned red, and the sun that had been shining was slowly setting.

Perhaps realizing it was getting late, the Hero called the driver to stop the carriage and began setting up camp in the forest. He lit a campfire and started cooking.

Again.

Again, he was doing everything by himself.

I prided myself on being a Knight with some skill. Not being relied upon was starting to make me angry.

But since I couldn't express that anger directly, I told him I would scout the area and walked away from the Hero's side.

"Sigh..."

This is difficult...

I've been stubborn about this, but is it even possible to make that wooden block of a Hero rely on me?

With that doubt in mind, I continued walking around. Then, instinctively responding to a scream, I turned my attention in that direction.

I couldn't see from here.

I quickly started running toward the source of the scream.

What I saw was a blue-haired twin-tailed girl surrounded by five Orcs.

When an Orc raised its arm to attack the girl, I drew my sword, stepped in front of her, and blocked the attack.

"Ugh..."

This is bad... Did I rush in without considering my abilities?

Five Orcs is a bit too much for me...

As I was about to tell the girl to run away.

"Um... did I take your time...?"

In an instant, the Orcs that had been facing me had their necks sliced one after another.

"...?!"

I still can't forget that sight.

"Are you alright, Cian?"

The Hero asked while wiping off the green Orc blood. He stood before me with an attitude suggesting he had simply done what needed to be done, as if it were nothing special.

I must have been enchanted.

By the Hero's charm, that is.

After that, I think I just blankly watched whatever the Hero did.

He helps people without any reason.

He throws himself into danger to help others.

The Hero I had only seen in fairy tales... the one I admired... was actually standing right in front of me.

Perhaps that's when I fell under the spell called love.

※

Mayel, Yuna, and I knew we were rivals in love the moment we met.

At first, we competed a lot, but when a powerful enemy appeared, we naturally grew closer, and somehow reached the conclusion to pursue Zieg fairly.

Perhaps because of that, even though the Saintess who was always by Zieg's side had done nothing wrong, we might have acted spitefully toward her.

After all, Zieg, who never showed interest in anything I did, kept approaching the Saintess.

But as the journey grew longer, Zieg and the Saintess became even closer, and we felt like we were being treated as mere background characters.

No, actually, I had noticed.

Zieg likes the Saintess.

From what I observed, the Saintess was quite clumsy and had a timid personality.

Honestly, I might have thought to myself that I was better than such a Saintess.

But look at the result now. Who is by Zieg's side?

As the journey progressed, we felt increasing despair, and our jealousy continued to build.

But there was a decisive moment that changed this thinking.

It was when we were deceived by the Lord in Sirvil Village.

When Zieg was tricked by the Lord and went down to the village, the Lord immediately returned to us, revealed his true nature, and began attacking us.

The Lord certainly wasn't someone we four couldn't defeat if we attacked together. He was nothing special except for his strength.

But the large number of Fiends confused our minds, and eventually, while dealing with both the Fiends and the Lord, I allowed the Lord to attack me, and I was sent flying into Mayel, and we both crashed into the wall.

It was obvious that a party with only an Archer and a Healer left, after losing the Knight and Mage, wouldn't last long.

I could hear Yuna arguing with the Saintess.

"Go quickly! I'll hold them off here!"

"N-No...!"

"Hurry! At least survive and call Zieg here!"

"I... I..."

It seems Yuna chose to save the Saintess so she could call Zieg over.

I thought I was the only one thinking that way, but apparently all three of us had the same idea.

...If we couldn't survive here anyway, let's at least save the Saintess for Zieg's sake.

"Kyaah!"

*Thud!*

Just as I thought that, Yuna was slammed into the wall. The impact was so severe that Yuna was spitting blood.

Yuna tried to grab her bow despite the severe impact from hitting the wall. And Mayel was chanting with her broken staff.

Seeing the actions of those two, I also started crawling toward my fallen sword.

We didn't say it, but we all knew one thing.

Buy time for the Saintess to escape. That's our role.

As we desperately tried to buy time, the Lord's detestable voice began to be heard.

"How touching... sacrificing yourselves like this for your comrade..."

"Then... let me make a proposal. If the Saintess comes over here quietly, I'll guarantee the lives of those people over there."

What...? What did he just say...?

At the Lord's words, all three of us froze in shock.

But ignoring our state, the Saintess speaks.

"Can you... keep that promise...?"

"Yes, of course. If you come quietly, that is."

"...!!"

What are you doing? If you go, Zieg will...

The Saintess listened to the Lord and walked toward him, her body trembling severely.

Seeing this, I shouted loudly.

"Don't go! Ugh..."

I wanted to get up and stop the Saintess immediately, but my body wouldn't listen.

Despite my words, the Saintess deliberately ignored me and continued walking toward the Lord.

Having completely approached the Lord, the Saintess turned around and said:

"I'll... be right back, okay? So... don't worry... okay..."

With a mixed speech pattern that was neither formal nor casual, the Saintess spoke those words.

The Saintess's face was trying hard to hide her fear with a smile, but the fear permeating her face was too much to be covered by a smile.

I saw the Saintess's terrified expression.

Perhaps this was when I was expelled from the spell called love.

※

Somehow after defeating the Lord, we were now staying at an inn.

Zieg seemed restless, probably because the Saintess had appeared so vulnerable.

It was then that we realized.

Ah, there's no place for us to interfere.

Perhaps we had known this fact from the moment we first met the Saintess.

Yet we had deliberately denied it and treated the Saintess spitefully.

I approached the restless Zieg and said:

"Zieg, you like the Saintess, don't you?"

Zieg looks flustered at my sudden direct question.

"...! What are you...!"

But perhaps noticing my serious demeanor, Zieg read my mood, changed his attitude to be serious, and conveyed his true feelings to me.

"Yes, I like Arwin."

There was an unwavering determination in those words.

My chest hurts sharply. Is this what rejection feels like? Even though I never confessed.

Hiding the pain, I say to Zieg:

"Go to her room now. She's probably awake."

When I went into the room, she was pretending to be asleep. By now, she's probably up and stretching.

"Good luck, I'm rooting for you."

Hearing my words, Zieg nods and walks toward the Saintess's room.

"...*sob*"

"*wail*..."

I hear Mayel and Yuna crying behind me. They must have been hiding and listening.

I approach the two and pat their backs.

...It's bitter.

The feeling of love that I experienced for the first time brought vitality to my life, and

After realizing I was rejected, I felt a pain as if my heart was being torn apart.

The beginning of first love was sweet,

And the end was bitter.

Ch.42 - Deceived
"..Uaaah..!"

I woke up and was stretching noisily as usual.

My head doesn't hurt at all. Until yesterday, I could barely walk properly because of headaches. But now, far from hurting, my head feels incredibly refreshed.

This is the first morning I've felt this refreshed. I've had refreshing mornings before, but never as refreshing as today.

Becoming friends with those three who were awkward with me before seems to be what makes me happiest.

"..Hehehe.."

Thinking about it again makes me feel good. I've made three friends..!

Somehow... I thought I hadn't blended well with the party until now... but this time, I really feel like I can fit in with the party..!

With that thought, I started to get up from the bed. Then, with excited steps, I walked to the door and yanked it open.

I was clearly in high spirits. A feeling of omnipotence dominated my body, like I could do anything right now.

And above all, I felt like I had grown more, so I was in a state of complete confidence.

There's nothing for me to fear now..! I feel like I could even kill the Demon King..!

"Oh, you're up? Arwin."

-SLAM!

Hmm, should I go back to sleep?

I quickly locked the door and headed toward the bed.

"W-Wait..! Arwin..?!"

Zieg's bewildered voice starts coming from beyond the door. But Zieg's condition wasn't really important right now.

..There's a being more powerful than the Demon King beyond that door. I need to pretend I don't know anything right now.

Thinking that, I tried to lie back down on the bed, but I heard a loud noise from behind.

There was one thing I had overlooked.

That door had been broken down once before by Zieg when I tried to escape from this place. I don't know who put it back up, but judging by its tattered state, they clearly just reattached the fallen door as it was.

And I had just slammed a door that had already been knocked down once.

"..!!"

Zieg's surprised voice comes from right behind me.

Why is Zieg's voice from beyond the door so vivid...?

Feeling something strange, I turned around to look at the door.

It was gone.

It was there just a moment ago, but now it's gone.

The door that protected me... that was like a sturdy fortress wall had fallen off.

And in front of that fallen door stood Zieg, looking at me with a surprised expression as if wondering what was happening.

"..Hic..!"

I start hiccupping.

My heart starts beating irregularly like a broken machine.

My face starts burning hot like a heat pack.

"G-Get out of the world..!!"

After saying that, I quickly threw myself toward the bed and hid under the blanket.

I'm not sure what I'm saying right now. My mind is confused.

Clearly, when I woke up this morning, I was dominated by a feeling of omnipotence, like I could do anything and defeat anyone who came...

But as if that was an illusion, there was a life form threatening my existence right there.

Zieg, who had already calmed his surprised heart, speaks to me.
"..Arwin."

I hear Zieg walking. It seems he's approaching me.

I try to convey a threat to him with all my might.
"D-Don't come..!! If... if... if you come... I might erase you..!"

But despite my threat, the sound of Zieg approaching me didn't stop.

Then, as if he had completely approached me, the footsteps stopped right in front of me, and he speaks to me.
"..Arwin.. have you come to dislike me..?"

Zieg's voice sounded so pitiful and desperate that it reminded me of an abandoned puppy.

Momentarily swayed by Zieg's voice, I covered my ears and tried my best not to listen to him. But despite my efforts, Zieg's voice surpassed my hands and reached my eardrums.

"..If I had known this would happen.. I shouldn't have confessed.."

Zieg's pitiful voice painfully stabs my heart.

"I'm sorry.. Arwin.. for saying such things without considering your feelings.."

No... that's not it... I...

"I'll be going now.."

With those final words, I hear Zieg heading toward the door.

This isn't right...

I must have grown. But look at what I'm doing now. Have I really grown?

I'm about to make the same mistake I made in my previous world again.

Zieg is the only friend who approached me. And a friend who has always protected me.

I can't stupidly lose another precious friend.

I immediately threw off the blanket and grabbed Zieg's hand as he was heading out the door.

"That's not it! Th-That's not it..!"

My mind is in chaos, and I can't organize what I should say right now. But the thought that I would definitely regret it if I didn't hold onto Zieg now was circling in my head.

"Th-That... um... I... th-that..."

Unable to find the words, I thought I should at least face Zieg properly, so I raised my head to look at his face.

And then I began to feel that something was wrong when I saw Zieg's expression.

Zieg speaks to me with a playful smile.
"Just kidding, Arwin."

Looking at Zieg's face, I felt like my brain had stopped.

My mind, which had turned blank, gradually begins to fill with anger.

"You... you...!"

I was about to shout at Zieg out of anger, but due to the sudden rush of shame, I ended up lowering my head.

Shame begins to envelop my entire body. I started to see what bold thing I had just done.

I grabbed Zieg first, holding his hand and telling him not to go.

..I wanted to erase my existence from the world right now.

I immediately let go of Zieg's hand and started to distance myself.

Then Zieg starts speaking to me again with a pitiful expression, desperately.
"..Again..? Are you abandoning me again..?"

"I-I won't fall for it anymore..!"

Damn it. Why am I being swayed by Zieg like this? I was definitely a man in my previous life..! It's strange to malfunction like a broken machine just because I received a confession from a man! It's definitely strange!

As I kept looking at Zieg's face, I felt my face heating up again, so I turned my head to try to look elsewhere as much as possible.

It was really foolish. Why such a trial for me...

As I was writhing in pain with such thoughts, I suddenly felt a gaze as if someone was watching me.

W-What...? Is s-someone looking at me...?

Zieg was looking at me, but the feeling was somehow different from Zieg's gaze.

With such a hunch, I started looking around to find where the gaze was coming from.

"...!"

And I discovered it.

The trio who were watching us from the fallen door, raising both hands as if cheering us on.

W-What... are they doing...? They're acting so friendly after just becoming friends a day ago...?

As I was admiring the trio's friendliness, a thought suddenly began to occur to me.

Weren't they supposed to like Zieg...? W-Why are they now looking at me as if they're cheering me on...?

With such a question in mind, I looked at the trio, and they started looking at me with pleased expressions.

Was I... misunderstanding...? W-What...? My mind starts to become more confused.

"..."

Ah... I don't know..! Thinking deeply doesn't suit me.

With that thought, I decided to just empty my mind and stay still.

Seeing me like that, Zieg smiles and extends his hand to me as if telling me to hold it, and says,
"Let's go, Arwin."

I hesitated for a moment at Zieg's gesture, but then I gave up on running away and held his hand. After all, running away would be futile anyway.

"Okay.."

Of course, with my head still lowered.

※

I started leaving the room holding Arwin's hand.

Arwin, who was following me obediently with her head lowered, relying only on my hand, was really cute.

She was originally a bit of a klutz, but after my confession, she became even more of one, which I liked.

At this rate, it might really become dangerous.

"Phew.."

It was a deep breath to calm myself, but Arwin, who was paying attention to my reaction, flinches.

It seems she was occasionally glancing at me, keeping an eye on my reactions.

Even such small actions were truly lovable.

With that thought, as we left the room, I saw Cian, Mayel, and Yuna who seemed to be watching us, though I'm not sure when they arrived.

..What's this? How long have they been here?

As soon as Cian, Mayel, and Yuna appeared, Arwin let go of my hand and quickly ran to hide behind Cian.

I feel a strange sense of loss and emptiness in my hand.

Cian looks back and forth between me and Arwin with a troubled expression.

I eventually chose to leave this place.
"..I'll go down first."

It seems like Arwin might explode if I push her any further now... Let's retreat for now. There's still plenty of time.

..And I'm a bit in danger too.

With that thought, I recall what I did to Arwin in the room.

I did something that didn't suit my position.

Although it was successful in the end, it was an action that could easily make me feel self-loathing.

But I had no regrets since I got to see Arwin's cute side despite taking such a risk.

Arwin, who urgently grabbed my hand and tried to find words to say when I pretended to be pitiful and was about to leave the room, was truly lovable.

I feel like this memory will probably never be forgotten for the rest of my life.

Well, that's that... For now, let's prepare to go to the next village.

..I hope they come down soon.

Ch.43 - Next Destination
"Are you okay? Arwin."

Cian asks me with a worried voice as I'm in a precarious state after being attacked by the Hero, a being more powerful than the Demon King.

"Ugh... I'm... I'm okay...?"

I answer Cian with a tone that's unclear whether it's formal or informal.

We've become friends, but I'm still not sure if I should speak formally or informally. I immediately spoke informally with Zieg when we met, but this... this is difficult.

Because of my past memories, it's hard for me to approach women comfortably, and my timid personality makes it even more difficult.

Cian looks at me as if she finds me cute, then starts walking ahead. As Cian takes the lead, Mayel and Yuna begin walking alongside her.

Since I didn't feel extremely close to them yet, I followed behind the trio with small steps, thinking I shouldn't overstep my boundaries.

But noticing my behavior, the trio stops walking and turns to look at me with questioning expressions.

"..?"

When they stopped, I naturally stopped too and looked back at them.

What's going on? Why are they suddenly looking at me like that?

As I stood there confused, Cian seemed to realize something, then grabbed me by the waist.

"Huh..? Waaah..!"

She lifted me up and placed me at the very front of the group.

Suddenly finding myself at the front, I looked back at Cian in bewilderment.

Cian wore an expression like she'd accomplished something, then fixed my head to face forward with her hand and shouted, "Let's go."

Finding myself unexpectedly leading the way, I felt perplexed, but since everyone else was moving, I couldn't just stop walking, so I continued in this strange state.

What... is happening here...?

I feel like I'm starting to understand the trio's real personalities as I get closer to them.

Unlike me who was a loner, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna seem to have outgoing personalities...

Though it felt like I had become the leader of the trio, I tried not to pay too much attention to it as we started heading downstairs.

Come to think of it, we've resolved all the issues in this village, so it's about time we left for the next village.

We've dealt with the Lord who was a Demon Worshiper... I should pray that the next Lord will be more normal than the previous one.

And so, we left the inn.

As we exited, we saw Zieg waiting for us.

"Shall we depart?"

I flinched momentarily at his words but soon gave a small nod.

Let's head to the next village.

※

We were currently stopped with our carriage, having found a suitable place to settle for a while.

The village we were heading to was Harun Village. Unlike other nearby villages, Harun Village took quite some time to reach.

Judging that we couldn't make it in a single day, we decided to travel to Harun Village over two days.

Fortunately, we had received a carriage as a token of gratitude from the residents of Sirvil Village, so we could settle down without worrying about a coachman.

And now, I was sitting alone in front of the campfire.

"Sigh..."

The cold night air is warmed by the heat of the campfire.

Looking to the side, I saw Mayel practicing magic with a grimoire she had acquired from somewhere.

Seeing her so focused on studying magic, it seems she must have felt quite helpless when we faced the Lord last time.

Leaving Mayel to her studies, I turned my head to look in another direction.

"Haah..!"

"Yaap!"

On a flat area a short distance from where I was sitting.

There, Zieg was sparring with Cian and Yuna. The match proceeded with Cian leading the attack while Yuna provided support from behind with her bow. Zieg was blocking all of it by himself.

From what I heard from Cian and Yuna, they still felt inadequate...

So they had requested a sparring match with Zieg as a form of special training.

It seems everyone realized how powerless they were in the fight against the Lord.

...Seeing them like this makes me feel like I should be doing something too... especially since I was the most powerless of all.

If I could use magic, I would have been studying the grimoire with Mayel... but I can't use magic... all I can do is heal...

Thinking about it again made me lament my situation.

I can't use magic, my physical abilities are poor... at this rate, I'm just a walking free potion...!

...I should at least practice healing.

With that thought, I began casting small healing spells on Cian and Yuna, who seemed to be getting tired from the sparring.

Zieg showed no signs of fatigue as he continued to face Cian and Yuna, so I didn't cast any healing on him. The more decisive reason was that I couldn't look at Zieg properly.

My healing becomes less effective with distance, so I need to better control that aspect to minimize this weakness.

Perhaps noticing my healing, Cian and Yuna looked at me with grateful smiles.

I gave them a thumbs-up gesture in response, signaling them to keep up the good work.

Watching us, Zieg looked at me with a bright smile and waved.

At that sight, I stopped my healing and quickly turned my head back to stare at the campfire.

I don't know how long this state will continue, but I should keep my distance from Zieg for a while. This happens every time I look at him. He must have done something to me.

Otherwise, there's no reason for me to act like this! Yes, I'm definitely not wrong...! Zieg must have done something!

As I was trying to rationalize my behavior, I heard laughter from beside me.
"Khuph..."

I turned my head to look at Mayel.

Seeing that I had turned to look at her, she quickly shifted her gaze from me to her grimoire, pretending not to notice.

You...! I saw you snickering just now...! It's too late to pretend you didn't...!

I stared at Mayel with as much resentment as I could muster in my eyes.

Mayel buried her face in the grimoire, ignoring my gaze.

"...Sigh..."

Oh well...! There's no point in dwelling on something that won't change...!

I decided to go to sleep first.

Wrapping myself roughly in cloth, I lay down on the ground.

It was a bit hard, but not uncomfortable enough to prevent sleep, so I closed my eyes. Listening to Cian and Yuna's shouts of effort, I drifted off to sleep.

※

"Phew... shall we call it a day?"

I spoke to Cian and Yuna who were collapsed on the ground.

They seemed too exhausted to respond, neither affirming nor denying my suggestion, just lying there breathing heavily.

Taking their reaction as agreement, I approached the two and helped them up, then headed toward the campfire where Arwin was sleeping.

Mayel, who had been studying magic with her grimoire nearby, had also fallen asleep with the book pressed against her.

I corrected Mayel's posture and wrapped a cloth around her body.

Looking back, I saw Cian and Yuna with their eyes closed, already prepared for sleep.

...Looks like I'll have to keep watch.

With that thought, I took a seat next to Arwin.

Seeing Arwin sleeping peacefully brought an involuntary smile to my face.

Watching Arwin sleep so calmly like this gives me a sense of peace.

Having become too accustomed to Arwin's clumsy side, it feels a bit strange to see her with such a calm expression while sleeping.

I poke Arwin's cheek for no particular reason. I feel the soft texture under my finger.

Since I felt a bit annoyed that Arwin had been avoiding me and hanging out with Cian, Mayel, and Yuna since the day I confessed, I continued poking her cheek.

Though the cause was my confession.

As I poked her cheek, Arwin started sleep-talking in a cute voice.

"Mmm... stop it..."

After poking her cheek, I was struck by Arwin's sleep-talking and stopped.

This is dangerous behavior. I should stop here.

With that thought, I lifted my head and began looking at the sky.

...Thinking back, I somewhat regret asking for an answer to my confession after this journey ends.

While I liked seeing Arwin get embarrassed and show cute reactions when looking at me, it was quite a blow that she was avoiding me.

Though it's too late to regret what I've already done.

As I was organizing my thoughts, the night continued to pass.

The sound of my companions' breathing blends with the quiet night atmosphere.

And so, another day passes.

Ch.44 - Dungeon
"Hwaaam..."

I hear Zieg yawning in front of me.

It seems he kept watch while the rest of us fell asleep...

I must not have noticed how tired he was this morning since I was busy avoiding his gaze while getting into the carriage.

Why didn't he say anything? That makes me feel bad...

With that thought, I carefully cast a healing spell on him while trying not to make eye contact.

Just a little... just a little... not enough for him to notice...

I was gradually adding healing magic bit by bit so Zieg wouldn't notice, when suddenly his voice made me nearly scream.

"Thanks, Arwin."

"Eek!"

What... how did he know? I... I really gave him just tiny amounts...

"..."

Oh, whatever. Since it's come to this, I might as well heal him properly.

With that thought, I started pouring healing magic into Zieg.

I can hear faint laughter from the trio up front.

When I quickly look up and glare at them, they start pretending they weren't watching us.

I'll... I'll definitely get stronger and make you all submit! I'll have the last laugh!

While I'm thinking that, Yuna, seemingly unable to bear my continued glaring, points ahead and says:
"Oh, I can see the village now!"

Her obvious attempt to change the subject seemed a bit annoying, but I decided to let it slide this time.

I turned my head at Yuna's words and looked at the gradually approaching village.

I could see a moderately sized village getting closer.

Harun Village wasn't as large as the other villages we'd visited so far, but rather of moderate size. That's probably why we could only start to see it once we got quite close.

We're already arriving at the village? I was so busy being conscious of Zieg that I didn't realize so much time had passed.

As the village drew closer, we started preparing to disembark.

And then my body froze at the sight before us.

Throughout this journey, we've visited various villages and experienced and resolved numerous incidents.

Every village we've passed through so far had incidents related to demonic energy.

With that experience, we were traveling to this village with firm resolve, prepared for whatever incident might occur.

We might have had some confidence that we could endure whatever came our way.

That's what we thought. Until we saw the village landscape that seemed to mock us, as if all the incidents we'd experienced so far were nothing in comparison.

Without realizing it, I ran to Zieg and grabbed his sleeve tightly.

This time, even Zieg seemed too stunned to pay attention to me, just staring blankly at the village.

In Harun Village, our destination, countless graves that seemed to commemorate many people occupied much of the village space.

※

After slowly suppressing the psychological shock we received, we began to enter the village.

The village was so quiet it could be said there were no people. Feeling scared in this atmosphere, I started clinging to Zieg, forgetting my embarrassment.

Perhaps my instinct told me to go to Zieg, the person I felt most comfortable and safe with.

It was a bit... no, very shameful, but seeing that scene, being scared like this would be normal. Yes... it's not just me!

As we were carefully looking around the village, we discovered a man sitting dejectedly in front of one grave.

A man sitting in front of one grave among so many—it was obvious what had happened.

Zieg approached the weeping man.

"Are you alright?"

The man turned around with a start at Zieg's concerned words and said:
"...Run away."

"Pardon?"

"...You seem to be adventurers from outside. It would be better for you to leave."

The man maintained his dejected expression as he spoke to us.
"I'm the only survivor in this village."

Hearing the man's words, Zieg took out the Hero's Token from his pocket and showed it to him. Then he asked:
"...Could you explain the situation?"

"...Are you the Hero?"

When Zieg nodded in affirmation to the man's question, the man suddenly grabbed him by the collar.

"If... if... you had come a little earlier... our village...! My son... might have lived...!"

The man said this and tried to punch Zieg in the face.

Seeing this, I immediately ran to Zieg and blocked the man.

"S-Stop...!"

Is this man in his right mind? What is he trying to do?!

I started getting angry at the man who had grabbed Zieg's collar and tried to hit him without warning.

"What are you doing?!"

I had never shouted so loudly in my life. Because of my personality, I couldn't even imagine raising my voice at someone. But now I was fuming with anger at this man's disrespectful behavior toward Zieg.

When I yelled at him, the man responded in confusion:
"I... I... didn't mean to..."

Finding his response even more absurd, I was about to shout again. But Zieg covered my mouth with his hand and said:
"Mmph! Mmph!"

"Arwin, it's okay."

I felt frustrated and was about to argue with Zieg when he beat me to it.
"But... Arwin, do you realize what position we're in right now?"

Despite his gentle attitude suggesting he wasn't bothered at all, I was still fuming but suppressed it and slowly began to assess what position we were in.

And then I started getting hot-headed for a completely different reason.

"Uh... um... th-that..."

Just a moment ago, I was so angry at the man and Zieg that words were overflowing in my head, but now my mind felt blank like a clean sheet of paper.

Judging that I couldn't do anything in my current position, I quickly tried to escape from Zieg's side.
"I... I'll... j-just... ugh! L-Let... let me go...!"

At my plea, Zieg, seemingly regretful due to the situation, muttered something and released me.

Thankfully we were in the middle of discussing something important...

The man who had been watching us apologized to Zieg:
"I... I'm sorry... I didn't mean to..."

Zieg heard the man's apology and began questioning him with a serious face:
"It's alright. So what exactly happened here?"

While cooling my still-flushed face, I think.

This incident is clearly related to demonic energy as well.

※

We were now quietly preparing in front of the dungeon entrance.

According to the man, this dungeon that appeared out of nowhere had monsters emerging one or two at a time, but yesterday a large number of monsters suddenly entered the village, resulting in this state.

Apparently, the village ended up like this while the man was away in another village for work.

He had been making graves for each person, and when we approached him, he was sitting next to his son's grave.

The man shed tears profusely while explaining the situation, probably thinking of his son, which made it a bit difficult to console him.

I had been wondering why common fantasy novel elements like dungeons hadn't appeared yet, and I was gradually forgetting that this was a world inside a novel. But facing an actual dungeon made me realize anew that this was indeed a world from a generic fantasy novel.

Of course, even if it's a world from a novel, this place has now become the reality I must live in.

As I was organizing my thoughts, I saw Zieg cleaning his sword.

My face flushed again, but I didn't withdraw my gaze of admiration toward him.

Just now, Zieg had offered words of comfort to the man who had sat down and started crying in grief, as if he understood everything.

The way Zieg spoke to him looked like a hero from a fairy tale that people often talk about.

...It was cool.

Despite being someone who had tried to harm him, Zieg offered words of comfort so naturally. That fact seemed cool.

That appearance truly seemed like a hero... shining endlessly...

...I thought it was somewhat worthy of falling for.

...Aaaah! What am I thinking now?! Even if my body became female, my mind is still male...! Get a grip!

Anyway! I've grasped the situation. All that remains is to enter this dungeon and identify the cause of the incident.

Until now, we've only fought against people, so my abilities as a Saintess haven't been very useful... but if it's a dungeon with many monsters, that's a different story!

"Let's go in."

Zieg says to us as he takes the lead.

I steeled my resolve and began to step into the dungeon.

We are about to end another tragic story.

Ch.45 - The Saint's Endeavors
We were slowly advancing inside the Dungeon.

Unlike the cave where I had encountered the Minotaur before, this Dungeon had torches attached throughout, allowing us to proceed without Mayel's magic.

But if you thought this made for a brighter atmosphere than the previous cave, you'd be sorely mistaken. While the cave had been overtly gloomy and dark, this Dungeon had something inherently eerie about it just by being inside.

..Well, they're both scary, so it doesn't really make much difference to me..!

Still, I shouldn't chicken out this time.. Arwin..!

As that person had told us, a large number of Fiends had emerged from the Dungeon. That meant battles would likely turn into prolonged affairs, and in extended combat, bodies would tire and minor injuries would accumulate.

If I could provide healing then, I would definitely be helpful to the party..!

Already excited at the thought of being useful, I couldn't help but smile. With this momentum, I felt like I could forget my fear and make a real contribution.

Haha.. Come on! My time to shine..! I'll impress everyone and earn their respect in one go..!

※

"..."

"Hyah..!"

"Hiyah..!"

I watched the trio and Zieg methodically dealing with large numbers of Monsters without getting injured.

Zieg was observing them as if supervising their special training, only stepping in when things looked dangerous.

..This wasn't what I expected..

Why are they handling everything so well?

This definitely wasn't the situation I had imagined...

I-I'm not saying I dislike it, but... somehow I feel my presence fading even more...

I already had the title of "potion substitute," and now the trio's rapidly improving skills after the fight with the Lord were further overshadowing my existence.

Watching this situation unfold in real-time, my spirits quickly deflated.

I thought I had resolved my feelings about being useless to the party when Zieg had... c-c-comforted me last time... but facing this situation, I realized I was still incapa—
"Ugh..!"

"Arwin..! We need healing..!"

"..! Yes..! Got it!"

Looking at the current situation, I realized I wasn't incapable after all..! Even if I was just a potion substitute, even if I was just a healing shuttle, I felt fulfilled just knowing I was helping the party!

After healing the injured Cian, I looked ahead and noticed that the Monsters, which had been clean until now, suddenly appeared filled with Demonic Energy.

It seems... my time to truly shine has come..!

With that thought, I attempted to purify the enemy right in front of me.

With my purification, the Demonic Energy lurking behind most of the Monsters began to subside. Observing this change, the trio launched their attack and began sweeping them all away at once.

Although I couldn't kill the Fiends directly... since my purification exposed their weaknesses, I could claim about 4/10 of the credit..!

I wanted to high-five the trio like friends do when they're in sync, but there was no time for such playfulness, so we immediately pressed forward.

However, my confidence from earlier gradually gave way to unease. The deeper we went into the Dungeon, the more my doubts grew.

In a Dungeon, you're supposed to defeat Monsters, avoid traps, find treasure chests, and maybe weapons too—that's the usual format. That's what I knew Dungeons to be.

I'm not saying this place isn't a Dungeon. It certainly meets all the criteria of what I understand a Dungeon to be.

The only thing bothering me was that I could see traces here and there of someone having been through this Dungeon before.

Monsters were consistently appearing before us. If someone had already cleared this Dungeon, Monsters wouldn't keep appearing like this, nor would they have attacked the village. Yet I couldn't shake my doubts.

Some traps were intact, but most had been destroyed by someone, and all the treasure chests were already open.

At first, I thought it was just my imagination, but as we ventured deeper into the Dungeon, the thickening Demonic Energy and the destroyed Dungeon structures gradually turned my doubts into certainty.

Someone had definitely entered this Dungeon before us. And it must be directly related to the large number of Fiends that attacked the village.

Looking at my companions, they all seemed uncertain at first, but the deeper we went, the more they seemed to realize something was definitely wrong.

The deeper we went into the Dungeon, the stronger the scent of Demonic Energy became, making me frown.

What on earth happened in here... to create such a strong scent of Demonic Energy?

With these thoughts, we continued forward. As we advanced, we eventually saw a large door appear before us.

When we reached the door, I instinctively realized something as I felt the Demonic Energy dominating the air.

Someone was waiting for us beyond this door.

I wasn't the only one who noticed this. Judging by everyone's demeanor, they all seemed to sense that someone was waiting for us inside and looked tense.

After taking a deep breath, we began to move forward.

Carefully, we pushed open the door and started to look inside.

What we saw made us relax slightly despite our tension.

Inside, a man was sitting peacefully in a chair, sleeping.

We had expected someone waiting in an imposing posture, but when we opened the door and saw the man sitting there defenseless, we let our guard down a little.

However, we didn't completely relax despite the man's appearance. We didn't know when he might wake up and attack us.

Although we flinched momentarily at the overwhelming Demonic Energy filling the room, we carefully approached the man to finish this without waking him.

But no matter how close we got, the man showed no signs of waking up.

Feeling something odd about this, I started to think carefully.

The Demonic Energy filling this room must be flowing from that man sitting there. But something feels off... the positioning is strange...

Feeling something very wrong, I began to carefully observe the man who appeared to be sleeping in the chair.

Wait, is he even sleeping? Or is he unconscious?

As I thought this and observed the man more carefully, I noticed his arm moving stealthily.

Hidden by the man's body until now, a sword filled with ominous energy was gripped in his hand. Judging by the stealthy movement, it seemed he was about to attack us.

Seeing this, I immediately shouted to my companions who were carefully approaching the seemingly unconscious man:
"The sword..! Watch out for the sword in his hand!"

As soon as I finished speaking, the man swung the sword-wielding arm at Mayel. But Yuna, who had barely reacted to my shout, pushed Mayel's head down to make her duck, and quickly lowered her own body to avoid the attack.

Having narrowly avoided the attack, Mayel and Yuna quickly retreated to where I was.

From the situation, it seemed the man was being controlled by the sword in his hand.

The fortunate thing was that either because the trio had grown stronger or because the sword was weaker than the Lord we fought in Sirvil Village, the sword itself wasn't that powerful, so we could win this fight.

That's what I thought.

※

We had been facing off against this man for about 30 minutes now.

He definitely wasn't exceptionally powerful. Apart from emitting an ominous energy and occasionally summoning Fiends, he was much weaker than the Lord we fought in the previous village.

But the man we were confronting was as tenacious as a cockroach.

Again, he definitely wasn't exceptionally powerful. Nevertheless, as the fight dragged on, we were gradually falling apart due to depleting stamina.

Attacking the sword didn't work either. Cian kicked the man's arm hard, sending the sword flying, but it quickly returned to his hand. Zieg struck the sword with all his might using his Demonic Sword, but it remained intact.

Watching this battle from the side, I was lost in thought. Something crucial was missing.

..There must be a solution... if I could just think a little more... just a little more... the solution would come to me... if I could figure out just one thing, we could end this fight...

A sword filled with ominous energy... and an adventurer controlled by that sword...

..? Come to think of it... couldn't I just purify it?

As the solution suddenly dawned on me, I carefully approached the ongoing battle.

"Arwin? It's dangerous..!"

Zieg called out worriedly, but this was too important, so I ignored his warning and began to cast purification on the sword.

"...Argh...!"

The man reacted as if receiving an electric shock when hit by my purification.

Ah, it's working.

It seems I've found the solution to end this fight.

This was the answer.

Finally, my chance to truly shine as a Saintess has arrived.

Ch.46 - Sense Of Dissonance
"Aaaagh!!"

"Hahaha!!"

I was currently using Purification to discipline a man... no, to be precise, I was disciplining that sword filled with ominous energy.

Finally, a situation where I could properly shine had arrived..!

Ever since I fell into this world, there hadn't been any way for me to relieve stress.

In my previous world, I used to relieve stress by reading novels. But without that method, I had no choice but to bury my stress deep in my heart.

But now... things are different!

Finally, a situation where I could properly utilize my abilities had appeared..!

I could feel the shocked gazes of the trio beside me, but right now I was in a state where I didn't care about such trivial things.

The man's pain-filled screams filled the dungeon.
"Ugh... aaaaargh..!"

As a Saintess, I shouldn't be doing this... but this act is definitely Purification, a sacred act. I'm not doing anything wrong..!

And so, for a while, pain-filled screams echoed throughout the dungeon.

※

How much time had passed? As I continued purifying the sword while listening to the man's pain-filled screams, the sword that had been filled with ominous energy gradually weakened and began to fall apart.

The man, who had been screaming in pain from my Purification, eventually let go of the sword.

It seems the sword that had been continuously subjected to my Purification had reached its limit.

"Phew... is it over?"

I felt a strange sense of disappointment. I wanted to purify more...

But as if mocking my thoughts, the sword that had escaped from the man's hand began to float in the air and then rushed toward me.

"...Huh?"

After watching the sword absentmindedly, I realized it was charging at me and started backing away.

Damn it..! That thing is coming for me..!

I backed away and then quickly turned around to hide behind Zieg.

I could feel the trio's incredulous gazes on me, but right now, hiding behind Zieg was the only way for me to survive..!

If I could save my life by enduring a little embarrassment...!

With that thought, I looked ahead and saw that Zieg had already struck down the sword that was flying toward us, and it was now embedded in the floor. Then he continued to strike it repeatedly, as if intending to completely destroy it.

-Bang! Bang!

When the noise from Zieg striking the sword stopped, I peeked out from behind him to check the situation.

I guess it's safe to come out now...

Judging it to be safe, I emerged from behind Zieg. The sword was losing its form under Zieg's consecutive strikes.

Since the sword wasn't completely destroyed yet, I carefully approached it to start purifying.

Having reached right in front of the tattered sword, I carefully began the Purification.

I could see the sword gradually turning to dust under my Purification.

After watching until the sword completely disappeared, I turned my head to look at the man who had been holding it.

The man's body, like the sword that had been emitting ominous energy, was gradually turning to dust.

Seeing this, I was surprised and quickly started running toward the man.

This is strange. I was definitely purifying the sword, so why is that person turning to dust?

But he wasn't dead yet. If it's now, I can definitely save him.

With that thought, I reached the man and began pouring Healing Magic on him.

"...Why..."

But despite my healing, the man's body continued to turn to dust.

The man, witnessing his body gradually disappearing, spoke to me as if everything was fine.

"...It's... okay..."

As if even speaking was difficult, he painfully opened his mouth and began to leave his last words to me.

"..."

"Tell... the villagers... I'm... sorry..."

Those words didn't continue to the end as he turned to dust and began to scatter.

It was a futile end.

I don't know the details of that person's circumstances, but he was clearly unhappily entangled in this incident.

Now, in front of the man who has turned to dust and disappeared, I close my eyes and pray.

May you live a happier life in your next life.

There wasn't any particular religious meaning to this prayer. I didn't believe in any god, whether in my previous world or this one.

But still. As a Saintess, I wanted to at least mourn someone who had suffered an unwanted death.

After praying for a while with my hands clasped and kneeling, I thought I shouldn't keep my companions waiting any longer, so I stopped praying and began to stand up.

"...?"

When I turned around to look at my companions, I noticed them looking at me with strange gazes. Why are they all just staring blankly at me...?

Feeling increasingly burdened by their gazes, I carefully opened my mouth.
"Um...? Ex... excuse... me...?"

"...Ah."

At my words, Zieg was the first to come to his senses, followed by Cian, Mayel, and Yuna.

"Sorry, let's go."

After apologizing to me, Zieg began to take the lead.

I couldn't help but feel puzzled by my companions' behavior. What on earth were they so dazed about? Did I do something strange...?

As I followed behind Zieg, I began to think about what I might have done.

Hmm...

Even thinking about it again, I'm not sure what I did..! Let's not think too deeply about it... It's probably nothing!

Although it ended somewhat anticlimactically, we had resolved one incident.

And so, we began to leave the dungeon.

※

When we left the dungeon and arrived back at the village, we saw a man waiting for us.

The man hadn't moved a step, it seemed, as he was still at the same place where we had left him—in front of the grave.

Then, upon noticing us approaching, he showed a relieved expression.

When we reached the grave, the man asked us:
"How did it go?"

To the man's question, Zieg began to explain the situation.
"...We resolved it. Inside..."

As Zieg was about to explain the situation in detail, the man gestured with his hand for him to stop and said to us:
"It's alright."

Thinking he might be angry, I carefully looked at the man's face, but contrary to my expectation, he had a relieved expression.

"Hearing about the situation won't bring our village back... But I'll try to live on. For the sake of the deceased villagers and my son, I'll live earnestly."

The man said those words with a relieved expression as if he had shed all his pain, but I could tell. He hadn't completely let go yet.

Although his expression seemed like he had moved on, the sorrow of losing his son was definitely still present inside him.

Even though I recognized this fact, there was nothing I could do, so I had no choice but to remain silent.

"You all are Heroes... You'll surely be heading to the next village. Since it's quite a distance, I recommend passing through a small village on the way."

The man handed a map to Zieg.

"..."

"Please... make sure people like me don't appear again..."

Zieg nodded at the man's words and began walking toward the carriage.

I could see the trio following behind Zieg.

But instead of following my companions, I recalled Zieg's expression from earlier.

It seems no one else noticed, but I saw it. Zieg's expression when he received the map from the man.

After receiving Zieg's confession, I had developed a habit. The habit of unconsciously observing Zieg's expressions, and this time too, following that habit, I saw it.

He was definitely fine when the man was speaking with relief. His expression changed clearly after receiving the map.

Zieg's expression after receiving the map was like someone being chased, as if he was terrified. It was definitely an expression of fear of something.

Until now, Zieg had shown me various sides of himself. The dependable side of a Hero protecting someone, or the side of him suffering internally from the burden of being a Hero.

But that expression just now was completely different from Zieg's usual self. To be precise, it reminded me of Zieg crying in my arms.

Perhaps finding it strange that I was standing still, Yuna began to call out to me.
"Arwin! What are you doing? Come quickly!"

Only after hearing Yuna's call did I come to my senses and quickly ran to where my companions were.

...It's probably nothing, right? I might have just imagined it because I was too focused on observing Zieg.

I soon erased the thoughts about Zieg from my mind.

And so, we set off toward the next village.

Ch.47 - Time Bomb
"..."

"..."

An awkward atmosphere begins to linger inside the carriage.

Looking ahead, I could see the trio peacefully sleeping inside.

Normally, I would have felt more comfortable when the trio was asleep, but now—after receiving Zieg's confession and becoming closer with the trio—I found them easier to deal with than Zieg.

Not that they're actually easy to deal with. To be honest, since the day I received that confession, there's no one I can comfortably interact with anymore...

After Zieg confessed to me, I couldn't think of him as just a friend anymore. I couldn't even look him in the face without feeling overwhelmed.

Still, he usually played enough pranks on me that we hadn't been in an awkward atmosphere until now...

Strangely, Zieg wasn't teasing me now but was quietly driving the carriage with his mouth shut.

I could have spoken first, but I knew my mind would go blank the moment I looked at his face, so I didn't even try.

Looking at Zieg now, something was clearly bothering him... but I couldn't bring myself to ask.

"Ugh..."

What should I do...? Should I just go for it? Should I push through the embarrassment and ask directly?

My decision came quickly.

I started taking deep breaths.

Right now, I'm like a hero before facing the Demon King. I just need to push through the embarrassment and go for it.

"..Zieg.."

At my call, Zieg turned his head and looked at me. The moment I saw his face, my mind went blank, and I hurriedly shouted at him.

"W-wait! L-look ahead...! I-it's dangerous...!"

At my warning, Zieg let out an "Ah" and turned his head back to look ahead.

"S-stay like that..."

"..Okay."

Good, in this state, I can talk to Zieg.

I began to ask him directly.
"Y-you've seemed... down for a while now... Did something happen...?"

At my question, Zieg maintained silence for a moment.
"..."

Then he expressed his refusal.
"..I don't want to talk about it."

"..."

Hearing Zieg's words, I realized this wasn't something he could talk about lightly. Still, I couldn't give up.

You've always protected me, always helped me.

This time, I wanted to be the one to help.

But I couldn't force him to tell me what was wrong, so I carefully spoke to him.
"If you don't want to talk about it, that's okay... But still..."

I hope you notice how much I care about you.
"If something's troubling you... you can tell me anytime, okay? You're not alone..."

After saying that, I lowered my head.

Zieg was definitely looking ahead while driving the carriage, but somehow my face started feeling hot, and I unconsciously lowered my head.

Still, I had said what I wanted to say. If Zieg didn't want to talk about it, that was his choice. I had no right to push him.

I heard Zieg sigh from the front.
"Haah..."

Hearing his sigh, all sorts of anxious thoughts began to fill my head.

Is he angry? Because I kept asking about something he didn't want to talk about? Did I do something wrong?

While I was fidgeting with these thoughts, Zieg's voice came from beside me.

"Arwin."

"Wh-what...? Yes...?"

"If you hear my story... you'll definitely despise me."

"..."

I suddenly felt angry at Zieg's words and raised my head to shout.
"Why would I despise you? That would never happen...!!"

"...!"

Zieg seemed surprised, as if he hadn't expected me to deny it so vehemently.

Of course, I wasn't the only one surprised. I don't know why I shouted so loudly either. This was already the second time I'd raised my voice.

..Somehow I only seem to shout when it comes to Zieg... ugh... ah... whatever...! I've started this, so I'll see it through...!

"It's okay...! Tell me... what's going on?"

Hearing my words, Zieg seemed to contemplate for a moment.

But his contemplation didn't last long. He let out a deep sigh and said to me.

"..The village we're heading to... no, more precisely, the village we're passing through... is where I used to live."

Words I never expected flowed from Zieg's mouth.

※

For a while, I sat quietly in the carriage, listening attentively to Zieg.

It seemed like he had been keeping this buried in his heart for a long time. From the moment he decided to talk about himself, the stories flowed endlessly from his lips.

As I listened to Zieg, I finally began to understand why he had said I would despise him.

The different side of Zieg that I had been noticing bit by bit. No, maybe it was his original self all along.

That side was something Zieg had deliberately been hiding. Because he judged it didn't fit with who he was as a Hero.

Surely it wasn't this bad at first. He probably started thinking this way after blaming himself for failing to save someone.

..Just like me.

His self as a Hero and his self as an ordinary person.

Maybe Zieg wanted to discard his original self when the role of Hero was entrusted to him.

A young man who had to be strong in front of everyone was actually someone who wanted to live an ordinary, happy life more than anyone else.

I recalled when I tried to leave alone, blaming myself for my own issues.

Just as you stopped me then, I'll help you now.

As I was organizing my thoughts, Zieg's dejected voice began to sound from beside me.
"..Do you despise me...?"

To his question, I firmly conveyed my thoughts.
"No, not at all."

My words didn't end there.
"Your duties as a Hero are certainly important... They definitely are, but..."

I carefully conveyed my opinion to Zieg.
"I think you as a person named Zieg are more important than you as a Hero."

"..."

When there was no response from Zieg even after I carefully expressed my opinion, I became anxious and started rambling.
"No... th-that... if... if it's hard, talk to me...! C-comrades? Yes! M-me... no, we... are here for you...! Anytime... yes!"

I'm not sure what I'm saying. I wanted to firmly offer help like Zieg had done for me, but I found myself rambling instead.

..Still, I knew I would regret it if I didn't properly convey my feelings to Zieg now, so I hugged him tightly from behind and gently stroked his head.

"..Keeping everything bottled up inside isn't a good approach... S-so... I'll always be by your side... if something's troubling you, you can tell me..."

Hearing my words, Zieg stopped the carriage, turned around, and looked at me.

Then he said to me.
"..Will you always stay by my side?"

I didn't expect Zieg to suddenly turn around, so I answered without properly hearing his question.
"Huh...? Y-yes... o-of course...?"

Hearing my answer, Zieg's expression gradually brightened.

Then he took my hand and smiled the happiest smile I had ever seen from him.

"I really do like you, Arwin."

"..Huh...? What...?"

Not expecting a sudden confession, I felt as if my brain had momentarily stopped working.

"Th-that... ah... th-that... n-no..."

By the time I realized what was happening, it was already too late.

And just like that, I received another confession from Zieg.

※

"Ah... ugh..."

I can hear Arwin groaning from behind.

As soon as that sound reached my ears, I couldn't help but smile.

After boarding the carriage, my head had been filled with worries.

What if there are still people who resent me like before?

What if even my parents blame me?

What if my companions turn their backs on me after learning about my past?

While I was lost in these complicated thoughts, they must have shown on my face, because Arwin asked me what was wrong.

I was certain that if Arwin knew about my past, she would despise me, so I didn't easily open up.

But I couldn't keep suffering alone with this forever, so I finally spoke up.

I had expected Arwin to despise me and turn her back on me after hearing about this, but contrary to my expectations, Arwin firmly stated that she didn't despise me, and embraced me with warm hands and stroked me gently.

This isn't good, it shouldn't be like this.

I was falling for Arwin even more.

Originally, my head was filled only with worries about the village. But now, because of Arwin, all those worries had disappeared, and my head was filled only with the emotions I was feeling right now.

I wanted to hear her answer after this journey ended.

But these feelings for Arwin were swelling more and more as time passed.

These emotions, which I increasingly couldn't control, were piling up like snow in midwinter, and if I kept holding them in, they would overflow.

Right now, I'm like someone carrying a time bomb.

Even knowing these emotions could explode at any moment, I leave them be.

I have no choice but to endure these feelings.

For now, I could only endure by expressing my heart once more.

Thank you, Arwin. I like you.

I repeated it once more in my heart.

Ch.48 - Home
"Ugh... ugh..."

My head is a complete mess.

I definitely didn't plan for this... definitely... I only meant to comfort him and that's it...!

I started pulling at my hair with my hands. It hurt a little, but I was too preoccupied to care about that right now.

Aaaah... what have I done...! Arwin!

I think I can hear Zieg laughing in front of me. I couldn't see him because I was hanging my head, but I could imagine what expression he had. He's definitely smirking at me right now...!

I suppose the one fortunate thing is that Cian, Mayel, and Yuna are sound asleep. If those three were awake, they would definitely be teasing me.

But that thought about the trio being asleep was quickly shattered.

"...*sniff*...!"

I raised my head at the sound and turned toward its source.

"..."

"..."

I saw the trio who had seemingly been sleeping peacefully until just now. They looked exactly the same as before.

...But I soon realized that wasn't quite right.

Their lips and hands were trembling slightly, as if they were trying to hold something back. And it wasn't just one of them—all three were in the same state.

It was obvious.

Ah, they weren't sleeping at all.

My face grew even hotter.

I was already filled with shame because of what I'd done with Zieg, and now I realized these girls had witnessed it too.

It would have been better if I hadn't known, but now I did.

Shame washed over me like a massive wave.

And so I sat quietly in the carriage for a while, covering my face with my hands.

※

"Everyone, get ready to disembark."

I had been cooling my face with my hands when I heard Zieg's words. I lifted my head and looked outside the carriage, trying my best to avoid everyone's eyes.

The village was coming into view. I must have lost track of time while I was cooling down by myself.

The village was the smallest we had seen so far, but its rural appearance gave it a homey feeling.

So this is Zieg's hometown... Looking at it now, I can understand why he felt burdened by the title of Hero...

Living in such a small village and then suddenly being chosen as the Hero and traveling to many large cities must have been quite overwhelming.

Lost in these thoughts, we reached the village entrance, stopped the carriage, and began approaching the gate.

Zieg murmured as if nostalgic, "...It's been a while."

As he said this, he looked as comfortable as someone returning home after a long journey. Well, he was returning home, but still.

Yet there was still some anxiety visible beneath his comfortable appearance. His hands were trembling.

Even after my comfort, some fear still remained.

I firmly grasped Zieg's trembling hand. As tightly as I could.
"...Don't be afraid... I'm here for you..."

It was a bit embarrassing to say, but I chose those words carefully to give Zieg courage.

Only then did he seem to relax a bit. He took a deep breath and thanked me.
"Thank you."

After hearing Zieg's thanks, we quickly approached the village entrance.

As we entered, I glanced at Zieg's hand and noticed it was no longer trembling. My words must have helped.

...Though we were still holding hands.

I wanted to let go immediately, but seeing Zieg's anxious expression, I couldn't bring myself to do it. Yeah... I can't help it...! This isn't my choice at all!

While I was rationalizing to myself, Yuna started poking my side from behind as if teasing me.

I turned my head and shot her a resentful glare.

Yuna... you... just wait... I'll definitely get my revenge...

Anyway, as we proceeded in this somewhat embarrassing manner, we spotted a man who seemed to be standing guard at the village entrance. The man was yawning as if tired, but after finishing his yawn and noticing us, he bowed his head in greeting.

At first, he looked at us with indifferent eyes, but when Zieg raised his hand in greeting, the man's eyes widened as he stared at us.

Then, rubbing his eyes and cautiously approaching us, he addressed Zieg.
"...Zieg...? Is that you?"

"Yes, Hyung."

Upon hearing Zieg's answer, the man embraced him.
"You little punk! It's been so long...!"

"...Yeah..."

Judging by Zieg's reaction and this person's response, they must have known each other for a long time...

Apparently delighted to see Zieg after so long, the man began pouring out a string of questions.
"Why does he look so gaunt? Have you been eating well? You never contacted us once."

As the man naturally started conversing with Zieg, we gradually faded into the background.

Noticing us, Zieg said to the man, "Ahaha... Hyung, right now..."

"Hmm...? Ah."

Only then did the man seem to notice us, letting out an "Ah" in realization.

Then, abandoning the familiar tone he had been using with Zieg, he began speaking to us politely.
"I apologize. I was so happy to see this guy after so long that I didn't notice you all. Please, come in."

We nodded at the man's words and began exploring the village under his guidance.

Looking around carefully, I could see clear differences from the larger villages we had visited before. Large villages have their own atmosphere, but this place had a comfortable and warm feeling...

While I was lost in these trivial thoughts, the man's voice came from ahead.

"Oh, right. Your mother was worried about you. You didn't really go without contacting her at all, did you?"

"..."

"...You really didn't contact her...?"

The man let out a heavy sigh and scolded Zieg.
"Come on, no matter how busy you were, how could you not contact your family even once?"

"...After being chosen as the Hero, I was afraid that even my family would treat me differently. But I'm okay now."

Zieg raised our joined hands and said,

"Because I found someone who sees me for who I really am."

I felt the man's gaze turn toward me after hearing Zieg's words. Under his intense scrutiny, I couldn't help but hang my head.

What... what is he doing now...! Well... what he said is true, but still...!

My face, which I had spent so much time cooling down in the carriage, began burning hot again.

I always think I shouldn't let this happen, but I keep getting swept along by Zieg.

I hate myself for this... why am I so easily influenced...

Even though thinking about it wouldn't change anything, I kept my head down, clenched my fist, and started hitting Zieg with all my might.

With as much resentment as I could muster.

...Though it probably wouldn't make a difference.

The man let out a deep sigh and muttered quietly, "...Sigh... I'll be going now. Talk well with the Village Chief."

With those words, the man headed back toward the village entrance.

After he disappeared, Zieg, who knew the village well, took the lead.

"Let's go."

We began heading toward the Village Chief.

※

It had been a very long time since I'd visited this village.

To be honest, even after my conversation with Arwin, I was still a bit scared.

I was trembling without realizing it, wondering if the villagers would treat me coldly.

But once again, you saved me.

You, who somehow noticed my trembling, firmly held my hand. Then you told me you were by my side.

You, who seems oblivious yet perceptive.

You, who doesn't seem like a Saintess yet acts like one.

Thinking about Arwin, who was oddly contradictory, I couldn't help but smile.

Then, quickly pushing those thoughts aside, I began walking toward home.

I was going to see my family after a long time. While holding Arwin's hand.

I have comrades who support me. So I won't run away anymore.

This time, I'll face everything head-on.

Soon, I could see that we had arrived in front of my house.

I looked at the familiar door.

Then I knocked on it as I always used to.

And a familiar voice began to respond.

It was a home I hadn't visited for a very long time since being chosen as the Hero.

Ch.49 - Father... No, Dad
The door slowly begins to open.

Between the gradually opening door, a familiar figure starts to come into view.

Someone I had always seen since before I was chosen as the Hero... no, since I was born.

Even though I hadn't been gone from this place for very long, I didn't expect everything to remain exactly the same.

Innocently pushing the door open, they begin to ask me.
"Who are—"

"Father, I'm home."

"..!"

At my words, my father lifted his head and widened his eyes in surprise.

I try to relax my stiff expression and smile as brightly as possible.

"..Come in first."

My father might have appeared angry at first glance.

But having spent so much time with him, I could tell that his reaction wasn't anger.

He was probably just unfamiliar with the companions behind me.

My father, whom I hadn't seen in a long time, truly hadn't changed.

While I was thinking this, another familiar voice began to sound from behind my father.
"Honey, what's going on? Did someone we know come to visit?"

A voice that felt as warm and caring as my father's.

It was my mother.

My mother asked my father what was happening, then spotted me and called out.
"..Zieg!"

Contrary to what I had worried about, right before my eyes were my parents welcoming me.

Perhaps Arwin was right after all. Maybe I was just scared and ran away on my own, while my father and mother remained unchanged, welcoming me.

It wasn't my parents who had changed. These people had always treated me preciously and even when I became the Hero, they still saw me as Zieg.

It might not be that everyone in the world only respected me as the Hero; perhaps I was just scared and viewed everyone that way.

..I was the one who had changed.

We carefully stepped into the house.

※

We were now sitting in what appeared to be the reception room of Zieg's house.

Visiting Zieg's home for the first time, I was so fascinated that I opened my eyes wide and started looking around.

I had thought we were heading to the Village Chief's house until we arrived here... To think Zieg's father was the Village Chief! This was something I never expected..!

Ah, that's not right..! I should greet them first!

"H-Hello... My name is Arwin..!"

I was so nervous that I stumbled over my words a bit and my tone came across as stiff... but I was relieved to have successfully completed my greeting.

This is amazing progress for someone like me who always makes mistakes around strangers..! I'm amazing!

Following my greeting, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna began introducing themselves from behind.

Unlike mine, their self-introductions included detailed explanations, saying they were following Zieg to defeat the Demon King and so on...

Feeling defeated from the first word, I hung my head low again.

This is... the difference in experience.. This is why everyone only hires experienced people...

As I was lost in self-reproach, I felt a gaze carefully observing me.

Feeling this observant gaze, I lowered my head even more and hid behind Zieg.

This kind of attention is too much pressure... I already messed up my first greeting... I can't handle this kind of scrutiny too..!

While I was feeling embarrassed and thinking to myself, a gentle female voice permeated with kindness came from in front of me.

"This won't do. Let's raise this child."

It was Zieg's mother's voice.

I was dumbfounded by his mother's sudden adoption declaration.

W-What, all of a sudden..?

I wasn't the only one who felt bewildered; Zieg's voice also began to flow out as if saying "what are you talking about?"
"Mother, what do you mean...?"

"Dear, wait a moment, I'm talking to Zieg."

Her actions were swift.

"..Huh..?"

His mother stood up, lifted me in her arms, and began to leave the room. Then she gestured to the trio who were still stunned by the sudden situation.

"You three come along too."

W-Wait a minute... I'm being kidnapped..! Kidnapped..!

Too panicked to remember my embarrassment, I began to plead to Zieg with a tearful voice.
"Z-Zieg..! H-Help me..!"

But the Hero's mother was a being more powerful than the Hero himself.

"..Sorry, Arwin."

Zieg quietly apologized to my desperate plea.

You..! You..!

"Hey..!"

I'll curse you! Just you wait! Don't avoid my gaze..! Hey!

I glared at Zieg with eyes full of resentment.

I could see Zieg's figure gradually getting farther away.

And so, the trio and I were dragged away by Zieg's mother.

※

"Phew... Shall we talk now?"

My father sits across from me with a serious attitude.

Currently, only my father and I were sitting in this room.

Just a moment ago, my companions were definitely here, but starting with my mother taking Arwin away, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna followed her as well.

Arwin had asked me for help, but since I didn't have the power to defeat my mother, I could only quietly apologize.

And that's how we ended up in the current situation.

I looked directly into my father's eyes and answered.
"Yes."

Seeing my father now, serious and wanting to talk with me, unlike his usual playful and friendly self, I thought:

Finally, the moment has come. I don't intend to run away. This was something I would have to face eventually.

I understood why my father was approaching this conversation with such seriousness. He had told me several times before I left on my journey to keep in touch, and I hadn't kept that promise.

I don't know how much scolding I'll receive, but what's clear is that I have no right to object to whatever my father says.

I steeled myself and waited for my father's words.

My father, seeming to think I was ready, began to speak to me.
"Zieg."

"Yes."

I was quietly waiting for whatever would come out of my father's mouth.

But breaking my expectations, my father asked me something completely unexpected.
"Be honest with me. Which one of those four do you like?"

"..?"

Given a question so different from what I had been preparing for, I was taken aback.

"W-What... is this... a-about...?"

"Zieg, it's okay. Right now, it's just the two of us in this room! You can comfortably open up to your dad now."

My father maintained his serious demeanor while saying those words.

I couldn't help but be bewildered by his attitude.

"F-Father...? Weren't you going to talk about me not contacting you...?"

My father responded to my question as if it wasn't a big deal.
"Oh, that? Well, you're the Hero, so it's understandable if you're too busy to contact us."

Then, somehow returning to his usual playful self, he asked me.
"So, who is it? Which one of those four do you like?!"

Seeing my father like this, I realized once again that I had been overthinking.

Ah... I see...

These people don't care whether I'm the Hero or not. Well, they do care, but still.

They just want to know if I'm living well and eating well.

That's what family is.

"Ah, I won't forgive you if it's all four. If you say something like that, this dad will thoroughly educate you."

My father started talking nonsense while cracking his knuckles, not noticing my thoughts.

I gave him the smile I usually reserved for him and said.
"It's properly just one person... don't worry."

"Really? That's good then. So who is it?"

At my father's question, I recalled her image once more.

You with your silver hair flowing long to the ground.

You with your beautiful golden eyes, more beautiful than anyone else's.

You whose unintentional smiles are truly pretty.

You who are truly lovable, reminding me of a small animal with your actions.

You who are timid yet sometimes courageous.

You who are more tender-hearted and kinder than anyone else.

You who are quite clumsy but occasionally show a truly saintly appearance.

..And you who made me who I am today.

Indeed, the person I like is you, Arwin. Only you.

"Arwin. I like Arwin."

"You mean that silver-haired child."

My father nodded as if he understood and spoke to me.

Then he extended his fist toward me.

It was something we often did when I was young. When my father extended his fist, I would respond by touching my fist to his.

I hadn't noticed it before, but looking at it now, I could see that my father's hand, which used to be so much larger than mine when I was young, was now similar in size to my own.

I bumped my fist against my father's.

Unlike when I was young, I've grown up now. I'm becoming an adult like my father... no, like my dad.

"Dad."

"Yes, son."

"I'm back."

"..Welcome home."

※

"Stop... please stop.."

How did the situation end up like this?

I was just sitting quietly until a moment ago... where did things go wrong?

"Kyaa..! So cute..! Let's try this one on too!"

"Eek..!"

I could see the trio looking at me with satisfaction.

Thinking that they showed this sight to others as well made my face feel hot with embarrassment.

I had now become Zieg's mother's doll.

Ch.50 - Ah...
"U-um... where are we going...?"

"You'll find out when you follow me."

I was currently being carried by Zieg's mother and taken somewhere.

W-where on earth is she taking me...? And why did she bring the three of them too...!

My mind was in chaos from this sudden turn of events.

I was definitely seeing Zieg's mother for the first time, yet as soon as we met, she picked me up and started carrying me somewhere.

W-what is she planning to do...!

While thinking this, I cowered in fear, and then I felt her footsteps come to a halt.

Looking ahead, I saw a cozy room. Zieg's mother opened the door, entered, and carefully set me down.

"Everyone, please make yourselves comfortable."

At Zieg's mother's words, the three who had been standing since entering the room sat down beside me.

They still seemed bewildered by the situation, unable to grasp what was happening. I was even more confused.

Seeming to understand our confusion, Zieg's mother began to speak.

"I'm sorry for suddenly bringing you here. He looked like he needed some time alone with Zieg..."

"Ah..."

Now I was starting to understand her impulsive behavior. Well, to be honest, I still didn't understand why she carried me all the way here, but at least I knew why she brought us here.

As I was organizing my thoughts, I heard Zieg's mother's gentle voice.

"First of all... thank you for supporting my inadequate son. He may seem cold, but I can guarantee he has a good heart."

I nodded vigorously at her words.

Zieg is definitely a good person! Yes... yes... Somehow, hearing good things about a friend automatically makes me nod in agreement.

Is this what they call a mother's heart? Just seeing her son eat makes her feel full...

...Though there's a real mother right in front of me...

As I continued nodding enthusiastically, a memory suddenly surfaced that contradicted my affirmation.

The image of Zieg deliberately avoiding my desperate gaze while I was being kidnapped.

I slowly stopped nodding. Come to think of it, maybe he's not that good after all.

But I couldn't outright deny it in front of his parents, so I quickly spoke up to avoid awkwardness.

"I-I'm the one who's r-receiving a lot of help from Z-Zieg...!"

Following my awkward response, the three others began to express their thoughts. Of course, I was the only one stumbling over my words again.

After hearing us, Zieg's mother looked touched and exclaimed:
"My goodness...! Our Zieg was born with good fortune with women...!"

Yes, yes! That's right. That guy is quite fortunate when it comes to women...

But at her next words, my body froze.
"So, who's going to marry him?"

"...!"

With that one sentence, the three others' gazes turned to me, who had frozen in place. W-wait a minute...! Time... time out!

A meaningful exclamation came from in front of me.
"Oh..."

But the three didn't stop at just staring.

"W-wait...! D-don't do that!"

Despite my desperate cry, they ignored me and began pointing at me as if presenting a noble being.

"Hiccup...!"

Startled by the sudden attention, I began hiccupping. I tried my best to suppress it, but once the hiccups started, they strangely wouldn't stop easily.

I noticed Zieg's mother looking at me as if I were adorable.
"Really..."

"Hiccup...!"

And then she hugged me.
"You're so cute...!"

"Ah...! W-wait a moment...!"

The hiccups that wouldn't stop no matter what I did suddenly ceased when Zieg's mother hugged me.

My thought process stopped working properly due to the sudden crisis.

In this room, Zieg's mother's impulsive actions and the three's betrayal were working together to torment me.

I finally began to plead tearfully.
"J-just... please let me go...! Please..."

"Ah..."

Only after hearing my tearful plea did his mother release me from her embrace.

Then, in a subdued voice, she murmured:
"I'm sorry... I was thinking this is what it would feel like to have a daughter... I got carried away..."

Feeling somewhat guilty at her demeanor, I calmed my startled heart and expressed my understanding.
"N-no... it's okay... I should be the one apologizing... You don't need to look so downcast... It's really okay...!"

But that statement was my mistake.

At the mother's subsequent attitude, I remembered a proverb my grandmother used to say before she passed away.

'Oh my... you've got an axe under your tongue...'

'...? What does that mean, Grandmother?'

'It means someone died from saying the wrong thing. Jisu, always think before you speak.'

Back then, I didn't understand my grandmother's words and just earnestly responded.

Grandmother, I think I understand now why you said that to me.

She looks at me with the eyes of a predator that has found its prey.

"Really...? Then... if you're sorry, could you do me one favor...? It's really nothing big..."

I hesitated momentarily at that look, but thinking that a stranger wouldn't ask for anything too significant, I agreed.
"Y-yes...? Yes..."

At this point, would things have been different if I had refused?

I was a fool.

※

"Stop... please stop..."

"Kyaa! You're so cute...! Let's try this one on too!"

"Eek...!"

Scarier than the Demon King, scarier than the Hero, his mother approaches me holding a white dress.

Feeling the greatest fear of my life, I desperately looked to the three for help.

But seeing their pleased expressions, I felt deep despair.

Why...! Why...! Why only me...! The three are right there! Why are you only dressing me up...!

"Stop...! Please stop...! I was wrong...!"

But ignoring my desperate cries, she calls out to the three.
"You three over there? Please help me."

I felt resentful towards the three who had only watched me with pleased expressions when I desperately asked for help, but immediately stood up to restrain me when Zieg's mother asked for their assistance.

"Sob... sob..."

I stopped thinking.

My masculine self-identity had been shattered long ago.

That fluttering dress will soon be put on my defiled body.

I was resisting against the three's restraint, but realizing that I, already weak, couldn't handle the strength of three people, I gave up.

I could only watch helplessly as the dress was slowly put on me.

I will... definitely get revenge for this...

Wearing the white dress, I felt goosebumps all over my body from the unique fluttering sensation.

I started to miss the nun's habit I was originally wearing.

When I first wore it, I felt uncomfortable because it was similar to a skirt, but now I missed that dear nun's habit.

It was an angel compared to a skirt.

Although the dress wouldn't show anything inside even if I spread my legs a bit, the empty feeling below made me keep my legs tightly together as I pleaded as pathetically as possible.

"P-please... give me back my clothes..."

"Why? You look cute!"

"Please..."

I didn't want to feel that unique discomfort of a skirt anymore. I missed the slightly fluttering nun's habit.

And most importantly, it wasn't about me wearing a dress.

If Zieg were to see me like this...

I might really commit suicide from the overwhelming shame.

But that very thought was about to become reality.

-Knock knock

"Mother? May I come in?"

"Ah..."

Wait, please. Please, don't. I beg you. Mother... don't do this...!

I immediately rushed towards Zieg's mother, ready to grab her legs and plead.

I had only one thought in mind.

That door must not be opened.

Despite my desperate struggle, his mother maintained her smile and moved to the door faster than anyone, opening it.

As expected, the Hero's mother had excellent physical abilities.

"I came to talk for a moment..."

"Ah... ahh..."

Zieg's body froze when he saw me.

Today was the only day I wished the Demon King would destroy this world.

※

I had just finished talking with my father after a long time and was heading to my mother's room.

She seemed to have taken those four to her room...

I hope nothing's wrong.

With that worry, I quickened my pace.

If those four are in the room, I'll ask them to leave for a moment and have a serious face-to-face talk with my mother.

Looking ahead, I could see my mother's room getting closer.

I took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

"Mother? May I come in?"

At my words, I heard someone rushing to the door.

Hearing that sound, a smile escaped my lips.

She doesn't need to open it so urgently... As expected, my mother still had her lively personality.

Seeing the door open, I entered the room and began to state my business.

"I came to talk for a moment..."

My words were cut off there.

"Ah... ahh..."

There was an angel in the room.

Wearing a white dress, legs tightly together, looking embarrassed—

Arwin.

It was an attack I never saw coming.

Ch.51 - Forest
"Ah... Aah..."

My mind started turning blank like a sheet of white paper.

Until just now, my head was filled with thoughts of stopping Zieg's mother's actions, but strangely, now my mind had been wiped clean as if erased.

"Mo... Mom..."

I stared at Zieg, who had opened the door and entered the room, my movements jerky like a broken machine.

I could see Zieg standing there, frozen in place, staring blankly at me.

Zieg continued to stare at me blankly for a while before his cheeks turned bright red.

But strangely, while Zieg's cheeks were flushed, he didn't turn his head away.

As I watched him with my mind completely blank, I suddenly snapped back to reality and tried my best to hide my dress as I sprinted at full speed behind Cian.

I didn't want to think about what had just happened.

I didn't want to remember who had just opened the door and walked in.

I didn't want to think about anything right now.

Hiding behind Cian, I closed my eyes and shouted loudly.

"G-get... get out! Please get out! P-please...!"

I wasn't even sure what I was saying. What words were coming out of my mouth? My thoughts weren't functioning properly.

I was experiencing the greatest embarrassment of my life. Or was it embarrassment? Shame? I wasn't sure. I couldn't identify what emotion I was feeling right now.

As I was in this confused state, I heard someone leaving in response to my desperate cry.

The solid presence that had been supporting my body from the front seemed to disappear. There should have been something tangible in front of me, but strangely, all that existed before me was air.

Feeling unconsciously uneasy, I opened my eyes that had been closed.

My somewhat recovered thought process was being erased again like scribbles on a chalkboard.

I could see the trio following Zieg's mother as they began to leave the room.

The trio clenched their fists and waved their hands as if cheering me on.

Unlike Zieg's mother and the trio who were leaving, Zieg was still staring at me blankly with flushed cheeks.

My desperate plea had changed nothing. No, it had actually made things worse.

I didn't mean for you all to leave...!

I tried my best to use my already broken brain and began to struggle with all my might.

"Ah... ugh! D-don't look! It... it doesn't even suit me! So... so! Turn your head away!"

The words coming out of my mouth were jumbled and chaotic, having passed through a brain that wasn't functioning properly.

Nevertheless, I couldn't bear Zieg's gaze, so I blurted out whatever came to mind.

But my struggles had no effect whatsoever.

That's because only Zieg and I remained in the room.

Hearing my words, Zieg relaxed his stiff body and slowly began to approach me.

Unlike Zieg, I quickly began to back away.

-Thud, thud

I could hear Zieg's leisurely, unhurried footsteps.

-Stomp, stomp

I could hear my urgent, desperate footsteps.

As I was quickly backing away, I suddenly felt as if something was blocking me, so I turned my head to look behind me.

Behind me, a wall was blocking my escape. There was a window, but if I went down from here, I would surely sprain my ankle like last time.

A red light. The wall was shining a red light like a traffic signal, preventing me from crossing the pedestrian crossing.

There was no more space for me to escape.

When I turned my head to look forward, I saw Zieg, who had somehow gotten close to me.

When I saw Zieg's face, my face began to burn hot. I thought I had gotten a little used to it, but just like when he confessed to me before, it was hard to look at him.

In the end, unable to find a place to rest my gaze, I began to dart my eyes around.

And I tried to shrink my body as much as possible to prevent Zieg from seeing my dress.

Watching me like that, Zieg smiled brightly and said to me:
"Arwin, it suits you well. You're cute."

I hadn't crossed the road because of the red light, but an even bigger attack had come.

"Wha... what... cu... cute..."

Even though I had already taken critical damage, the attack didn't end.

"It suits you well... so don't shrink like that and show me more clearly."

"Su... su... suits me..."

The contents of my head might have already melted from being heated up.

But my mind, which had been blank like white paper after melting, began to fill with two words.

Cute. Suits me well.

These two words began to torment me.

"No... no..."

This is too much.

I give up. I give up, so... please stop...!

"I... I was wrong! So... please stop! You don't have to say such things!"

"No, it's because you're really cute..."

"Ugh...! Ah...!"

Before Zieg could say anything else, I quickly moved forward and covered his mouth with both hands.

That mouth is the problem. If I just seal that mouth, everything will be solved...!

"Mmph... mmph...!"

"St... stop it... Don't do it anymore..."

I began to plead with a half-sobbing voice.

Despite my plea, Zieg didn't stop.

He gently grabbed my arms, not enough to hurt, and slowly removed them from his mouth.

And then he launched his next attack.

"You finally showed me properly, Arwin."

"...Huh?"

"You're really pretty."

He slowly lowered his head and looked at my appearance.

The dress I had been trying to hide by shrinking my body was completely exposed when I covered Zieg's mouth.

I thought I just needed to cover his mouth. But that was the trap.

I'm an idiot.

"Ah... ugh...!"

I couldn't stay here any longer.

"Y-you'll see...!!"

Without realizing it, I blurted out a line like a third-rate villain and began to leave the room.

It's a strategic retreat...! It's definitely not running away...!

And so I escaped from the room.

※

"Haah..."

I sighed deeply and began walking toward the door that Arwin had run out of.

Looking outside the door, what I saw was...

"...What are you doing here, Mother?"

It was my mother, who had been secretly eavesdropping.

I was so surprised by Arwin's dress that I didn't notice at first, but midway through I realized that Mother was sticking to the door, eavesdropping.

"Well... when a healthy young man and woman are alone in a room... you never know what might happen, right, Zieg?"

"...Is that really your purpose?"

"Oh, of course... I have no other intentions at all."

Mother, who made excuses as if it were natural, slowly began to rise.

After fully standing up, Mother tried to go in the direction Arwin had run off to.

Then, as if something had occurred to her, she smiled and said to me:
"You can stay in that room for a while... take your time coming out. Looking at your face, it's quite red. How about cooling down a bit?"

With those final words, Mother quickly disappeared from my sight.

As soon as Mother disappeared, I lay down on the floor and began banging my head against the ground.

Mother was right. I'm not in a normal state right now.

I pretended to be fine, to be unaffected in front of Arwin, but the reality was different.

Arwin, who always wore a nun's habit, was wearing a dress.

Just this fact alone had left me in tatters.

Whether I close my eyes or open them, Arwin's image keeps flickering in my mind.

That's how much damage Arwin's appearance had done to my heart.

I thought I had hidden it well, but it seems Mother saw right through me.

No matter how hard I try to suppress my rapidly beating heart, I can't calm down because I keep thinking about Arwin in that dress.

Is it okay to be this happy?

I keep falling more in love with Arwin. I thought I already loved her a lot, but this feeling isn't diminishing; it's only growing bigger.

Nevertheless, I had to remember one fact.

Until this journey ends, I won't be able to hear Arwin's answer to my confession.

I need to continue this journey with that awareness. I have to.

That was certainly the case.

But as the journey continues, I find myself craving an answer to my confession, an answer to the love I give to Arwin.

I tried to suppress this feeling by telling myself that Arwin feels burdened, but it was impossible.

A fire attached to a tree in a forest tends to spread here and there.

Even if you spray water, the fire in this forest with countless trees doesn't easily extinguish.

If I suppress one thing, others come to me.

Someday, someday this forest will burn down completely.

I could hold on until now.

Until now.

I don't know where the remaining fire in a completely burned forest will head.

I was afraid of myself, afraid of what I might do.

Even with these thoughts, my heart still hadn't calmed down.

The forest was still burning.

Ch.52 - Give It Back...
"Haa... Haa..."

I was sitting outside Zieg's house, trying to catch my breath.

Then I suddenly realized something.

I'd rushed out so quickly that I hadn't changed my clothes...!

I should have brought my nun's habit with me! Stupid! Why did I run out dressed like this?!

This whole mess started when I put on the dress, and foolishly, I chose to keep wearing it.

That's how much Zieg's compliments had thrown my mind into complete chaos and confusion.

Sigh... calm down. Just calm down...

I tried to settle these inexplicable emotions that still hadn't subsided and began thinking about Zieg.

At this point, I couldn't help thinking about him even if I didn't want to. Why did Zieg like me? What exactly did he see in me?

Before meeting me, he clearly had beautiful women like Cian, Mayel, and Yuna by his side. He must have spent much more time with them than with me.

But, but, why on earth did he fall for me?

Objectively speaking, I am pretty. I couldn't accept that this was my appearance when I first entered this body.

But now it's different. This body of Arwin is different from Kim Ji-Su's former body, but now it's mine. I had to accept that this is also my body.

As days passed, I became more accustomed to this once-awkward body and face, and after experiencing various incidents, I ended up identifying more with this body than my original one.

I wasn't trying to be conceited about my pretty face. Still, even when I first entered this body, I definitely thought the face was pretty. It's an undeniable fact that this face is beautiful.

But that's all there is. What does it matter if I'm pretty? In terms of looks, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna don't fall short at all.

Plus, they each have their own unique charms that I don't possess, so I thought he would surely fall for one of those three. That's how it should have been.

As for figure... those three are probably more... more... feminine than me... surely they are...

But, but, why did he fall for me?

Why did he fall for me, who's just wearing Arwin's skin and has not a trace of feminine charm?

I kept thinking and pondering to find the answer to this question.

But the more I thought about "why?", the deeper my thoughts went.

Like diving into the middle of the ocean trying to see the bottom, my thoughts kept getting deeper, but I couldn't see the end.

When I couldn't find an answer to my question, I tried changing my perspective.

Could Zieg be playing a prank on me?

There's definitely a possibility that he's deliberately playing a joke to confuse me.

Yes, he might have been joking to tease me...!

I tried to rationalize with such thoughts, but they were immediately shattered by the images of Zieg that began to surface in my mind.

The way he expressed his feelings toward me started flashing before my eyes like the wind.

When I tried to disappear.
"Of course it matters."

He told me he needed me.
"I need you, Arwin."

Even when I thought of myself as trash.
"That's not true at all."

Even when I said I make everyone around me unhappy.
"I don't care."

Even when I said I make everyone around me unsafe.
"I'll protect you."

Even when I said I put him in danger.
"I don't care."

When I asked why he approached me.
"...I like you, Arwin."

The person who said those things to me was definitely not joking.

"Arwin, it suits you. You're cute."

He was smiling.

"It suits you well... don't shrink away, show me more clearly."

He blushed slightly and turned his head a little.

"You're really pretty."

Yet his gaze remained fixed on me.

"...Ugh... Aaaagh!"

My face, which I had tried so hard to calm down, began to burn again.

It's definitely not that. He definitely didn't say those things to tease me. That's why it's even more strange.

It's strange. Absolutely strange. Why? Why did he fall for me?

My face feels like it's burning hot.

The more I try to organize my thoughts, the faster my heart seems to beat.

The deeper I went into the ocean, the more my oxygen tank was depleting.

I might die from lack of oxygen before seeing the end of these increasingly deep thoughts.

"Ah... ah... ugh..."

I unconsciously let out a scream that I would never normally voice.

Was I that confused? I was truly being foolish.

...Maybe I shouldn't have tried to calm my heart with these thoughts in the first place.

I was trying to calm my face, which was burning because of Zieg, by thinking about Zieg.

This... this... this is like trying to forget a small pain with a bigger pain...!

I tried my best to calm my burning face and began to rationalize.

No... no... I was originally a man, right? Isn't it strange to be worrying about another man like this? Right... even if my body is female, my mind is still male! There's nothing to be embarrassed about!

Having somehow succeeded in rationalizing, I decided to take things lightly.

I seem to have been overthinking things in a way that's not like me.

Despite having such a simple conclusion, I've been agonizing alone... I was being stupid...

Yes, there's nothing for me to fear. Yes, so I should go in confidently!

With that thought, I carefully began to open the door to Zieg's house.

As I opened the door and looked inside, I saw Zieg smiling brightly at me.

-SLAM!

I'm an idiot.

I really am an idiot.

※

After somehow making my way back into Zieg's house, I was in the reception room, glancing at Zieg's mother, trying to find an opportunity to speak to her.

Noticing my glances, Zieg's mother looked at me with a gentle smile and said,
"What is it? Do you have something to discuss with me? Ah, perhaps about the wedding schedule..."

My mind went blank at the sudden mention of a wedding, and I hurriedly began to deny it.
"No...! No, absolutely not...!"

What... what on earth is she saying...! What I was going to say was...!

...What was I going to say again?

"Huh...? Um... that..."

Between spending so long trying to find the right moment to speak and having my mind go blank at the word "wedding," I completely forgot what I was going to say.

What... what was I going to say?

Zieg's mother looked at my reaction as if it were cute and asked,
"So what were you going to say?"

"Um... that..."

What... what should I do? How should I answer this?

I tried my best to recall what I was going to say. Something... something... it feels like I'm about to remember... ugh!

Finding it difficult to make eye contact, I lowered my head and started thinking deeply.

As I lowered my head, my eyes fell on the white dress I had been forced to wear. Ah.

"Ah...!"

That's right...! I was going to ask for my clothes back!

Having remembered what I wanted to say, I glanced nervously at Zieg's mother and carefully began to express my opinion.
"Um... well... now... clothes... could you please return my..."

But my words were cut off by the sudden change in Zieg's mother's demeanor.

It was chilling.

She turned cold as if I had said something I shouldn't have.

A strange sense of fear began to take over my body.

This feeling... like I should immediately retract my words.

Her voice, cold as ice, came from in front of me.
"What did you say?"

Hearing the cold voice of Zieg's mother, who had been nothing but warm and kind until now, I hastily retracted my words in fear.
"Ah... ah... it's nothing!"

Come to think of it... clothes don't seem that important!

That's right. What I'm wearing isn't that important. Life is much more important.

Zieg's mother returned to her warm and gentle demeanor after I said it was nothing.

"...Mother..."

"Yes, Zieg. What is it?"

"...It's nothing."

I heard what sounded like Zieg and his mother talking beside me, but in my frightened state, I couldn't really hear them.

I was scared. Much more scared than when Cian was angry.

Now I understand. Why Zieg under the influence of the demonic sword is so frightening. Why he's so cold.

Blood doesn't lie.

It's all genetic...!

I think I understand why Zieg was hesitant to enter this house.

With parents this scary...! Of course he wouldn't want to come in...

Thinking that, I slightly raised my head and looked at the three who were just watching us.

I saw them looking at us with intrigued eyes.

How unfair. Here I am suffering alone, while you three are comfortably watching.

"Hmph..."

I started feeling sad for no reason. This might be the hardest day since I arrived here.

I looked at the white dress I was still wearing with resentful eyes.

It seems I'll have to maintain this appearance while staying in this house.

Ch.53 - Mother, Or Rather, Mom
"Ughhhh..."

Ahhh... Nothing to do... So bored...

I was lying on the floor with Mayel, feeling utterly bored in this room. To be precise, Mayel was reading a magic grimoire, so I was the only one just lying there doing nothing... But anyway!

This room was one that Zieg's mother had shown us, saying it wasn't being used. She probably felt sorry for me as I was awkwardly sitting in the reception room...

...Was it that obvious...? It's true that I feel more comfortable now that I don't have to be so cautious, but... it feels strange to be read so easily.

Anyway, that's not what's important. Right now, I need to think about something else.

Zieg's house was also the Village Chief's house, but since this village wasn't particularly large, it was smaller than a lord's estate, so we had to make do with just one room.

But... even though we got an unused room... since there's only one, the three of us would have to sleep here together.

Even if my body is female, my mind is still male... Isn't this dangerous?

...Ah, whatever. I'll just fall asleep first when it's time to sleep! Yeah!

Thinking that, I slowly turned my head to look at Mayel, who was concentrating on her magic grimoire.

Cian and Yuna had gone outside saying they would train, so only Mayel and I remained in this room.

"..."

"..."

An awkward atmosphere lingered in the room.

It's not that my relationship with the trio was as awkward as before, but... when it was just Mayel and me, it was a different story.

It's not that we didn't get along... but since neither of us initiated conversation... the silence just continued.

"..."

"..."

I want to say something... but what should I say?

I kept glancing at Mayel, who was quietly focusing on reading her magic grimoire beside me.

She was so focused on the magic grimoire that she didn't notice my glances.

"Sigh..."

Well, I'll think about my relationship with Mayel later...

With that thought, I closed my eyes.

Today seemed to have been quite a tiring day. Well, it's not bedtime yet, but...

Since there was nothing I could do to alleviate my boredom anyway, I decided it would be better to just sleep.

My consciousness slowly began to fade.

※

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

"..."

Everyone had left the reception room, and now only my mother and I remained.

When I visited my mother's room, I was momentarily taken aback by Arwin's unexpected dress appearance, but my original goal was to talk with my mother, which is why I called her aside like this.

But now that I was trying to speak, my mouth wouldn't open. I seemed to be uncharacteristically nervous.

"Hmm... I think I know what you want to say..."

I gave a bitter smile when my mother seemed to understand my intentions before I even spoke.

...As expected of my mother. She seems to have already figured out what I was going to say.

But the words that came out of my mother's mouth were completely different from what I expected.

"That girl... Arwin, was it? About the wedding schedule..."

"Yes, excuse me...?"

I hurriedly objected to my mother, feeling bewildered by the sudden mention of Arwin.

"Mother, no...! That's not what I was going to say...!"

Seeing my flustered reaction, my mother let out a light laugh and said to me.

"I'm joking, Zieg."

I felt my face heat up slightly at my mother's words. It was a joke I would have brushed off normally, but I overreacted.

I must be extremely nervous. To fall for my mother's teasing when I normally wouldn't.

After saying that, my mother slowly began to rise.

"Where did I put that alcohol..."

Then, from who knows where, she pulled out a bottle of alcohol and two cups, and sat down next to me.

*Glug glug*

The sound of pouring alcohol quietly filled the room.

"...Didn't you say you were going to quit?"

"It's not something that can be quit so easily~"

My mother's usual playful behavior made me feel foolish for being so tense just moments ago.

I wonder if my mother knew about my deflated feelings. She just drank her alcohol and smiled brightly as if she knew nothing.

Then, stretching her arms vertically, she said.
"It feels like just yesterday when you were this tall... and now you've grown so much..."

"..."

I noticed my mother's demeanor had become somewhat serious.

With this slightly more serious tone, my mother asked me.
"Isn't it hard? This journey you're on."

My mother's sincere words clearly contained worry for me.

"...It is hard. But,"

It wasn't to reduce my mother's worry. I wanted to clearly tell her what I had gained through this journey.

"I think I've gained just as much."

This journey, which I thought would only bring me pain, has given me countless experiences—whether joyful, sad, or infuriating—and I've gained countless things from those experiences.

..Above all, meeting you was my greatest joy.

Perhaps my sincerity reached my mother. She smiled that familiar smile I'd seen so many times since childhood and said to me.

"Are you back, Zieg?"

"..."

The words she always said when I returned from playing outside the village.

The answer was predetermined.

"Yes, I'm back, Mom."

※

"Ughhhhh..."

I slowly raised my heavy body and stretched. I had only meant to sleep for a little while, but this feeling suggests I slept for quite a long time...

Thinking that, I lifted my head to look out the window.

"Ah..."

I... messed up... Why do I always wake up at times like this...

The sky, which had been bright when I fell asleep, was now dyed black.

It seems I woke up in the middle of the night... This is bad.

Feeling that sense of crisis, I looked to the side and saw Cian and Yuna, who had already finished their training and were now lying down asleep.

Mayel was still in the same position as earlier, with her face buried in the magic grimoire, breathing softly.

...If you're going to sleep, put the book down first...

As I sat up, I noticed the blanket that had been covering me slipped off.

It seems one of the trio had covered me with it... Until recently, I was receiving hostile glares from them, so it feels a bit awkward to suddenly receive such kindness... But it's not a bad feeling.

Feeling a ticklish joy, I removed the magic grimoire from Mayel's face and headed towards the door. Since I was wide awake, it would be difficult to fall back asleep. So I decided to go outside for some fresh air.

I carefully opened the door so as not to wake the three sleeping people and stepped outside.

The unique atmosphere of dawn lingered around.

I liked this unique nighttime ambiance. If I slowly took in the breeze, I could somewhat organize my thoughts.

As I slowly walked step by step, I began to see Zieg's mother ahead.

...And Zieg beside her.

Noticing my presence, Zieg's mother spoke to me.
"Oh my, can't sleep?"

I nodded lightly. To be precise, I had just woken up, but... either way, I wasn't sleeping!

But Zieg's condition beside his mother seemed a bit strange.
"...It's Arwiiiin..."

"...?"

Why... why is Zieg... acting like this...? Is this another way to tease me...?

There was something oddly flushed about him... and the way he slurred his words... something... something... felt very different from usual.

"Then, why don't you go get some fresh air outside with our Zieg? This old lady is a bit too old... to handle one drunk son..."

"...Ah."

So that's why he seemed different—he was drunk... No wonder his face was so red...

I slowly nodded in agreement to Zieg's mother's suggestion. Although my heart still raced strangely and my face heated up when I was near Zieg, going outside alone for fresh air right now felt a bit... off.

The nighttime mood was also making me feel quite emotional.

As I was thinking this, Zieg's mother began to thank me.

"Your name was... Arwin, right? As Zieg's mother, I'm truly grateful to you."

"...Pardon...?"

At my questioning response, Zieg's mother chuckled and slowly stroked Zieg's head as she spoke.
"After this child was chosen as the Hero and left this village, I was always worried. Whether he was eating properly, whether he had gotten involved in some dangerous incident."

"...Mother...?"

"But... seeing him doing so well like this... I think my worries might have been unnecessary..."

Then, with a somewhat sorrowful expression, she said to me.
"It's a shameless request, but... I hope you'll continue to get along well with my son..."

Hearing the mother's words, I slowly began to convey my true feelings to her.

"No. It's not a shameless request at all."

I might say something a bit embarrassing. Nevertheless, I had to convey these words.

"Ra... rather, I'd like to ask the same of you...! To... to continue getting along well with him..."

It was such an embarrassing thing to say that I stumbled over my words a bit, but I still said it clearly.

The mother's expression, after hearing my words, had already lost its sadness, and only relief remained on her face.

"Thank you, so... Arwin?"

"Th... that... Mother...? I... I'm the one who should... th... thank you...!"

Had I said something strange? The mother's expression gradually changed to a smile as she heard my words.

Not the usual kind, gentle smile... but the expression one makes when seeing something truly amusing.

"Well... this old lady will leave now... You young people enjoy your time together."

I stared at the retreating figure of Zieg's mother for a while as she headed back to her room after saying those words.

No, um... so... why did she laugh? Did... did I say something strange...?

With that question in mind, I stared at the retreating figure of Zieg's mother. Then I turned my head away.

...There's no point in staring anyway, I won't get an answer... I should deal with the other problem that's come my way.

With that thought, I turned my head to look at Zieg's face. I saw Zieg, with cheeks reddened from alcohol, blankly staring at his mother's retreating figure.

As soon as I started looking at him, Zieg looked at me as if he hadn't been spacing out and began to smile brightly. Then he said to me.

"Are we going outside...?"

I was surprised by his sudden question and gave a flustered response.
"Huh...? Uh... yes...? I guess so?"

At my affirmation, he exclaimed with a childlike, innocent expression.
"Then, I know a good place...!"

Of course, I was feeling confused and disconnected by Zieg's behavior, which was completely different from usual.

Why... why has he become so bright...? Was he originally like this?

With a flushed face, Zieg grabbed my arm and began to lead me somewhere.

Of course, this time too, he held me gently, not enough to hurt. Feeling Zieg's kindness, I began to follow him outside.

The night deepened.

Ch.54 - Alcohol Is The Problem
"Uh... where are we going...!"

"Just a little... further...!"

I was currently being led somewhere by Zieg, who was holding my arm.

No, where... where exactly are we going? We're definitely heading somewhere, but he only says we're almost there without telling me where, so I have no idea where we're headed. What kind of place could it be...?

Zieg kept leading me forward until we eventually left the village. Wait, is this right...?

"Z-Zieg...? We... we seem to be leaving the village...?"

"It's okay, it's safe around here...! And if any fiends show up, I'll protect you...!"

"Ah... ugh...!"

Damn, I shouldn't have asked. Right...! Of course he knows it's safe, that's why we're going this way...!

How is he not embarrassed saying things like that...! Such... such embarrassing words... like that...

Normally, he definitely wouldn't speak with such a bright smile... W-why is he acting like this...

I lowered my head deeply to hide my flushed face.

It could be dangerous to lower my head while walking, but I could rely on Zieg's arm to guide me...

...No, that's not what's important here...

The danger ranking in my mind had been rewritten.

After the Demon King comes Zieg... after Zieg is Zieg's mother... and after Zieg's mother is drunk Zieg...

I was starting to become afraid of the seemingly harmless words Zieg kept casually dropping with that innocent smile.

Still, I couldn't abandon Zieg who was guiding me with such a bright smile, so I obediently kept my head down and followed him.

How long had we been walking with me leaning on Zieg's arm? I finally heard his voice announcing that we had arrived.
"Arwin, we're here! Look up...!"

"...Okay."

Have we finally arrived? What kind of place could he have wanted to visit so badly...?

If it's nothing special, I'm really going to hit him.

With that determination, I began to raise my head.

And I couldn't help but be amazed at the scene before my eyes.

"...Wow."

Zieg spoke to me as if he had expected this reaction.
"What do you think? Isn't it beautiful...?"

"Y-Yes... it's beautiful..."

How did he ever find a place like this?

The place Zieg had brought me to was a moderately sized pond. Fireflies were flying over the water, illuminating different parts of the pond, and the sight was so beautiful that I couldn't help but exclaim in admiration.

I had rarely visited ponds before, but this was definitely the most beautiful pond I had ever seen.

Perhaps the quiet atmosphere of the night blending with the pond made it look even more beautiful.

"When I was little, I used to come here a lot when I felt troubled. I got lost in the forest and discovered it by chance."

"...Ah."

"Even Mom and Dad don't know about this place. No one knows about it except me."

I was curious how he found such a place, and it turns out he discovered it by chance after getting lost... Zieg is truly Zieg.

...But, is it okay to show me this? He's essentially revealed his personal spot to me.

With this small doubt bubbling up, I carefully asked Zieg.

"...Is it okay to show me a place like this...?"

In response to my question, he smiled with childlike innocence and said:
"It's fine, it's okay for Arwin to know."

"..."

"Let's make it a place only the two of us know about, Arwin."

My heart started racing like it was malfunctioning after hearing those words. My face became much hotter than before.
"..."

Perhaps he thought I was unwell since I didn't respond. Zieg started worrying about me with an anxious voice.

"Arwin...? What's wrong? Are you feeling sick...?"

I was currently keeping my head down, trying my best not to look at Zieg's face. But if I kept quiet, Zieg would probably come closer, so I opened my mouth to reassure him.

"It's nothing... just wait, wait a moment."

Despite my words, you approached with a concerned voice.

"A-Are you okay...?! Arwin, where does it hurt...!"

If only you weren't drunk, I could have shouted more loudly.

"N-Nothing's wrong...! S-So...! J-Just wait a moment...! S-Stop...!"

They say a person's true nature comes out when they're drunk.

I feel like I'm getting a clear understanding of Zieg's true nature. Well, I already knew it, but now I realize it more clearly.

Having already seen such a pure-hearted Zieg, it would be strange not to know.

Still thinking I was sick, Zieg didn't force me to raise my head but instead bent down to meet my eyes.

...This was really unexpected.

"...Thank goodness. You seem okay."

I wonder if he has any idea how I'm feeling. After confirming I was fine, he immediately showed a relieved expression.

My heartbeat started getting faster and faster.

The emotion I felt before. This emotion keeps holding me back, preventing me from doing anything.

There's no external injury.

I thought I wasn't hurt anywhere, but it seems there was an injury after all.

An internal wound.

※

"...Shall we head back now?"

After spending a while admiring the pond's scenery, I suggested to Zieg that we should return.

I think... I've seen enough... If we don't go back soon, the sun might actually rise.

That's what I was thinking when I spoke to Zieg...

But it seems Zieg interpreted my words differently.

"...Arwin, do you dislike being with me...?"

"...Huh? N-No...! Th-That's not it...!"

I said that because it would get really late if we stayed longer... Why would he interpret it that way...!

Seeing Zieg look so dejected, I panicked and started blurting out whatever came to mind.
"N-No... it's getting late? Look...! If... if we go back when the moon sets and the sun rises, your mother will definitely be angry...!"

It feels like I'm comforting a child, but that's surely just my imagination. Yes, definitely just my imagination.

But despite my desperate explanation, Zieg still looked dejected.

"Are you tired of me now...?"

No...! When did I ever say that...! Where... where did you learn lines like that...! This is fabrication...! Memory fabrication!

"N-No...! That's not it..."

I tried to think as hard as I could. What could I do to restore Zieg's mood...?

"Um... that... ah...! Right! Let's definitely come again next time...! Since it's our secret place...! Okay!"

After blurting out whatever came to mind, I carefully observed Zieg's reaction.

I could see his expression brightening after hearing my words.

"Yes...! We'll come again next time, right?"

I nodded vigorously to his question, confirming my agreement.
"Y-Yes...! Of course!"

I wasn't particularly sleepy, but seeing Zieg's current state, I felt that if I didn't get him to bed, I would definitely regret it.

He would surely be wrapped in self-loathing and kicking himself under the covers. Well, judging by his actions so far, he might do that anyway...

Anyway, I needed to get him home and put him to bed now.

"Come on, let's go...! It's time to sleep..."

Hearing my words, Zieg slowly nodded and naturally took my hand.

I started feeling warmth from my hand.

"Uh... Z-Zieg...?"

"...? Yes, Arwin."

H-Hand is a bit... you know...?

"Th-That... could you let go of my hand...? Arm... maybe grab my arm instead..."

In response to my words, Zieg spoke to me with a sad voice.
"No...?"

Somehow... I feel like I'm deceiving an innocent child.

Even though I clearly hadn't done anything wrong, I started feeling guilty.

In the end, I couldn't resist Zieg's single word and chose to hold hands on the way home.

"...It's fine... let's go..."

"Okay...!"

Mother... Zieg's mother... please never let this guy drink again...

I silently repeated that in my heart as I obediently followed Zieg who was leading the way.

How long had we been walking? As I continued following Zieg, the village gradually came into view.

I don't know how much time had passed... but since we were gone for so long, I wonder if they were worried.

With that anxiety, I slowly started entering the village.

We began walking carefully to avoid making any noise.

...Of course, still holding hands.

When are you going to let go...?

I wanted to say those words out loud, but I refrained because I thought Zieg might show that sad expression again if I did.

So, like assassins on a mission, we carefully reached the front of the house and entered as quietly as possible, walking to minimize any sound.

Now I should let go of his hand and return to the room where the trio was sleeping...

But... for some reason, Zieg won't let go.

"Um... Zieg...?"

"..."

Something... something's strange? Why isn't he answering?

Feeling something odd about Zieg not responding to my words, I called him again.
"Zieg...?"

"..."

I hoped for an answer from Zieg's mouth, but the response came from his body instead.

Zieg started collapsing weakly to the floor.

"Zieg...? Zieg... hey... wake up..."

I wanted to shout to wake him up, but knowing it was dawn and everyone was sleeping, I couldn't raise my voice.

No, but that's not the issue... is he asleep...?

He's holding my hand tightly so I can't leave him... no... what should I do...?

Fortunately, Zieg's room was right next door, so moving him shouldn't be a problem. The biggest issue was... this hand that Zieg wouldn't let go of...

"Haah..."

Should I try moving him first?

I flung open the door to Zieg's room and started pulling him with all my strength.

Thankfully, Zieg wasn't that heavy. Well, honestly, he's still heavy for me... but not extremely heavy. So...

Using all my strength to pull Zieg, I somehow managed to reach the front of the bed.

But another problem arose.

How do I get him onto the bed?

"..."

I guess... I'll put his legs up first and then pull his hand.

I first placed Zieg's legs on the bed, then climbed onto the bed myself and started pulling him with all my might.

"Nngh...!"

Just a little... just a little more... I think I can do it...

There was definitely a possibility. Humans can achieve anything if they don't give up. Just a little... just a little more...!

But my efforts were immediately thwarted.

Zieg suddenly mumbled in his sleep and pulled my hand.

"Uwah...!"

Unable to resist Zieg's strength, I was pulled towards him without any resistance.

And I ended up in Zieg's arms. In that state, Zieg started hugging me tightly.

"Ah... Z-Zieg...!"

I couldn't help but cry out at the unexpected situation.

But even such a loud voice seemed not to reach Zieg, who remained still, just holding me and breathing.

"Ugh... Z-Zieg...! Let go...!"

Ah... this guy has no intention of waking up. This is really bad.

Thinking that, I continued to resist desperately, but eventually judged that I couldn't overcome Zieg's strength and relaxed my body.

"...Haah..."

Really... I'm never letting him drink again...

It seemed that unless Zieg woke up, I wouldn't be able to escape from this position.

But regardless of that.

*Thump thump*

...My heart keeps beating faster and faster, oblivious to the situation.

My face was surely very red by now.

...Really, why am I like this?

Thinking that, I forcibly closed my eyes. I didn't have the confidence to handle Zieg if I kept my eyes open.

So I had no choice but to sleep obediently in Zieg's arms.

And that's how the night came to an end.

Ch.55 - You Should Listen To People Until The End...
"Ugh... my head..."

Ugh... what happened...?

I lay still and turned my head to look around. Strangely, my body felt heavier than usual.

Hmm... this is... my room?

I closed my eyes with my throbbing head and slowly tried to recall my memories.

Yesterday, I was definitely... talking with Mother and got caught up in the mood and drank alcohol with her...

Hmm? Wait a minute...

...The more I think about it, the more I feel something went wrong.

I clearly remember meeting Arwin while drunk and dragging her somewhere.

And then memories start flooding back, bringing waves of shame with them.

I started remembering the things I said while drunk.

"Just... a little further...!"

"It's okay, it's safe around here...! And if any fiends come, I'll protect you...!"

All said in an unusually excited voice, unlike my normal self.

My neck started to tense up.

To spout such embarrassing things in front of the person I like while drunk... am I in my right mind? Well, I wasn't in my right mind because I was drunk...

I said other embarrassing things too, but I didn't want to remember them anymore.

As I was thinking about this and trying to get up by releasing my arms that were holding something, I noticed something strange.

Why did I release my arms? Was there something in this room that I would have been holding?

With that question in mind, I slowly lowered my head to look at my chest.

When I looked down, I saw Arwin sleeping while tightly hugging me against my chest.

Seeing Arwin sleeping peacefully on my chest, my brain seemed to freeze.

What's this? Why is Arwin sleeping here? Did I do something? Why in my room...?

I tried my best to recall my faint memories. What on earth happened that led to Arwin coming into my room and sleeping on my chest?

I clearly remember saying embarrassing things by the pond, and Arwin making a troubled face while persuading me to go home.

Yes, I remember up to that point. But I couldn't remember the process of returning home with Arwin.

Damn, this means I can't know what I did.

I started to get scared.

To be honest, the fact that Arwin was hugging me made me feel good, but that wasn't the important thing.

I was starting to fear that I might have done something to Arwin during the time I couldn't remember. That I might have done something terrible to Arwin.

If you compare physical abilities between me and Arwin, I clearly overwhelm her. What if, in my drunken state, I forced myself on Arwin?

Since we were both clothed, that possibility was certainly low, but there was still a chance.

Before I woke up, I was holding Arwin, wasn't I?

Even though Arwin is also hugging me now, I might have used force to make her hug me.

I didn't think I would do such an inhuman act, but I was still anxious.

It didn't help that my feelings for Arwin had been growing lately...

I tried to suppress my anxiety, but the more deeply I thought, the more negative thoughts emerged.

Then, I heard a sound from below.

"Mmm... haaawwn..."

She... no, Arwin was waking up.

All sorts of thoughts started crossing my mind.

How should I face Arwin? I had blurted out embarrassing things while drunk... and I might have done something to Arwin while I was drunk... How on earth should I look at Arwin?

Arwin released her arms that were tightly hugging me and started rubbing her eyes.

She looked cute even when waking up in the morning. No, that's not the point...

"Mmm... Zieg...?"

She called my name from above me.

"Good morning...? Zieeg..."

Her pronunciation was slurred, as if she hadn't fully woken up.

"Yaaawn... is it morning already...?"

Arwin said casually.

Seeing Arwin speak so nonchalantly, my thoughts started to split in two directions again.

Normally, I would have been certain that nothing happened, but this was different.

Either truly nothing happened, or Arwin was being too kind and pretending not to know.

I couldn't keep worrying about this issue by myself anymore. I needed to ask Arwin clearly about what happened.

"...Arwin..."

"Hmm...? What...?"

"By... by any chance... while I was drunk... did anything happen...?"

At my words, Arwin suddenly turned bright red and said:

"...It did... You... to me..."

Hearing Arwin's words, my body froze.

What did I do?

I am not a hero.

I was human trash.

I didn't need to see what happened to know. Making Arwin say more would only hurt her.

I grabbed both of Arwin's shoulders and said:

"Arwin...!"

"Huh...? Yes...? What is it...?"

It was my fault. I must have forced Arwin to experience something she didn't want.

I had already done something inhuman, but I still needed to take responsibility for what I did.

...Of course, I would have taken responsibility even without doing this.

"I'll... I'll take responsibility...!"

"Huh...?"

"I'm sorry, I was drunk and did something to you that no human should do..."

"No... no, what are you talking about...?"

"I might be disqualified as a Hero... but still..."

"No... that's... that's...! What...!"

"Still, I'll definitely take responsibility...!"

"What are you talking about?!"

I was continuing to speak, but Arwin's loud voice made me stop.

Looking at Arwin, I saw her face had turned even redder than before.

"A... Arwin...? Are you angry...?"

"No...! That's not it...! What on earth have you been saying...!"

"Huh...?"

Arwin's reaction was strange. I thought she would be angry with me, but her reaction was as if she didn't understand what I was saying.

"Ta... taking responsibility... what on earth are you talking about..."

"..."

At Arwin's words, I noticed something was strange.

Does this mean I didn't force myself on Arwin? Then what was Arwin answering when I asked if anything happened earlier?

With confusion, I asked Arwin:

"Didn't... didn't you say something happened while I was drunk...?"

"Of course something happened...!"

"...Can I ask what it was...?"

At my words, Arwin shyly fidgeted with her fingers and said:

"Well... you... you suddenly pulled me close in your sleep and... hugged me tightly... and... and... slept like that..."

"Ah..."

...It was a misunderstanding.

As I learned the truth, waves of shame began to wash over me.

I started to resent myself for spouting nonsense about taking responsibility and being disqualified as a Hero, thinking I had forced myself on Arwin.

Nothing had happened, and I was just making a fuss by myself. Well, it's not that nothing happened...

As soon as I realized I hadn't forced myself on Arwin, I felt much more at ease.

That's really a relief...

As I was feeling relieved inside, I heard Arwin's voice from in front of me.

"So... so you! Don't... don't ever drink again...!"

"...Huh?"

Perhaps angered by my dumbfounded response, you started talking much more than usual.

"Do you have any idea how much trouble I went through yesterday...?! You fell asleep before returning to your room... I had to drag you here all by myself...!"

Arwin's grievances didn't end there.

"I... I used all my strength to drag you here... but you wouldn't let go of my hand... and pulled me into a hug in your sleep...! I had no choice but to sleep in your... your arms..."

Of course, even while expressing her grievances, she was still embarrassed, stumbling over her words with flushed cheeks.

...Regardless of how the situation unfolded, it seems I did wrong her.

"I'm sorry."

Despite my apology, Arwin still looked sulky.

"...Do you know how hard it was for me... and you think one apology is enough?"

It seems she's quite angry about what I did.

This is bad. How can I appease Arwin's anger?

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't think of a way to calm Arwin down.

In the end, I had to blurt out whatever came to mind.

"Well... it might not be much of an apology... but I'll grant you one wish."

At my words, Arwin's eyes began to sparkle. Then she asked me:

"A wish...? Anything...?"

"Yes, anything..."

Was my answer satisfactory? You smiled broadly and said to me:

"Then... I'll let you off just this once...!"

Even that expression was lovely.

"I like you, Arwin."

"Huh...?"

I didn't intend to say it out loud, but I blurted it out without realizing.

Arwin, hearing my confession again, started showing a cute reaction.

Since I had already said it, I conveyed my feelings to Arwin once more, hoping to see her cute expression again.

"I really like you, Arwin."

"Ah... ugh... I got it...! I heard you clearly...!"

...I really do like you, Arwin.

And so, the noisy morning passed by.

Ch.56 - That's Your Wish?
"Well, I'll be going now."

"...Take care."

I can see Zieg and his mother saying their goodbyes up ahead.

We were just leaving the house to head to the next village, saying farewell to Zieg's parents.

"Thank you for everything..."

"...Come visit again sometime."

They both wore worried expressions, probably concerned about Zieg heading off to do something dangerous. They continued exchanging goodbyes with us.

I watch as the two of them grow more distant.

After somehow managing to finish our farewells safely, we turned toward the carriage we had left at the edge of the village.

It was time to depart for the next village.

We retrieved the carriage and set off toward our next destination.

I gazed intently at the village as it gradually receded into the distance.

Though it was a small village, the events that had occurred there in just one day were as numerous as those in any large town.

I felt a bit sad remembering the two of them waving until we were out of sight, but we had to move on to the next village...

Above all, the purpose of this journey is to defeat the Demon King. I mustn't forget our original goal...!

With that thought in mind, I confirmed the village had disappeared from view and turned to look ahead.

Looking forward, I began to see Zieg's back as he drove the carriage.

The moment I saw his back, I quickly turned my head to the side.

Last night and this morning's events came flooding back to me. It was already difficult to look at Zieg before, but now it was even harder.

I suppose it's fortunate that Zieg is up front driving the carriage. That's truly a blessing.

Still, words once heard aren't easily forgotten. They keep circling in my mind, refusing to disappear.

*"I'll... I'll... take responsibility...!"*

*"Still, I'll definitely take responsibility...!"*

As I recalled Zieg's words to me, my face began to heat up again.

Damn it. Why does my face keep flushing at the most random times...!

I started fanning myself as my face grew uncomfortably hot.

...But it's okay...! Despite all the hardships and trials that assaulted me while staying at Zieg's house, I did gain something.

First, I learned that Zieg should absolutely never be allowed to drink alcohol.

Even though he drank with his mother, strangely only Zieg got drunk, which showed that unlike his mother, Zieg can't handle alcohol... Never again...! Next time, I won't let him touch a drop.

And most importantly, there's this:

I got a Wish Ticket...!

I still remember how Zieg forcibly took one of my Wish Tickets before.

In the end, going out with Zieg was enjoyable, but...

Anyway...! I absolutely won't use this Wish Ticket on something trivial...!

I need something big to get back at Zieg. I can't always be the one getting teased.

I'll save it up and save it up and then hit him with something big later...

Patience leads to victory. Just wait and see.

With that thought, I turned my head to look in the direction we were heading.

The village we're heading to now is Irian Village.

What kind of village is it that it's so far away? In the past, I would have been excited and looking forward to it, but now it's different.

Thinking about traveling such a long distance to a large village made me feel uneasy. Like something... enormously significant might happen...

I hope we can pass through this village peacefully...

"Yaaawn..."

Come to think of it... I'm a bit tired... Is it because I didn't get much sleep...?

I guess... it would be okay... to sleep a little...?

My vision grows blurry.

※

"..."

"..."

How did this happen?

I can feel three gazes directed at us from behind. Of course, they weren't hostile stares by any means.

I was definitely sitting over there with the trio until just a moment ago... so why...?

It's true that I was sitting quietly and fell asleep, but what on earth happened while I was sleeping...!

I was now sitting next to Zieg. Or more precisely, I was sleeping with my head on Zieg's shoulder.

I'm certain that before I fell asleep, I was in the back seat, not next to Zieg.

But when I woke up after dozing off, my position had changed to the seat beside Zieg.

When I turned my head to glare at the trio, they started pretending they didn't know anything.

Really... those guys...

Since the carriage was moving, it was unthinkable to try something dangerous like going back.

So I gave up on returning to the back seat and started inching sideways bit by bit to create some distance between Zieg and myself.

"...?"

"..."

Noticing my behavior, Zieg tilted his head in confusion.

I felt slightly guilty seeing him like that, but I knew I would definitely regret it if I didn't create some distance now.

Of course, it's absolutely not because I've come to dislike Zieg...! But... but... it's just embarrassing to look at him right now...!

Everything that had happened before was reason enough for me to avoid looking directly at Zieg, but compared to what happened yesterday and today, those previous incidents were nothing.

So I was determined to stay away from Zieg as much as possible... but I never imagined my resolve would crumble so quickly.

I was trying not to pay attention, but every time I glimpsed Zieg's broad chest, I kept remembering. The fact that I had been comfortably sleeping on that chest.

When I first woke up this morning, I was too shocked to dwell on it, but I had slept on Zieg's chest. And I was hugging him tightly...!

Moreover, originally only Zieg was holding me, but unconsciously, in my sleep, I ended up hugging him tightly too...! Why did I do that...! Me...!

These facts torment me.

If there were a memory-erasing drug, I'd want to get it immediately.

Right now, I needed to distance myself from Zieg.

Maintaining such close proximity to Zieg was dangerous. I didn't know what might happen, but I had a feeling that something major would occur if things continued like this.

However, my wishes were about to be shattered.

As I inched sideways bit by bit, Zieg also began moving little by little in my direction, following me.

No... no... why are you following me...!

"Why... why are you following me...!"

"Huh...? No, the wind keeps pushing me this way..."

Don't... don't lie...! There's no way your body would be pushed like that just because of the wind...! And there isn't even any wind blowing...!

Despite Zieg's behavior, I didn't give up and continued moving sideways. Of course, Zieg didn't give up either and kept approaching me.

But perhaps I had moved too far. There was no more space left for me to escape to. However, being wary of the approaching Zieg, I couldn't realize this fact and continued moving.

"Wh... whoa...?!"

Just as I was about to roll off onto the ground, I felt something firm supporting my back.

"Arwin, are you okay? That's dangerous."

"Uh... uh...? Y-yeah..."

Zieg had wrapped his arm around me to prevent me from falling.

It was truly fortunate. If I had fallen off the carriage like that, I would certainly have been seriously injured.

For someone as careless as me, you say:
"Come more toward the inside."

Having nearly gotten hurt trying to distance myself from Zieg, I had no choice but to obediently answer.
"...Okay."

I started moving inward as Zieg instructed. Once I was completely inside, I felt the supporting arm disappear.

I can see Zieg, now closer than before. This definitely wasn't the distance we started with...

As I was bewildered by how the situation was unfolding contrary to my intentions, I began to feel a warm sensation on my hand.

"...Huh...?"

Looking down at my hand, I saw that Zieg had gently taken hold of it.

What... what is this...

I speak to Zieg, who had naturally taken my hand:
"Z-Zieg...? Could you... let go of my hand...?"

At my words, Zieg's expression stiffened slightly as he said:
"...Is that your wish?"

"Huh...?"

Something seems off. W-wish...?

Whether I sensed something strange or not, Zieg continued:

"Is having me let go of your hand what you want to use your wish for?"

"Huh...? N-no... that's not it..."

Hearing my denial, you relax your stiffened expression and smile brightly.

"Then, is it okay if I hold it?"

"N-no... that's... um... ugh..."

In the end, I couldn't refute Zieg's words and had no choice but to quietly let him hold my hand.

D-damn it... I've been tricked...! It was the Wish Ticket I wanted, but I never expected to be outmaneuvered by it...!

Why does it always end up like this...? Why do I always end up losing the initiative to Zieg...?

My heart starts racing rapidly again.

This must be how it feels when a car that was just fixed breaks down again.

I lowered my head deeply to hide my flushed face from Zieg as much as possible.

The trio in the back, who would normally be chattering, were strangely quiet.

That made the sound of my heartbeat seem even louder.

This isn't good... this shouldn't be happening...

Once again, I've been overtaken by these inexplicable emotions.

It's always like this when I'm with Zieg.

Why... why... what am I... what am I... that you keep approaching me?

I'm grateful yet annoyed that you like someone as unfeminine as me.

But... but...

I found myself thinking that it didn't feel so bad after all.

Ch.57 - Stupidity
"...What brings you here?"

"I'm just a passing adventurer. Is that proof enough that I'm an adventurer?"

We were currently having a conversation with the guard... no, the Golem at the entrance to the village.

What's a Golem, you ask? It's exactly what it sounds like. A doll made of stone. The kind of Golem commonly found in fantasy stories.

Why is a Golem talking to us? I'm not entirely sure myself. In other villages, knights always guarded the gates, but strangely, this place employed the peculiar method of using Golems as Guards.

Receiving a fresh shock from my first impression of the village, I was carefully observing the Golem, fascinated by how it produced a human voice. How on earth was it speaking? Was there a person inside...?

While I was lost in these thoughts and scrutinizing the Golem, I heard its voice telling us to enter the village.

"Please proceed."

Though I wanted to look more, it seemed I had to bid farewell to the Golem here. Goodbye... Golem...

I waved to the Golem before entering the village. Noticing my gesture, the Golem waved back at me. Its expression remained blank, though.

So this is Irian Village... It feels completely different from the other villages I've visited.

The villages I'd been to before had a distinct village atmosphere, but this place was somewhat ambiguous to call a village... How should I put it...? It's quite ambiguous...

People passing by were wearing robes... strange machines I'd never seen before were scattered throughout the village...

If there were a village where Mages gathered, wouldn't it feel exactly like this? Even the fact that they had Golems as Guards. It seemed quite plausible.

Anyway, we had now entered Irian Village.

Setting aside my questions about the village, I was feeling proud of my personal growth.

This time, I didn't fall asleep before reaching the village...! Well, I did doze off a bit and was forcibly moved to the front seat... but still, I succeeded in arriving at the village while awake...!

Though to be honest, I couldn't have slept after waking up in the front seat anyway.

The memory of sitting next to Zieg in the carriage, holding hands, crept into my mind.

...H-holding hands while sleeping... and in the front seat, just the two of us...

My face started burning again as I recalled it. Stop...! Don't think about it! Don't think about it!

Thinking about it again, I resented the trio who had moved me to the front seat. Why couldn't they just leave me alone...

I turned my head to give the trio another resentful glare. I will... definitely... curse you all...

Despite my curse-filled gaze, the trio seemed preoccupied with something else.

Well, more precisely, Cian was deliberately ignoring my gaze, while Yuna and Mayel were staring blankly at the village, not noticing my stare.

"..."

Even as I continued staring, Yuna and Mayel kept gazing blankly at something. Then they frowned and turned away.

...Why are they acting like that? Did something happen in this village...?

It's frustrating not knowing anything about this village. But I'm hesitant to ask directly...

As I mentioned before, whenever Mayel and I are left alone, conversation becomes practically impossible. So asking Mayel is essentially out of the question.

...And my lack of courage doesn't help either...

Even if I bypassed Mayel and asked Yuna, the result would likely be the same. While Yuna is usually cheerful, she naturally avoids topics she doesn't want to discuss.

Lost in serious contemplation, I found myself naturally holding Zieg's outstretched hand and quietly following him.

Hmm... what exactly happened here...

I've noticed this before, but when I think deeply about something, I tend to get more and more absorbed in my thoughts.

...Does that mean I'm stupid?

Ah, whatever! I'll think about it later.

With that thought, I quietly walked along with the others, still holding Zieg's hand.

But soon I noticed something strange.

...Wait, something's odd... why am I holding Zieg's hand?

W-why... am I... holding his hand...?

In the carriage, Zieg had practically blackmailed me with the wish ticket, so I reluctantly held his hand, but the situation was different now.

I had taken Zieg's outstretched hand myself.

As soon as I realized this, I got goosebumps and tried to pull my hand away immediately. But as if noticing my intention, Zieg tightened his grip.

It was nearly impossible to free my hand from Zieg's firm grip.

"...Z-Zieg..."

"Arwin, you took my hand first."

"N-no... you offered your hand first..."

"If your wish is to let go of my hand, I could grant that..."

"I'm absolutely not using it for that!"

Aaaargh...! That damn wish ticket! Should I just use it now and be done with it?!

...No... for a bigger payoff... just... just... endure a little longer...

Somehow the wish ticket I received as an apology keeps being used as a threat... Even though I'm the one holding the wish ticket... why... why...

...Sigh... I should stop thinking about it... It'll only give me a headache...

I finally decided to give up thinking about it. There's no point in continuing to dwell on it.

...By the way, as we walk around the streets, I don't see anything particularly disturbing...

In the carriage, I had prayed, "Please let us rest peacefully in this village..." I hope that wish comes true.

Since we were currently in this village as adventurers, we couldn't visit the Lord. According to Zieg, we were pretending to be adventurers to investigate whether something had happened here without revealing that he was the Hero...

It wasn't a bad approach.

If we were deceived by the Lord like in Sirvil Village, our party would be helplessly wiped out without any resistance. Even though the trio had been training, they were still far inferior to Zieg, so it was safer to enter the village as adventurers.

But... the important thing is...

How are we supposed to investigate this strange village?

There's definitely something here... but strangely, I didn't feel any sense of discomfort.

Is this village really peaceful after all? I hope so...

As I looked around the village with these thoughts, I saw many people walking around in robes. Actually, it might be harder to find someone not wearing a robe.

I was trying not to pay too much attention, but the robes that kept entering my field of vision were piquing my curiosity.

What kind of place is this that everyone in the village wears robes?

Should I ask Zieg? This village is relatively close to his hometown... wouldn't he know something about it?

With that thought, I gestured for Zieg to come closer and said:

"Zieg. Come here for a moment."

"...Hm? What is it, Arwin?"

I wasn't going to say anything particularly offensive, but I chose to whisper in case I accidentally said something that might offend those robed people.

I carefully whispered in Zieg's ear.

"This village... why is everyone wearing robes...?"

"Well... about that..."

Zieg made a slightly troubled expression at my question and replied.

"I don't know much about this village either... so I can't really tell you... Sorry, Arwin."

Hearing Zieg's apology, I instinctively apologized back.

"Ah... no... I'm sorry too..."

Not knowing something isn't a crime, but seeing Zieg apologize as if he had genuinely done something wrong made me feel a pang of conscience, and I found myself apologizing without thinking.

So... does no one know about this village...?

At that moment, Mayel, who had been listening to our conversation, spoke to me.

"...You're talking about those robes, right?"

I was momentarily startled by her sudden question, but soon began sharing my questions about the village with Mayel.

"Uh...? Yeah... I was just wondering why everyone is wearing robes..."

"For the people here, that's their normal appearance."

"Huh...?"

That's when I saw it.

It was just for a moment, but I definitely saw it.

Mayel speaking to me with a look in her eyes as if she was seeing something disgusting.

It wasn't directed at me. She definitely wasn't expressing disgust toward me. I could tell that for certain.

"This place is... a village where... only magic is prioritized."

When I blinked, Mayel's face had returned to normal.

She maintained her usual expression as if nothing had happened.

But I could tell. The emotion hidden behind that composed face.

Yuna, noticing the slightly awkward atmosphere, cheerfully called out.

"W-well! It's getting late, so shall we find an inn for today?!"

As Yuna said, the sky was already turning red. Time had passed so quickly.

Only then did Zieg, who had been in a daze, agree with Yuna.

"Let's do that. Shall we look for an inn first?"

"...Sure."

So, setting aside the conversation about the village for now, we set out to find an inn.

※

I lightly threw myself onto the bed in the room.

My body wasn't tired, but my mind was exhausted.

I couldn't forget the expression I had just seen on Mayel's face.

I don't think I saw it wrong. The genuinely disgusted look on Mayel's face was still vivid in my mind.

Thinking about Mayel's expression again reminded me of how Yuna and Mayel had stared blankly at the village before we entered.

One might think only Mayel had some history with this village, but being someone who had always been sensitive to others' feelings, I could tell.

The subtle trembling of their bodies. And the subtle trembling in their voices.

Yuna, who had always maintained a bright energy, had shown me such a side.

Mayel's words came back to me.

'This place is... a village where... only magic is prioritized.'

They had definitely said they were sisters.

I tried to combine what I knew with the information I had gained today. Still, no answer emerged.

What on earth had happened?

"Arrrgh...! I don't get it...!"

It feels like I'm on the verge of understanding, but I still don't.

If I just... if I just think a little more, I might be able to guess what happened...

I understand that Yuna and Mayel had some history with Irian Village. But I have no idea what happened!

My head starts to throb. I guess I really am stupid after all.

"..."

There's no point in continuing to think about it if I'm not getting any answers...

I finally surrendered to the bed and closed my eyes.

This is the kind of thing I usually leave to tomorrow's me.

My consciousness began to fade.

And so, our first night in Irian Village passed.

Ch.58 - Shower
"...It's been a while."

The village I thought I'd never return to was now flaunting its existence right before my sister and me.

Just seeing the exterior of the village makes something rise up inside me.

Perhaps it's because I already know what lies beneath the surface of this place. Everything is starting to look detestable.

Unlike me, however, the others were looking at the village with curiosity, so I tried my best to act as if nothing was wrong.

It might have been a bit harder for my sister though.

I can see her body trembling slightly. It seems she hasn't completely forgotten what happened back then.

Noticing my worried gaze, she smiles as if everything is fine and gives me a thumbs up.

She doesn't need to pretend to be okay like that. If it's difficult, she should just say so.

Feeling a little hurt that my sister wouldn't be honest with me, we entered the village.

The other three, excluding my sister and me, were continuously amazed by this village, which was completely different from the ones we had visited before.

I wonder how these three would react if they heard what we went through.

...No, I shouldn't ruin the mood by bringing it up...

In the end, I didn't tell our companions what my sister and I had experienced. There was no need to make things serious by sharing our past stories with them.

So we entered the village and had been wandering aimlessly through the streets for a while.

It seems they want to get a feel for the village's layout by walking around... but for me, it was just a painful experience.

The more we walked around, the stronger my disgust grew at seeing the village exactly as it was in the past.

As I was thinking this and trying to look away from the village scenery, I noticed Zieg and Arwin holding hands and whispering to each other beside me.

Seeing those two somehow makes this disgusting feeling a little better.

Until recently, I would have been jealous of them, but strangely, I feel quite liberated now.

I'm probably not the only one feeling this way. Everyone seems more at ease now that we've accepted this as an impossible love...

Though now I'm annoyed for a different reason.

When are they actually going to start dating? It's a little... no, very vexing.

The things those two do on a regular basis could easily be considered actions between lovers.

Yet, according to them, they're not dating. Isn't this deception?

Unaware of my thoughts, the two of them were whispering next to me.

By the way, what are they talking about?

I quickly cast Physical Enhancement Magic on my ears and started eavesdropping on their conversation.

Eavesdropping on important conversations would be inconsiderate, but I couldn't help my curiosity. Besides, nothing too important would come up between those two...

With the magic on my ears, I started hearing all sorts of sounds: people talking, magic incantations, a child begging their mother to buy them a magic grimoire. Among all these sounds, I focused on finding the voices of those two.

What I heard was rather mundane.

"Why is everyone in this village... wearing robes...?"

"Well... that's..."

Why would they whisper about something so trivial? Do they think it would be rude to the villagers? I wasted my Physical Enhancement Magic for this.

"I don't know much about this village either... so I can't really tell you... Sorry, Arwin."

"Ah... no... I should be the one apologizing..."

After eavesdropping on their entire conversation, I realized that Zieg doesn't know anything about this village.

So only my sister and I know about this place.

"Sigh..."

I didn't want to reveal that I already knew about this village. But it seems that's impossible now.

I still can't speak properly to strangers, but I can talk to her who sacrificed herself for us.

Even if we're still awkward with each other.

With that thought, I opened my mouth to resolve her question.

"...You're talking about those robes, right?"

She was startled by my sudden question but answered me.

"Huh...? Yeah... I was just wondering why everyone is wearing robes..."

I wondered what the point of whispering was if she was going to say this now, but I hid my doubts and answered.

"The people here consider that their normal appearance."

"Huh...?"

Maybe this is where I unconsciously frowned.

"This place is... a village where magic is prioritized above all else."

After saying that, I realized I was frowning and quickly returned to a neutral expression.

Though she might have already noticed.

But she can't figure out much just because I frowned once. Nothing would change anyway.

Still, I need to be more careful. She was a Saintess, and true to her position, she was foolishly kind.

I still can't forget how she walked confidently to the Lord with her trembling body for our sake.

She would probably be greatly angered if she knew about my sister's and my circumstances.

But I have no intention of receiving her comfort or pity.

This is just a village we had to enter because of our journey.

We'll surely pass through it quickly.

So the discomfort I'm feeling now will surely disappear soon.

Like a sudden shower.

※

"Ahhh...!"

Having woken up early in the morning, I stretched to mark the beginning of the day.

Mornings at the inn felt more refreshing than when I stayed at Zieg's house. If only I could feel this refreshed every day...

With that thought, I slowly got up from the bed.

I'm not sure what we'll be doing today, but it's bound to be busy, right? We have to investigate various things...

Thinking back, it seems like it was better when we were in Zieg's village...

Since coming to this village, I've had more things to think about.

I need to think about Yuna and Mayel...

And I need to investigate the village...

Just thinking about what I need to do here is already making me tired.

Can I really do this...? Just thinking about it... I'm already losing motivation...

With those thoughts, I opened the door and left the room.

As I went downstairs, I saw Yuna and Mayel, who seemed to have just woken up.

Are Zieg and Cian still not up?

Yuna and Mayel were sitting on chairs, seemingly lost in deep thought.

What could they be thinking about so deeply? Is it related to their reaction yesterday?

Mayel has always been quiet, but even Yuna, who always maintained a bright demeanor, looked unusual like this.

Should I ask them directly what's going on?

I approached Yuna and Mayel, who seemed to be deep in thought.

Yuna, who had been pondering something, heard my footsteps and looked up at me.

"Arwin! Are you up? Good morning!"

I felt a bit of dissonance at Yuna's words.

She usually had that level of energy, but her tone seemed a bit exaggerated.

...I should definitely ask them directly what's going on.

It took a bit of courage, but I couldn't just leave these two alone like this.

"Um... yeah... But what were you thinking about so deeply..."

My words were cut off by Mayel.

"Ah, it seems Cian and Zieg aren't up yet... We'll go wake Cian up... Could you wake Zieg up...?"

"Uh...? Yeah... sure."

Having been interrupted mid-sentence, I felt a bit embarrassed and immediately agreed.

With that, Yuna and Mayel went off to wake Cian.

...I had mustered up my courage for nothing...

"Sigh..."

I started to feel a bit of self-loathing, wondering why I was acting like this.

Human relationships are indeed difficult... There's really no one like Zieg...

I stared at the backs of Mayel and Yuna as they walked away, then headed towards Zieg's room.

I'll have to ask them again later. Just wait... I'm not someone who gives up... well, I do know what giving up is, but I'm not someone who gives up easily!

-Knock knock

I knocked on the door in case Zieg was already awake.

There was no response from inside, suggesting he was still asleep. It had always been Zieg who came to wake me up, so it felt a bit exciting yet strange for me to be waking him up.

Fortunately, it seemed he had forgotten to lock the door, as it was open. Or was it really forgotten? Did he leave it open with the confidence that he could subdue any thief?

Anyway, as I opened the door and entered, I saw Zieg sleeping peacefully on the bed.

For me, who had just been scolded by Mayel this morning, this was an infuriating sight.

While I'm feeling ashamed after being scolded by someone... he's sleeping so peacefully!

"..."

It's a bit irritating. Come to think of it, most of the headaches I've been having lately are because of him, aren't they?

I'm constantly being threatened with the Wish Ticket. This guy... this guy... was the cause all along...

Is this guy really the Hero...! Receive God's judgment...!

I grabbed both of Zieg's cheeks and pulled them hard.

Surprised by the sudden pain, Zieg immediately opened his eyes.

"A... Arwin...?"

"..."

But I didn't stop. I've been under a lot of stress lately... I need to release it somehow!

I'm not usually someone who thinks deeply about things... but because of him...! Because of him...!

"Ah... Ah!"

"..."

Zieg cries out in pain as I hold his cheeks. A strange sense of superiority and dominance envelops me.

Realizing something is wrong, Zieg starts apologizing with a confused expression.

"I'm... sorry... I don't know what I did..."

But since my stress wasn't fully released yet, I didn't stop pulling his cheeks even after hearing his apology.

...I should have stopped then...

When I didn't let go of his cheeks, Zieg quickly got up and lifted me.

"Huh?"

That position I've been subjected to by Zieg several times. The princess carry.

Surprised by the sudden princess carry, I let go of Zieg's cheeks.

...I shouldn't have let go then...

Zieg's eerie voice begins to sound.

"Arwin?"

"Uh... yeah...?"

You, smiling brightly at me. For now, I find that bright smile eerie.

"W-why...? Z-Zieg...?"

"...Do you like speed by any chance?"

"N-no...?"

You smile as if genuinely enjoying this.

"I-I'm sorry... Let's talk this out... Okay? We can definitely resolve this through conversation... Kyaaah!"

Zieg opened the inn's window and jumped out while carrying me.

I almost lost consciousness from the unexpected shock, but fortunately, I quickly regained my senses.

...I should have remained unconscious then...

And then he starts running at full speed while carrying me.

"I-I'm sorryyyy!!"

I couldn't help but scream because he was running so fast. But the important thing isn't that I screamed.

Wait, I really think I'm going to get motion sickness.

Being carried and constantly shaken, I really felt like something was going to come up from my stomach.

"R-really!! I'm sorryyyy!!"

"..."

But despite my desperate apologies, Zieg continued running without paying any heed.

So I had no choice but to shout even louder while being carried, regardless of people watching.

"Zieg! No, Mr. Zieg! I'm sorryyyy!!"

"Great Hero Zieeeeg!! Have mercy!!"

And so, for a while, the two of us went around the village streets. No, we ran around.

It wasn't a pleasant experience.

Ch.59 - Not Bad
"I'm fine, really! I've overcome it to some extent now... You don't need to worry that much!"

"...Still, Unnie."

"Ugh... really! I'm truly fine!"

A lie.

She must be having trouble sleeping because she's bothered by being in this village.

I was certain of it. I couldn't sleep comfortably either, which is why I left my room early.

She's always been like this. Perhaps because she sees herself as someone who needs to take care of me with my timid personality, she never opens up to me about her true feelings.

Until just now, I couldn't speak to her because she said she was organizing her thoughts, but now I need to talk to her properly.

Arwin tried to ask about this matter, but she cut her off... Maybe it was intentional...

It could be that she doesn't trust me enough to tell me.

But I didn't want to receive help from others.

This was something we needed to resolve ourselves. We couldn't trouble our companions.

"Unnie, I'm really fine... please be honest with me..."

My sister naturally changed the subject in response.

"Mayel, I told you I'm fine! I'll fulfill my role properly, so you don't need to worry about it!"

Again.

"..."

Hearing her words, a dark emotion grew inside me.

"What exactly is your role?"

"Huh?"

Shouting in a way I would never do normally.

"Is it because you don't trust me? Why won't you rely on me!"

"Ma... Mayel..."

I wanted to calm down, but right now I couldn't.

"Is it because I'm your younger sister? Why won't you rely on me!"

My sister's words had deeply wounded my feelings.

Otherwise, they wouldn't be spilling out like this.

At that moment, a sound from outside might have stopped me.

"So... sorryyyyy!!"

※

"Wow..."

I could see the trio looking at us with amazement.

"..."

Zieg stood there proudly, ignoring their stares.

And among our companions, I was the only one about to collapse.

"Ju... just a moment... I really feel like throwing up..."

My head is spinning. It feels like the world is turning upside down.

I never knew I was so vulnerable to motion sickness... Wait, why was I fine when riding in the carriage?

Trying my best to suppress my dizziness, I raised my head to look at Zieg. Seeing him smiling refreshingly as if he felt great made me indignant.

I glared at him with eyes full of resentment. Puffing my cheeks was just a bonus.

Just because I pinched his cheek... he did this to me...! How dirty...! How ugly...!

As I glared at him aggressively, Zieg seemed to realize he had gone too far and smiled awkwardly.

Then he placed his hand on my head and started patting it.

"..."

I was momentarily confused by his sudden head pat, but soon regained my composure and quietly accepted it.

It felt very comforting. A large man's hand patting my head, unlike my own hands.

Is this the second time I've let Zieg do this to me?

Normally, I would have pushed his hand away, but ever since returning from Sirvil Village, memories from the past kept surfacing, so I couldn't bring myself to reject his touch.

I had forgotten, but since that day, memories I didn't want to recall started coming back... memories I'd rather not remember.

Grandmother used to pat my head a lot too...

Thinking about the past made my vision a bit blurry.

I tried to forget those old memories, but the fact that I still remember them shows they're not so easily forgotten.

It can't be helped. Grandmother had already passed away before I came here.

Nevertheless, I couldn't help missing her.

Although Grandmother no longer exists in this world, her memories haven't disappeared just because she's gone.

Rather, if I had come here without my memories, would I have been able to live more comfortably?

Rather, if I had no memories before coming here, could I have become a better person without being bound by the past?

Sometimes I wonder if I could have been closer to the trio if I didn't have memories of being a man. If I could have answered Zieg's confession right away.

As I was engaging in self-reproach with such thoughts, Zieg suddenly began to panic.

"Ar... Arwin...? So... sorry... Did I upset you? I... I was wrong..."

"...?"

Why is he suddenly acting like this? Now he's apologizing while panicking...?

Despite my confusion, Zieg continued to panic and apologize to me repeatedly.

"Ah... ah... ju... just a moment, I'm sorry..."

After saying that, he wiped away the water flowing down my face with his finger.

Only then did I realize I was crying.

Oh, I was crying.

I didn't particularly mean to cry, but thinking about Grandmother must have made me cry without realizing it.

I was really fine, it wasn't that kind of sadness, I just shed tears unconsciously because I missed her so much.

...I miss you, Grandmother.

Trying to suppress my feelings, I raised my head to look at Cian and saw her looking at Zieg as if he were pathetic.

"Why are you making a quiet girl cry?!"

"Ah... no... that's..."

"..."

Witnessing a scene I would never have seen before, I couldn't hold back my laughter.

"Pfft..."

At the sound of my laughter, everyone's attention turned to me.

"...Uh..."

Having everyone's eyes suddenly fixed on me was something I could never get used to, no matter how many times it happened.

Still, it's better to be in a bright mood than wallowing in gloom, right?

"I'm fine...! It's nothing... Just... my eyes hurt...!"

I spoke as cheerfully as possible to ease the atmosphere. More precisely, to save Zieg.

Hearing my words, Cian asked me as if checking if I was really okay.

"...Really? Are you sure you're okay?"

I nodded vigorously at Cian's question.

I guess having a lot to think about lately has made me too emotional. I was angry at Zieg just a moment ago, and suddenly I was crying...

Have I always had such severe mood swings?

Anyway, I think I was taking things too seriously by myself.

Thinking about it again, it's not a big deal. Both my past self as a man and my current self as a woman. When I think about it, they're all me.

...It doesn't feel bad.

I still don't know how to answer Zieg's confession... but still

I thought that staying as we are now might be fine for the time being.

※

"...So it's good that we entered as adventurers, but how are we going to investigate?"

"..."

We were discussing while eating the simple food provided by the inn.

Right now, Zieg and Cian were exchanging ideas.

"First... we'll walk around the village."

"And then what?"

"Think about it. Who do we have in our party?"

Hmm... do we have someone that impressive in our party...?

While pondering this question and listening to their conversation, I quietly nibbled on the bread in front of me. Suddenly, Zieg called out to me.

"Arwin?"

"...Yes?"

"You said you felt something strange in Jior Village before."

"Yeees...?"

"Do you think you could detect demonic energy again like you did then?"

"Umm..."

I swallowed the remaining bread in my mouth and replied to Zieg.

"I should be able to... maybe...?"

I wanted to give a definite answer, but since I had only detected it once before, I couldn't say for certain.

Cian grabbed her forehead as if she had a headache and asked Zieg.

"...Are you sure this plan is okay?"

"If it doesn't work, we can reveal that he's the Hero."

"...I guess...?"

Looking closely, Zieg seems to have a tendency to just dive in and see what happens. Kind of similar to me.

I didn't know he had such a side before... Maybe it means he's become somewhat comfortable with our group now. Showing us this side of himself.

Yes, yes, that's right... Humans can't live on thoughts alone. Sometimes just diving in isn't a bad approach...

Thinking this, I started finishing the bread in front of me. Looking ahead, I could see Mayel and Yuna keeping their distance from each other.

I've been concerned about this for a while...

Why is their atmosphere like that?

Normally, Mayel and Yuna would be extremely close, but seeing them keeping their distance like this... Did something happen while Zieg and I were walking around the village?

From the atmosphere, it seems like they had some kind of fight...

Looking at them closely, Yuna was looking at Mayel, not knowing what to do, while Mayel wasn't even glancing in Yuna's direction.

...Oh, my head...

It seems like I have one more thing to think about...

While looking at Mayel and Yuna, I finished the food in front of me.

Seeing my companions had already finished their meals and were waiting for me made me feel a bit pressured.

After seeing that I had finished my food, Zieg stood up and said.

"Well... shall we go then?"

I don't know what happened between Mayel and Yuna, but for now, I need to finish what we need to do first.

Even though we don't have a plan. Let's start by walking around the village.

Ch.60 - Unpleasant Emotions
"...Is this method really okay?"

"..."

Cian asks Zieg with a worried look.

After hearing Cian's words, Zieg also turns to me with concern.

"Arwin, still nothing...?"

"Um... well..."

How should I answer this? It feels weird to say I can't sense anything...

How did I detect that demonic energy before? I'm not even sure how I did it myself... It just happened naturally because the situation was so urgent.

When I try to recreate that feeling now, it doesn't work at all. Or maybe it's not that I can't do it, but that this village itself is clean? I'm not sure...

In the end, I had no choice but to give Zieg an uncertain answer.

"I still... don't seem to feel... anything?"

"Really?"

Hearing my words, Cian grabs her forehead as if she has a headache.

...I see that pose quite often. I feel a bit guilty for making Cian strike that pose repeatedly.

But I understand why she's reacting that way. We've been wandering around the streets for about 30 minutes now.

It's like this. Zieg's idea certainly had good intentions. It was a suggestion made with the purpose of eliminating the possibility of being betrayed by the Lord.

But if there's something Zieg overlooked, it's that we can't investigate thoroughly if we don't enter as Heroes.

Unless it's an enormous incident, we can't learn about any cases right now... It can't be helped.

If something is harming the people in this village, we might be able to solve it somehow, but if it's deeply rooted in this village, there's nothing we can do.

And above all, I think it hits hard that the ability I was counting on has betrayed me.

I was truly grateful to Zieg for believing in me, but I couldn't live up to that trust because of my incompetence.

If only I had a little more ability, I could have solved this...

I've lived my whole life without ever receiving expectations.

I've become so accustomed to such a life that I resent myself for not being able to demonstrate my abilities even when expectations are placed on me.

"I'm sorry... I'm so useless..."

"Arwin, you're not useless at all. Don't say things like that."

"But... I can't even do this one thing...?"

As I was blaming myself, I felt something strange pass by me.

It's the same feeling as before. The same feeling I had when discovering that hidden underground place.

It feels like that underground place, but smaller, more subtle.

"Excuse me...!"

As soon as I felt it, I rushed out and grabbed the person carrying that strange aura.

I hear the voice of the person whose arm I suddenly pulled.

"Aish... what the hell?"

"Uh... um... well..."

I grabbed them with the thought of "catch first, think later," but I hadn't thought about what comes next... What should I do...?

After being momentarily speechless, I hid behind Zieg.

Help me...! Zieg!

"Ah... I'm really busy... which bastard..."

The person I stopped started cursing as if angry. They were wearing a robe so I couldn't tell, but hearing the voice, it was a thin female voice.

Judging by her cursing, she seems really angry at my sudden action...

Zieg shields me and whispers so only I can hear.

"...Arwin, is it this person?"

"Yeah... it is, but... it's a bit ambiguous."

"Ambiguous...?"

"There's definitely demonic energy but... how should I put it...? It's extremely small? There's barely any demonic energy at all."

Hearing my words, Zieg's expression changed to one that seemed to ask what I was talking about.

Don't look at me like that... I'm curious about what's going on too.

While we were talking, the person I stopped in front of us snapped and shouted.

"Seriously... you stop someone and then what are you doing!"

...Oh, right. I grabbed her and then ran away...

I forgot I was being rude because I was focusing on the demonic energy. How do I fix this?

I gave Zieg an awkward smile.

Seeing me, Zieg sighed deeply and said to me.

"Haah... So I just need to detain this person for a while, right?"

"Huh...? Yeah... that's right, but..."

After hearing my answer, Zieg stepped forward and addressed the woman.

"I apologize. My companion has caused you trouble. Would you like to have a cup of tea somewhere as an apology?"

"...?"

Did I just hear what I think I heard?

I pinched my cheek once to see if I had misheard. It hurt, so unfortunately, this was reality.

What the hell. Why is he doing this?

Has he... has he really gone crazy...?

Zieg was saying exactly the kind of pickup line you'd only see in manga or novels.

The woman's face began to crumple in real-time as she heard Zieg's pickup line. Then she looked at Zieg and exploded.

"What... what are you doing...!!"

There's no way something like that would work... Zieg is such an idiot after all...

But my expectations were spectacularly shattered.

"Uh... um... yes... um... okay..."

"?"

...?

"But... I haven't been here long... could you perhaps guide me around?"

"Y-Yes..."

What on earth is happening before my eyes?

※

"Unbelievable... I can't believe that worked..."

Feeling dejected that such a ridiculous method had worked, all I could do was sit quietly and mutter to myself.

Why on earth did that work? Is this what they call the appearance buff? It was still unbelievable even thinking about it again.

Zieg is extremely handsome, but...! Wasn't she angry at my rude behavior...?! How did her emotions change so quickly...

The three of us were at the café where the woman had brought Zieg.

Of course, the woman's gaze was so aggressive that we said "good luck" to Zieg and fled from there...

But it's fine since we secretly followed them, right?

...It's a bit concerning though.

We were sitting right behind Zieg and the woman.

I don't know if Zieg noticed us, but since this was related to demonic energy... we had no choice but to follow them.

Yes, yes, that's right... we had no choice...!

With such thoughts, I listened carefully to the conversation between Zieg and the woman from the seat behind.

"Haha, Zieg, you're quite funny, aren't you?"

"Thank you. Isabella, you're quite something yourself."

"Is that a compliment?"

I was quietly listening to Zieg and the woman talking from behind. The others were doing the same.

Zieg needs to extract good information from that woman. To completely eliminate the demonic energy in this village.

But... listening to their conversation made me feel strange.

This is being done to solve a case related to demonic energy. That must be it.

...But what is this stifling feeling?

The voices of those two chatting happily began to prick my heart.

What's wrong with me? Something feels off...

My chest feels tight, as if something is blocking it.

Zieg must be acting when he talks so happily. But even so, I felt extremely uncomfortable.

He's pretending to chat to extract information to eliminate the demonic energy. That must be Zieg's method.

That must be it, but hearing Zieg's voice speaking as if he's genuinely enjoying himself, a question began to arise.

Is it really just acting? Maybe it's not acting, but he's speaking that way because he's truly enjoying himself.

Thinking that way, my chest felt tightly bound as if with a rope. I started to feel a little short of breath.

Yet the conversation continued.

"So Isabella, you attend the Academy? What's it like?"

"Ahaha. Well...!"

The voices of the two coming from behind kept slashing at my heart.

...Why am I acting like this? Get a grip, Arwin. That's definitely acting. Why are you being like this?

Even though I tried hard to think differently, my chest still felt tight and painful.

I didn't want to hear their conversation anymore.

I covered both ears with my hands and lowered my head.

It was a completely different feeling from the fluttering emotion I felt when I was alone with Zieg.

Back then, it was a slightly fluttering, ticklish feeling, but the current emotion was just indiscriminately slashing at my mood.

A feeling like an awl stabbing my chest repeatedly. Unlike the emotion I felt before, this was definitely a negative feeling.

Unable to stay there any longer, I finally jumped up and ran out of the café.

"W-Wait... Arwin! Where are you going!"

Cian starts shouting behind me at my sudden outburst. But I didn't want to look back right now.

I want to get out of here. That's all I could think.

I hated seeing Zieg and that woman chatting as if they were enjoying themselves.

I don't know exactly what this emotion is that I'm feeling for the first time, but I hate it because I feel like I'll keep experiencing it if I stay there.

I kept running somewhere in this unfamiliar village with my head down.

I have no idea about the streets in this village. But right now, I can't calm down.

I just hate this unpleasant feeling slowly blooming in my chest.

As I kept running, I bumped into something and was thrown backward.

"Ack!"

"Ugh...!"

I collided with someone wearing a robe.

"Aish... what the hell..."

A man who cursed while looking back, as if asking what I was doing.

...It seems like today is just not my day.

Ch.61 - Misunderstanding
*Sigh...*

The sound of my sigh echoes inside my mind.

Since I couldn't sigh out loud, I had to do it internally.

Unaware of my feelings, the woman in front of me continues rambling on about herself.

"At first, I wasn't sure what was happening..."

"Haha, is that so?"

"But then I found out that Zieg was..."

"Hmm... I see."

She keeps telling me these meaningless stories, and honestly, I just wanted to get out of here and see Arwin.

But... since Arwin asked me to do this... I have to complete it.

Phew... This is to extract information. It's something I have to do to get the information.

I'm not sure why this woman accepted my invitation, but I couldn't let this opportunity slip away.

I just need to endure a little longer. Just a little bit more.

With that self-hypnosis in my mind, I forced a smile and politely responded to the woman's words.

But perhaps my responses were too perfunctory. The woman who had been chattering away suddenly questioned me.

"By the way... Zieg, you don't talk much, do you?"

"Pardon?"

"I feel like... I'm the only one talking here..."

I guess my half-hearted responses seemed strange to her. I'd been keeping quiet because I didn't want to talk and had nothing to say...

...Since it's come to this, maybe I should try to extract some information?

With that thought, I used her question as an excuse to naturally start asking my own.

"Well... I was wondering about something."

The woman smiled brightly and readily answered.

"Yes, what would you like to know?"

"Isabella, do you have any occupation in this village?"

According to Arwin, this woman had traces of demonic energy detected on her. I needed to know what she did.

What kind of work would cause demonic energy to be detected on her body? If she tells me what she does, I'll need to investigate that area.

The important thing is how she takes this question...

If this woman is a Demon Worshiper, she'll properly understand the intention behind this question. In that case... well, I'd just have to reveal my identity and confront her directly.

But if things go that way, it would become extremely troublesome. I'd have to consider the possibility of betrayal like with the previous Lord.

Still, since it was only a small amount of demonic energy, there was a low probability that she was a Demon Worshiper.

Considering that, I decided to test her.

After hearing my question, the woman rested her chin on her hand, appearing to think deeply.

Then she asked me:

"Are you curious about me?"

No, not particularly.

"Yes."

As I answered, the woman suddenly began to blush.

"...?"

What's going on? Did I say something wrong? Why is she suddenly blushing?

Seeing her reddening face, I started to break out in a cold sweat. I must have said something strange.

"Haha, you're an interesting person, Zieg."

Her voice seemed to have stiffened a bit. I definitely said something weird.

I tried to act natural and replied:

"Thank you. You're quite something yourself, Isabella."

"Is that a compliment?"

Her tone became even more rigid after hearing my response.

This seems unsalvageable.

Cold sweat broke out again, more than before.

Depending on her answer, I might need to restrain her.

I quietly placed my hand on my sword hilt and tensely waited for the woman's words.

"You're curious about what I do in this village?"

"Ah, yes!"

...It seems there might be some hope after all.

As if rewarding my thoughts, the woman continued:

"I'm a student at the Academy in this village."

"...The Academy?"

Saved.

Fortunately, the woman wasn't angry at my words. I hadn't lost my chance.

I still don't understand why she blushed, but that's not important right now. Somehow, I managed to salvage the situation. Plus, I learned some crucial information.

"So Isabella, you attend the Academy? What kind of place is it?"

"Ahaha. Well...!"

Let's dig a little deeper. I now know she's a student at the Academy. Let's find out more about this Academy.

"Well... it's just a place where you learn magic..."

A small amount of demonic energy. A student at an Academy that teaches magic.

I'm starting to get a clearer picture.

Let me try to extract just a bit... just a bit more information.

I gathered my courage and started to ask another question.

"Isabella... that Acade..."

But my words were cut off by a familiar voice from behind.

"W-Wait... Arwin! Where are you going!"

As soon as I heard the familiar voice and name, I turned my head to look behind me.

I saw Arwin rushing out of the store, with Cian shouting loudly at her retreating figure.

Seeing my companions like this, I couldn't help but feel confused.

What happened?

Why did Arwin suddenly leave the store?

For a moment, questions flooded my mind, but I immediately stood up.

"Huh? Z-Zieg?"

"I'm sorry! Something came up!"

Extracting information isn't the priority now. I need to follow Arwin. I had a feeling that if I left her alone like this, something bad would happen.

My instincts were telling me to follow Arwin.

After quickly apologizing to the woman, I rushed out of the store after Arwin.

Outside, I could see Arwin running at full speed with her head down.

What on earth happened? Why is she running with her head down like that?

Seeing her unusual behavior, I was certain something serious had happened to Arwin.

I started running after her without hesitation.

Since Arwin's physical abilities weren't particularly good, I could definitely catch up to her if I ran at full speed.

"Ack!"

"Ugh...!"

As I continued running, I saw Arwin collide with someone wearing a robe up ahead.

"Damn it... What the..."

It seems following Arwin out of the store was a wise decision after all.

"I-I'm sorry..."

The man who collided with Arwin raised his hand, threatening her and shouting:

"What? You think a verbal apology is enough?!"

"I-I'm sorry..."

Just as the man was about to grab Arwin's arm with his raised hand, I lifted my foot and kicked him away with all my might.

"Just come quietly... Ugh!"

The man hit by my kick flew toward the wall.

*Thud!*

After watching the man crash nicely into the wall, I looked at Arwin.

She was staring at me with a blank expression, as if she still couldn't comprehend the situation.

"Arwin, are you okay?"

I was curious about why she had rushed out of the store, but right now, Arwin was what mattered most. So I didn't ask.

She alternated between looking at the man embedded in the wall and my face, then spoke to me coldly:

"...Thanks for helping, but weren't you busy?"

"Huh...?"

Her voice, much colder than usual, pierced my ears.

"You were having such a pleasant conversation with that person. Weren't you busy? Is it okay for you to waste time on me like this?"

"Uh...? Arwin...?"

Her voice was unusually cold, unlike her normal self. Not just her voice—her eyes also had an icy coldness to them.

Why is she suddenly acting like this? She was fine before I started talking to that woman, but now Arwin's attitude has completely changed, leaving me confused.

Arwin puffed up her cheeks and glared at me, then shouted:

"Just leave someone like me alone... go talk to that pretty person over there!"

"A-Arwin..."

Is it because I was talking to another woman?

The fact that Arwin was jealous made me feel good, but looking at the current situation, it didn't seem entirely positive.

Hearing such cold words from her lips made my heart feel like it was crumbling.

"Arwin... you misunderstand...! That's not it!"

"..."

Despite my desperate cry, Arwin covered her ears and refused to listen.

"..."

Perhaps due to the noise from the person embedded in the wall, people started gathering around, murmuring among themselves.

Noticing the crowd, I decided we should leave this place.

I picked up Arwin and started running at full speed.

"Eek! W-What are you doing!"

"Just wait a moment, Arwin."

Feeling the need to get away from the center of the commotion, I carried Arwin into a deserted alley.

"What do you think you're doing...!"

"..."

Perhaps she was even more angry that I had forcibly brought her here. Arwin began to rage.

Seeing her so angry with me hurt my heart a little... no, a lot.

Now that we were away from the noisy place, I needed to clearly convey my thoughts to Arwin.

"Arwin, listen to me."

But Arwin covered her ears as if she didn't want to hear what I had to say.

"...No."

If this continues, Arwin will keep misunderstanding me. She'll see me as someone who confessed to her but then went off to play with another woman.

It's true that I talked to that woman at her request, but if this is the result, there was no point in doing it for her sake.

I grabbed both of Arwin's hands and pushed her against the wall.

"...!"

To clear up the misunderstanding.

"I'm saying this because you seem to misunderstand, but I don't like that woman from earlier. I only talked to her reluctantly because you asked me to."

"..."

With as much sincerity as possible.

"Listen properly, the one I like isn't that woman I just met, it's you."

"...!"

As it has been before and will be in the future.

"I won't ever like any other woman except you. I swear."

"Ah... ah..."

To you, who still seems uncertain, I convey my feelings once more.

"So, let me tell you again for your sake. I like you, Arwin."

After hearing my words, Arwin's face turned as red as a tomato.

"I-I get it...! I understand, so...!"

Seeing her adorable reaction, I conveyed my feelings to her once more.

"I like you, I really like you."

"Aaaah!!"

She managed to endure the first confession, but the second one was too much for her. Arwin immediately lowered her head.

Even such a small action looked cute to me.

"I-I get it...! I understand perfectly well that you like me...! Now please let go...!"

Arwin pleaded with me, her head still lowered.

Only then did I realize that I was still holding Arwin's hands against the wall.

I had unconsciously pinned her against the wall.

I had only wanted Arwin to understand my sincerity, but somehow it had turned into an embarrassing position.

Realizing the pose we were in, I felt heat rising to my face.

Fortunately, since Arwin had her head lowered, she probably couldn't see me like this.

I should quickly let go of Arwin's hands and step back.

"..."

Although I had that thought and tried to release Arwin's hands, a slightly mischievous idea began to form in my heated mind.

It wasn't exactly a bad thought, but rather, I felt a bit petty.

It seemed a shame to just let go of her hands now.

I clearly only talked to that woman because of what you said, and for your sake, I even forced myself to come up with conversation topics I didn't care about.

Yet you didn't appreciate my feelings and just ran out of the store.

Suddenly, I felt a bit annoyed with Arwin.

Maintaining this position was embarrassing for me too, but a small part of me wanted to see Arwin's embarrassed face a bit longer.

"...Zieg...?"

Perhaps wondering about my silence, she slowly raised her reddened face and spoke to me.

"Z-Zieg...? Let... let me go..."

"..."

"Ah... ugh..."

"..."

She seemed to interpret my silence and continued grip on her hands as a sign that I was thoroughly angry with her.

She quietly apologized, almost pleading:

"I... I was wrong... I was wrong, so please don't be angry... okay? Please..."

If I kept silent any longer, it seemed like she might cry, so I broke my silence and spoke to her.

"...Just with words?"

"..."

She fidgeted uncomfortably at my response, then finally said:

"Tell me... what you want... just one thing..."

"Anything?"

At my question, she hesitated again, then spoke as if she had made up her mind:

"...Yes."

"Then..."

I wonder what she thinks I'm going to say. I could see Arwin trembling in fear.

I don't know how she usually sees me to tremble like that. What I wanted from her was just one thing.

Looking at her, I lightly flicked her forehead.

"Ouch...!"

As soon as I flicked her, I released her hands, escaping from the awkward position.

Then, in a different way from before, I gently took her hand.

"Just don't get hurt. That's my request."

"...Ugh."

Was my flick that painful? She covered her forehead with both hands and looked up at me with tears welling in her eyes.

"...Shall we go?"

"Yes..."

A moment of quiet atmosphere lingered between us. It was Arwin who broke it:

"Zieg."

"Yes?"

"...Thank you."

"..."

Perhaps love is an even more beautiful emotion than I had thought.

Just liking her made the world seem brighter.

Just being helpful to her gave me an inexplicable sense of fulfillment and joy.

Just receiving her thanks made me tremble with happiness that warmly caressed my emotions.

The warmth of Arwin's hand, which I had felt before, seemed especially noticeable today.

And so, hand in hand, we returned to our companions.

Ch.62 - Like It? Hate It?
I felt the sting on my forehead where Zieg had flicked me.

But the pain in my forehead wasn't really the issue. Something much worse remained with me.

All that's left in me now is a blank mind and a burning face.

I wanted to calm my flushed face, but I'd been through too many embarrassing things.

Even trying to cool down from this overheated state wasn't working. No matter how much I tried to suppress it, it just wouldn't subside.

With my face still burning, I sneakily glanced up at Zieg.

I thought I was looking secretly, but Zieg noticed my gaze immediately, turned his head, and gave me a bright smile.

Seeing Zieg's innocent smile made my chest start to ache with a stabbing pain.

When Zieg was talking to that woman earlier, my chest hurt for a different reason, but now I was feeling a completely different kind of pain.

A familiar pain I'd been feeling for a while. The pain I'd been experiencing since Zieg confessed to me.

To be precise, it was different from any pain I knew—my heart beating irregularly, my face heating up, my breath quickening—but I couldn't describe this sensation with any word other than "pain."

I continued walking hand-in-hand with Zieg while experiencing this not-quite-pain.

Today, time seems to be moving especially slowly.

I don't think I've been running, but I feel quite tired.

It feels like each second has stretched into five. Is it only when I'm feeling these unknown emotions? Or have I unknowingly fallen under some spell?

The feeling was truly strange. I wanted to escape this situation right now—I definitely wanted to escape—but oddly enough, this feeling wasn't entirely unpleasant.

I hate it yet like it.

I like it yet hate it.

What do you call such contradictory emotions?

I don't know.

Does Zieg feel these same emotions that I'm experiencing?

I don't know.

You, who always smiles so kindly when looking at me.

If Zieg is feeling these same unknown emotions too...

I feel like I might understand what this emotion is.

Zieg likes me. That much I could tell for certain.

From his actions just now and everything up until now, it's almost surprising I hadn't realized it sooner.

But if what I'm feeling now is the same as what Zieg feels...

...doesn't that mean I like Zieg?

When I reached that conclusion, I felt a chill run down my spine.

...Me, liking someone? Liking Zieg...?

That can't be. I may be a woman now, but I was definitely a man before.

Even though you like someone as unfeminine as me. That's a different story.

Zieg's feelings were clearly aimed at me and constantly bombarding me, but my feelings weren't directed at Zieg.

I must have been mistaken.

Yes... there's no way I could like Zieg.

Thinking that way made my constricted chest feel much more comfortable.

This phenomenon of my face heating up, my heart beating irregularly, and being unable to look up when I see Zieg.

I wonder what emotion this is.

But let's not think about it now.

If I said I didn't want to know what this emotion is... that would be a lie. But not right now.

I feel like if I figure it out now, there will be no turning back.

So... so...

For now... just for a little while, let me put aside these complicated thoughts and stay by your side like this.

It might be selfish of me toward you who likes me, but... still.

Just for now, let me lean on you.

That's what I thought as I felt the warm sensation in my left hand.

※

As we continued toward the shop I had run out of, I could see the trio fidgeting anxiously outside.

Of course, they weren't the only ones in front of the shop...

"They're your companions, aren't they! Why are you saying you don't know them?"

"Ah... haha... just a moment, please calm down..."

"Calm down? How can I!"

"..."

This atmosphere definitely suggests we shouldn't show ourselves...

We naturally hid our bodies in the alley next to us to avoid being seen.

Fortunately, that woman didn't seem to notice us.

But seriously... what did they do to make that woman so angry!

...It seems like it happened because of my impulsive action...

I felt a bit guilty. Though I didn't do it directly, it happened because of my sudden behavior.

With such thoughts, I peeked out to observe the situation. Zieg also peeked out following me.

As we quietly watched, I could see that woman berating the trio.

They looked quite pitiful, taking all the abuse from the woman because of us. I made a mental note to definitely get them something later as compensation.

As I continued watching, I couldn't bear the growing guilt and asked Zieg:

"Zieg, those three over there. Is there any way we can get them out...?"

"Hmm..."

Zieg pondered quietly after hearing my words. Then he replied:

"It might be difficult."

"Ah..."

So it's too hard after all...?

Even with the Hero's advantage, it would be unreasonable to extract those three in an instant...

I guess we'll have to go there ourselves...

As I was preparing to go out with disappointment, I heard Zieg's voice beside me.

"...No, the situation has changed. I think it's possible now."

"Huh...?"

Confused by Zieg's sudden change in attitude, I looked back toward the trio.

Mayel, who had been quietly taking the abuse behind Cian, shot an aggressive glance in our direction.

Noticing Mayel's look, I filled my eyes with as much apology as possible and directed it at her.

'I'm sorry!!!'

Though it probably wouldn't reach her.

...But how exactly is it possible to extract those three? Only Mayel noticed us... what could Mayel do...?

"...Ah!"

Ah! Mayel is a Mage!

It suddenly hit me. The fact that Mayel is a Mage.

I'd always seen Mayel burying her face in magic grimoires or practicing magic incantations, but I had momentarily forgotten she was a Mage.

There must be some magic that can help them escape.

Seeing my reaction, Zieg smiled and patted my head as if I were cute.

"..."

I didn't particularly stop him.

It's not like it felt bad or anything... well.

After stroking my head, Zieg withdrew his hand and held up his fingers as if signaling to Mayel.

When the stroking stopped, I felt a strange sense of loss and disappointment, but escaping this situation was the priority now.

Zieg started counting down with his fingers. Seeing this, Mayel began muttering something under her breath.

The extended fingers folded one by one until only the index finger remained.

Just before the index finger folded, black fog-like smoke spread out in front of us.

"Kyaak!"

As soon as the scream was heard, Zieg disappeared from beside me.

The commotion caused the surroundings to become noisy.

"Uwah!"

"Hah!"

"Kyat!"

Various voices started to be heard from the front.

Then Zieg emerged from the fog, running toward us with the trio slung over his shoulders.

Zieg mumbled something to me. Perhaps thinking we'd be discovered if he shouted. I couldn't tell what he was saying just by reading his lips...

But I could roughly understand what he wanted to say through his eyes.

'Let's run, Arwin.'

'Okay...!'

I went straight into the alley and started running at full speed.

I could hear Zieg's footsteps behind me. And those footsteps soon increased to four people's worth.

The footsteps got closer and closer to me, until they seemed right behind me.

Then my body started to lift into the air. I felt that distinctive floating sensation.

Zieg picked me up and shouted:

"Let's go! Everyone!"

"...Yes!"

We did commit business interference by spraying black fog in front of the shop, but I wasn't the one who sprayed it. Somehow I could rationalize it.

I also felt sorry for that woman who was talking with Zieg, but we had no choice but to choose this method to survive.

...Besides, the reason I got angry at Zieg in the first place was because of that woman! It's her fault!

And so we escaped from in front of the shop where that woman was suffering.

For some reason, the sky looks especially beautiful today.

※

"Are you out of your mind?! Seriously!"

""...""

"Arwin, if you have a mouth, speak! Why did you suddenly run out of there?"

"Well... I... I have nothing to say... I'm... I'm sorry..."

"And Zieg, why did you follow Arwin when she ran out?!"

"Well... I was just... a bit worried when Arwin suddenly ran out..."

"Enough! Both of you, hands up now!"

""...""

We were now kneeling with our hands raised, being scolded by Cian.

Although we were in an alley, she was shouting so loudly that she must be extremely angry.

The Hero and Saintess being scolded by a Knight.

The situation was a bit funny, but if I laughed now, I would face Cian's full wrath.

Since it was true that my impulsive action had caused trouble for the party, I bowed my head and apologized.

"I'm sorry..."

"Haah..."

Still... we escaped safely, so isn't that what matters...?

I was thinking of making some excuses to Cian, but...

That thought vanished as soon as I saw Cian's eyes.

They were fierce.

If I made even the slightest objection, I'd be cut down immediately.

Knowing this, Zieg was quietly keeping his mouth shut and practicing repentance.

Clever guy...

Cian grabbed her forehead as if she had a headache while looking at us. I didn't expect to see that pose again.

Then she waved her hand as if telling us we could stand up and said:

"Haah... fine. It's already over, and it's ridiculous to keep doing this... let's hear the next plan."

As soon as Cian's forgiveness came down, I immediately released my kneeling posture and changed to a more comfortable position. Zieg did the same.

Zieg's expression changed to a serious one, as if he was about to discuss the plan in earnest. Then he said:

"First, the information I found out is that the academy that woman attends—the one where small amounts of demonic energy were detected—is a magic academy. An academy that teaches magic."

At Zieg's words, Mayel and Yuna seemed to flinch slightly.

...Did I see wrong?

Regardless, Zieg continued:

"So, what we're going to do is..."

Zieg took out the Hero's Token from his pocket and said:

"Let's use this."

"...?"

Everyone in the party couldn't hide their puzzlement at Zieg's action.

Wouldn't using that defeat the purpose of hiding the Hero's identity until now...?

I wasn't the only one with such doubts, as Cian asked Zieg:

"If you use that, doesn't it make hiding your identity as the Hero meaningless?"

"No, I don't mean we should reveal that I'm the Hero."

He jingled the Hero's Token.

"Let's infiltrate using this. If we show this to the Academy Director, won't they help us?"

At Zieg's words, all of us except Zieg wore expressions of shock.

The Hero, who should be more righteous than anyone else, had become a little corrupted.

Ch.63 - Infiltration
I like the time of night.

What am I suddenly talking about? Just looking at the current situation made me think of it.

When the sun sets and the moon rises, the once-clear sky becomes painted pitch black, and the moonlight that shines down on the darkened ground below is always beautiful.

And here, when night falls, countless stars decorate the sky so prettily—it's truly magnificent.

I love that unique nighttime feeling. The quiet atmosphere with beautiful scenery. That's why I like the nighttime hours.

Of course, night is also when I'm tired and go straight to bed. I felt this sentiment again recently when I went to the pond with a drunk Zieg.

So what I'm trying to say is...

"Is this right? Was this really the only way?"

"...To be honest, I'm not sure either."

"Hey...!"

The sound of Zieg and me talking was ruining the night atmosphere.

Right now, we're secretly infiltrating the Academy. We tried to enter openly during the day but got chased away by the Golem guarding the entrance, so now we're sneaking in at night.

The fortunate thing is that Mayel knows this town well. It's incredibly lucky that Mayel knows where the Academy is and where the Director's Office is located.

One thing that makes me wonder though—she clearly knows this town well, but how does she know the internal structure of the Academy too?

That curiosity was nagging at me, but I had a feeling I shouldn't dig deeper into this matter, so I didn't bother asking.

Anyway, the reason Zieg and I are talking is...

As we kept going, I started having some doubts. Infiltrating the Academy... we're supposed to be the Hero's party... is this really something a Hero's party should be doing?

Until now, whenever we took action, we always did so legitimately to resolve some incident in a village.

It sounds strange when I put it that way.

In the end, what we're doing now is technically trying to find the cause of the demonic energy corruption and eliminate it...

But still, we're not thieves! Is this really right?!

Above all, this plan had many flaws.

What exactly are we going to do by sneaking into the Director's Office at night?

If the Director isn't there, aren't we just wasting our time?

We can't wait there until morning either.

Should we invest so much in something uncertain? It feels like we're taking too big a risk to solve this case.

In the end, I was so bothered by these points that I ended up asking Zieg.

"I mean... going to the Director's Office is fine, but what if no one's there? How will we handle that?"

After hearing my words, Zieg replied:

"Hmm... Arwin, I understand what you're worried about... but don't worry too much."

"...Isn't it still really dangerous...?"

"None of the things we do are without danger."

Then he answered my question.

"If we can't meet the Director, we can just investigate the Academy interior with peace of mind."

"...Is that so...?"

"Arwin, since you can detect demonic energy, the investigation will end quickly."

"R-really...?"

Now that I hear it, maybe I was worrying for nothing...?

Of course, there's no way Zieg wouldn't have thought about what I was concerned about.

Anyway, it seems like I'm the key to this operation.

As I listened to Zieg, a strange confidence began to well up inside me.

Come to think of it, I do play a pretty important role...?

While potions could replace my function, unlike potions, I can continuously provide healing... and above all, I help save money that would be spent on potions!

And most importantly, I can detect demonic energy!

Looking at it this way... I actually play a pretty crucial role in this party...?

Without realizing it, I exclaimed:

"A-alright! Let's go!"

The thought of playing an important role in the party made my confidence soar.

I'm definitely not suited for deep thinking.

Since Zieg made the plan, I should just trust and follow it.

I should stop making out-of-character strategic critiques and focus on what I can do.

According to Zieg, my role in this operation is quite important!

I thought I heard Cian sighing worriedly behind me, but that must have been my imagination.

Yes, definitely just my imagination.

And so we secretly entered the Academy.

At that point, I still had no idea what was going wrong.

※

The sound of our running filled the Academy.

We had no choice. The distinctive monotone voice coming from behind gave us ample reason to move our feet quickly.

"Intruders, eliminating."

"Aaaahh!"

We were currently being chased by multiple Golems.

The quiet night atmosphere had long been shattered by our frantic footsteps.

Of course, I wasn't running since I was being carried by Zieg.

I should have recalled Mayel's words before entering the Academy...

"This place is... a town where magic is prioritized above all else."

Right, this is a town where magic is prioritized. And on top of that, an Academy that teaches magic.

I should have realized it when they placed Golems instead of guards at the town entrance and Academy entrance.

Of course...! There's no way the Academy's security would be that lax!

The one fortunate thing was that the Academy's main building was separate from the dormitory where students stayed, so the commotion we were causing wouldn't reach the dormitory.

Above all, it was truly fortunate that this world doesn't have emergency alarms. If it did, we wouldn't be here right now.

Zieg, who was carrying me, shouted to Mayel:

"Mayel? How much further to the Director's Office?!"

"Just a little, just a little more!"

Originally, we would have sneaked into the Director's Office to check if the Director was there and then slowly investigated the Academy, but because of those damn Golems, the situation was going sideways.

There was an option for Zieg to deal with the Golems, but we couldn't predict what would happen if we destroyed them in a magic-specialized Academy, so we chose the safer option of just running away.

The noise from dealing with the Golems would be incredibly loud too. If that noise reached the dormitory and woke up the students...

It would be a terrible situation I don't even want to imagine.

The only thing we could do now was pray that the Director was in the office.

It's a bit funny to hope the Director would be at the Academy at this hour, but we had to bet on that slim chance.

Thinking this, I held onto Zieg tightly so he could run more comfortably.

As I prayed for us to reach the Director's Office quickly, I heard Mayel's voice from ahead.

"Over there!"

Looking up at the sound, I saw Mayel pointing toward a door.

So that's the Director's Office.

We ran as fast as possible toward the door Mayel pointed to.

Since Zieg was carrying me, Cian broke open the locked door with force instead.

The door made a somewhat dangerous sound, but... it didn't break, so it should be fine.

After confirming we were all inside, Cian quickly closed the door.

On the other side of the door, the sounds of the Golems still filled the air.

Judging that we could take a brief rest from the chase, we all let out sighs of relief. That's when it happened.

Just as the Golems seemed to be attacking the door, a youthful, boyish voice came from behind us.

"I'm already annoyed about working overtime... and now who are you people..."

Turning toward the source of the voice, we saw dull eyes with heavy dark circles staring at us.

A boy with light blue hair, buried in piles of documents, left quite an impression on us.

Though he looked like just a young boy on the surface, we instinctively knew.

This boy was the Academy Director.

The boy opened his mouth fiercely toward us.

"So, how should I deal with you all?"

"..."

As he slowly began to rise, his movements froze when he saw us clearly.

"...Mayel? Yuna?"

When the boy called Mayel and Yuna by name, I may have had a major realization.

Mayel, who not only knows this town well but also the internal structure of the Academy. And the Director who knows Mayel and Yuna.

With so many hints, I should have figured it out by now.

This is Mayel and Yuna's hometown.

I'm not sure when those two graduated from the Academy, but if the Director recognizes them, the answer is clear.

Mayel and Yuna were once students at this Academy.

"...It's been a while, Director."

Mayel's greeting to the Director was quite striking—showing both happiness at the reunion and a hint of anxiety.

Ch.64 - Teacher
"Haah..."

The sigh of a blue-haired boy echoes through the room.

"I've been running this Academy for what feels like ages... but this is the first time something like this has happened."

The sounds of golems outside had long since stopped with just a gesture from the boy.

With the golems halted, the Academy had returned to the same silence as before we entered.

Inside the Academy Director's office, the Director speaks.

"Mayel, Yuna."

"Y-yes!"

"Yes..."

The two respond stiffly to the Director's call.

I didn't notice anything unusual about Mayel since she seemed the same as always, but seeing Yuna so rigid gave me a strange feeling.

Yuna seemed quite stiff... She was still energetic as usual, but somewhat frozen?

Since she didn't appear frightened, I didn't pay it much mind. It was just the awkwardness of meeting after a long time.

While I was thinking this, the Director's voice came from in front of us.

"Explain to me what happened here."

""...""

Mayel and Yuna closed their mouths without saying a word in response to the Director's question.

I wondered why he was asking them instead of us, but soon realized why.

The Director doesn't know we're the Hero's party. He just happened to meet us after we suddenly infiltrated while he was working through the night.

He might not trust us yet.

So it makes sense that he would ask Mayel and Yuna, whom he knows, rather than us strangers.

But from the current situation, it seems the Director made the wrong choice. When asked to explain, the two were too busy watching each other, waiting for the other to speak first.

In this awkward situation, I noticed one thing for certain.

They definitely had a fight.

The impression of Yuna being flustered and Mayel seeming dismissive wasn't just my imagination after all.

Whether I noticed this or not, the awkward atmosphere continued as Mayel and Yuna remained silent.

As the two kept watching each other cautiously, Zieg, who couldn't stand it anymore, stepped forward.

"May I explain?"

Of course, thinking they wouldn't believe him if he just spoke up, he held out the Hero's Token.

The Director's pupils trembled when he saw the Hero's Token.

"You... you..."

"Yes."

"You bastard, if you're the Hero, why did you sneak in here?!"

※

"So... you snuck in?"

"Yep."

"...Unbelievable."

After hearing our circumstances, the Director looked at us with an expression of disbelief.

The Director already had the appearance of someone exhausted with dark circles under his eyes, but after hearing our story, he looked even more tired.

"People like you... are Heroes...?"

"..."

None of us could refute that statement.

There was no denying that what we had done was completely insane.

Who would think of sneaking into an Academy in the dead of night? And a Magic Academy at that.

The Director stared at us with trembling eyes for quite some time.

...If he keeps looking at us like that, even we'll start feeling hurt....

It was quite painful to receive such a look from someone who appeared much younger than us.

I don't know his actual age, but his current appearance was that of a young boy who hadn't yet matured.

Thinking about it again, it's kind of funny. Usually, an Academy Director would be a mature adult, right? It feels a bit awkward to have someone with such a youthful appearance as the Director.

The boy eventually looked away and messed up his hair with his hands.

Our bizarre actions must have been quite shocking to him, judging by his reaction.

After thoroughly disheveling his hair, the Director looked at Mayel and Yuna and said:

"I was wondering why you two came to this village, but now I know the reason."

"..."

"I suppose you wouldn't have any other reason to come to a place like this."

At the Director's words, Mayel and Yuna hung their heads as if ashamed.

I don't know what relationship Mayel and Yuna have with this boy, but one thing is clear: the three of them aren't on bad terms.

It was a bit strange that while they disliked the village, they maintained a good relationship with the Academy Director, but I suppose they have their own circumstances...

Seeing Mayel and Yuna with their heads bowed, the boy smiled slightly and said:

"You both worked hard. It must have been difficult to come back to this village. Well done."

"...Teacher."

"Still, I sent you both there... not even sending a letter is a bit harsh, don't you think?"

"...We're sorry."

As I continued listening to the conversation between the three, I became increasingly curious about what had happened.

...I failed to hear what happened this morning, but I'll definitely find out.

But we came here for something else, so I should restrain myself for now.

While I was thinking this, the Director, having finished his conversation with Mayel and Yuna, was now looking at us.

"Well then, shall we get to the main point?"

"...Yes."

It's about time we got to the main issue.

"What do you want from me, to have come all this way?"

Hearing the boy's words, Zieg's expression hardened as he spoke.

"We don't want anything... but we do have something to ask."

The small amount of demonic energy detected by an Academy student. We couldn't be certain it was related to the Academy, but we had to ask.

"Has anything unusual happened at this Academy recently?"

"...Unusual?"

"Yes, anything unusual."

"Hmm..."

The Director seemed to be pondering something, then spoke to us as if recalling something.

"...Now that you mention it, there have been traces of mana with an ominous aura in the Academy lately."

As I listened quietly to the Director's story, I felt puzzled.

Not demonic energy but ominous mana?

Is what I sense different from what the Director senses?

Either way, the fact that something ominous had been detected was the same, so I continued to listen carefully to the Director's words.

"So, I investigated the Academy myself, but strangely, I couldn't find anything."

"..."

As I continued listening to the Director, I felt the back of my neck tightening.

This matter might be bigger than I initially thought.

I had expected a smaller incident due to the small amount of demonic energy, but that seems impossible now.

Ominous mana in a Magic Academy. And despite a direct investigation, nothing unusual was found.

I don't know if the Director can sense demonic energy, but given that he sensed something, I assume he can detect it to some extent, even if not precisely.

Of course, since it's not accurate, we'll need to investigate again, but still, a Director who can easily sense things like demonic energy couldn't find anything.

If we also fail to detect the demonic energy...

It could be due to my lack of ability, but if there truly is no demonic energy...

We might need to investigate the Academy students.

Feeling the situation becoming increasingly complicated, I unconsciously frowned.

I had been praying for a quiet passage since we boarded the carriage, and though I know I shouldn't say this as a Saintess...

God really doesn't seem to exist.

"Hmm... I thought it was nothing... but it seems more serious than I expected."

The Director seemed to have noticed that this wasn't an ordinary matter from my serious expression.

My head slowly began to ache as I thought about what we needed to do here.

I needed to think about what happened to Mayel and Yuna in this village, how to reconcile their fight, and how to investigate the Academy.

I don't know how many times I've thought about how much my head hurts.

Am I really going to burst my head at this rate?

With such thoughts, I looked ahead and saw Zieg deeply contemplating something.

...That's a bit concerning.

Seeing Zieg quietly thinking made me feel uneasy in a different way.

What kind of trouble is he planning to cause now?

While I was thinking this, Zieg began to address the Director.

"Um... Director?"

"What?"

"Would it be possible to temporarily enroll our party members in the Academy?"

As I expected, Zieg made a truly unexpected statement to the Director.

It wasn't causing trouble, but it was still quite a bombshell.

"There's no reason why not, but..."

But what was most shocking was that the Director's response wasn't particularly negative.

I had expected an immediate rejection, but the Director asked for more details.

With his left hand on his chin, the Director asked:

"For how long?"

At the Director's question, Zieg quickly conveyed his firm resolve, as if seeing an opportunity.

"Until we find the source of the demonic energy."

"We'll stay at the Academy only until then."

Whether Zieg's firm resolve was well-conveyed to the Director or not, the Director readily gave his consent.

"...Alright, until you find the source. I'll allow it until then."

Fortunately, the Director granted permission at Zieg's words.

...Fortunate? I suppose it is?

Anyway, things worked out more smoothly than expected.

The Director then said to us:

"Well, since our business is done, could you step outside for a moment? I'll give you the details tomorrow. I have something to discuss."

I can roughly guess what he wants to talk about.

He's asking us to leave so he can talk with Mayel and Yuna.

...It seems like he wants to have a serious conversation.

As a peculiar atmosphere flowed between the three, I naturally led Zieg and Cian outside.

It was a shame not to know the circumstances of those three, but it was better to tactfully withdraw for now.

So we quietly left the Director's office.

※

"Will you really be okay?"

"...Yes."

I hear my unnie's voice, completely deflated.

It wasn't unreasonable. I couldn't even imagine how frightening it must be to be readmitted to the Academy after what happened there.

While I was thinking this, I heard the teacher's concerned voice from in front.

"What about Mayel?"

"I'm fine."

I am fine.

I appreciate the concern, but unnie had it worse than me, so I wish he would worry more about her.

The only person we could comfortably interact with in this village.

I couldn't trust anyone else, but the teacher was the only person my unnie and I could trust in this village.

Seeing the teacher after such a long time, he still had the appearance of a young boy, and the fact that he hadn't changed at all somewhat reassured me.

Above all, it was the teacher who allowed my unnie and me to leave this village and live in the forest.

Seeing him worry about us like this, he's still as caring as ever.

"If you two are okay with it... I won't say anything more."

The teacher continues, expressing his concern for us.

"There will be some students who remember what happened back then. So, you need to be very careful."

My unnie and I could only nod weakly at the teacher's words.

My unnie flinched slightly at the mention of students who might remember what happened back then.

And she kept glancing at me nervously.

My head starts to ache as the situation becomes increasingly complicated.

If I had known it would be like this, I would have told Arwin everything.

For a moment, such a weak thought crossed my mind, but I quickly changed my attitude.

Let's not rely on others' help.

This is an issue between my unnie and me, so we should resolve it ourselves.

That's what I thought as I watched the teacher continuing to express his concerns and my unnie listening attentively to his words.

The night passes, both noisy and quiet.

Ch.65 - Can't Use Magic?
"...Arwin, what are you doing?"

"Just a moment, be quiet."

Hmm... I wonder if I can hear anything from here...?

Right now, I was pressing my ear against the door.

I had tactfully stepped away to let them talk comfortably, but I was still curious about what they were saying, which is why I was doing this.

Maybe they're discussing something they don't want to tell me!

Since Mayel isn't telling me what's going on... this is unavoidable!

With that self-justification, I started focusing on the sounds coming through.

Even Zieg, who had been talking to me, had quieted down at my request, so the surroundings were silent enough that I should be able to eavesdrop properly.

"..."

"..."

But something was strange.

The surroundings were extremely quiet, so I should be able to hear something, but oddly enough, no sound was coming from inside no matter how long I stayed like this.

Why isn't there even the slightest sound?

Shouldn't I be able to hear at least something, even if I can't make out what they're saying?

As I remained still with my ear pressed against the door, trying to hear sounds that weren't there, Zieg suddenly pulled me back.

"Arwin, just a second."

"Eek...!"

Suddenly pulled away, I couldn't resist and ended up falling into Zieg's arms.

Startled by Zieg's sudden action, I looked up and glared at him.

As soon as I saw Zieg's face, I remembered what had happened earlier today and felt heat rising to my face, but I still needed to question him.

"...What are you doing...!"

"No, it looked like the door was about to open."

"What?"

I turned my head to look toward the door.

Just as I looked in that direction, there was a click and the door began to open.

I could see Mayel and Yuna awkwardly coming out of the Director's Office.

"Sorry... did we take too long?"

Mayel asked us, as if wondering if we'd been waiting long.

"..."

When I turned back to look at Zieg, he was just scratching his head sheepishly.

Zieg had been trying to help me, but I had yelled at him without realizing it.

As I recognized this fact, embarrassment and shame began to fill my mind. My face was already burning hot.

"S-sorry!"

I cried out and immediately escaped from Zieg's arms, running to hide behind Cian.

I wanted to scream. It was already hard enough to look at Zieg's face, and now I'd done something embarrassing because of my own misunderstanding.

Mayel and Yuna had just come out, so they just tilted their heads in confusion, not understanding the situation.

Only Cian had an expression like she was trying not to laugh as she looked at me hiding behind her.

I felt like I might cry from the shame.

Perhaps trying to be considerate of me, Zieg's voice came from across the way.

"Well... it's getting late today... shall we head back to the inn?"

Everyone nodded in agreement to Zieg's suggestion. Of course, I kept my mouth shut.

After saying that, Zieg acted like he was heading back to the inn, but then naturally came around behind Cian and grabbed my hand as I was hiding.

"Let's go, Arwin."

"Ah..."

I could see Cian, who had naturally moved away from in front of me, getting farther away.

Hey! Where are you going?!

I sent Cian a signal for help with my eyes, but she just kept getting farther away from me, only smiling.

In the end, I had no choice but to quietly follow Zieg with my hand in his.

"...Let's go."

Zieg smiled happily at my words and started walking.

I followed Zieg slowly, matching his pace.

I felt like I was dying of embarrassment, but seeing Zieg act like it was no big deal made me feel even more embarrassed.

In the end, I could only follow Zieg quietly with my head down again.

※

After a day passed.

Unlike yesterday, we went to the Academy while the sun was still up.

The Golem that had turned us away yesterday now quietly stepped aside.

It seems the Academy Director must have done something... but it's probably magic-related anyway. Let's not think too hard about it.

The Academy students gave us looks that seemed to ask "Who are they?" but we paid no attention and entered the Academy.

Since we hadn't officially enrolled in the Academy yet, our attire was the same as when we first started traveling.

Besides, we hadn't received our uniforms yet...

We would probably hear more details about enrolling in the Academy from the Director today and receive them then.

So, unlike yesterday, we were confidently walking through the Academy.

I had a feeling that Mayel and Yuna were using us to hide themselves, but that was probably just my imagination?

Anyway, we were on our way to the Director's Office. We didn't need Mayel's guidance since we'd already been there once.

When we boldly entered the Director's Office, we found the Director still buried under a pile of documents.

Perhaps hearing the door open, the Director pulled his face out from the pile of documents and slowly looked at us.

Then, in a voice that sounded nearly dead, he said:

"You're here...?"

"..."

Somehow... it felt like there were even more documents than when we came at night...

We walked forward while looking at the Director's seemingly dying appearance.

The Director looked extremely tired, as if just keeping his eyes open was a struggle. Had this person not slept since then?

Wondering about this, I quietly cast healing on the Director.

"...?"

The Director showed a puzzled expression at what I was doing.

But I continued healing regardless of the Director's reaction.

As I continued healing, the dark circles under the Director's eyes began to fade and eventually disappeared completely.

The Director's face, which had been receiving my healing continuously, was changing from a nearly dead expression to one full of vitality.

The Director, who had been quietly receiving my healing, looked surprised and asked me:

"...How did you use healing magic without using mana?"

"Uh... that... it's not healing magic..."

"Then how did you heal me?"

I had to think for a moment at the Director's question.

How should I explain this? What I'm using isn't magic.

I didn't really know the principle behind how my healing and purification worked, so it couldn't be helped.

It's just my guess, but I think it might be an ability that the author casually gave me when transmigrating me here.

I couldn't tell the Director this directly, so I had to come up with something plausible.

"I just... tried it by feeling, and it worked...?"

"...Well, healing magic doesn't have the ability to heal fatigue... interesting."

Yes, I agree. I'm also curious and amazed at how my abilities work.

The Director stared at my hand for a while, then cleared his throat a few times and said to us:

"Anyway, putting aside the interesting things, let's get to the main point."

After saying that, he lightly snapped his fingers.

With the snap, Academy uniforms and robes like those worn by people in the village began falling down above us.

"I took rough measurements, so tell me if they don't fit."

"...Wow."

What the Director just showed me was truly shocking and amazing as I watched quietly.

What was that just now? What did I just see?

Snapping fingers to summon something was one of the magical fantasies I'd always wanted to try...!

What kind of magic did he use? What kind of magic allows for such a cool action?!

For a moment, I stared at the Director, unable to contain my excitement. But then I remembered that I couldn't use mana and calmed down.

...Even if I knew, it would be impossible for me who can't use mana.

Still, the magic the Director showed was enough to stimulate my fantasy, so I looked at him with admiration.

"Stay at the dormitory and come wearing those clothes starting tomorrow... Ah, right. Carry these too."

The Director snapped his fingers once more and dropped something else from above.

"You can carry and use these as proof of being Academy students. Always carry them with you. And this too."

As if he had forgotten something else, he snapped his fingers again and dropped a key from above.

"It's the dormitory key. Just go to the room with the number written on the key."

The party members nodded quietly at the Director's words.

I also nodded while watching the Director. His appearance was that impressive.

He didn't just use it once, but multiple times. What kind of magic is it that allows him to use it so easily?

Is that what they call spatial magic or something?

No, what's more amazing is that magic activates with just a light snap of his fingers.

Mayel always chants and then casts...

As expected, you need to have skills to become an Academy Director.

He probably established the Academy because he had skills...

As I was feeling regretful that I couldn't use such magic, the Director's voice came from in front:

"Anyway... you're a party with strong personalities in many ways... but I'm counting on you."

The "strong personalities" comment bothered me a bit, but the Director's face was serious as he said it, so we also nodded with serious expressions.

Looking at us, the Director buried his face in the pile of documents again and said:

"...Since everything seems to be done, you can go now. I'd prefer if we didn't see each other much while you're in the Academy."

He'd prefer if we didn't see each other much in the Academy.

That clearly means he doesn't want us to cause trouble in the Academy.

With those final words, we lightly bowed our heads in greeting, then got up and started walking toward the door.

The conversation ended faster than I expected. So now we just stay in the dormitory and come to the Academy tomorrow?

As I was thinking that while walking toward the door with the others, I started to feel like I'd forgotten something.

Why did the conversation go so smoothly? It feels like something's missing...

Let me think again. Starting tomorrow, my companions and I will attend classes at the Magic Academy.

Magic Academy.

...But I can't use magic?

I stopped walking and turned to look at where the Director was sitting.

"Excuse me..."

At my hesitant words, the Director asked as if wondering what was wrong:

"Yes? Do you have something else to say?"

"Um... the thing is... I can't use magic..."

"...?"

I didn't mention the most important thing.

Ch.66 - Skirt
Sometimes I find myself wondering.

Why doesn't the world reward those who live virtuously, and why doesn't it punish those who commit evil deeds?

I'm not saying I lived a perfectly virtuous life, but since coming to this world and starting anew, I can proudly say I've lived quite properly here.

Yet look at the trial I'm facing now.

The same unfair treatment I received in my previous world for being an orphan follows me in this one too.

Is this karma from my past life? I don't think I did anything particularly wrong back then, though I suppose I did cause trouble for quite a few people.

It's already painful enough that I can't use magic, but now an even greater injustice stands in my way.

When my grandmother was alive, she used to tell me:

As you walk the path of life, obstacles will occasionally appear before you. But she assured me that I would certainly overcome those obstacles.

Those words embedded themselves deep in my mind, and after she passed away, whenever I faced unfairness, her words would come back to me, helping me endure each day.

Even if I was just holed up at home.

Still, I believed.

That if I persevered through hardships and adversity, perhaps one day I would be rewarded.

Isn't that how it works for manga protagonists? They overcome trials and tribulations, and in the end, they always receive their reward.

Perhaps that's why I became so absorbed in manga and novels—because I admired and looked up to those protagonists, and before I knew it, I was hooked.

Of course, what I overlooked is that I'm not some amazing protagonist from a novel.

If I were a novel protagonist, I would have surely transmigrated into someone like Zieg, not this frail body.

But that's meaningless to say now.

So, what I'm trying to say is...

God... no, Author... why have you given me such a trial...

"Haah..."

My sigh echoes quietly through the dormitory.

I was currently in my room, having a staring contest with the Academy uniform thrown on the floor.

Please don't misunderstand. I'm not seeing the uniform as a living creature because I've lost my mind. I'm just using personification to make it easier to understand.

I should have realized it from the moment I first observed the Academy students in their uniforms.

That I am no longer a man, but a woman.

The Academy uniforms were divided into men's and women's styles. The men's uniform was simply a top with pants—the kind of Academy uniform commonly seen in manga and novels.

Is this another mass-produced fantasy novel? Perhaps I momentarily forgot because I was too immersed in this world.

If it weren't such a generic fantasy novel, maybe the women's uniform would have pants instead of a skirt.

Yes, the Academy uniform lying before me is the women's version.

Simply put, it's a skirt.

And I'm in a situation where I have to wear it.

Just thinking about going to the Academy's main building wearing that skirt makes me dizzy.

If someone saw me like this, they'd probably say:

Why make such a fuss over a skirt?

If anyone says that, they must be an Amazonian poison toad.

Skirts are no big deal?

Not at all. Who would say such a thing?

Skirts have such a harmful effect on me that this ranks in my Top 10 life crises. Mentally, not physically, of course.

I have worn skirts a few times before, but those situations were very different.

First of all, the nun's habit I usually wear has a skirt-like design. However, the habit is substantial enough that I can think of it almost like pants.

That's why I was able to adapt to that outfit quickly.

But the dress that Zieg's mother forced me to wear was a different story.

That loose feeling unique to skirts. The sensation that the lower half is somehow very empty.

I really hated that feeling specific to skirts. It must be like wrapping a towel around your lower body while wearing nothing underneath.

Even so, I could endure that much. Although wearing it was difficult, it wasn't my choice to wear the dress. I could barely preserve what remained of my masculine identity.

But now is different from then. I have to wear a skirt of my own volition.

Let me say it again: I still have a masculine identity that hasn't disappeared from my heart.

Although my masculine identity has been trampled, pushed around, rolled about, scratched, and left in tatters, it's still breathing.

And you're asking me to wear that skirt with such a tattered masculine identity? That's truly impossible.

Above all, I was not only ashamed of wearing a skirt myself, but I was most afraid of standing before Zieg in a skirt.

I'm terrified of how Zieg might react.

If he says it suits me well, I'll surely die of shame, and if he says it doesn't suit me, I'll still feel somehow displeased.

I didn't like these contradictory feelings making me think this way.

"Phew..."

...I can't hold out any longer... Should I just close my eyes and put it on quickly?

The Academy Director clearly told me to come to the main building this morning. So, before wasting more time, I need to get going...

Finally, with the mindset of "let's just try it once with my eyes closed," I began to put on the Academy uniform.

Since I'll be at this Academy for a while, I need to adapt to skirts quickly. No, I needed to.

Starting with the top, I slowly got dressed, then picked up the skirt with a determined heart.

I can do this. Just put both legs through, close my eyes, and pull it up in one go.

It's not difficult at all. So don't be nervous.

"Phew..."

I don't know how many times I've sighed in this dormitory room.

Nevertheless, I couldn't stop myself from putting on the skirt, so I obediently inserted both legs and slowly pulled it up.

As I put on the skirt, that unique unfamiliar sensation assaulted me once again.

"..."

For the first time, I was grateful there was no mirror in the room.

If I saw my current appearance in a mirror, I might truly commit suicide.

My shame had already exceeded its permissible limit. No, perhaps I no longer know what shame is. I've almost reached a state of enlightenment.

Yes, my trampled and defiled masculine identity wasn't that important anymore.

Yes, I'm fine. I'm okay.

I feel the characteristic fluttering and emptiness from my lower body.

I felt like I had lost something, but I deliberately ignored that feeling.

Somehow, I overcame the first hurdle. The important thing now is that I have to go outside in this outfit.

...I don't want to go out.

I sincerely didn't want to go out.

All sorts of thoughts raced through my mind, protesting this injustice.

Why are women's Academy uniforms skirts? Why don't they make pants?

Even for a generic novel, this is too much. Wait, did the Academy even appear in the original story? I don't know since I haven't read it, but why is the Academy uniform design so detailed?

And if they're going to give us something, why not clothes that can cover the lower body? What's with just the robe on top? A robe.

The more I think about this Academy, the angrier I get. No, I'm really getting very angry.

Still, it was better than not wearing the robe, so I obediently put it on over my clothes.

With each step I take, I feel goosebumps.

It seems like I should be getting used to it by now, but I'm still not.

I've lived my whole life wearing only pants. I thought I always would. The nun's habit was close to a skirt in form, but it was also close to pants, so I could barely accept it.

But a skirt is different. This characteristic fluttering. The feeling that the fence supporting me has disappeared.

If there's any consolation, it's that the Academy skirt isn't particularly short. It's neither long nor short, but of moderate length, giving me moderate shame and moderate security.

If the skirt had been short, I might have really hanged myself.

With such thoughts, I slowly moved toward the door.

Since I've already put it on, let's just go for it.

As they say, strike while the iron is hot. Let's just go all out.

And let's not draw too much attention at the Academy.

I've already been admitted to the Academy despite not being able to use magic.

I got in through the special healing magic admission, so I'll already stand out. If I keep causing trouble and rumors spread within the Academy, my secret of not being able to use magic might be discovered.

I steeled my resolve.

This time, I'm going to take it seriously. I'll show myself as a Saintess, not as a foolish person.

With that thought, I flung open the door and walked forward confidently.

It seemed I wasn't the only one heading to the Academy's main building; the corridor was filled with people wearing Academy uniforms.

From now on, I'm going to be serious...! Even though I'm standing here in a skirt, I'll forget the pathetic me from yesterday and be a Saintess, at least while I'm at the Academy!

But that determination crumbled at the sound from beside me.

"Arwin?"

A familiar mid-low tone voice.

"..."

I slowly turned my head toward the source of the sound.

I might have heard a creaking sound from my neck, but that was probably just my imagination.

As I turned my head, I saw Zieg in his neatly worn Academy uniform.

Seemingly pleased that I had turned to look at him, he smiled brightly and said:

"Arwin, it suits you well. You look pretty."

"Ah... Aeu..."

Ah, damn it.

What I was worried about happened.

Heat rushed to my face all at once.

I thought this morning would pass quietly, but of course it wouldn't.

That one sentence from Zieg.

I think it's pleasing yet bad.

I think it's good yet dislike it.

These contradictory emotions were both pleasing and bad, good and disliked.

That's why I wanted to avoid this situation as much as possible.

It seems that being a serious Saintess is impossible for me as long as the Hero is around.

Ch.67 - Crisis Comes In Many Forms
"Haah..."

I kept sighing in this unfamiliar room.

The place where I was sighing was where Academy students stay. It was the Dormitory inside the Academy.

Perhaps because it was meant for students to study in a comfortable environment, the room was incredibly luxurious.

Still, I felt grateful that I could sleep in such a room. Having slept in inns every day, it felt a bit unfamiliar to sleep in such a lavish place.

It was a morning filled with many worries. Thinking about it again, I wondered what I was thinking coming here.

I barged into the Academy without a plan, and while it was my own doing, I wondered if this was the right thing to do.

After barging in recklessly, I ended up being admitted to the Academy. How did things change so drastically?

I suppose I became too accustomed to traveling with my companions, which led to this situation.

Various worries began to roam freely in my head, causing a headache.

Among those worries, Arwin took up the largest portion.

What if the Academy students discovered that she couldn't use magic?

...I didn't even want to think about what would happen after that.

About what would happen to her after that fact was discovered, and about what I would do to those who harmed her.

I would stay by her side anyway, but I steeled my resolve once more.

Until this matter is resolved, I'll stay by her side.

It seemed like a method with various personal motives, but that's probably just my imagination. I'm absolutely not justifying myself because I want to be with her all day.

It's just one of the ways to protect Arwin.

With those thoughts, I turned my head to stare at the Academy uniform that I had carelessly thrown on the desk.

It seemed like it was time to put on that uniform and head to the Main Building.

Looking at the time, it wasn't yet time to go to the Academy, but I started putting on the Academy uniform anyway.

I recalled what Cian had said before returning to her room.

'Zieg, I'm worried about Arwin going to the main building alone, so could you go with her in the morning?'

I thought, "Couldn't you all go together?" but since it meant more time with Arwin for me, I didn't bother to argue.

I had already figured out the internal structure of the Academy. So, there's no worry about getting lost. Let's go to the main building with Arwin.

Since I couldn't leave her alone, especially after she had already gotten lost once, I decided to go out early and wait for her.

According to the Academy Director, we would be admitted as first-year students, which meant that even those of us who didn't know much about magic could learn gradually.

Apparently, it was the optimal timing for admission since the new semester had just begun not long ago.

Of course, the longer we stayed here, the higher the chance that Arwin's inability to use magic would be discovered, so we needed to resolve the matter quickly and leave this Academy.

I had no intention of staying long. Let's find the culprit of the incident as quickly as possible.

Repeating those words to myself, I steeled my resolve once more.

After fully putting on the Academy uniform, I turned towards the door and slowly began to leave the room.

Opening the door and stepping out, I saw an empty corridor with no one standing there.

Seeing the corridor like this, it seemed like I had come out extremely early.

This was the men's dormitory, so I had to go further to see Arwin.

I absolutely did not remember Arwin's room number with bad intentions. It's just that I happened to see it and it remained in my memory.

With that thought, I slowly began to walk towards the room assigned to Arwin.

As I just mentioned, it was still early, so the corridor was silent and quiet.

Feeling that quietness, after walking for a while, the number of the room assigned to her began to come into view.

After carefully looking at the number of the room where she was sleeping, I stood in a plausible spot, leaned against the wall, and began to wait for her.

I didn't know when she would wake up, but it didn't matter because I could wait for her regardless.

I just hoped she would wake up early.

With that thought, I continued to wait in the empty time without her.

※

As I waited quietly, leaning against the wall, people started to come out.

They seemed to be whispering about who I was. I was trying my best not to pay attention to it.

I couldn't just enter her room because it was awkward being here.

A man waiting in the corridor of the women's dormitory. Even I found it a bit strange.

...I think I regret it a bit.

As I continued to wait in that awkward state, the door I had been waiting for began to open.

Quietly turning my gaze towards the door, I saw Arwin peeking out with her head slightly out, checking the surroundings.

She kept hesitating, opening and closing the door, probably because this place was unfamiliar to her.

Even I found this place unfamiliar, so how unfamiliar must it seem to her?

With that worry in mind, I pushed myself off the wall to step forward confidently in front of her.

I could see her carefully and slowly opening the door.

As the door opened, she came out of the room.

And I felt my body, which had been moving until just now, freeze at the sight of Arwin who had opened the door and come out.

It felt like my heart had stopped.

Even though I see her every day, her appearance was always in a white nun's habit.

I had sometimes thought about it.

Even though I never got tired of seeing her in that familiar pure white nun's habit, what would my reaction be if I saw her in a different outfit?

Would I not be able to handle it?

I had reached this conclusion, and it seems like I was right.

When I had briefly looked at the Academy students, I hadn't felt any emotion, but seeing Arwin in the Academy uniform started to feel truly beautiful.

I don't think I have a bias. Even if I were to evaluate objectively, her appearance in the Academy uniform was truly indescribable.

It felt like being compensated all at once for the pain received from the gazes around.

And above all, what made me happiest was that she was wearing the hairpin I had given her even in the Academy uniform.

As I continued to admire Arwin's appearance, I stared at her intently, forgetting even to move my body.

Arwin, who was lightly wearing a robe on top, began to look around.

Watching her quietly, I finally came to my senses and called her name.

"Arwin?"

"..."

Arwin, who heard my call, discovered me standing awkwardly, having moved away from leaning against the wall.

The way she turned her head was quite impressive, it was like a movement that automatically made a creaking sound like a broken machine.

It seems like she's in such a broken state because she's wearing clothes other than her nun's habit.

I had felt it when she was at my house too, but why does she avoid wearing different clothes so much?

I've only seen her wear different clothes once during our travels. This is the second time.

Of course, since we're traveling with the purpose of defeating the Demon King, we shouldn't be thinking about clothes.

Still, it felt strange that she extremely avoided wearing different clothes, but even that part seemed cute to me, so I decided to let it go.

As I was thinking that, my frozen body finally loosened up and I could move again.

I led my loosened body and slowly, step by step, moved towards Arwin.

As I moved step by step, I kept repeating one thought in my mind.

Get a grip, Ziegfried. She and I need to go to the main building now to attend.

So, I absolutely shouldn't say anything that would make Arwin uncomfortable. So, don't say anything strange.

But contrary to my resolve, words came out without me realizing.

"Arwin, it suits you well. You're pretty."

Ah, I made a mistake.

"Ah... ah..."

I see her blushing and not knowing what to do at the words I uttered without realizing.

She starts flailing her arms, turning her eyes here and there.

Seeing her reaction, I finally realized what I had said.

I had thought not to make her uncomfortable, but breaking that thought, I immediately gave Arwin words of praise.

...I broke the thought of not making her uncomfortable, but this isn't a strange thing to say, is it?

I said this because she really does look good and is really pretty. This is the truth.

It might seem a bit devilish, but I think I should continue to make her uncomfortable. I want to see her react to each of my words.

I want to see her show various expressions to each of my words.

It might seem like a very creepy thought, but what can I do if such thoughts keep coming to me?

With that thought, I reached out my hand to hold hers, but in an instant, she pulled away and fled to a position where my hand couldn't reach her.

Then she opened the door behind her and went inside.

...Huh?

"Ah... Arwin...?!"

I couldn't help but be surprised by Arwin's sudden action.

I only expected her to be shy at my compliment, but who would have known she would go into her room like that?

It seems my compliment was too much. I should have complimented her after leaving the dormitory...

Extreme regret begins to surge.

But no matter how much I regretted it, she had already fled into the room.

"Arwin...!"

The greatest crisis of my life was not just one.

Ch.68 - Attendance
"Arwin... please don't be angry... I'm sorry..."

"...I'm not angry."

Even though I keep saying I'm not angry, Zieg keeps apologizing to me from beside me.

I'm really not angry, so I don't understand why he keeps apologizing.

I'm not the type of person who gets angry over something like this.

It's just that a few things are bothering me.

Did he really need to come all the way to the women's dormitory? Does he not realize how attractive he is? A handsome man visiting the women's dormitory—doesn't he know what kind of gossip that creates?

If this academy had a newspaper club, this would definitely have made the front page.

I already hate being the center of attention, and then he goes and does something so embarrassing first thing in the morning...!

Let me say it again, I am absolutely not angry. It's important, so I'll say it twice. I am absolutely not angry.

I just feel a bit embarrassed that Zieg saw me in a skirt this morning, complimented me on it, and that other people saw me like that too.

With that in mind, I deliberately started ignoring Zieg as he kept trying to talk to me.

Regardless of whether I was angry or not, I just wasn't in the mood to talk to Zieg right now, which is why I was acting this way.

...This morning has truly been one challenge after another.

Being forced to wear a skirt to attend the academy... Having Zieg see me like that and give me embarrassing compliments.

Still, I do appreciate that he came out early to wait for me.

After all, it's true that I wouldn't have known where to go. Without Zieg, I probably would have been wandering around lost.

Thinking about that, I figured this awkward feeling would naturally fade if we just walked in silence.

But his heartfelt apologies keep reaching my ears, irritating me.

"I'm sorry..."

Oh, seriously.

"Alright...! I get it! I forgive you!"

In the end, I couldn't ignore Zieg's earnest apologies and forgave him.

At my forgiveness, Zieg's face instantly brightened.

That pitiful voice and appearance from just a moment ago were gone, replaced by a cheerful expression at my forgiveness, which started to look annoying.

I don't think he was like this when we first started traveling...

Zieg, who I thought would mature, has been showing the same behavior as when he's drunk the more time we spend together.

I'm starting to miss the Zieg from the beginning of our journey.

Still, strangely enough, I didn't dislike this side of him, so all I could do was grumble.

"Just don't do that in front of so many people next time..."

"Got it."

"Really... you're so bad..."

Zieg just keeps smiling, making me wonder if he's truly sorry.

I'm still feeling awkward, but seeing him smile so innocently is naturally starting to improve my mood.

...It's really annoying.

And so, Zieg and I headed to the academy's main building... no, to the classroom for our first attendance.

※

"...Sigh."

Right now, a non-living object called a door was blocking my path.

As if saying "You must get through me to pass!" it stood there proudly, exuding its presence.

I couldn't actually open that door, so I thought that perhaps this was truly a trial sent my way.

I must have forgotten while worrying too much about Mayel and Yuna.

Come to think of it, I should have worried about myself first instead of those two.

The academy that appears in novels.

That all-too-common setting.

I knew this fact all along, but why didn't I realize it?

That in this world, an academy is like the school from the world I originally lived in.

Perhaps because it resembled the classrooms in schools, I felt my body trembling as soon as I saw the back and front doors.

I have nothing but bad memories of school.

People often say they want to go back to their school days, but I've never once related to such statements.

For me, school was nothing short of a place that brought me daily suffering.

Just the thought of school, a place that gave me a hellish life simply because I had no parents, made me feel like something was rising from within.

The thing that took away what was precious to me.

The thing that gave me a hellish life.

Those two facts still remained in my memory, tormenting me.

But this is a different world. So I don't have to experience the hellish life I had at school.

Despite knowing this, I was afraid of the academy classroom that resembled the structure of the school I attended.

Mayel's words also heightened my anxiety.

This town prioritizes magic above all else. And this is a Magic Academy.

That fact was also one of the main reasons for my anxiety.

If they discover that I can't use magic, I might experience the same hellish life again.

That was so scary, so frightening.

I even briefly thought about running away from here to somewhere else.

As I stood there in front of the door for a while, I suddenly felt a warm sensation on both my hands.

That warm feeling and a voice even warmer and gentler than that warmth comforted my heart.

"Arwin."

I couldn't respond to that gentle voice.

"..."

Despite my silence, Zieg didn't stop and began to slowly melt my heart.

"Don't worry, I'm here."

"..."

Normally, I would have blushed intensely, but facing the obstacle of that door, I didn't feel the heat rise.

Instead, all that remained was warmth.

Zieg's words gave me courage and reassured me that I could do it.

I started staring at Zieg.

Quietly, with my eyes fixed on him.

He seemed momentarily flustered by my behavior, but quickly regained his composure and looked at me with steadfast eyes.

He had the same eyes when he comforted me just now.

My heart started pounding.

Little by little.

The darkness in my heart began to disappear with Zieg's light.

Not completely yet, but slowly, the contaminated spaces began to be purified.

"Then... you go first. Please..."

Still scared, I chose to rely on Zieg.

Even though I'm such a hideous and weak coward.

Even though I'm still selfishly depending on you.

Still, someday I'll show you a version of me that can walk proudly in front of you.

Will you wait a little longer?

For someone like me who's experienced a long power outage, I need a battery until the electricity returns.

Reading my sincere gaze, Zieg gave his usual bright smile.

It's a smile I always see, but right now, it looked more reliable than ever.

He looked at me with steadfast eyes and gave a bright smile, as if he would protect me from anything that came.

And the words from someone as radiant as you were equally dazzling.

"Of course, Arwin."

You tell me as if it's obvious.

It was a brief statement, but to me, those words were nothing short of salvation.

And so, relying on Zieg's back, I moved forward as I heard the classroom door open.

Entering the classroom, I felt some gazes on me, but I closed my eyes, not wanting to pay attention.

I walked slowly, following Zieg's direction.

The trembling in my body hadn't completely stopped, but the fact that Zieg was in front of me reassured me, so I was somewhat calmer.

As we continued forward, Zieg suddenly took my hand and started leading me somewhere.

Still holding my hand, he seated me on what seemed to be a chair.

Sitting on what appeared to be a chair with my eyes closed, I heard Zieg whispering gently from my right.

"Arwin, you're seated now. Open your eyes when you want to."

Even those words were considerate of me.

Zieg didn't force me to open my eyes.

He told me to open them when I wanted to.

He understood and accepted my frustrating personality.

It wouldn't be respectful to Zieg to remain a coward like this.

I pondered Zieg's words and steeled my resolve.

This is a Magic Academy, different from school. If I behave properly, I won't have to experience a hellish life like before.

And above all, I have a reliable ally in Zieg.

Not just Zieg. Although he's the one who came with me, Cian, Mayel, and Yuna are surely my allies too.

Thinking this way, I felt my heart lighten considerably.

With a lighter heart, I slowly began to open my eyes.

Little by little.

It's okay to take it slow.

No need to rush.

Let's just move forward for now.

And so, as I gradually opened my eyes and finally opened them completely.

At that moment, a scene different from the classroom that had only brought me pain unfolded before me.

Seeing me like this, Zieg gave a radiant smile and said to me:

"You did well, Arwin."

Without even knowing the details, he did all this for me.

I quietly looked at Zieg. My heart started racing again.

I could feel gazes on Zieg and me, but they didn't register right now.

It seemed like Cian, Mayel, and Yuna were looking at us with some kind of gaze, but even that didn't register in my eyes.

Right now, only you are captured in my eyes.

...Anyway, I took another step forward.

And this stride will surely continue throughout the journey and even after it ends.

Of course, this applies when you're around.

This time, I didn't try to suppress my pounding heart.

I simply accepted this unknown feeling.

There's no particular reason. I just wanted to.

Thank you, Zieg.

It's still embarrassing to say it directly.

So I just kept repeating "thank you" in my heart.

Continuously. Hoping it would reach you.

The first day at the academy begins.

Ch.69 - First Class
Even after entering the classroom, I kept staring at Zieg. For some reason, I couldn't take my eyes off him.

"Ahem... hmm...!"

"!"

But soon, the sound of someone clearing their throat beside me snapped me back to reality, and I quickly turned my head away.

I wasn't the only one who came to my senses—the moment that throat-clearing sound was heard, I felt countless gazes that had been directed at Zieg and me suddenly disappear.

With that feeling, I turned my head toward the source of the sound and saw someone who appeared to be a Professor from the Academy.

He wore horn-rimmed glasses and stood with dignity, which was somewhat impressive. Unlike the others, he had ordinary black hair.

While Zieg's black hair was described as beautiful like the night sky, this Professor's hair color was literally just ordinary black.

After meeting so many people with various distinctive hairstyles, seeing such normal hair actually felt somewhat refreshing.

Anyway, the Professor who had drawn everyone's attention with his throat-clearing began to explain the situation.

The Professor was basically saying that transfer students had arrived, and upon hearing this, the students finally showed signs of understanding.

It seems the Academy Director must have explained our situation to this Professor too...

Well, it makes sense to inform the Professor for convenience.

As I quietly listened to the Professor's explanation, I felt several gazes fixed on me, so I hunched down as much as possible to shield myself from those stares.

When I slightly raised my head, I noticed boys looking in my direction.

...Receiving so many stares at once makes me feel nauseous.

Until just now, Zieg had given me courage so I could somehow endure, but I still wasn't used to people's gazes, so I couldn't help it.

As I continued to hunch down under those staring eyes, I suddenly felt the gazes disappearing one by one.

"...?"

What's going on?

Just a moment ago, I could feel those examining stares, but suddenly they all vanished.

Feeling puzzled, I slightly raised my head.

When I looked up, I saw boys turning their heads away with terrified expressions.

What on earth happened to make them tremble and turn away like that...?

Just then, the Professor's voice came toward us from the front.

"Student over there?"

"..."

It was clearly directed at someone here, but Zieg remained silent.

...Is he calling me, not Zieg?

While I was hesitating with such thoughts, the Professor continued.

"Um... name is... Ziegfried. Student Ziegfried?"

Only when his name was directly called did Zieg finally look at the Professor and answer.

"Yes."

"Please control your killing intent."

The Professor's words carried an unmistakable pressure.

Receiving such pressure, Zieg quietly answered.

"I'll try."

"Haah..."

"..."

Of course, watching this exchange, I had no idea what they were talking about.

I couldn't follow the subject of their conversation. Control his killing intent...? What does that even mean...

But the Professor didn't wait for me to organize my thoughts.

"Well then, let's begin class."

And so, before I could even sort out my thoughts, my first class at the Academy began.

※

This is bad.

My head is overheating and throbbing with pain.

But the Professor ignored my condition and quietly left the classroom.

What on earth was he talking about?

I don't know how many times I've repeated this question today. I couldn't help it. There were too many things I couldn't understand.

Still, there were about two things I could comprehend. Although those two facts were rather devastating for me.

Move mana within your body? That's something I can't do...

Release mana? That's also something I can't do...

Except for those two facts, all the other words were unfamiliar terms that overloaded my brain.

Life really is unfair. Why did the author give me the position of Saintess? No, I'm grateful for being a Saintess, but making me unable to use magic is really crossing the line...

Feeling the unfairness of life, I looked at Zieg sitting quietly beside me. It was quite vexing how he immediately turned his head and smiled when he felt my gaze.

I glanced at Zieg several times during the lesson, but he had an expression like he understood everything, so he probably couldn't understand how I was feeling now.

Of course, even during class, he somehow noticed my gaze and immediately turned to look at me.

Each time, my face would flush hot, and it was so difficult to quickly turn away.

In any case, the Hero was indeed a Hero. Didn't he say he wasn't particularly skilled with magic? Isn't it deceptive to act like he understood everything?

Deciding I couldn't form any common ground with Zieg, I turned my head to look at the trio.

Since they hadn't reconciled yet, I could see Mayel occupying the left side and Yuna on the right, with Cian in the middle.

Mayel aside, it seemed a bit funny that a Knight who uses a sword and an Archer who uses a bow would come to a Magic Academy to learn magic.

...But then again, a Saintess who can't use magic also transferred here... so...

The more I think about it, the more it feels like I'm only hurting myself...

I had looked at the trio to comfort my wounded heart, but somehow it made me feel worse.

Still, I don't know yet whether Cian and Yuna understood the magic theory, so it's still okay.

Mayel, being a Mage, naturally had an expression like she understood everything.

I ignored Mayel and looked at Cian and Yuna.

But even my small hope was easily crushed as soon as I saw those two.

Unlike me, who was clutching my head until the end of class, those two, while looking somewhat challenged, still had expressions suggesting they understood to some extent.

...Do I have no allies...?

...I want someone to relate to...

But there's nothing I can do. I'm clearly the only one here who can't use magic...

At first, I entered the Academy without much thought, but when I stood at the door, I was scared as it reminded me of school in my previous world.

And now I'm starting to feel scared for a different reason.

Will I be able to handle classes where I can't understand anything?

I probably won't last even a week, will I?

These thoughts kept swirling in my head, making me dizzy.

No, this won't do. Think positively.

I steeled my resolve once more.

Let's find the source of the problem as quickly as possible and leave the Academy.

And to do this, I first need to find demonic energy.

Now that I had some idea of what I needed to do, I focused my senses to detect demonic energy.

I definitely felt a small amount of demonic energy from that woman when I went to the cafe with Zieg. That means students at this Academy might also emit demonic energy, which is why I'm trying to find it in this classroom.

To be honest, I was a bit confused when I entered this classroom because I didn't feel anything...

When detecting demonic energy, there's usually a distinctive tingling sensation, but this time I didn't feel that familiar tingle, which is why I was confused.

So now I'm concentrating my senses as much as possible to find demonic energy, but no matter how much I focus, I can't detect any in this classroom.

Strange... this shouldn't be happening... it should definitely be detectable...

I began to focus on my senses once more.

This time, with the real intention of finding it.

Although it's a bit noisy around me, it's not so loud that I can't concentrate.

But that thought disappeared after I heard girls chattering beside me.

While I was trying to focus on my senses, they kept talking loudly next to me, which was irritating.

I was starting to get annoyed.

It's break time, so there's no rule against talking, but it's so noisy that I can't help but get angry.

Who on earth is being so loud?

Right now, I felt like I could loudly tell that person to be quiet.

With that thought, I turned my head to look beside me and saw Zieg talking to a pretty girl.

"..."

As I quietly observed the scene, my mind went blank.

Seeing Zieg seemingly flirting with a girl, I felt a tightness in my chest, like my heart was being constricted.

The same suffocating feeling I had at the cafe before. Like being trapped in a narrow closet that won't open.

But even while feeling this tightness, I was curious about what they were talking about, so I tried to focus on what I could hear.

For a moment, when I listened carefully, I heard her asking Zieg if he had a girlfriend or if there was someone he liked.

I wanted to object to such questions from someone he just met, but I had no right to intervene in that conversation, so I had to keep my mouth shut and just listen.

Moreover, I had no qualification to object to those questions.

I naturally felt my shoulders and back hunching as I became more withdrawn.

Apart from the tightness I was feeling now, I had nothing to say about Zieg's girlfriend or such matters.

I received his confession but still haven't given him an answer.

Although Zieg asked me to give him an answer after this journey ends, the fact remains that I've been avoiding his feelings, so my conscience was pricked.

Even if Zieg were to say there that he doesn't like anyone, I would have nothing to say.

But then I heard:

"I do."

"Huh?"

"I said I do have someone I like."

Zieg said in a cold voice, as if drawing a line.

The girl, hearing Zieg's voice, became flustered and stammered.

"R-really? W-who is it?"

"Didn't you see when we came in?"

And then suddenly, he grabbed my hand, pulled me close, and embraced me.

"...!"

"I like her. I even confessed to her."

The moment I heard those words.

The tightness had somehow disappeared.

Heat rushed to my face, and I almost fainted without realizing it.

No, I might have preferred to faint.

But that wasn't the issue right now.

And so, until the next Professor entered the classroom, I had no choice but to remain in Zieg's embrace.

Ch.70 - It Might Be Fun
"...Haah."

Arwin's sigh sounds louder than usual.

Arwin and I are standing in front of the classroom door.

But since arriving at the door, Arwin has been like this.

It was good that I apologized to Arwin and came to the classroom.

Up to that point, everything went smoothly.

But an unexpected problem occurred here.

You're trembling slightly.

You're sighing quietly while staring at the door with all your might.

I don't know what's wrong, but I could tell she was feeling very anxious right now.

Could it be related to the wounds she suffered in the past?

I know that Arwin was hurt, but I don't know anything about what kind of wounds she suffered or what kind of past she has.

It would be a lie to say I don't want to know.

It's natural to want to know everything about the person you like.

But if I ask about something she doesn't want to talk about, she'll surely be hurt even more.

Touching a wound will only make it worse.

There's no point in touching a wound that hasn't healed yet, so I didn't ask.

So, for now, I won't ask anything and just support her while she's anxious.

I quietly took Arwin's hand.

Until now, whenever I held her hand, there was always some personal desire involved, but this time was different.

It was just to ease her anxiety, even if only a little.

"Arwin."

"..."

She doesn't open her mouth despite my call.

Nevertheless, I continue to express my thoughts to her.

"Don't worry, I'm here."

"..."

I don't know the best words to reassure you right now.

If I knew such words, I would have already reassured you and entered the classroom.

But there's one thing I want you to know.

That I always look at you.

That I always support you.

That I always like you.

That I can always protect you.

I wanted you to know these facts.

As I was looking at Arwin, hoping my feelings would reach her, she suddenly turned her head and looked at me.

Usually, Arwin would blush at such words, but this time was very different.

Arwin started to stare into my eyes.

I was a bit flustered because I didn't expect Arwin to act like this, but seeing her serious expression, I thought I shouldn't show a dazed look.

So I regained my composure and looked straight into her eyes, just as she had done.

Seeing me like this, she smiled slightly as if reassured, then made a sad expression.

Even with such an expression, she didn't stop looking at me with straightforward eyes.

And while showing reluctance to speak, she began to ask me for something.

"Then... please lead the way. Please..."

Seeing Arwin pleading so desperately, I felt a pain as if my heart was being torn apart.

How could I refuse when she was begging so desperately?

Arwin was trembling and clearly showing that she didn't want to go inside... no, that she was scared, and she was making an expression as if she was sorry for even asking for a favor.

...Leading the way is nothing special.

I gladly accepted Arwin's request.

"Of course, Arwin."

Hearing my acceptance, Arwin smiled slightly as if relieved.

Looking at her, I turned my body to face the door.

As I was looking at the door, I felt as if Arwin was hugging me from behind.

Seeing her like this, she must be really scared of entering the classroom.

And she's probably sticking to my back because she doesn't want to see herself being so scared.

Feeling the warmth on my back, I slowly began to open the classroom door.

As the door opened, Arwin flinched, but I didn't panic.

I just slowly created a path for Arwin to take one step at a time.

As I opened the door and took a step, I felt gazes gathering on me and Arwin.

I walked slowly, trying my best not to show Arwin under those gazes.

It seemed Arwin didn't like people's gazes that much, as she started trembling more.

Seeing Arwin trembling, I decided that a less noticeable seat would be better and chose an empty seat in the left corner.

I held her hand, sat her down in the chair, and whispered quietly.

"Arwin, you're seated now. Open your eyes when you want to."

It seemed like she had some kind of trauma related to classrooms, so I couldn't force her to open her eyes.

That's why I carefully told her to open her eyes when she wanted to.

Hearing my words, Arwin hesitated for a moment, then slowly began to open her beautiful yellow eyes.

After fully opening her eyes, she quickly looked around and showed a surprised expression.

Despite trembling until just now, strangely, she now looked relieved.

Perhaps the classroom was different from what she had imagined. I noticed that her trembling had completely stopped.

Feeling proud of her, I said to Arwin.

"You did well, Arwin."

She really tried hard.

It must have been really difficult to come this far.

Hearing my words, Arwin started to stare at me.

It was the same straightforward gaze as when she looked at me in front of the door.

...Strange.

Arwin's attitude has been strange since we were at the door.

Surely, before, Arwin would have blushed and not known what to do.

But strangely, she's been staring at me without blushing at all.

I felt a bit uncomfortable and turned my head to look forward.

If I kept looking into Arwin's eyes, I felt like my face would turn red first, so I ran away.

After turning my head and staying still for a while, I saw someone who looked like a Professor entering the classroom.

Somehow, the first class seems to be starting.

※

...I don't like it.

It might just be my feeling.

But I keep sensing gazes that seem to be scanning Arwin's body.

How do I sense it?

I can vaguely feel men's gazes turning towards Arwin.

I was trying to rationalize it as just my feeling, but it wasn't just my feeling after all.

The gazes directed at Arwin reached their peak when the Professor was explaining about our circumstances.

Unable to bear it anymore, I released killing intent towards the guys who were looking at Arwin.

It's quite amusing how they immediately turned their eyes away upon feeling my killing intent.

...I might seem a bit childish.

Above all, it was a big deal that the Professor noticed me releasing killing intent.

Fortunately, Arwin didn't seem to follow what was happening.

I should be more careful next time.

Indeed, the Academy's Professor was not someone to be underestimated. To notice my killing intent from so far away.

As I was thinking that and about to speak to Arwin who was sitting quietly.

A thin female voice started to pierce my ears from the side.

"Hey, what's your name?"

"?"

I couldn't hide my surprise as I didn't expect to be spoken to suddenly.

The girl laughs as if finding my reaction cute.

Then she starts introducing herself without even being asked.

"I'm Sillin, I want to be friends with you..."

"...Ah, yes."

She was saying something, but honestly, it was very annoying.

I don't know why she came to me, but the timing wasn't good.

I was about to speak to Arwin, and she interrupted like this.

So, I was intentionally using a tone that drew a line, but she didn't notice and continued chattering.

She asks quite remarkable things for a first meeting, like whether I have a girlfriend or if there's someone I like.

As I was about to open my mouth to reject her clearly, I noticed Arwin listening to the conversation between me and this girl.

It was quite impressive how her back bent every time the girl chattered.

Seeing Arwin like that, a good idea came to mind.

I smiled and said to the girl who was still chattering beside me.

"I do."

"Huh?"

She seems flustered by the sudden interruption.

But my words don't stop.

"I said I do have someone I like."

She seems very flustered, as if she didn't expect this response, and stammers.

"R-really? W-who is it?"

"Didn't you see when you came in?"

She seems very flustered, but what I had to say wasn't over yet.

I pulled Arwin's hand, who was watching me and the girl, and hugged her.

"...!"

"I like her. I even confessed to her."

I see the girl's face hardening instantly.

And unlike her, I also saw Arwin's face turning red instantly.

Looking at Arwin who was stuttering in my arms, asking what I was doing, I thought again.

I really like Arwin too much.

Even after the girl returned to her seat with a hardened face, I didn't let Arwin go from my arms.

I heard Arwin's small voice asking me to let her go from my arms, but I wanted to feel this cozy feeling more, so I pretended not to hear until the Professor came in.

It seems that Academy life might be unexpectedly enjoyable.

Ch.71 - Rest
"Wow..."

Is it really that amazing?

I keep hearing Cian's exclamations of wonder from beside me.

The Academy must seem quite fascinating to her since it's her first time here.

Right now, I'm walking through the Academy grounds with Cian and my older sister.

Since Cian mentioned it was her first time seeing the Academy and seemed so excited, we decided to come out for a casual tour.

Fortunately, Arwin and Zieg had drawn most of the attention on the first day, so we were able to walk around without attracting much notice.

Though I feel bad for Arwin, personally, I wish she'd draw even more attention—to keep eyes off me and my sister.

It might be a selfish thought, but I really don't want to be noticed.

Who knows what might happen if we attract attention?

As I pondered this, I found myself marveling at how unexpectedly peaceful today had been.

Though afternoon classes still remained, thinking about everything that had happened so far, today was truly peaceful.

Or rather, it couldn't have been anything but peaceful?

Everyone who knew about our past here had either moved up to higher grades or graduated already.

Even that professor who stood by during that fight was nowhere to be seen, so things must have changed.

If that professor were still here, I would have tried to kill them even if it meant my body being torn apart.

The only problem is that things have become awkward between my sister and me.

It's not that our relationship has turned bad. I'm just unilaterally ignoring her.

My sister is clearly trying to be considerate in her own way, and I hate myself for being so petty.

I'm grateful yet resentful that she won't open up to me out of consideration.

Those feelings remained, so I had no intention of apologizing first.

It was clear we wouldn't be talking for a while.

But aside from that, I should be able to live comfortably at this Academy.

No one knows about me and my sister.

No one knows about what happened back then.

There might be people who saw us then, but they're all in higher grades, so we probably won't run into them much.

So this time, I was certain we could get through this without being hurt.

For a moment, I hid my resentment toward my sister and turned to look at her face.

I'd seen various sides of her at the Academy today.

My sister diligently studying according to the professor's instructions was impressive in many ways. She used to be like that before.

She seems to have forgotten everything now, but seeing her studying magic earnestly again reminds me of how we used to be, giving me a slightly nostalgic feeling.

When we could focus solely on magic without worrying about our surroundings.

When my sister and I were innocent.

I miss those days.

Perhaps that's why I'm so fixated on the fact that no one knows about us now.

As I looked at my sister's face, I started thinking again.

If we could just maintain this status quo, wouldn't everything work out somehow?

Could we get through this without being hurt this time?

...It's probably impossible.

I remembered my sister's frowning face while studying magic diligently.

That's not just studying hard.

No, she is working hard, but not because she wants to.

We can't go back to how we used to be.

Unless my sister's magical talent suddenly blossoms, things won't end well this time either.

There's one fact I must always remember.

This is a place that prioritizes magic above all else.

Unless this place changes, a happy ending is impossible.

Even though I know the Academy's internal structure well, I feel lost.

It's difficult to walk a path you can't see.

With such thoughts, I quietly walked down the corridor.

I hope tomorrow will be as peaceful as today.

※

"Sigh..."

I can feel gazes constantly gathering on us.

Well, since we drew everyone's attention in the classroom, it makes sense that people are still looking.

Thinking about it again... no, it makes me too heated, so I'd rather not. Let's stop thinking about it.

Right now, Zieg is sitting across from me, quietly bringing food to his mouth.

Originally, the trio was supposed to be here with us, but Cian took Mayel and Yuna and ran away, saying we should have a good time.

I still remember Cian's face.

That despicable smile she gave me as she betrayed me and fled.

Ah, it makes me angry just thinking about it again.

Remembering Cian's face made something bubble up inside me.

...Let's think positively.

At least this way, I don't have to think about the fight between Mayel and Yuna for now...

It must be quite painful for Cian, being caught in the middle.

As we spend more time together, we'll notice the subtle tension between those two...

I could automatically picture Cian stuck between them, not knowing what to do, but I believed she would handle it well.

Since Cian abandoned me, we're even.

Anyway, it was an incredibly difficult journey until lunchtime.

I had to pretend to concentrate on classes while listening to words I couldn't understand.

I originally thought each class had one professor in charge, but it turns out magic is divided into different fields.

The horn-rimmed glasses professor we met first taught the basics of how to operate magic and handle mana.

The people who came after were professors specialized in their respective fields.

Professors specialized in fire magic, water magic, and so on...

Not that it matters to me since I can't do any of it anyway.

And above all, I couldn't relax because I felt people staring at Zieg and me during class.

I was already nervous about being discovered as unable to use magic... and now Zieg had to go and make a spectacle, putting me even more on edge.

I just hope no strange rumors start circulating...

I'm starting to dread tomorrow.

As I sat there lost in thought, Zieg began to smile brightly at me.

He must have mistaken my blank stare as looking at him.

Noticing this, I had no choice but to quickly turn my head away.

I was fine looking at Zieg's face briefly, but when he suddenly responded like that, my mind went blank.

It seems it will take me a long time before I can properly look at Zieg's face.

There are too many problems to think about.

I'm really glad today is just the first day.

If we had to do practical exercises in this state, I don't know what would happen.

If the professors hadn't been considerate of us newcomers and had immediately started with practical exercises, some people would certainly have become suspicious of my magical abilities.

Though delaying it won't prevent that from happening eventually.

With such thoughts, I quietly put the lunch provided by the Academy into my mouth.

Though provided by the Academy, it's basically just cafeteria food.

I always ate bread at school, so it feels novel to eat something like cafeteria food at an academy similar to school.

But right now, I need to think about something else.

Because Zieg did that... somewhat embarrassing thing, I couldn't think straight until all the morning classes ended, but I realized I'd forgotten something very important.

No demonic energy was detected in the classroom.

The Director's investigation results were confirmed.

I should have realized it when the Director of a Magic Academy said they investigated and found nothing.

Still, the investigation is progressing smoothly.

No demonic energy was detected in our first-year classroom.

Finding this fact alone was helpful enough.

Though it's inevitable that my head hurts thinking about it.

If it wasn't found in the first-year classroom, does that mean the demonic energy is in a higher grade?

I have no idea how to go up there and investigate.

I wish it would just be detected while we're eating here...

But I know such convenient things don't happen.

And so, the lunchtime of our first day at the Academy was somehow passing by.

Ch.72 - Graffiti
"This magic is..."

I can hear the professor explaining something at the front. Despite that, I only had one thought.

So boring...

But whether I was bored or not, the professor's explanation continued.

"The incantation is..."

He keeps rambling on about incomprehensible things. Everyone except me probably understands it all.

I'm so bored I could die...

I was currently in class for afternoon lessons after having lunch with Zieg.

And now I'm drowning in this swamp called class, flailing in boredom.

The morning classes were bearable... but these afternoon ones are driving me crazy.

An indescribable boredom is overwhelming me.

I could just put my head down on the desk and sleep, but with all the stares coming my way, I couldn't openly do that.

A transfer student who can't use magic and doesn't even pay attention in class?

The fact that I can't use magic hasn't been discovered yet, but if it were, I don't even want to imagine what rumors would spread.

To think I have to be this cautious while feeling this bored at the Academy...

Life is truly unfair.

Perhaps because there's a Hero studying magic diligently beside me, the unfairness feels even greater.

I turned my head, feeling indignant.

When I turned, I saw Zieg focusing intently on the lesson, staring straight ahead.

...Somehow seeing him work so hard makes me even more annoyed.

You know that feeling, right? When you see someone deeply focused on something, you kind of want to disturb them a little.

As someone who can't use magic, I'm incredibly jealous of Zieg who can seriously attend the class.

To be honest, I'm also just extremely bored and want to do something, but these dark thoughts of wanting to disturb Zieg's concentration keep surfacing.

Still, I couldn't let anyone know I wasn't paying attention, so I deliberately gripped my pen tighter to make it look like I was following the lesson.

It was a bit funny that I was doing the same things here that I used to do in my previous world.

I wondered if the Academy would be different from schools in the real world, but honestly, whether due to the author's lack of imagination or not, the way the Academy operated felt very similar to a school.

There were magical pens similar to pencils or mechanical pencils, and I found it so fascinating that I spent some time doodling in my notebook.

I'd definitely get scolded by the professor if he caught me doodling, though.

But there are magical erasers too, so I can just erase it later.

With that thought, I slowly stretched my arm and started drawing a small penguin in Zieg's notebook.

Of course, while pretending to be paying attention to the class.

I felt like Zieg, who had been concentrating on the lesson until just now, was giving me a puzzled look, but I didn't stop doodling.

He wasn't really taking notes anyway... he'll surely forgive a little doodle like this.

As I continued drawing, Zieg carefully pushed his notebook a bit toward me.

When Zieg moved his notebook, it settled perfectly in the middle between us.

The notebook positioned exactly between us was at just the right distance for us to share.

When I looked up at Zieg, I saw him looking at me with a slight smile.

I returned his faint smile with a playful one of my own.

Doodling secretly in the corner seat, hiding from the professor.

This is kind of thrilling, isn't it?

And so our thrilling mischief began.

※

After lunch, the afternoon classes started.

Though still not completely used to it, I was sitting in the left corner seat, listening attentively to the professor's explanation.

Above all, I wanted to show a good impression to Arwin, so I was listening carefully.

As I continued listening to the professor, I found myself becoming genuinely focused on magic.

I hadn't planned to concentrate this much since I wouldn't be here for long anyway, but somehow it turned out this way.

Just as I was taking a moment to catch my breath, I noticed a small hand with a pen slowly approaching my notebook.

"...?"

When the small hand fully reached my notebook, the pen it held began to slowly draw some kind of creature.

I couldn't quite tell what creature it was supposed to be, but I could see that something was being drawn with enthusiasm.

When I turned my head, I saw Arwin drawing with a mischievous smile.

"..."

For a moment, thinking about her, I began to understand why she was playing around like this.

For Arwin, who can't use magic, this class must be incredibly boring.

Part of me wanted to keep focusing on learning magic, but seeing Arwin smiling brightly at me and trying to play around was more appealing.

I pushed my notebook a bit toward her.

I moved it to the center so we could share it.

I'll play along with your mischief.

I sent that telepathic message to Arwin and started drawing a small cat on the notebook.

Since I'd been studying continuously, taking a short break with her didn't seem like a bad idea.

It would be perfect if only we weren't in the middle of class.

When I pushed the notebook to the center, Arwin looked at me with a puzzled expression, as if she hadn't expected me to respond this way.

I gave her a faint smile, and she erased her puzzled look and returned my smile with a delighted one of her own.

So we began doodling while pretending to focus on the lesson, trying our best to avoid the professor's gaze.

There was a strange thrill in worrying about getting caught by the professor.

Looking around, everyone else seemed to be concentrating on the lesson, and I felt an odd sense of superiority that only we were playing around instead of listening.

I shouldn't feel superior about something like this...

While I was thinking that, Arwin began writing something in the notebook. Seeing her serious face as she wrote, it seemed like she wanted to say something important.

- Zieg

She called my name in cute handwriting.

I responded by writing below:

- What?

Perhaps she was afraid of getting caught talking and having the professor discover we weren't paying attention.

I almost laughed out loud at how cute she looked, writing to me in tiny letters.

And what came next stimulated my laughter even more.

- Draw me a puppy

"Hmph..."

That was close.

It was truly a dangerous situation.

If I hadn't covered my mouth immediately after reading that, I would have burst out laughing.

And if I had laughed, I would have been scolded by the professor.

But how many people could hold back laughter in this situation?

Writing something like that while making such a serious face is cheating!

Still, I couldn't ignore Arwin's request, so I suppressed my laughter and started drawing a puppy.

Drawing a puppy was harder than I expected, but I drew it diligently with a strange sense of obligation.

When I finished, Arwin wrote in the notebook that I did a good job and gave me a light smile.

I felt proud that my drawing had satisfied her.

As I was feeling that pride, I noticed Arwin starting to draw circular shapes next to the puppy.

Arwin drew five circles, and I wasn't sure what she was trying to do, but she slowly began filling them with eyes and mouths.

After establishing the basic circular shapes, Arwin started adding individual characteristics to each one, starting from the leftmost.

For the first circle, she drew a hand holding a sword and long hair reminiscent of Cian.

For the second circle, like the first, she drew a hand holding a magic wand, and twin tails reminiscent of Mayel.

For the third circle, she also drew a hand, this time holding a bow, and short hair reminiscent of Yuna.

By the time she had drawn the third circle, I had a sense of what Arwin was trying to draw.

Five circles. Hair and weapons representing each person's characteristics.

It seemed she was trying to depict our party.

Having figured out what Arwin was drawing, I started filling in the fifth circle, which was closest to me.

Since it felt awkward to draw myself, I started slowly filling the circle with my image of Arwin.

Silver hair.

Her distinctive yellow eyes.

Cross-shaped hairpin.

Though I couldn't color it, in my mind, everything I drew seemed to be filled with color, so I continued drawing.

Seeing me do this, Arwin began drawing something in the fourth circle, as if she couldn't lose to me.

So for a while, we were both absorbed in filling the fourth and fifth circles.

After diligently filling the circles, what I saw was my likeness in the fourth circle.

Hair reminiscent of me and white eyes.

And next to it, a small drawing of the demonic sword Pantheon.

Arwin checked the fifth circle I had drawn and smiled as if to say "what is this?"

Of course, without making a sound.

As I watched her smiling like that, I began to feel that Arwin and I had become a little... no, much closer.

Drawing doodles together had narrowed the distance between us.

No, I don't mean our relationship had become closer.

I mean the physical distance had literally narrowed.

Close enough that I could see Arwin's face just by turning my head.

Strangely, the fourth and fifth circles being side by side reminded me of how Arwin and I were positioned now.

When I showed some strange reaction, Arwin paused her doodling.

Then she raised her head and looked at my face.

"..."

"..."

We just stared at each other's faces for a while, unable to do anything.

It would be accurate to say our bodies had frozen.

An awkward atmosphere lingered between us for some time.

As we remained frozen like that, we were brought back to our senses by the professor's voice from beside us.

"Students over there, it's fine to be in love, but how about paying attention to the class properly?"

"!!"

"Kyaaak!"

The professor was standing right next to us, watching us quietly, though I had no idea when he had approached.

I was so startled I almost pulled out Pantheon that I had hidden in my chest.

Arwin was so shocked that she let out a scream.

The professor chuckled softly at our reactions and returned to the front.

Laughter directed at us could be heard from around the classroom.

We had tried our best not to get caught, but it seems that being so close together had caught the professor's attention.

Even I, who would normally maintain my composure, was extremely embarrassed now.

I felt my face burning hot.

Arwin seemed to feel the same way, as she quickly distanced herself from me with a reddened face.

I didn't go as far as creating distance, but I was so embarrassed that I turned my head toward the professor.

Focus on the class.

I didn't have the confidence to handle the heat on my face right now.

Let's focus on the class again.

"...Augh..."

I could hear Arwin groaning beside me.

It's impossible after all.

Even though I kept telling myself to focus on the class, Arwin's scent that I had just experienced continued to linger in my nose.

And her face that I had seen up close when we were so close together.

If I had moved just a little, our lips would have touched.

It seems that today, having lost my composure, it's impossible to properly focus on the class.

Ch.73 - Smoke
I teased him for no reason.

"Ah... ugh..."

A groan escapes my lips without me realizing it.

My face is burning hotter than ever before.

Embarrassment and nervousness were working together to heat my face up.

In this flustered state, only one thought kept circling in my mind.

Why did I tease someone who was concentrating so hard?

Seriously, why? Why did I play a prank on someone who was paying attention in class...!

Zieg, who had always maintained his composure around me, was now covering his face with his hands, pretending to rest his chin on them, clearly too embarrassed to show his face to me.

But even though he was hiding his face, I saw it clearly.

I saw Zieg blushing and looking flustered.

My heart starts beating faster little by little.

I tried hard to calm my suddenly racing heart.

I suppose the one fortunate thing is that the Professor didn't impose any punishment on us.

He just gave us a gentle smile before returning to the front of the class.

I think I heard him mutter something like "Ah, youth..." but that must have been my imagination.

Whatever his intention was, he's clearly misunderstanding the situation.

I lowered my head while desperately trying to rationalize my actions.

Having already lost my composure, I had no energy to worry about other trivial matters.

I didn't need to care what others thought.

Right now, I needed to calm my burning face and my malfunctioning heart that wouldn't stop pounding.

And so the afternoon class came to an end.

※

"Why... why... are you following..."

"No, I'm just trying to walk you back..."

"I... I see. Your opinion... understood?"

Arwin is broken.

No, is "broken" even the right way to describe it?

She's malfunctioning.

The evidence is her incredibly strange way of speaking right now.

Somehow we finished the afternoon class, and I managed to change the awkward atmosphere enough to walk her back to the dormitory, but she's reacting like this to my every little action.

I may have changed the mood, but it seems Arwin's guard is still up.

With that thought in mind, I called her name.

"Arwin?"

"...!!"

See, even now.

She's on guard like a wary cat just because I called her name once.

"Wh-what is it..."

Her speech pattern is still strange.

So, although I felt a bit guilty, I decided to act in order to return her speech to normal.

I was embarrassed about getting caught by the Professor for doodling during class, but if she stayed in this state, we wouldn't be able to have a proper conversation.

Though her current appearance was cute too.

With that thought, I spoke to Arwin in the most pitiful voice I could manage.

"Won't you... hold my hand...?"

"Ah... uh... th-that is..."

Perhaps she heard the desperation in my voice. Her speech seems to be returning to normal a bit.

Arwin's face turned red as she flustered about.

The moment I spotted this, I didn't miss the opportunity and continued my attack.

"The doodling... was fun... but you were just playing with me..."

Technically, I was the one responding to the prank she started, but that's different now.

Regardless, we played around during class and got caught by the Professor.

"Th-that's... not... absolutely not...!!"

Perhaps my heartfelt acting worked. Arwin responded intensely despite stumbling over her words. Her speech was still stiff though.

Then she raised her arm and quickly grabbed my hand.

"L-let's go..."

Arwin, whose speech had somehow returned to normal, began leading the way while keeping her head down and holding my hand.

I had always been the one leading Arwin, so being led by her gave me a strange feeling.

I felt a bit guilty for deceiving her, but since it ended well, I suppose it's fine.

Although I had followed her with the pretext of escorting her to the dormitory, it was actually Arwin who took the lead, which felt odd.

But it was enjoyable, so I guess it's fine.

I wish this situation would continue. I wanted to stay with Arwin.

That's what I thought as I watched Arwin leading me.

After walking with her for a while, I began to see the number of Arwin's room.

Arwin was walking with her head down, so she didn't seem to realize we had reached her room.

"..."

A mischievous thought began to form.

If I don't tell her that we've reached her room, could we continue walking together like this?

My decision was quick.

We were passing by Arwin's room.

I could have told Arwin, but I didn't want to.

I wanted to be with her a little longer.

So we continued walking down the corridor, cherishing the warmth I felt from her hand.

As we walked, I could feel the stares of others piercing me, but I tried my best to ignore them and kept walking.

Arwin, who had been walking with her head down, seemed to sense that something was wrong as her pace gradually slowed.

And when her footsteps completely stopped.

She slowly raised her head and began looking around.

I could see her looking puzzled.

Perhaps she realized we had come far from her room. Arwin called me with a trembling voice.

"Z-Zieg...?"

"Yes?"

"Why... why... didn't you tell me...?"

"..."

I decided to be a bit shameless.

"What do you mean...? How would I know where your room is?"

"..."

Her face suggested she wanted to ask about how I had come to pick her up early in the morning, but I continued to pretend not to know because I wanted to naturally escape this situation.

Her face turned bright red after hearing my words.

...This is dangerous.

If I continued pretending, I felt like she might stop talking to me altogether, so I had no choice but to back down.

"...Sorry."

"..."

Arwin began to puff her cheeks at my apology.

This really might be dangerous. It seems this isn't something that can be overlooked with just a simple apology.

Judging that she might ignore me and run straight to her room at this rate, I started acting again.

"I just wanted to be with you a little longer."

Of course, it was acting mixed with a lot of sincerity.

"...Huh?"

Arwin began to realize something was wrong.

But my words didn't end there.

"I'm sorry... I like you so much that I wanted to maximize the time I spend with you... so I didn't say anything..."

"..."

I slowly let go of Arwin's hand. Although I felt a strange sense of loss, I had no choice but to do this for the future.

"I guess it might have been a bit of a nuisance to you... I'm sorry, I'll be going now."

"N-no...!"

Arwin shouted urgently and grabbed my hand.

"L-let's go... let's go somewhere..."

Arwin muttered as if she was truly sorry.

"...Am I not a nuisance?"

"No... it's fine, it's fine so let's go for a walk or something..."

Her expression as she said those words was filled with urgency and anxiety.

Looking at her, I gave her a smile and replied.

"Alright."

Arwin made a face like "I've been tricked!" when she saw my smile, but since my sincerity was in it, it wasn't really deception.

It's a bit shameful, but I managed to extend the time I could spend with her.

A wave of guilt began to surge, but for now, I'll focus on the fact that I've increased the time I can be with her.

So the two of us decided to take a brief walk before returning to the dormitory.

It's still too early to go back to our rooms.

※

Somehow today feels like a day of regrets.

This is already my second regret.

Regretting playing a prank on Zieg.

And regretting suggesting a walk after falling for Zieg's act.

I couldn't say anything because he said he acted that way because he wanted to spend more time with me.

When I heard those words, my face was already burning hot.

So, this pounding heart right now is unavoidable too.

It's absolutely not because I'm happy about having more time with Zieg.

It's just that I'm excited because I'm angry about being deceived.

After desperately rationalizing to myself, I started to erase the thoughts from my mind because if I thought about it more, I felt like I might die from embarrassment.

I slowly turned my head to look around.

Zieg and I were now outside the Academy, holding hands.

To be precise, we had left the dormitory.

As we exited the main building, I could see the entrance to the Academy where we had entered.

To be honest, although I said we'd go for a walk after leaving the dormitory, where exactly is there to walk around here?

The words I blurted out to appease Zieg were now stabbing me in the heart.

If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have blurted out just anything...

But regretting it now won't change anything. I had already given Zieg high expectations and left the dormitory, so I couldn't go back.

It's strange that I'm doing this much for Zieg who deceived me, but since there's nothing to do in the dormitory anyway, I decided to empty my mind and enjoy the moment.

We hadn't decided where to go, but we started walking anyway.

Grandmother always said that life is about taking chances.

Holding Zieg's hand, I was moving towards the back of the main building.

I'm not sure where I'm going, but the path I take is the path...! The path is what you make it...!

With that thought, I started walking enthusiastically.

As I walked, I felt like our roles had reversed, so I turned my head to look at Zieg.

Did he feel this way when he was leading me?

Zieg had always led me, but now I was leading him, which felt ironic.

...Though I don't know where we're going either.

And so, we continued walking through this place, not knowing where we were headed.

Night was approaching, but the day wasn't over yet.

Ch.74 - Bench
Perhaps because it was getting late, the Academy, which had been bustling during the day, now had a somewhat calmer atmosphere.

Feeling this tranquility, Zieg and I were heading somewhere together.

There was a path-like space next to the Main Building, and we were using it to go around to the back.

I wasn't sure if this was the right way, but I figured we'd eventually find some kind of walking path.

Surely the Academy wouldn't just have spaces for studying. There should be places for students to relax too.

And maybe that's where we were heading now.

With these thoughts, I tried to ignore the warmth I felt in my hand and my rapidly beating heart as we walked.

After walking for a while, things that had been hidden behind the Main Building started coming into view.

Though "hidden" is a bit of an exaggeration—they were just obscured because the Main Building was so large.

"..."

Still, no sounds of admiration or sighs escaped my lips.

To be honest, it was embarrassingly underwhelming to even call it a walking path.

I had expected something more, but there was nothing behind the Main Building except a single bench taking up space.

Even that bench looked slightly worn, as if no one had used it for a long time.

Still, I was disappointed by how unremarkable it was, but it felt awkward to just walk around once and go back. So I let go of Zieg's hand and scurried over to the bench.

There wasn't much to do... let's just sit on the bench and rest for a bit before going back.

That was my simple thought.

First, I should have Zieg sit down since he looked awkward standing there.

I patted the seat next to me, gesturing for him to sit down.

Zieg, who had been staring blankly at me, slowly approached.

Then, as if it were perfectly normal, he sat down right next to me, our bodies touching.

"...Zieg?"

"Yes?"

"Don't you think we're... too close...?"

"..."

Zieg remained silent at my words. Then he finally spoke to me.

"...Maybe."

After saying that, he started to create a little distance between us.

Even though he only moved a tiny bit away, I was surprised that he accepted my words so readily.

*Did he eat something weird...?*

It was really strange that Zieg, who would normally use all kinds of acting to get closer to me, would so easily comply with my request.

It seemed like something serious had happened. Or maybe he was plotting something.

I was so worried that I cast a healing spell on him while asking:

"Are you feeling sick...?"

To my question, Zieg insisted he was fine.

"N-No. Not at all."

But as he said he was fine, he stammered and his face turned slightly red.

Seeing Zieg like this, I was convinced that he was sick somewhere.

Considering how boldly he had been acting until just now, there was no way he would stammer so timidly. He must be sick somewhere.

I started to genuinely worry about Zieg.

Even though I had already finished healing him, his face was still red, making him look truly ill.

When I tried to cast healing on him again, he kept stammering and subtly increased the distance between us.

What on earth had happened to make him act so withdrawn?

I stood up and approached Zieg, who was sitting quietly on the bench.

"A-Arwin?"

"Stay still for a moment."

If he's sick but hiding his condition just to be with me, that's not good.

Even though my ability is healing, he should tell me about these things right away so I can heal him properly.

With that thought, I closed my eyes and focused all my senses on healing.

Although I had been with Zieg all day, there was a possibility that he could have been contaminated by demonic energy while we were walking around, so I needed to heal him seriously.

It didn't seem likely that just walking around would cause demonic energy contamination, but even a small amount remaining in the body could be dangerous.

Demonic energy is definitely harmful to the body. There's no benefit to leaving it, so I should remove it right away.

I couldn't specifically sense any demonic energy, but since I'm still inexperienced, I diligently cast healing on Zieg to counter any demonic energy I might have failed to detect.

After healing for a while, when I thought it was enough, I finally opened my eyes.

I should have created some distance before opening them.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Zieg staring at me with a flushed face right in front of me.

Sometimes when I close my eyes and concentrate on healing, I lose awareness of what I'm doing, and this must have been one of those times.

That's why Zieg's face was right in front of me now.

And extremely close.

As I realized this, my face, which had cooled down during our walk, heated up again.

"...!!"

"..."

My mind went blank. It was turning into a clean slate.

Yet unconsciously, I had only one thought.

I need to escape this situation.

As soon as that thought occurred to me, I hurriedly turned to leave this place.

If I hadn't slipped after taking just one step, I could have definitely escaped this situation.

"Ah...!"

Having stepped too hastily, I slipped on the ground.

Zieg, who was watching me from right in front, quickly extended his arm to catch me.

About to plant my face on the ground, I was grateful for Zieg's gentleness as he softly caught me.

However, since I was falling face-first, I ended up in a strange position, held in Zieg's arms while facing downward.

It wasn't a princess carry but a really awkward pose.

Staying in that position, I started to feel suffocated.

I didn't want to blame Zieg for catching me as gently as he could, but if I stayed in this position, I would suffocate to death.

I couldn't bear it anymore. I was really going to die.

I started pleading with Zieg in a half-sobbing voice, gasping for breath.

"Z-Zieg... I... I can't breathe..."

"Oh..."

Realizing his mistake, Zieg quickly turned my body around.

As my body returned to its normal position, I felt my airways clear.

But apart from breathing, another problem arose elsewhere.

""Ah.""

We both exclaimed at almost the same time.

Right now, Zieg was holding me and staring at my face, and I was also staring at his face while being held.

The distance was close.

Not as close as when I was healing him, but close enough and in a very awkward position.

It had become a position where I was looking up at him from below, which was a little... no, very embarrassing.

My face was probably bright red by now. I could tell without looking in a mirror.

Even Zieg, who always maintained his composure, had turned extremely red.

So I started struggling in Zieg's arms, having lost my composure.

"L-Let... let me go...!"

"W-Wait, Arwin...!"

I couldn't take it anymore.

If I stayed like this any longer, I would die—not physically, but mentally.

Zieg seemed to have lost his cool too, as he started to fumble in response to my struggling.

And it seemed that Zieg, having lost his composure, crumbled more easily than expected.

Of course, this time it was physical, not mental.

"Ugh...!"

"Arwin!"

To be precise, it wasn't Zieg who crumbled, but the bench that broke.

The suddenly broken bench showed us no mercy, and we started falling to the ground.

Even in such a sudden situation, Zieg quickly wrapped his arms around me to protect me.

We were falling straight to the ground.

It wasn't enough to say we would be seriously injured, but given the sudden situation, minor scratches were inevitable.

But Zieg seemed determined not to allow even those small injuries as he protected me.

Since it wasn't a great distance, there wasn't any sound effect.

"Arwin, are you okay?"

"..."

I heard Zieg's voice asking if I was okay.

But I didn't have the luxury to focus on that voice right now.

It felt like a nightmare coming back to life.

I should have noticed when the bench looked so worn out.

No, if I hadn't struggled in the first place, this situation might not have happened at all.

But regretting it now wouldn't change the current situation.

"Arwin?"

I could sense Zieg saying something to me repeatedly, but I couldn't hear him right now.

My heartbeat started pounding louder than ever before.

I could also feel Zieg's heartbeat against my chest, louder than ever.

This was my limit.

I had already exceeded my brain's capacity. If I stayed any longer, it would surely burst.

I knew I shouldn't fall asleep here, but my body was already beyond my control.

My consciousness started to fade gradually.

It seemed like I needed to rest today.

Ch.75 - See You Tomorrow
"Arwin... wake up..."

I'm in a crisis right now.

"Arwin..."

Despite being in a crisis, there wasn't much I could do.

All I could do was let my desperate voice echo in the deserted area behind the Main Building.

"Ah..."

Though I haven't lived long, I've gone through countless crises in my life.

Even after being chosen as the Hero, numerous crises have overwhelmed me.

Having experienced such difficulties, I had developed a strange confidence that I could endure anything.

...But it seems that with Arwin around, I'm not invincible after all.

Seriously, what am I supposed to do if she stays unconscious like this?

Right now, Arwin was lying unconscious on top of me.

The only fortunate thing was that when the bench collapsed while we were in an awkward position, it wasn't a fall from a great height, so she probably wasn't injured.

But that was beside the point. The current situation had little to do with that.

I was already feeling uneasy after getting caught by the Professor while fooling around with Arwin.

Having her pass out right in front of me was dangerous in many ways.

I couldn't tell if I was in danger or if Arwin was in danger—my mind was too confused to know for sure—but either way, it was definitely dangerous.

If someone caught us like this, strange rumors might spread.

I already had a feeling rumors would spread after getting caught by the Professor while doodling, but I still wanted to avoid attracting attention if possible.

How did things end up like this?

I try to recall what happened while doing my best not to focus on Arwin, whose face is buried in my chest.

When the bench collapsed, I instinctively wrapped my arms around Arwin to protect her from getting hurt.

So there I was, lying on the ground holding her.

Arwin, who was already extremely close to me, suddenly turned indescribably red in the face and then buried her face in my chest.

And since then, we've remained in this position.

When she didn't say anything for a while, I checked and found that Arwin had lost consciousness.

Why did she lose consciousness?

That question kept popping up, but since it wasn't the most important thing right now, I decided to let it go.

As I continued organizing my thoughts, I noticed the sky gradually darkening.

...I should probably head back soon.

With that thought, I slowly began to lift Arwin's body.

To return, I first needed to do something about the position Arwin and I were in.

We were in a precarious position in many ways.

I could feel her... against my stomach.

For both her sake and mine, I needed to get out of here quickly.

I've already spent plenty of time with her, so I should be satisfied.

I've been with Arwin for much longer than planned after class ended.

But not being satisfied with that and dragging this out...

Even though it was my own action, it showed no consideration for her at all.

Humans can't always have pure thoughts, but as the Hero with the duty to defeat the Demon King, I should set a better example.

Yet, I've been acting only in ways that benefit me...

I'm starting to feel disgusted with myself.

Using that disgust as motivation, I got up.

Let's head back now.

I felt a strange sense of regret, but if I stayed in this position any longer, I wasn't confident I could maintain my self-control.

After carefully lifting her up, I began moving her onto my back.

Only after I had completely positioned Arwin on my back did I start walking toward the Dormitory.

With each step I took while carrying her, I heard a jingling sound.

It must be her room key. That was a close call.

If I hadn't taken the key out now, I would have committed the terrible act of searching through Arwin's pockets in front of her room door.

That act would have caused many problems in various ways. So it's right to take the key out now.

With that thought, I reached into Arwin's pocket while carrying her on my back.

Although I was doing this to take her to her room, a strange sense of guilt began to wash over me.

The idea of taking out the key in front of the door was already absurd.

Come to think of it, isn't searching through an unconscious person's pockets to open their door inherently creepy?

These thoughts began to dominate my mind, but since I couldn't not take the key, I suppressed my guilt as much as possible and took it out.

The fortunate thing was that since I wasn't holding her in my arms, I could avoid feeling guilty while looking at Arwin's face.

Having successfully retrieved the key, I slowly began walking toward the Dormitory.

It had been an eventful day in many ways.

I thought I had spent a long time with her.

But it seems that spending a long time together doesn't necessarily mean getting used to everything.

The actions Arwin had just taken began to resurface in my mind.

Each unconscious action she takes puts me in danger.

From Arwin's perspective, she probably thought I was sick and tried to heal me by bringing her face close.

In reality, I was just a bit embarrassed to look at her face, but her interpretation made the situation incredibly awkward.

Fortunately, she seemed to realize she had brought her face close and tried to run away immediately, but her realization came too late.

If she had done such things without awareness, I could have somehow let her know to prevent such actions.

But the fact that she's aware and still does these things is driving me crazy.

If there comes a day during our journey when I'm swayed by emotions, something terrible will surely happen.

I'm starting to worry about when I'll have to use the power of the Demonic Sword.

When using the Demonic Sword's power, dark emotions begin to dominate me, so if I maintain that state even after defeating an enemy...

...I should definitely refrain from using that power as much as possible.

As I was organizing my thoughts, I noticed that the sky had completely turned black.

I looked at the night sky as I entered the Dormitory.

I'm not sure what was happening, but there were still a few male students in the corridor who hadn't returned to their rooms.

Perhaps because I was carrying her on my back, I felt some strange gazes, but I didn't particularly mind.

I did, however, direct a bit of killing intent toward those who looked at Arwin with inappropriate thoughts, making them unable to stare.

After passing through the male Dormitory section and walking through the female Dormitory, I began to see Arwin's room number.

It was truly time to part ways now.

Saying it like this makes me sound like a boyfriend facing a girlfriend with a terminal illness, but that's absolutely not the case.

It's just that time without Arwin feels particularly long.

I find it strange that I'm making such a fuss.

Yet, I also feel the contradictory emotion that it can't be helped.

After all, Arwin was the first person who made me feel the emotion of love in my life.

This feeling, which I was experiencing for the first time, always gave me a fresh shock.

The thought of wanting to be by her side all day.

The thought of not wanting her to even glance at other men.

The thought of being considerate of her while also restraining myself.

These were thoughts that had occurred to me throughout this journey, which was both long and short.

Most of the thoughts that unconsciously came to mind were about how I felt about Arwin and what I wanted from her.

These thoughts helped me realize what desires I harbored for her.

And it wasn't just thoughts that shocked me.

Emotions also gave me a shock.

For me, emotions had merely been a means to determine whether what I was feeling was joy, sadness, or anger.

But my heart races like it's malfunctioning whenever I see her.

I feel the urge to run and embrace her.

I always look forward to the days I meet her.

After experiencing these emotions, I realized that I was in love.

...This really is foolish.

Suddenly, having these thoughts started to feel stupid.

What am I doing in front of someone else's door? It's good to be emotional, but let's keep it moderate.

Regardless of what realizations I've had, one fact remains unchanged.

I like Arwin. That's an undeniable fact.

I carefully opened the door with the key.

Since it wasn't right to stay long in someone else's room without permission, I gently laid Arwin on the bed and turned to leave the room immediately.

"..."

Before leaving the room, I turned my head toward Arwin once more.

As I turned, I saw Arwin lying comfortably on the bed.

For someone who suddenly lost consciousness, she looks extremely comfortable.

Seeing her like that, I found it a bit amusing and couldn't help but let out a small laugh.

I don't want to part with her, I want to stay here, I wish tomorrow wouldn't come.

I want to meet her, I wish tomorrow would come.

I'm not sure which one it is.

"...Good night, Arwin."

And, I'll see you tomorrow, Arwin.

And so, the eventful first day at the Academy comes to an end.

Ch.76 - Nightmare?
"Ar... win..."

A familiar baritone voice kept reaching my ears.

"...mmm..."

Thinking I'd misheard, I ignored it and continued sleeping.

"Arwin, wake up."

As I tried to close my eyes and go back to sleep, that familiar baritone voice pierced my ears again.

Since I wanted to sleep just a little longer, I whined.

"5... just 5 more minutes..."

What completely eliminated my desire to sleep was Zieg's single comment.

"We're in the middle of class right now."

Class...? Yeah... we're in class...?

As I was about to dismiss it casually.

"...?!"

Sensing something was wrong, I woke up as if someone had thrown cold water on me.

The owner of that familiar baritone voice was indeed Zieg.

However, whether it was Zieg's voice or not wasn't important right now.

Class has started? What does that even mean? Did Zieg somehow transport me to the Academy while I was asleep?

All sorts of thoughts raced freely through my mind.

Among those thoughts freely roaming my brain, one particular idea struck me.

What if everything I'd experienced at the Academy so far was just a dream?

As soon as that thought occurred to me, I frantically began looking around.

However, the scene before my eyes was completely different from the Academy I had in mind.

"...ugh."

While the purpose of learning might be the same, this was a different type of place than the Academy I was talking about.

A place all too familiar to me, yet the place I least wanted to visit—a place that had planted numerous nightmares in my mind.

My body began to tremble slightly.

I was now in a school from my original world, not the Academy from the novel world.

※

The sound that signals the beginning of hell rings out.

The bell announcing break time.

While trying to suppress my trembling body and organize my thoughts, the break time bell had already rung.

As soon as I heard that bell, I instinctively hid under the desk, but after confirming nothing happened, I quietly returned to my seat.

Still, I remained vigilant, not knowing what might happen.

After being on guard for a while, I suddenly realized something strange.

This is weird.

Definitely weird.

How am I back in my original world attending school when I was just at the Academy?

That's not the only question.

Why is Zieg next to me? Was he not actually from the novel world?

If Cian, Mayel, and Yuna had appeared too, I wouldn't have said anything, but since the trio hasn't shown up, it makes everything even more confusing.

And above all, why are all the students around me people I don't recognize?

If this were truly my original world, I should recognize my classmates, but strangely, they're all strangers.

The memories of that day when the entire class bullied me, ignored me, laughed at me, and hit me are still vivid, so their faces remain in my memory.

The kid who took the lead in beating me.

The kid who snickered behind me as I was being hit.

The kid who just pretended not to know and stood by.

They caused me so much pain that their faces remained in my mind even after quite some time had passed.

Yet not a single face here matches those I remember.

Is this really a school? The thought crosses my mind that someone might have cast Illusion Magic on me.

Since I couldn't just keep thinking about it, I finally decided to voice my questions.

Fortunately, the most reliable person was here too.

"...Zieg?"

"Yeah?"

Zieg responded to my call as if asking what was wrong.

"Where... is this...?"

Looking around, it's clearly a school, so asking Zieg such a question seems a bit silly.

But I wanted confirmation, so I didn't withdraw my question.

To my question, Zieg calmly replied.

"What are you talking about? This is school."

"Is... is that so...?"

He seems to think I'm still half-asleep, but his response makes me even more confused.

Am I really just groggy and feeling strange because of it?

My mind starts to become chaotic.

Thoughts tangle messily rather than organizing neatly.

Weren't we supposed to be at the Academy?

Why have I returned to this place I never wanted to visit again? And with just Zieg, leaving the trio behind.

Could it be that I've been dreaming all this time? Was everything about transmigrating into a novel just a dream, and I've been dreaming all along?

Such questions swirled in my mind, but I soon erased them.

Everything that happened in that world definitely occurred. So it absolutely wasn't a dream.

There are too many suspicious aspects anyway.

Above all, the clothes I'm wearing now are the Academy uniform.

I reluctantly wore that skirt on the first day at the Academy, so I clearly remember the design and can immediately recognize it as the Academy uniform.

If this were really school, I'd be wearing a school uniform, not an Academy uniform.

And isn't the name unnatural too?

My current name is Arwin, but my original name in this world was Kim Ji-Su. That's for certain.

But how did Zieg call me? Zieg shouldn't have known me before entering the novel world, yet he called me Arwin, not Kim Ji-Su.

As I delved deeper into these suspicious points, one conjecture began to emerge.

Maybe this is a dream. That's what I think.

Since it was just a guess, I decided to use a method I'd only seen in comics to figure out what kind of phenomenon this was.

I slowly raised my arm and began pinching my cheek hard.

In comics, if it hurts, it's not a dream, and if it doesn't hurt, it is a dream. I needed to test if that was true.

Still, I didn't pinch too hard in case it wasn't a dream and would really hurt.

As I pinched my cheek, my soft cheek stretched out.

I was worried it might hurt, but I felt no pain as my cheek was pulled, which was reassuring.

Anyway, since I felt no pain, it seems certain that where I am now is a dream.

"..."

My feelings become complicated.

I understand it's a dream, but why here?

I never wanted to come back here, so visiting in a dream gives me a strange feeling.

And with Zieg, no less.

Still, the fortunate thing is that since I realized it's a dream, I could feel my body's trembling subside.

There's clearly a difference between seeing something in the real world and seeing it in a dream.

And above all, having the person I trust most by my side also helps...

Now that I somewhat understand what's going on, I can feel my chaotic mind starting to organize itself.

I have no good memories of school, but seeing it after so long also evokes a strange sense of nostalgia.

Of course, the nostalgia I'm feeling isn't for the school I'm seeing after a long time.

It's more like a small lingering attachment to this world I haven't visited for a long time.

Though there's nothing to be attached to anyway.

As I was organizing my thoughts, I got a bit scared and tightly grabbed Zieg's hand.

Unlike the Academy, which has a similar structure, this place has exactly the same structure, so I couldn't help feeling a bit scared.

I'm so glad Zieg is here.

Even though it's a dream, I could feel the warm temperature from his hand, which reassured me a little.

As I looked around while holding his hand, I noticed the writing on the blackboard.

In the bottom left corner of the blackboard, written in a medium-sized font, were the words "Cleaning Duty: Arwin, Ziegfried."

Seeing those words written on the blackboard made me fear this place in a different way.

Why is this dream so detailed?

Still, since the cleaning duty was assigned to me and Zieg, it seemed I could avoid having to do other kids' cleaning as well.

I've been good at cleaning since before falling into the novel world, so it shouldn't be a problem, right?

I'm the one who cleaned the empty mansion alone after grandmother disappeared.

So, cleaning with Zieg should be easy to finish.

It seemed ridiculous that I had to clean even in a dream, but since I could use my specialty after a long time... I'll go along with it for a bit.

That's what I thought.

While praying for this dream to end soon.

※

"Then the cleaning duty students stay behind to clean, and I'll see everyone tomorrow."

The person who appears to be the homeroom teacher concludes the final meeting at the front.

As the teacher finishes his closing remarks, the class students respond energetically and quickly begin to leave the classroom.

Of course, Zieg and I remained in the class since we were on cleaning duty.

I'm currently a bit amazed at how quickly time has passed.

To be honest, class time in the dream didn't even feel boring.

While I felt like dying of sleepiness when cramming unfamiliar words into my brain at the Academy, I could somewhat endure classes in this world.

But strangely, it didn't feel like I was actually listening to the lessons.

One second felt like ten seconds had passed.

It might just be me, but since it was a dream, I decided to just accept it.

Anyway, despite the passage of time, I still hadn't woken up from the dream.

Since I already realized it was a dream, I was going to just accept whatever unrealistic things happened.

Thinking too much about dreams would only give me a headache.

Zieg and I took out the dustpan and broom and started cleaning the classroom without saying a word.

Watching Zieg clean silently made me feel strange.

The Zieg in the dream felt very different from the one in the real world. He had the exact impression of Zieg from the early days of our journey.

An impression that he could handle anything alone.

An attitude of not accepting help from others.

He had the appearance of the early Zieg, completely different from the current Zieg.

Seeing Zieg like that filled my mind with questions again.

This time, it's about what facts this dream is based on.

It was a complex topic, so I immediately erased it from my mind.

Anyway, a subtly awkward atmosphere lingered in this classroom where only Zieg and I remained.

I wanted to do something about this subtle atmosphere, but the gap between the Zieg in the real world and the current Zieg was so enormous that I couldn't even start a conversation.

"Sigh..."

I'd rather wake up from this dream soon than feel this awkward atmosphere while cleaning.

I put down the dustpan and broom, turned my head, and looked out the window.

Rather than maintaining this awkward atmosphere, I'd rather skip cleaning and indulge in sentimentality.

With that thought, I quietly gazed at the sky that was beginning to turn red.

The sky of this place that I was seeing after a long time.

The familiar red sky that always comforted me after being bullied until late.

It was one of the few things I liked in this place.

Although I might never see this sky again after waking from the dream, I still enjoy looking at the sky, whether it's from this world or that world.

I stared at the sky intently for a while, then sat on the windowsill and openly started skipping work.

Cleaning was familiar, but it still feels bad to clean even in a dream.

Let me just take in this sky until the dream ends.

As I was thinking that and quietly looking at the sky, I noticed Zieg sitting on the windowsill next to me.

It was quite amusing to see him follow me and sit on the windowsill, making me laugh.

Although Zieg's personality is a bit different, Zieg is still Zieg.

I think I understand once again that the essence doesn't change.

Even though it's a dream, watching the sky with just the two of us is quite sentimental.

As I was thinking that and escaping from the labor of cleaning for a while, Zieg suddenly called out to me.

"Arwin."

"...Yeah?"

Since I didn't expect him to suddenly talk to me, I unconsciously responded with a slightly puzzled voice.

It felt quite annoying that he was now talking to me when he hadn't said anything except to wake me up.

Feeling that annoyance while waiting for Zieg's words, I felt like I'd been hit on the back of the head.

"I like you."

"Uh... um... what..."

Isn't this too sudden? Even for a dream, this confession seems too abrupt.

The gap was shattered in an instant.

Indeed, this guy is Zieg.

Whether it's Zieg in a dream or Zieg in the real world, Zieg is still Zieg.

The essence doesn't change. I think I'm realizing this for the second time.

I was a bit surprised because I didn't expect him to suddenly confess, but since I was aware this was a dream, the impact wasn't as great as expected.

That's what I thought, but.

"I love you."

"Huh...?"

"Let's get married."

"Eh... what...?"

The words that followed began to mercilessly destroy my vital points.

I thought I could handle "I like you," but the level of the words kept escalating.

"Marry me."

"Wh... what..."

Above all, after saying such vulgar words, he got up and started approaching me little by little.

I was so surprised that I just sat on the windowsill, unable to say anything and just stammering.

As I remained frozen, Zieg, who had come right in front of me, caught my eye.

"Arwin."

"Ah... yes...? Yes...!"

"Can I?"

"...!"

Wh... what...

I doubted what I had just heard.

"Wha... wha... what are you saying...!"

"You know."

Zieg answered with a bright smile to my words.

Then he started bringing his face closer to mine.

"Hey... hey... wh... what are you doing...!"

I waved my hands to signal him to stay away, but he gently grabbed my hands and pulled me towards him instead.

"St... stop... st... stop!!"

I desperately shouted as Zieg's face got closer and closer.

Despite my desperate cry, Zieg didn't stop.

In the end, I tightly closed my eyes.

I didn't have the courage to see what Zieg would do.

After keeping my eyes closed for a while, I felt the air change somehow.

More precisely, it wasn't that the air changed, but the overall atmosphere changed.

The overall feeling was very different.

Feeling puzzled, I opened my eyes slightly and saw.

The dormitory room assigned to me by the Academy, my own room.

"Ah..."

A sigh naturally escaped my lips.

To check if this was really reality, I pinched my cheek hard.

"Ow... owowow..."

Since I felt pain, it seems this is not a dream but reality.

It seems I've finally woken up from the dream.

I prayed so much to wake up from the dream, but now that I have, I feel strange.

Shouldn't dreams be hazy in memory?

Right now, I clearly remember every detail of the dream I just had.

As I slowly recalled the dream, I felt self-loathing.

"Ah... aaaargh!!"

What kind of dream did I just have?! Are you in your right mind, Arwin?!

I hugged the pillow in front of me tightly and started kicking the blanket.

I was struggling to forget what kind of dream I had just had.

After kicking the blanket for a while, even this action started to make me feel self-loathing.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

What time is it now?

With that thought, while trying to suppress the self-loathing that was about to burst out, I turned my gaze towards the desk.

The clock on the desk showed a time well past what the Academy Director had told us to keep.

I'm late.

That thought alone fills my mind now.

The self-loathing I felt until just now has been removed from my mind.

I quickly began changing into my Academy uniform.

Wearing a skirt was still unfamiliar, but now wasn't the time to worry about that.

An exchange student being late on the second day of transfer... this is really bad.

After changing into my Academy uniform faster than anyone else and at a different speed from others, I quickly put on my shoes and flung the door open.

As I rushed out of the room, I saw Zieg waiting for me with a comfortable expression.

Seeing me open the door and come out, Zieg smiled and said,

"Arwin, you're late. Let's go quickly."

"...!!"

As soon as I saw Zieg, various thoughts began to cross my mind.

Why is he here?

Why didn't he go ahead?

Why didn't he wake me up?

Unaware of my thoughts, Zieg smiled and extended his hand.

As soon as I saw Zieg, I remembered Zieg from my dream, and my face began to burn hot.

"St... stop!!"

I shouted as desperately as possible and waved my palm to signal Zieg not to come closer.

"...?"

Zieg stopped in his tracks at my behavior and showed a puzzled reaction.

Leaving Zieg with his puzzled reaction, I lowered my head and started running at full speed.

It's hard to look at Zieg with a clear mind right now.

I ended up running away in a dirty and ugly manner.

"Ah... Arwin?!"

I heard Zieg's voice urgently calling me from behind, but I had no time to pay attention to that now.

I don't care about being late or anything.

For now, let's avoid Zieg until my heart calms down.

And so began a day full of mishaps.

Ch.77 - Rising Guilt
"Really... are you two in your right minds?"

"..."

"..."

The Academy Director's sharp voice pierces my ears.

The reason his voice is so cutting is because we skipped the entire morning class.

It's absolutely not because we didn't want to attend class. We infiltrated this place under the pretense of learning magic, so not properly attending classes would be nonsensical behavior.

And it wasn't just skipping morning classes that was the problem—lately, Arwin and I have been drawing too much attention, which apparently reached the Director's ears.

"I mean... I let you transfer in to get rid of your demonic energy, but what is this behavior?"

Though he's smiling on the outside as he speaks, we knew.

That smile was definitely not one of pleasure.

Knowing this, we could only remain silent and listen to the Director's words.

"Are you seriously messing around? I already have so much work to do, and now I have to work overtime because of this?"

The Director, who had been expressing anger until just now, suddenly shifted to a voice filled with pitiful sorrow.

Hearing the Director's miserable voice makes my heart sting with guilt.

Perhaps it's because the Director looks so wretched.

The Director maintained the same appearance as when we first infiltrated the Academy—the way he looked before receiving Arwin's healing.

Dark circles so deeply embedded they looked like they might reach his mouth. Eyes filled with resentment toward the world, as if asking why he had to endure this.

Though he had the appearance of a young boy, his corpse-like appearance was incredibly eerie.

And yet, we had inflicted additional torture on someone already living such a difficult life by giving him more work.

Already miserable, he begins to spiral, becoming even more distressed because of us.

"The other three are all quiet, so why do I only hear stories about you two? Are you joking?"

"You said you'd get rid of demonic energy, but why do I only hear rumors about you rubbing salt in wounds? I don't hear anything about the other three."

"If you came here hiding the fact that you can't use magic, shouldn't you at least try not to stand out?"

"Do you know how sorry I feel toward the professors? Even asking them to accommodate you makes me feel awkward."

"If you're really the Hero's party, then act like it. Why are you here just engaging in romance?"

I sincerely wanted to apologize, but his emotions, once unleashed, wouldn't easily stop—he must have been truly miserable.

Perhaps working overtime is far more painful than we imagine.

The Director's voice as he scolds us carries genuine anger and sadness, making me feel even more guilty.

As we witness the Director's outburst, I notice Arwin's shoulders gradually shrinking.

Of course, I wasn't feeling confident either, so I kept my head bowed low.

We had many reasons to feel sorry toward the Director.

After listening to his scolding for quite some time, I noticed the Director had stopped yelling and was starting to take deep breaths to calm himself.

Watching this, Arwin, unable to bear the guilt, made a tearful face and began casting healing magic on the Director.

The Director's expression becomes more human-like as he receives Arwin's healing.

Having received healing and somewhat regained his senses, the Director apologizes to us.

"...I'm sorry. I haven't slept for two days, so I wasn't in my right mind."

It seems not sleeping for two days was the decisive reason for his emotional state.

He was already sensitive, and we kept causing trouble, so his reaction was understandable.

At the Director's words, Arwin completely bowed her head.

Of course, I was no exception.

In the room's awkward atmosphere, both Arwin and I kept our heads bowed, expressing our apologies to the Director.

Seeing us with our heads deeply bowed, the Director spoke as if resigned.

"Haah... fine... I'll take care of the aftermath... just don't do this again... please, I'm begging you."

The Director was sincerely asking... no, pleading with us.

Hearing his words, we could only silently nod without saying anything.

"Get out... I'm busy..."

The Director waved his hand dismissively, as if telling us to scram.

Taking this as our cue, we quickly moved toward the door and left.

Though we felt very sorry for the Director, we still had the ordeal of afternoon classes ahead of us after skipping all morning classes, so we couldn't afford to linger.

Once outside, I felt somewhat relieved and let out a sigh.

"Phew..."

Arwin flinched at my sigh.

She probably thought I was a bit angry.

...Come to think of it, we were extremely late for class today because I was chasing after Arwin.

Setting aside the fact that Arwin woke up late, as soon as she saw me, she blushed and immediately ran away at full speed.

We were already going to be a bit late because Arwin overslept, but then she ran away as soon as she saw me, making us extremely late for class.

I wanted to wake up the oversleeping Arwin, but I couldn't bring myself to knock on her door because of the attention it would draw.

And the fact that Arwin was more desperate than ever to escape from me made it difficult to catch her.

Since we were already as late as we could be and had already been scolded, I might as well ask why she ran away.

"Arwin."

"...Yes."

She immediately bowed her head and responded weakly to my call.

As if knowing what I was about to ask, she showed a generally deflated demeanor.

"Why did you run away?"

"..."

Arwin apologizes to me in a tearful voice, twisting her fingers as if ashamed.

"I'm... I'm sorry..."

"..."

I didn't want an apology; I wanted to know why she ran away as soon as she saw me...

But seeing her apologize so weakly in that tearful voice made those feelings fade.

Since she seemed reluctant to talk about it, I decided not to press the issue.

Above all, I didn't want to see her cry.

With that thought, I quickly grabbed her hand and started running forward.

It was to forcibly change the mood for her sake, as she looked like she might cry at any moment.

"Ah... w-wait..."

"It's fine. Let's hurry, Arwin."

For now, I'll be satisfied with being able to walk through the hallway holding hands, but next time will be different.

The tumultuous lunch hour passed.

※

When I returned to the classroom with Zieg, I could feel the gazes directed at us.

Well, we skipped all the morning classes, so it would be strange if we didn't attract attention.

With that thought, I began waiting for the professor who hadn't yet entered the classroom.

I felt I should at least attend class properly, given how much trouble I'd caused.

It was a day filled with many pangs of conscience.

I felt sorry for the three who were keeping quiet to resolve the demonic energy issue, and I felt sorry for the professors who were trying to teach diligently despite the disruptions we caused.

Above all, I felt most sorry toward the Academy Director and Zieg.

I felt an initial wave of guilt seeing Zieg getting scolded with me because I ran away in the morning, and a secondary wave seeing the Director with his deeply embedded dark circles.

It seems like I'm just causing trouble for others since coming to the Academy...

"Haah..."

Hating myself for only being a burden, I unconsciously let out a sigh.

How pathetic. Indeed, my essence never changes...

This is the third time I've thought this today. Does that mean today has been such a mess?

Still, I can't just keep sighing meaninglessly, so I should try to focus on class today.

Although I can't use magic, I should be able to understand the theory to some extent.

I've already disappointed many people around me, but if I try to redeem myself during the remaining time, I might be able to somehow recover.

Above all, I was in a very troubled state, so I needed to focus on class. That was my main thought.

Because whenever I look at Zieg's face, that vivid scene from my dream keeps coming back.

My face automatically heats up, and I end up running away without realizing it.

And I felt so sorry for involving Zieg today.

Embarrassment and regret.

These simultaneous feelings keep arising whenever I see Zieg, so I wanted to focus on one thing to forget that fact.

So, today I'll focus on class. I'm sure I can do it.

Just as the professor entered the classroom. Now I'll really concentrate.

That's what I was thinking.

Until I heard what the professor said upon entering the classroom.

"Today, we're going to practice using magic."

"..."

Ah...

I'm doomed.

Ch.78 - Changing Things
"Arwin, are you okay?"

"Huh? Yeah! I'm okay?"

Words that could be either affirmative or negative automatically tumble out of my mouth in response to Zieg's concern.

We've now left the Classroom and arrived at the Training Room.

Everyone seems filled with excitement. Is experimenting with magic really that thrilling?

And among those excited faces, I can feel someone secretly directing their gaze toward us.

It seems they want to check the abilities of us transfer students...

Honestly, I'm nervous.

I could pretend to use Healing Magic, but truthfully, I'm extremely nervous.

From what the Academy Director said, the professors have already been informed, so I probably don't need to be this anxious... but I'm still deceiving people.

I have a personality that makes lying difficult, and more than anything, I hate that unique feeling of guilt when telling lies.

That's why I'm not good at lying... but now I've been placed in a situation where I have no choice.

...Right, think positively. This is something I must do as a member of the Hero's party. So there's absolutely no need to feel guilty.

I tried to rationalize away my guilt about having to lie and began taking deep breaths.

It was deep breathing to calm my nerves as much as possible.

"Phew..."

Taking deep breaths seems to help organize my thoughts a bit.

Yeah...! Even if it's magic practice, how hard could it be?

I just need to go to this Training Room and use something called magic.

It's not that difficult. Don't overthink it.

In the first place, there's no reason I need to show other students me using magic.

I can feel some expectant gazes, but I don't necessarily need to demonstrate anything.

I was thinking too complicatedly.

If I just pretend to practice, they'll surely be fooled. I was making it too difficult.

Looking around, I can already see students chanting various types of magic.

I lost myself for a moment watching their magic, forgetting my worries about acting.

My fascination with magic was still alive, so I couldn't help it.

Observing various magic is always enjoyable. It's still amazing to see fire magic, earth magic, ice magic, and other elemental magic springing from students' hands, though it's funny that I still find it fascinating.

If things go wrong, I'm a bit afraid of having to show my modest healing among all these flashy spells.

But thinking only negatively won't help anything! So I'll proceed confidently!

With newfound determination, I firmly made up my mind and turned my head.

Not to look at anyone in particular. I just wanted to show my confident self.

However, my action ended up having a negative effect.

Where I turned my head, Zieg's face was right there.

"Eek!!"

My face instantly burned hot upon seeing Zieg's face.

Until just now, I was fidgeting nervously beside Zieg, distracted by having to pretend to use magic, but now that I'd steeled myself and could assess the situation, Zieg's presence was like Medusa—just looking at him was fatal.

Zieg showed a puzzled expression at my scream, but I left him behind and started running toward Cian.

Behind me, Zieg called out urgently in a confused voice.

But unable to respond to his calls, I ran at full speed toward Cian.

Toward the dependable Knight I had wanted to meet all this time.

Normally, Zieg would have been the most dependable person, but since that dream, he had become both the most dependable and most dangerous person. So right now, Cian is the most dependable person.

Even though Cian had betrayed me before, I was willing to nullify that if she would accept me now.

I immediately went to Cian and hid behind her back.

"Arwin?"

Cian's puzzled voice came from in front of me.

"What are you doing..."

"..."

Nobody understands me!

Those words almost burst from my throat, but I stopped myself because I knew Cian would look at me as if I were truly pathetic if I said that.

But I don't even know why I'm acting this way.

I can't understand myself and my behavior at all.

If I can't understand myself, there's no way others can understand why I'm acting this way.

Those questions lead to more questions, making my thoughts more complicated.

Shouldn't I normally be angry after having such a strange dream?

I almost had something forced on me, yet when I see Zieg's face, I feel strange emotions growing stronger.

Even trying to rationalize it as anger and excitement doesn't work.

My heart beats as it pleases, my face flushes on its own, and most of my body complains with abnormal symptoms.

It's definitely my body, and even though my body changed, it's still the body I control.

Yet strangely, it won't move according to my will.

Various parts of me hurt.

Not like people in hospitals hurt.

Not something that can be cured with treatment like those people receive.

It feels different from an incurable disease too.

It feels like an incurable illness, but somehow different.

Something definitely different is stimulating me.

But even though I know it's not an incurable disease, I don't know how to resolve these symptoms.

...No, maybe I already know.

Subconsciously, I might have noticed what kind of illness I'm suffering from and how to cure it.

I'm just refusing to accept it.

I know. I know I'm being selfish.

But I don't like it.

I just didn't like it.

This situation that has come upon me, these emotions I'm feeling, my body that won't move as I wish.

I was afraid.

Afraid that accepting these feelings would feel like denying my entire life until now.

More than half of my life would be denied.

Some might think I'm overreacting. They might think I have a victim mentality.

Nevertheless, I couldn't help but be wary of these phenomena.

No, it's not wariness.

I'm scared.

Scared of having my life as a man denied.

Scared of seeing the towers I've carefully built collapse all at once.

It wasn't a successful life, but still, it was a tower I had somehow managed to build.

Certainly, no one here knows me. Yet I'm still afraid.

The gazes of others were still frightening, but what's more frightening is myself.

Everyone in the world seems to be telling me to quietly accept these feelings I'm experiencing now.

That my former self is unnecessary, so I should let go without regret.

Such negative thoughts keep coming up. My former self feels like a failure.

"...Arwin?"

I noticed Cian had turned around and was looking at me.

Cian's expression showed concern, as if asking what was wrong.

With such an expression, Cian carefully asked me.

"Why are you crying?"

"..."

Only after hearing Cian's words did I realize I was crying.

I knew my body was trembling.

Is it because I'm truly troubled by various factors right now?

Is it because I can't handle the pressure of suddenly receiving expectations I've never experienced before?

I don't know.

No matter how much I think about it, I don't understand why I'm acting this way.

I don't understand myself. I'm strange.

Being cared for was certainly joyful.

But since I didn't expect to receive attention, I can't handle the sudden kindness.

I don't think I'm completely ready yet.

I can feel something slowly flowing down from my eyes.

What should I call what I'm shedding now?

Tears? Emotions? Or my life as a man?

What am I letting go of right now?

"Hic..."

Before I knew it, my emotions intensified, and tears began to fall steadily.

Watching me like this, Cian gently patted my back and wiped away my tears.

"It's okay, there there."

I felt grateful to Cian for comforting me while patting my back.

The warm, caring sensation on my back still remained.

Feeling that sensation, I thought.

I want to change.

I want to overcome my cowardice and change.

But I don't want to discard my former self.

As I said before, both my male self and female self are entirely me.

I don't want to change.

I don't like this fragile, precarious relationship that could break because of my troubled self.

I was afraid that if I rejected Zieg's confession, our relationship would break.

And I was afraid that if I accepted Zieg's confession, I would lose whatever remained of my former self.

It's contradictory.

I don't want to change.

Indeed, I don't want to change.

Ch.79 - Until The Picture Of Me Is Created
I feel like my heart is being torn apart.

A corner of my heart begins to crumble helplessly.

There was only one reason for feeling this way.

When something happened to Arwin.

That was the only thing I could think of right now.

I just wanted to talk to her as usual and be with her as usual.

But when I saw Arwin blushing at the sight of me and running away to Cian, those thoughts vanished.

At first, I found it cute when Arwin blushed and ran away, but when I saw her burst into tears immediately after meeting Cian.

Something cracked in my feelings of liking Arwin.

The feelings I have for her will never change.

No matter what happens, never.

I could be certain of that much.

But my current thoughts weren't about confirming my feelings.

Why is Arwin crying?

Why is Arwin, who was just blushing and running away from me, crying now?

That thought alone filled my mind.

However, it didn't take long for those thoughts to leave my head.

Thinking about it, I could easily guess why Arwin was acting this way.

If I considered what I'd been doing to Arwin until now, I could easily figure it out.

I was so focused on conveying my feelings of affection that I hadn't shown any consideration for her emotions or feelings.

This was the only thing I could think of right now.

No, this would be the only thing I could think of anytime.

I started to feel pathetic.

What kind of Hero doesn't consider other people's feelings?

Have I always been this selfish, only caring about my own emotions?

Those thoughts stabbed me like daggers.

Completely deflated, all I could do was quietly watch Cian comforting the crying Arwin.

I wanted to rush to her side and comfort her, but I couldn't move, knowing my presence would only make things worse.

Fortunately, since she was using Cian's body as a shield while crying, the disaster of drawing attention from everyone around didn't happen.

The sudden rush of stares would be too much for her, who was already sensitive about others' gazes.

If I ran over there now, it might cause the disaster of drawing unwanted attention.

Yes, I should be grateful the situation hasn't gotten worse.

I should be grateful.

I should only be thinking about that, but other worries began to surface.

They float up like balloons no matter how I try not to think about them.

When I realized my feelings for her, when I noticed these emotions existed, I made it extremely obvious that I liked her.

Even when Arwin was putting herself down and trying to leave the party, I conveyed my feelings to prevent her from leaving.

What if she doesn't actually want to be in the party?

This was Arwin who tried to leave the party while putting herself down.

What if she's just staying out of consideration for me?

Such anxious thoughts surfaced.

According to her words, she definitely liked being in our party.

Still, I was anxious.

Afraid she might grow disillusioned with the party because of me. Afraid she might grow disillusioned with these feelings I have for her.

Maybe I've put shackles on her in the name of affection.

If she keeps bottling things up and they burst all at once like now, she might really leave the party.

Maybe I should keep some distance.

That's what I thought.

Even though it's clearly a decision I'll regret, I feel it's the right thing to do for her and for the party.

Thinking this while looking at Arwin, I noticed she had stopped crying and seemed to have calmed down.

Only after seeing that Arwin had calmed down could I finally set aside my intense emotions.

I feel at ease as soon as I see that she's stable.

Yet my feelings for her keep growing.

I need to hide these feelings and keep some distance.

It was clear this would be extremely difficult for me.

Still, I had to do it.

We agreed that I'd hear her answer to my confession after this journey ends.

I'll keep my distance until she makes up her mind.

Having decided to keep my distance from her for a while, I felt a strange bitterness.

I was already starting to fear tomorrow when I wouldn't be able to see her up close.

Despite these negative thoughts, there was nothing I could do right now.

I could only recite the magic I learned in class, alone where no one could see.

Eventually, all these thoughts I'm having now...

Will burst like balloons that have risen too high in the sky.

The practice session is coming to an end.

※

"Are you okay now?"

Cian asks while wiping my tears with a handkerchief.

I couldn't tell her I wasn't okay when she looked so worried, so I smiled as brightly as possible and answered.

"Yeah... I'm fine now!"

I actually did feel better.

I still don't know exactly why I cried, but I feel much relieved after shedding those tears.

I just... my heart was troubled and I ended up crying without realizing it.

My previous relationships weren't as extensive as the ones I have now.

Maybe I was troubled because these new aspects were unfamiliar to me.

Still, the fact that I feel better after crying suggests it wasn't something too serious.

The fortunate thing is that I didn't sob loudly.

If I had wailed, I would have drawn everyone's attention in this place.

If everyone had seen me crying... I probably would have cried even more from the pressure.

And I would have been mortified enough to kick myself under the covers afterward.

Seeing that I was okay now, Cian gave me a relieved expression.

Seeing Cian's face right in front of me, I could only give an awkward smile in embarrassment.

From Cian's perspective, I must have been very perplexing.

Suddenly running to her during practice, and when she checked what was wrong, I was crying behind her.

It must have been incredibly confusing.

But despite my sudden behavior, I'm really grateful to Cian for patting my back.

Thanks to Cian, I was able to sort out my emotions somewhat.

It's still difficult to let go of my old self and accept who I am now.

But I'm going to try a little harder.

I'll respond to your efforts as much as you reach out to me.

I turned my head to look at Zieg's face.

I can still feel my face getting hot when I look at him.

It gets unbearably hot.

Countless indescribable emotions swirl and press against me whenever I see your face.

Still, I decided to stop being a coward who avoids these feelings.

This emotion that slowly tightens around me wasn't just a torture device that only causes pain.

Looking at it from the opposite perspective, it was actually quite simple.

The heart-fluttering feeling is something gentle that quietly approaches and whispers.

It's only painful because I haven't accepted this heart-fluttering feeling yet, but it's definitely not a negative emotion created to torment me.

Nothing is wrong.

Nothing was wrong at all.

I was the one who had been acting incorrectly.

I thought I was moving forward.

I thought I had run hard from the starting point and was almost at the finish line.

But I hadn't even reached the halfway point yet.

Perhaps I was a bit intoxicated with pride.

I ran this hard, I'm amazing.

I had excessively praised myself for making a little progress.

Yet at the same time, I refused to accept my current body and emotions.

I felt a bit disgusted by such selfish behavior, but I straightened my mind.

I can't move forward if I keep thinking negatively.

Let's remove some negative emotions and fill ourselves with positive ones.

When I paint a picture on the paper that is me with only the color of negativity, the picture looks more disturbing.

I can't claim that negative emotions will disappear completely.

But the various positive and happy emotions I can feel now...

Let's apply these various colors to the paper that is me and find harmony.

Then someday, a satisfying picture will be created that others—and I—can admire.

Famous masterpieces must have been created with time and care too.

Let's slowly create a version of myself that I can be satisfied with.

That's what I thought as I looked at Zieg, not denying my heart that starts racing uncontrollably.

The first practice session seems to have passed more easily than I expected.

Ch.80 - Betrayal
"Huaaaam..."

My yawn echoes through the empty room.

Coming back to my room, the tension drains from my body and fatigue washes over me.

I slowly begin changing my clothes while feeling this exhaustion.

It was a challenging day, to say the least.

"..."

Thinking about it again makes my face heat up.

Looking back, today seems to have been filled with nothing but embarrassing moments...

I quickly try to erase the memories surfacing in my mind and flop down on the bed.

Anyway, that difficult journey is over, and Zieg saw me off, so now I'm safely back in the Dormitory. I should stop thinking about it...

With that thought, I close my eyes, trying to shake off the emerging memories and fall asleep.

But my efforts shatter completely.

When I close my eyes, the memories appear even more vividly, making it impossible to dismiss them, let alone fall asleep.

No matter how hard I try to forget, they keep coming back.

After wrestling with these memories in bed for a while, I finally admit defeat.

...Since I'll keep thinking about it anyway, I might as well review the entire day...

I begin to reflect on today's events, half-resigned, hoping that properly processing them might prevent them from resurfacing again.

As I slowly recall everything that happened today, I can feel my face growing warmer.

I had an incredibly embarrassing dream, was late because of it and got scolded by the Academy Director alongside Zieg, and even cried next to Cian during practice...

My mind fills with regret for having revisited these thoughts.

Pulling out each memory one by one makes me realize just how much of a mess today truly was.

As I organize my thoughts about the day's events, I discover myself growing increasingly empty inside.

Yet amid all these hollow memories, Zieg remained constant.

Zieg, who always approached me.

Looking back, I can see it clearly now.

He didn't just push his feelings onto me one-sidedly; he approached me with consideration.

Recognizing this helps me get a sense of how I should act toward Zieg from now on.

I shouldn't run away because I'm afraid of change or because I fear being abandoned.

Zieg has always been the one to approach me first, so this time, let me be the one to approach him.

If I keep avoiding these unfamiliar feelings out of fear, nothing will improve.

I've decided to face them head-on.

It must have been difficult for Zieg all this time too.

Maybe if I gradually approach you, I'll be able to fully understand these feelings.

Are the feelings you have for me the same as what I'm feeling? That's all I need to find out.

As I organize these thoughts, I feel my mind becoming more at ease.

I feel like I could sleep peacefully now.

With that thought, I close my eyes.

If I stay up late sorting through my thoughts, I'll definitely be late again like today.

As I lie there with my eyes closed, I feel my consciousness growing hazy.

Despite everything that happened, another day is coming to an end.

※

"...Alright."

Having woken up early and changed into my uniform before heading to the Main Building, I slowly rise from the bed, deliberately ignoring the fluttering sensation that's unique to me.

I keep feeling a cool sensation from below, but I've gotten somewhat used to it, so it doesn't bother me much anymore.

Since I've decided to embrace change, I shouldn't suffer over something so trivial.

I turn my head to look at the clock on the desk.

It's still quite early for class.

But knowing Zieg's personality, he's probably already up early and waiting for me out front.

I couldn't let him wait and make his legs sore, so I immediately headed toward the door.

As I reach the door, I start feeling nervous.

When I open this door in front of me, I'll see Zieg's face.

So, all I need to do is open this door.

Steeling my resolve once more, I grab the doorknob and pull it open with all my strength.

And what I see is...

Someone with short golden hair...

Huh?

"...Yuna?"

"...!"

Yuna timidly waves her hand after spotting me.

"Eh...?"

Looking at Yuna standing there, I couldn't help but make a dumbfounded sound.

Where's Zieg, and why is she here?

Something was very wrong with this morning.

※

"...Yuna?"

"...Yes."

She responds to my call with a small voice, as if lacking confidence.

Actually, it feels more like she's completely intimidated.

When she first came to this village, she generally seemed intimidated, but she still tried to speak brightly, even if it was forced.

But now she seems completely deflated, not even trying to speak cheerfully.

I wanted to ask where Zieg was and why she was here instead, but seeing Yuna's state, I couldn't bring myself to ask such questions.

All I could do now was quietly head to the Main Building with Yuna.

It's incredibly disconcerting to have everything I'd been planning since yesterday collapse at once due to this sudden situation.

But I can't say anything in front of the timid Yuna beside me...

"Haah..."

Feeling sad about my predicament of being unable to do anything, I let out a sigh.

"...!!"

But when I saw Yuna flinch at my unintentional sigh, I realized I'd made a mistake.

Does she think I'm angry?

How did someone so bright end up like this?

Afraid she might actually cry if I pressured her more, I took her hand to lead her, hoping to change the atmosphere.

"Huh...? Arwin?"

"We'll... be late... let's go!"

Of course, since this was unfamiliar behavior for me too, I couldn't act very confidently.

It's somewhat amusing how Yuna, who usually likes to take the lead, and I, who usually stays quietly in the back, have switched positions.

"Um... okay!"

Yuna responds to my action, stumbling over her words.

She seems to have brightened up a bit, perhaps realizing I'm not angry.

Both of us felt somewhat pathetic—me taking the lead with unfamiliar actions and Yuna being quiet and depressed—but I decided to just go with it.

Since I'd made a commitment to change, I should just accept it.

After running for a while holding Yuna's hand, we finally reached the classroom door.

"Huff... huff..."

"..."

For someone like me with absolutely no athletic ability, this run with Yuna was a challenging journey.

Yuna looked at me with what seemed like disdain as I caught my breath in front of the door.

She was being quite impudent for someone who had been timidly stumbling over her words just moments ago.

But since Yuna showed no signs of fatigue while I was gasping for breath, I couldn't say anything.

Seeing Yuna completely unfazed while I was on the verge of death from breathlessness made me feel a strange distance between us.

Perhaps I'm the only one in our party without athletic ability.

Cian and Zieg, who use swords, naturally have to train intensively since they deal physical damage.

Yuna uses a bow, which is a ranged weapon, but... she still seemed to have basic athletic ability...

And Mayel uses magic for physical enhancement...

...Wait, that doesn't make sense?

Mayel is a Mage. A Mage who should be shooting magic from a distance.

So why does she have good physical abilities?

As someone who's perpetually relegated to healing duties, I can't help but resent Mayel's inexplicable physical prowess.

...But thinking about it, it's all meaningless resentment.

If I put in the effort to train my body, I could certainly achieve those physical abilities too.

It's just that I don't want to make that effort.

But while I dislike exercise, there's something odd about a Saintess who strengthens her body through training... doesn't that seem a bit off?

The conclusion is this:

I want to use magic too...

With that thought, my anger toward Mayel naturally subsided, and anger toward something else began to rise.

Not that getting angry by myself will change anything.

After catching my breath for a while, I felt my breathing return to normal.

Yuna, who had been checking on my condition, confirmed I was okay and said cheerfully:

"Let's go in!"

"Y-Yeah..."

She seems to have returned somewhat to her bright self after seeing my pathetic state.

It seems my courageous act of taking her hand and leading her wasn't meaningless after all.

Though I unintentionally showed a pathetic side, it helped Yuna return a bit to her normal self.

That alone gives meaning to the courageous action I took.

Thinking it was fine either way, I quietly followed Yuna's lead.

Flinging the door open and entering, I could see a few students who had arrived early.

After being used to seeing the classroom packed with students, there was something strange about seeing it so empty.

I looked around while slowly following Yuna.

And as my eyes wandered around the classroom, they suddenly stopped, along with my footsteps.

"...!"

I spotted Zieg sitting quietly next to Cian, looking at me.

In the seat where Yuna should have been sitting.

When I directed my gaze toward him, Zieg quickly turned his head away.

Seeing him do that, I felt an inexplicable anger rise within me.

I began shooting as much resentment and anger as I could through my eyes at Zieg.

Yuna, who had suddenly stopped walking, gave me a puzzled look, but that wasn't important right now.

What mattered was that Zieg had abandoned me, come to the classroom first, and was now sitting with two other girls.

"Yuna, could you save me a seat?"

"Huh? O-Okay."

I had decided to change myself.

And now, I'm taking another step forward.

I started running at full speed toward Zieg.

Perhaps hearing me running, Zieg hurriedly got up and started to flee.

The morning I thought would be quiet was becoming noisy again.

Ch.81 - My Heart
"Huff... huff..."

I'm out of breath.

Even more winded than when I grabbed Yuna's hand and led her away earlier.

Right now, I just want to collapse on the floor.

But I can't do that. I forced my uncooperative body to keep moving.

Despite how exhausted I am, Zieg doesn't show any signs of fatigue whatsoever.

Zieg and I are currently in the middle of a chase through the hallway.

I can feel every student in the corridor staring at us with puzzled expressions.

But right now, those stares aren't important to me.

"Hey...! Stop right...!"

"..."

Zieg deliberately pretends not to hear my voice filled with resentment and anger.

He flinched when he heard me but still acts like he didn't hear anything, which is truly infuriating.

And worst of all, he actually starts running faster after hearing my voice.

To think that someone called a Hero would sprint at full speed against a Saintess with no physical abilities whatsoever...

I'm not really one to talk, considering I'm a Saintess who engages in all sorts of eccentric behavior, but still—is he really a Hero?

I laid out all these complaints in my mind while dragging my tired body forward. It's strange how I can have these thoughts while struggling so much.

Still, no amount of complaining will change anything. I should stop thinking about it.

Just chasing Zieg is challenging enough.

Someone like me with zero athletic ability obviously doesn't have what it takes to overtake a Hero with superior physical strength. No wonder this is difficult.

I notice the distance between us, which was relatively close when I first started running, slowly growing wider.

Zieg is getting further and further away.

If this chase continues at this rate, I'll clearly be the one who loses.

Even so, I couldn't give up.

I don't know why I can't give up.

I have no idea why Zieg is running away from me.

I can't even begin to guess what's happening.

I don't understand what Zieg is doing right now.

And I don't understand why I'm chasing him either.

When I saw Zieg abandoning me and going ahead to be with two girls, an inexplicable anger welled up inside me.

This wasn't something worth chasing him for.

I don't understand Zieg, and I don't understand myself.

I have no idea what's going on.

Nevertheless, I chose to chase after Zieg.

Just following what my heart told me.

My heart was shouting at me. Chase after Zieg now, it said. Follow him and say whatever needs to be said.

But watching Zieg getting further away, I realized that catching up to him with my physical abilities alone would be impossible.

So the method I'm about to use might be a bit underhanded. Still, I believe you'll understand.

It's like punishment for abandoning me and going ahead...

After rationalizing it to myself, I put my somewhat shameful plan into action.

I deliberately pretended to slip.

I can't tell lies, but maybe acting with my body would work? That was the small question behind my plan.

It was a cowardly, ugly, and shameful method, but how else could I catch up to Zieg when there was such a physical gap between us?

I already felt guilty imagining Zieg's reaction if he fell for my act, but I tried to ignore it.

I was going to pretend to slip.

I was definitely going to pretend to slip.

I had no intention of actually slipping.

"Ah...!"

I misstepped.

If I had regained my balance immediately, I wouldn't have ended up face-planting on the floor, but it happened so suddenly that I lost my balance and actually slipped.

This is bad. This was truly unexpected.

I was only going to pretend to slip and fall, but who would have thought I'd actually slip for real?

Because it happened so suddenly, I couldn't react and was falling without any way to stop myself.

Expecting my face to be smashed, I closed my eyes. I didn't want to know when the pain would come.

So I waited with my eyes closed for the pain that would hit my face.

No, I would have been waiting if I hadn't suddenly felt two arms supporting me.

"...?"

I kept waiting, but instead of pain, I only felt something supporting me, which made me momentarily confused, but I quickly dismissed that confusion.

I've had countless near-accidents due to my mistakes.

Even now, my perfect plan collapsed in an instant because of my error.

But thinking about it, while I've had many close calls, I haven't actually been hurt that often.

I can reflect on myself. I'm not stupid.

I know I'm a bit odd.

I know I'm quite clumsy.

That's the pathetic me. I'm definitely the type who's mostly a burden to the party.

Still, Zieg accepts me.

He keeps accepting someone like me. He doesn't abandon me.

Far from abandoning me, Zieg approaches me whispering words of love.

The situation has gotten a bit strange right now, but I still knew.

I knew you would come even when I made another silly mistake.

I slowly opened my eyes.

When I opened them, I saw a familiar face.

Yes, I knew you would come.

Perhaps these thoughts I'm having are extremely selfish from Zieg's perspective.

Zieg has no obligation to protect me, but I've always unconsciously believed that Zieg would protect me.

Being so selfish, I believed you would come and catch me.

"Are you okay?"

I believed you would give me a warm, concerned word as you always do.

"..."

Zieg, who had been running away until just now, spoke to me with his usual concerned voice.

Seeing Zieg like that, I couldn't bring myself to speak.

It wasn't because I was ashamed.

It wasn't guilt about my selfish expectation that you would always be kind to me.

Those thoughts did cross my mind, but it was different now.

Zieg caught me right before I fell.

I had intended to pretend to slip, but I actually did slip.

Anyway, since Zieg came to catch me, I spread my arms and hugged him so he couldn't escape.

"...!"

When I hugged him to prevent him from getting away, Zieg looked extremely flustered.

His surprise was evident in his appearance.

His eyes were wider than usual, and I could feel the hands supporting me trembling.

"A... Arwin...?"

Zieg called my name with a trembling voice.

"C-Could you let go...?"

"..."

Of course, despite hearing Zieg's voice, I had no intention of letting him go.

I just hugged Zieg tighter as he tried to break free from me.

Watching my behavior, Zieg didn't say anything and just awkwardly scratched his head.

Following Zieg's lead, I didn't say anything either and just buried my face in his chest.

I felt I needed to hide my reddening face after doing something so bold that didn't suit me at all.

When Zieg was running away from me, my mind was filled with thoughts of catching him and questioning him, but now that I had caught him, my mind went blank.

I couldn't let Zieg escape.

But it was too embarrassing to speak up.

Even I thought I was acting pathetically, but let's just focus on the fact that I succeeded in catching him.

"...Sigh..."

As I was thinking this, I heard a sigh from in front of me and felt something on my head.

Zieg was patting my head.

It wasn't the kind of pat that suggested he found me cute, but rather one that seemed to comfort me. Perhaps because I had my head down, he mistakenly thought I was crying.

With that misunderstanding, Zieg apologized to me.

"I'm sorry, Arwin."

"..."

Despite hearing those words, I still couldn't say anything.

If I opened my mouth now, Zieg would realize I wasn't crying. That made it even harder to speak.

And above all, I was organizing my thoughts, so I didn't have the mental capacity to respond.

With my face buried in Zieg's chest, I thought.

There were several reasons why I chased after Zieg like this.

What if I approached Zieg this time?

Why did Zieg abandon me?

Why do I get angry when I see him with Mayel and Cian?

Why is Zieg running away from me?

I chased after Zieg for all these various reasons.

But among all those reasons, I needed to find my true goal.

My true goal hidden behind those thoughts.

As I quietly pondered my goal, I felt like I had almost figured out what this emotion I'm feeling is.

I finally found it.

I found it among all those thoughts.

My real goal, hidden behind all those thoughts, was this:

I want to be with Zieg.

That's all I'm thinking about right now.

I realized why I chased after Zieg.

That alone was reason enough for me to speak now.

I lifted my head, looked straight into Zieg's eyes, and said:

"Zieg."

"Yes...?"

Zieg was flustered again seeing me looking completely normal.

But his reaction didn't stop my words.

"I want to be with you."

"Huh?"

Zieg's face gradually turned bright red.

My face also started heating up following Zieg's lead.

Still, I didn't lower my head.

The heat I felt on my face didn't seem so bad.

That's how it might have been.

The chaotic morning continues.

Ch.82 - Certainty
"Haah..."

My sigh echoed through the classroom, neither too loud nor too soft in the morning emptiness with few students around.

I certainly hadn't intended to sigh, but they kept escaping on their own.

Perhaps it was because the trial before me was too much to bear.

I never realized keeping my distance from Arwin until the end of this trip would be this difficult.

My heart felt like it was being torn apart, but I could endure it by imagining her unburdened by my presence.

That alone kept me from going to pick her up.

Of course, I couldn't let Arwin enter the classroom alone, so I had asked Yuna to accompany her instead.

Not being able to be by her side from the morning tormented me, but I could endure it to some extent.

If the trip dragged on, I might not be able to hold out, but for now, I could manage.

There was no point in dwelling on it now since I'd clearly agonize over it again later, so I chose to clear my mind.

As I sat there lost in thought, I heard the back door opening.

I turned my head to see who had entered.

Perhaps turning to check who had entered was my mistake from the beginning.

In my line of sight were Arwin and Yuna walking together, holding hands amicably.

Seeing Arwin enter the classroom hand-in-hand with Yuna made my heart uneasy.

Normally, I would have been the one holding that delicate hand, not Yuna.

I couldn't help feeling envious of Yuna for having exclusive access to her hand.

Would my heart have been less troubled if I hadn't looked at her entering with Yuna?

If I had hidden until class started... if I had made it impossible for me to see her at all...

Would it have hurt less?

...But knowing I could never do such a thing, I dismissed these useless thoughts from my mind.

Ignoring her presence before my eyes was simply impossible for me.

Somehow I managed to stop myself from approaching her, but I couldn't tear my gaze away.

As I continued staring at Arwin, she seemed to notice my gaze and turned to look in my direction.

I'd been caught, it seemed.

Perhaps I had been staring too obviously.

Arwin, having discovered me watching her, shot me a fierce look.

That gaze contained a complex mixture of emotions.

In Arwin's eyes directed at me, there was resentment.

A look that seemed to ask why I had abandoned her.

That was the first emotion I felt from Arwin, and the second was anger.

Judging by how her eyes darted to the side, she seemed angry that I was with Sian and Mayel, which gave me mixed feelings.

I felt pleased that she might be jealous, but immediately thought that this wasn't right.

And the third emotion I sensed was sadness.

I wasn't sure why she would feel sad. Wasn't I the one who was being a burden?

Still, something felt off, and I finally managed to turn my head away after being unable to do so until now.

Distance is best, for her sake and mine. That's the best solution.

I repeated the thought I'd been ruminating on since yesterday.

But even with my head turned, I couldn't block out her voice.

"Yuna, go save me a seat first."

"Huh? Okay."

Damn it.

Hearing someone running from behind, I immediately stood up and dashed forward.

Glancing back, I saw Arwin charging toward me with fire in her eyes.

Seeing her like that made me feel genuinely threatened.

Still, I wasn't particularly worried since Arwin, with her limited physical abilities, was unlikely to catch me.

Class would start soon anyway.

I just needed to shake her off quickly and return to the classroom.

※

"Huff... huff..."

I could hear Arwin gasping for breath behind me.

Why wouldn't she give up?

Contrary to my expectations, Arwin was persistently following me, which left me feeling both puzzled and alarmed.

Every student in the hallway was witnessing our chase, but Arwin didn't seem to care at all.

For Arwin, who was usually conscious of others' gazes, to behave like this...

Had I done something terribly wrong?

Arwin, breathing heavily, shouted at me.

"Hey...! Stop right...!"

"..."

Instead of responding to her voice, I moved my feet faster and increased my running speed.

I had no idea why she was following me so desperately, but I was determined to maintain the distance I had committed to.

As I continued running, I could see Arwin gradually falling behind.

Just keep going like this.

Just stay like this.

I felt a strange sense of relief thinking that way.

While deliberately ignoring the uneasiness in a corner of my heart.

As I kept running, I glanced back to steal a look at Arwin.

Looking back, I saw Arwin on the verge of collapse.

She looked so precarious that it seemed like the slightest touch would make her faint.

My prediction turned out to be accurate.

"Ah...!"

Arwin seemed to have misstepped and was about to slip.

Noticing this, I was already quickly moving in her direction.

I'm not sure when I started moving.

Perhaps I moved immediately after seeing Arwin about to slip.

Despite trying to distance myself from her, I rushed to her side the moment she was in danger.

It was quite ironic, but I didn't want her to get hurt.

Fortunately, I was able to prevent her from hitting her head on the ground.

Catching Arwin just in time, I asked:

"Are you okay?"

"..."

Arwin remained silent in response to my question.

Puzzled by her silence, I looked directly at her face.

Since she fell often, I was quite familiar with the sight of her with her eyes closed.

But this time was different.

Usually, when I caught her before a fall, she would have an expression of fear anticipating the coming pain, but now her expression was peaceful.

Arwin slowly opened her eyes with a look that suggested she knew I would catch her.

Only then did I realize one thing.

I had been tricked.

I had completely fallen for it.

Her acting had been so clumsy that anyone could have seen through it, but somehow her acting skills had improved this much.

Truly a terrifyingly rapid improvement.

But even after realizing I'd been tricked, there was nothing I could do.

Above all, her face was currently wreaking havoc on my heart.

Arwin's face posed multiple threats to me in various ways.

Her eyes, which normally could barely meet mine, were now steady and slightly curved with joy.

And she was giving me a radiant smile as if appealing to me.

My heart was in agony.

All I could do was stare blankly at her face.

It didn't take long for my confusion from her unintentional seduction to turn into panic.

"...!"

Arwin spread her arms and embraced me so I couldn't escape.

"A... Arwin...?"

I was so surprised by Arwin's sudden action that my trembling voice escaped my lips.

Nevertheless, knowing this wasn't right, I didn't try to calm my shaking voice and simply asked Arwin:

"C-could you please let go...?"

"..."

Of course, she had no intention of granting my request.

Arwin responded by tightening her arms around me, hugging me more firmly.

Then she buried her face against my chest.

Seeing her face buried against my chest, my mind went completely blank.

It didn't take long for my blank mind to regain its composure.

Arwin, with her face buried against my chest, was trembling slightly.

Is she crying?

Is she upset that I'm running away like this when we were so close until yesterday?

These suspicions arose in my mind, but now wasn't the time to guess why she was crying.

I needed to comfort her first.

Since it was true that I had forcibly tried to distance myself from her, I offered an apology without making excuses.

"I'm sorry, Arwin."

"..."

Arwin maintained her silence even after my apology.

Is she very angry? Is she very hurt?

Such thoughts brought anxiety upon me, but fortunately, the silence didn't last long.

Arwin slowly raised her head to look at me.

Contrary to my expectation, she wasn't crying.

She had a serious expression, but she wasn't crying.

It seemed she had just needed a moment to think.

And during that silence, she appeared to have made up her mind, showing a serious demeanor.

With that serious air about her, she was looking straight into my eyes, and I matched her gaze in response to her seriousness.

"Zieg."

"Yes...?"

With such a serious attitude, she was clearly about to say something significant.

I began to feel tense about what she might say.

To be honest, all my predictions had been off the mark since earlier, so I was feeling quite troubled and confused.

Therefore, I wasn't sure what expression I was making right now.

Nevertheless, all I could do was wait patiently for whatever Arwin had to say.

Her lips began to open slowly.

What came out of them was even more significant than I had anticipated.

"I want to be with you."

"Huh?"

What did I just hear?

My face began to flush with heat.

Did I mishear?

Seeing my puzzled expression, she tightened her arms around me even more, as if to wake me up.

An action to ensure I didn't think I had misheard.

Looking at her face again, I felt certainty firmly imprinted in my mind.

Unlike before, when she said she wanted to be with me...

She didn't lower her head.

Ch.83 - Bang!
"Now, this magic is..."

The professor's explanation fills the classroom.

Everyone is focused on the professor's voice coming from the front.

In this classroom, the professor's voice touches my hearing.

It desperately pleads as if begging me to listen.

But right now, I can't process anything about the professor's voice or anything else.

People often say things go in one ear and out the other, but my case was completely different.

It doesn't even enter one ear. Since it doesn't enter, it doesn't leave either.

That was my current state.

They say pouring water into a bottomless jar makes it leak, but my jar is sealed shut from the top, so I can't even try.

That's how confused I am right now.

I wanted to go back to my room right away and punch my blanket a few times, but unfortunately, class had already started, and the professor was enthusiastically explaining.

This is really stupid.

"I want to be with you."

*Bang!*

When I recalled what I'd said while chasing after Zieg, I slammed my head hard against the desk.

I wanted to forget it even if I had to do this.

I wanted to erase it from my mind even if I had to inflict pain on my body.

I seemed to have drawn some attention, but at least I didn't scream.

The professor made a confused sound, but among so many students, there was no evidence that I was the one who made the noise, so I don't think I was caught.

I don't even want to imagine what would have happened if I hadn't stopped the scream that was about to escape.

It wasn't even a confession, why would I say I want to be with him...! Seriously!

I started fanning myself with my hand, trying to cool down my burning face as quickly as possible.

Even though doing this wasn't reducing the heat on my face—it was actually getting hotter—I wanted to believe this action would cool me down at least a little.

I suppose the one fortunate thing is that I'm not the only one in this state.

I slightly turned my head to peek to the side.

Next to me, Zieg was sitting with a flushed face, not knowing what to do.

As if saying "I'm so flustered!" he keeps moving his hands restlessly.

I wasn't the only one unable to concentrate on the lesson.

As I kept sneaking glances at Zieg, our eyes suddenly met as he started checking on me too.

"!!"

"!!"

*Bang!*

I automatically whipped my head around and buried it in my desk.

I wasn't the only one who did this—from Zieg's direction came the same sound of a head hitting something.

I understand why Zieg would react that way.

But I don't understand at all why I'm reacting like this.

If I was going to be this embarrassed, I want to ask my past self why I did such a thing.

We were sitting side by side in the left corner seat where we'd been sitting since the first day at the Academy.

Normally, the seat next to me would have been Yuna's, but as soon as we arrived in the classroom, Yuna got up and went to Cian's side.

I still remember what she whispered to me on her way out.

"I'll cheer for you."

The shame I felt when I heard those words is still unforgettable.

I wanted to object, but I couldn't think of what to say.

I couldn't stand there with a bright red face in front of Zieg, so I quietly went to the seat Yuna had vacated.

I resent myself for not being able to say anything.

It's already in the past, so I shouldn't think about it anymore...

Anyway, Zieg and I were now sitting side by side listening to the lecture.

The one fortunate thing is that I never really paid attention to classes anyway, so not being able to concentrate properly on the explanation didn't feel like such a big deal.

But unlike me, Zieg could use magic, so his inability to focus on the class would clearly have a significant impact on his strength, which made me feel a bit guilty.

I'm sorry for making him uncomfortable since morning.

Still, I don't regret what I did.

...Probably.

Anyway, not being able to look at Zieg's face right now.

Not being able to do anything properly because my face is bright red.

It'll calm down eventually as time passes... so don't worry about it.

Now that I've decided to approach him, I can't just keep being embarrassed.

Adaptation is necessary... let's get used to it starting now!

Of course, the situation is different now. Let's keep my head turned away for a moment.

To overcome this, I need to look straight at Zieg, but I can take my time with that.

After lying with my head turned to the side for a while, when I judged that the heat in my face had completely cooled down, I raised my head to look at the professor.

If I kept lying down, I would surely get scolded for not properly listening to class, so I had to at least pretend to be listening.

While pretending to quietly listen to the class, I suddenly became curious about Zieg's condition and started sneaking glances at him like before, hoping not to get caught.

I'm doing this even though I know I'll regret it.

Glancing over, I could see Zieg with his head slightly raised, listening to the class.

Seeing him like that, it seems true that people think in similar ways.

Though there is a difference in that he's actually listening, unlike me who's just pretending.

But that thought quickly crumbled.

Eyes that seemed focused on the class started to slyly turn toward me.

"!!"

"!!"

*Bang!*

Once again, the sound of heads hitting something echoed simultaneously.

"Ah, really. Be quiet over there!"

The professor's voice, seemingly annoyed by the continued noise.

We could only keep our heads down at the professor's voice.

Whether the professor noticed we were the source of the noise or not, they sighed deeply.

"Haah..."

I don't know if the professor realized we were the source of the noise, but seeing them sigh and immediately continue with the class made me think I should be a bit quieter.

So I kept my head down for a while, and only after I had calmed down somewhat was I able to raise it again.

It's a bit funny that I'm cooling down my heated face while listening to the professor's explanation that I don't even understand.

As I kept touching my head while cooling my face, I could feel pain each time I touched it, which suggested I had bruises from repeatedly banging my head on the desk.

My face was hot, and my head was hot in a different sense...

It was truly a chaotic class period.

※

"Haah..."

Having somehow overcome the ordeal of morning classes and reached lunchtime, I was eating with Cian.

Zieg had rushed out as soon as class ended, and Mayel and Yuna said they had something to discuss and went somewhere.

So I was having lunch alone with Cian, but sighs kept escaping me.

I had resolved to change, but I kept showing this kind of behavior, which made me feel truly pathetic.

"It's okay, it's okay."

Cian patted my head comfortingly.

I felt grateful to Cian for comforting me even without knowing what was wrong.

"..."

It felt a bit strange, like she was treating me as a child, but I quietly accepted Cian's gentle touch.

It didn't feel bad, so it was comforting enough for me right now.

To be honest, Zieg's pats feel better—

"AAAAARGH!!"

"Wh-what's wrong?!"

What was I just thinking?!

Wh-what absurd thoughts... I'm truly going crazy!

I suddenly had goosebumps and convulsed.

"N-nothing..."

I hurriedly tried to cover up the scream I let out without thinking.

Cian rested her chin on her hand, seeming to ponder something as she looked at me.

Cian always took that pose when she was contemplating something.

Seeing her reaction, I thought I might fortunately be able to let this pass quietly.

It might be somewhat fortunate that my thoughts weren't discovered...

Even I thought my behavior was ridiculous.

I resolved to change but had such thoughts and convulsed.

My behavior seemed a bit contradictory, but I couldn't help it.

My heart kept turning toward Zieg, but accepting it was still not easy.

My face, which I had tried hard to cool down, started heating up again.

Feeling that, I lowered my head and quietly started cooling down the heat.

Then Cian's voice came from across the table.

"It's Zieg, isn't it?"

"No, it's not!"

I immediately raised my head and denied it to Cian.

How did she find out?

I thought she would let it pass quietly, but she saw right through me.

But if I explained well, I could surely get past this. So... let me try to persuade her carefully.

That thought was immediately shattered by Cian's next words.

"So it is."

"...!"

It seems she gained confidence from my scream.

My thought that I could get past this with a good explanation became meaningless.

At the same time, I felt extremely stupid.

Who would believe my denial when I rejected it so vehemently? I'm really foolish.

Seeing my reaction, Cian smiled like a devil, as if she was now completely certain.

I naturally made a tearful face at the thought of becoming Cian's object of ridicule.

It wasn't because I was angry at Cian that I made a tearful face.

It was more like self-loathing for my inadequacy.

Seeing my expression, Cian panicked and apologized.

"Ah... Arwin. I'm sorry, don't cry...!"

"I-I'm not crying!"

I was so taken aback by Cian's urgent words that I stopped making a tearful face and snapped back.

I wasn't crying... I wasn't crying...

It seems our party members mistake me for a crybaby who cries at the slightest thing.

I was a man in my previous life, but it seems I've only shown them my crying face since coming here, which makes me feel self-loathing.

Cian, confirming that I wasn't crying, let out a deep sigh of relief.

Then she smiled as if finding this situation amusing and put food in her mouth.

I followed Cian's lead and quietly put the provided lunch food in my mouth.

When I was given the situation of having lunch alone with Cian, I worried about not being able to continue the conversation, but once I was actually in the situation, I realized I could get along better than expected.

Of course, the main form of conversation was her teasing me.

As we chatted about trivial things while eating, Cian, who had finished her meal, asked me:

"By the way, Arwin. What are you going to do about clubs?"

"Mmm...?"

Since I had food in my mouth, I made a sound that might have seemed a bit stupid, but that wasn't important right now.

After swallowing the food in my mouth, Cian said to me:

"Clubs are mandatory for us. Want to come check them out together? We can also investigate the demonic energy."

I could only be dumbfounded in front of Cian, who said such things so casually.

Clubs? I hadn't even thought about that.

This is really a big deal.

The rather enjoyable lunch time came crashing down.

Ch.84 - This Wasn't What I Intended
"So, what is it you want to say?"

Mayel asked me in an aggressive tone, clearly angry with me.

"Well... that..."

Hearing her tone, I couldn't get out the words I had prepared and just stammered.

Right now, Mayel and I were talking alone.

More precisely, I had called her aside to apologize to her.

This isn't good.

I need to quickly make up with Mayel and show her I can be a dependable older sister.

It's something I need to resolve quickly since it's affecting people around us too.

The thought that I shouldn't be like this filled my head.

In my confusion, what came out of my mouth was far from what I had intended to say.

"I... I was wrong."

"..."

Originally, I had planned to calmly explain what I did wrong and then apologize to Mayel, but my mind was in such disarray that I jumped straight to the apology.

Mayel maintained her silence at my words.

Then she asked me in a sharp tone.

"Do you even know what you did wrong?"

I hadn't expected her to be so aggressive, so I stammered again without giving a proper answer.

"Um... well..."

"Sigh..."

Seeing me unable to speak properly, Mayel sighed as if she had expected this.

The expression on her face as she sighed showed she was truly disappointed in me.

I had disappointed her many times before, but I'd never seen her look this disappointed.

After sighing, Mayel's next action was predictable.

She turned around and walked away without saying another word to me.

My mind was filled with the thought that I should stop Mayel as she walked away from me, but I couldn't move.

A sudden thought paralyzed me.

Do I even have the right to stop her?

Would she even stop if I tried?

Those thoughts pressed on me like a noose around my neck, and I couldn't move.

All I could do was helplessly watch Mayel's back as she walked away from me.

When she completely disappeared from my sight, I collapsed to the ground.

I couldn't bear it anymore.

My lack of talent in magic.

Barely escaping this village only to fall ill.

Stupidly returning to this village and failing to properly deal with Mayel.

All of it happened because of my incompetence.

Various thoughts surrounded me, causing inner conflict.

I wanted to show her what an older sister should be.

No, what does being an older sister even mean? I don't know.

After our parents left us, I wanted to show only my bright side to Mayel.

I wanted to show her only the good parts.

I must have acted that way, but this is the result.

Mayel knew all along.

The young Mayel I knew no longer exists.

There was only a Mayel who had matured as much as me.

My clumsy lies couldn't possibly work in front of such a Mayel.

Dark emotions I had been trying to hide began to rise from the depths.

If only I could use magic as well as her...

If only I could use magic better than her...

Things might have turned out better.

That desire was enough to lead me to that room.

"Magic... don't you want to be better at it?"

A black-haired woman who approached me secretly while I was waiting for Arwin at Zieg's request.

She carefully approached me before I met Arwin and gave me this paper.

The paper had "Magic Research Club" written in large letters, with a simple location noted below.

I got up and started heading to the room as indicated on the paper.

If I could use magic better than I do now, maybe Mayel would look at me again.

That was the only thought I could manage right now.

※

"Ah... really..."

I'm really screwed.

No joke, I'm truly screwed.

I was aware that since coming to the Academy, I'd been doing everything except finding mana.

I was definitely aware, but now that a crisis is approaching, I realize how much we've just been playing around.

After entering the Academy, I should have realized there would be clubs... but I was too stupid to notice.

According to Cian, joining a club is mandatory.

I didn't have confidence in doing well in a club.

Nevertheless, I couldn't ignore this matter.

There could be devil worshipers or people addicted to demonic energy in certain clubs, so I couldn't take this lightly.

It might not seem like a big problem to some, but it was a huge issue for me.

The only reason I've managed to get by at the Academy is because of my companions. Making friends with other people is absolutely impossible for me.

If I could join a club with my companions, that would be one thing. But making new connections? Absolutely impossible.

Still... making new connections is too unfamiliar and scary for me.

Unable to do anything, I could only stare at the paper Cian had given me.

It was a paper Cian had brought after quickly going somewhere after lunch.

This paper listed all the available clubs, and I think she wanted me to choose one based on this.

To be honest, even with this list, there's no way I could choose a club.

What kind of club would have demonic energy? There's no way such a thing exists!

In the end, I had no choice but to convey my wishes to Cian.

That I was scared to go alone, so please come with me.

If Zieg had been beside me, I could have confidently asked him to come along, but that seemed impossible today.

Both Zieg and I were in a state where we could barely look at each other, so we needed time to calm down.

"Um... but... Cian, I don't think I can get along well with other people..."

But when it came to directly expressing my wishes, I felt a bit embarrassed and ended up beating around the bush.

"Hmm...?"

Seeing Cian's puzzled expression, I immediately had to clarify.

"Um... if I were with Zieg or you guys, that would be one thing... but with strangers, I don't think I can... um... get along well... yeah...!"

"..."

At my words, Cian assumed her characteristic thinking posture.

She rested her chin on her hand and appeared to be deeply contemplating something.

I could only watch her quietly.

In my head, the simulation had gone perfectly—I had spoken clearly and concisely without stammering. But when I actually opened my mouth, I stammered a lot and conveyed the message in a somewhat complicated way.

I felt a bit of shame rising.

As I was feeling that shame, Cian, who had been thinking quietly for a while, suddenly widened her eyes as if she had understood what I was trying to say.

Then, looking at me with straightforward eyes, she said:

"Arwin... you can be direct about what you want to say."

"Huh...? Um..."

"I understand what you want. Can you wait a moment?"

"Uh...? Okay..."

With those words, Cian started running off somewhere.

I'm not sure how she interpreted my words, but seeing her move so urgently made me feel a bit happy.

At the same time, I also felt sorry.

Between the club paper and now this, I felt bad for making Cian run around so much for me.

It must be annoying... but seeing Cian go to such lengths made my heart feel warm.

When I first joined the party, everyone except Zieg was awkward, but to think our relationship has developed this much...

Having a friend you can trust feels this good.

"Hehe..."

It's a feeling I've never experienced before since I always hung out with just Zieg.

Somehow... somehow... this feeling of being an insider...!

Even though I still can't talk to strangers.

Still, I felt good about becoming closer to Cian among my party members.

Maybe someday I'll be able to talk with Mayel like this, as close friends?

Just thinking about talking and laughing with Mayel, unlike our current awkwardness, makes me happy already.

And a certain someone starts to emerge in my mind.

Someone for whom I feel a lot of gratitude.

The fact that I can maintain human relationships like this is largely thanks to that guy.

It's honestly unfair that I fell into a novel just for posting one malicious comment, but falling into the novel became a decisive turning point for me.

Even though I'm just a healing shuttle with the title of Saintess in name only, I'm gradually building connections among my companions.

Being active as a Hero's party will definitely have its challenges. But it's not all difficult.

Building connections and gaining fulfillment—isn't that killing two birds with one stone?

I was so happy that I momentarily forgot about the club issue and continued with my happy thoughts.

I think I've already become friends with Yuna... so my next goal is to become friends with Mayel...!

We've become friends, but it's still awkward...

As I was firmly making up my mind, I heard someone running towards me.

It seemed like Cian was running towards me, and hearing that sound made me smile involuntarily.

She didn't have to come so urgently... I felt grateful to Cian once again.

With a light smile on my face, I turned my head towards the source of the sound, but what I saw wasn't the Cian I had imagined.

"Huh...?"

"W-wait, Cian!"

What I saw when I turned my head was none other than Cian running while dragging Zieg by the collar.

Noticing that I was staring at her, Cian smiled at me.

I tried to smile back at her... but couldn't.

I didn't understand what was happening at all.

But Cian's actions didn't have any brakes.

"You two find a club together!"

With those words, she threw Zieg towards me and gave me a wink as if to say "good luck."

I felt somewhat betrayed by her actions, but what was important now wasn't that she had betrayed me, but that Zieg was flying towards me.

"Eek...!"

Seeing Zieg flying towards me, all I could do was let out a small groan.

It happened so suddenly that my body was paralyzed.

I thought that if this continued, Zieg would collide with me and some part of my body would break, but fortunately, the scenario I was worried about didn't happen.

A different problem arose instead.

Zieg, who slightly twisted his body in mid-air before colliding with me, caught me.

I don't know how he did it, but just before colliding with me, he slightly turned his body to the side and embraced me. His movement was so agile it seemed inhuman.

But that wasn't the issue right now.

"Arwin, are you okay?"

"Ah... ah..."

I was grateful that he saved me. Definitely grateful.

But this was more painful for me right now.

It hadn't been forgotten from my memory yet, and now he's this close.

Above all, the current posture was very embarrassing, so the shame was worse than usual.

Zieg supported my thigh with one hand and supported my back with the other to prevent me from getting hurt.

His intention was appreciated, but the current posture was very poisonous to me.

Observing my reaction closely, Zieg seemed to finally notice what posture he was in, and his face began to redden.

"Ah... ugh... ugh..."

My face was already extremely hot, and the shame had already exceeded the permissible limit.

I think stopping thinking might be a better method than expected.

This wasn't the intention I had conveyed to Cian...

Once again, lunch time didn't end quietly.

Ch.85 - Creak
The creaking sound continues to echo.

Listening to it reminds me of something I've wondered about since childhood.

Why do things make this kind of sound?

Thinking about it carefully, I could recall a few examples of where such sounds come from.

An old bed makes that sound when you lie on it.

A strange chair makes that sound when you sit on it.

And today, I learned one more place where creaking sounds come from.

When I meet someone I'm embarrassed to face, my joints make creaking sounds.

Zieg and I stood in the hallway, making continuous creaking sounds like broken machines.

It feels truly ridiculous, standing awkwardly in the middle of the hallway where people pass by, unable to move naturally.

...To be honest, I just want to run away from here.

Though it might be difficult to escape while keeping my head down to avoid looking at Zieg's face, I still wanted to get out of here somehow.

But I didn't run away.

Despite desperately wanting to escape this awkward atmosphere, I also wanted to stay with Zieg, so I remained.

It's just hard to look at his face after today's embarrassing incident. Besides, exploring the clubs with Zieg isn't a bad choice.

If I detect Demonic Energy and Zieg handles it, we could effectively purify any Demonic Energy we find while investigating the clubs.

Though it's disappointing not to explore with Cian, doing it with Zieg should be enjoyable too.

I raised my head while trying my best to suppress my flushed face.

It was my small act of rebellion against being controlled by these inexplicable feelings.

Right now, I have just one goal.

Exploring clubs with a friend! That's all!

So, I shouldn't think about anything that might make my face burn.

I stared at Zieg with determination in my eyes.

My heart was pounding so violently that I could faint with the slightest lapse in concentration, but I held onto my consciousness with all my might.

When I looked up, I saw that Zieg was experiencing a different kind of embarrassment.

Unlike me, he wasn't looking down, just blushing while watching my reactions.

Though we shared the same creaking problem.

When Zieg noticed me looking at him, he showed signs of great confusion.

But his confusion didn't last long. Seeing that I was about to do something, he calmed himself and waited for me to speak.

Right now, Zieg and I were standing at a distance from each other.

That's how embarrassed we were to face each other.

Thinking about it again, it was truly an absurd situation.

What I wanted was to join a club with Cian, but the image of Cian dragging Zieg over, thinking I was calling for him, was still deeply etched in my mind.

Not much time has passed since that incident, but it was such an intense memory that I probably won't forget it for a while.

Anyway, the distance between Zieg and me is entirely because of that incident.

Even if Cian hadn't thrown Zieg at me, I would have kept my distance if I'd met him, but Cian definitely delivered the finishing blow.

In any case, my goal is to visit clubs with a friend, not alone.

To ask Zieg to come with me, I need to show him this paper.

And to show him the paper, I need to get closer.

It was embarrassing, but I had no choice.

Both paths were thorny and painful for me.

But I'd rather die of shame than suffer among strangers.

I glared at Zieg for no reason while slowly, gradually approaching him.

Seeing me approach, Zieg flinched briefly before slowly moving toward me as well.

When I got close enough to hand over the paper, I covered my face with my left hand and extended the paper to Zieg with my right.

Until now, I couldn't cover my eyes while approaching Zieg, but now that I was close enough, it didn't matter.

It might look ridiculous, but this posture was enough to protect me right now.

As I desperately protected myself while handing over the paper, I felt it leave my hand.

It seemed Zieg had successfully taken the paper I offered.

The proof was Zieg's puzzled voice right in front of me.

"Um... club...?"

"..."

I had given Zieg enough of a clue with the word "club."

There was nothing more I could do now.

I believed he would understand what I wanted to say by looking at that paper.

We might look like two fools warily watching each other, but Zieg is the person I've been closest to since arriving here.

So I trusted he would figure out what I was trying to say.

"Why is this...?"

Damn it.

"..."

Seeing Zieg's confused response, I was so flustered that I could only remain silent with my mouth shut.

I've felt this before, but why is Zieg so perceptive about other things yet unable to grasp what I'm trying to say?

I don't particularly want to criticize him for it, but still...

He immediately notices important things, yet why not this...

Since I couldn't find an answer no matter how much I thought about it, I decided to stop thinking.

Perhaps the reason I feel so much shame is because of this aspect of Zieg.

In the end, I had to speak to Zieg while experiencing such overwhelming embarrassment that I wanted to die right then and there.

"Th-that..."

I wanted to speak with my head down, avoiding Zieg's face, but I remembered my grandmother's words that when asking someone for a favor, you should look them directly in the eyes. So I had to raise my head.

It feels a bit silly to be making such a desperate effort for a simple request to a friend to join a club together.

But since there was a possibility that Zieg might refuse, I had no choice but to ask like this.

"C-could you p-please come to the c-club with m-me...?"

I raised my head and looked straight into Zieg's eyes as I spoke.

This time, I didn't feel self-loathing for stuttering.

Was it because just speaking up took enough courage that I felt brave enough already?

Anyway, what matters is that I finally conveyed my thoughts to Zieg.

Zieg looked stunned by my words.

Then he asked me again.

"...Club?"

"Y-yes..."

Pointing at himself with his finger.

"With me?"

"Yes..."

Zieg showed a puzzled reaction, as if he hadn't expected this.

I thought he would accept right away, but seeing him keep asking questions made me anxious again.

I tried so hard... I made such an effort...

It's selfish to always expect successful results just because you tried, but still...

I became completely dejected at the thought of being rejected.

The shame I felt until just now was gone, replaced only by anxiety.

With my spirits crushed, I weakly asked Zieg.

"Is... that not okay...?"

"..."

For some reason, my heart grew sorrowful, and tears began to well up in my eyes.

My vision gradually blurred, making it difficult to see Zieg in front of me.

Why am I... why does being rejected by Zieg...

"N-no... of course not! Of course I'll go with you...!"

Zieg, watching me, urgently exclaimed.

"R-really...?"

Somehow unable to believe it, I had to ask Zieg again.

"Yes, really."

Zieg answered as if it were truly the case.

Still unable to easily believe those words, I asked once more.

"Y-you're not forcing yourself...?"

"Haah..."

Zieg sighed at my persistent questioning.

Then, looking straight into my eyes, he spoke.

"Arwin."

Zieg called my name firmly, with unwavering eyes that seemed to tell me to look directly at him.

"Yes..."

I responded as if entranced by Zieg's words.

Not knowing that this response would soon embarrass me.

"Why would I dislike spending time with someone I like?"

"...!"

My mind went blank.

With that one sentence, my already hot face began to burn like a furnace.

So hot it felt like it might explode.

Zieg's words had that much impact.

But separately from that, I could feel all sorts of anxious emotions slowly disappearing.

Even while feeling embarrassed, I sensed my anxiety fading away.

Although my heart was painfully pounding as if broken, that one sentence was enough to reassure me.

As I experienced both embarrassment and relief, feeling confused, I saw Zieg extending his hand to me.

Usually, Zieg would gently hold my arm and considerately lead me at a slow pace, but this time he was just holding out his hand.

Take one step toward me.

This time, not me, but you come closer.

That's clearly what Zieg was saying.

Having accurately understood Zieg's intention, I met his eyes and carefully placed my small hand on his large one.

If that's what you want.

I'll take that step forward.

Zieg, who had been closely watching my actions, smiled lightly and whispered "thank you."

Then he gently took my hand and slowly led me.

"Let's go, Arwin."

"..."

Zieg whispered to me in a gentle tone.

After holding hands.

After hearing Zieg's gentle words.

Perhaps what I would do next was already determined.

Now that I've taken one step forward, keep charging ahead.

This pounding heart must surely be telling me the same thing.

"Yes...! Let's go!"

I gripped Zieg's hand tightly and shouted loudly.

The warmth transmitted through our tightly held hands felt warmer than ever before.

The end of the noisy lunch break was as sweet as chocolate.

Ch.86 - Friends
"A club..."

The now-familiar deep voice kept repeating the word "club."

I continued walking in an unknown direction while listening to Zieg's voice.

Having successfully asked Zieg to join a club with me, I was still wandering the hallway.

That's not to say I was going around in circles.

I was just drifting aimlessly because I didn't know where to go.

As I continued wandering, Zieg, who was walking ahead of me, asked:

"So, where do you want to go first?"

"...Um... well..."

I could only stammer in response to his question.

To be honest, I had no plan whatsoever, so I couldn't answer his question.

I had courageously made the request, but when the situation of actually going to a club together arrived, I couldn't think of anything.

It was good that I had bravely spoken to Zieg and held his hand, but that wasn't the only problem.

What I should have thought about before approaching Zieg because I didn't want to join a club alone:

Which club should we join?

I hadn't thought about this.

Or rather, I couldn't think about it.

Cian had suddenly thrown Zieg at me and left, so I didn't have enough time to think. It couldn't be helped.

This might be a bit awkward.

I finally decided to ask for Zieg's opinion.

"...Where do you want to go...?"

I felt a pang of guilt for asking this after dragging him along, as it seemed somewhat irresponsible.

But I had already struggled to suggest joining a club together, so how could I easily choose which club too?

Hearing my response, Zieg slightly raised the corner of his mouth as if he'd expected this and said:

"I'm fine with anywhere as long as you're there."

That casual remark from Zieg.

It struck my weak point hard.

"Ah..."

I was beginning to regret not covering his mouth.

Having made no preparations for this sudden attack, I could only call out to Zieg with an embarrassed feeling.

"You... you..."

"Yes?"

Despite my words, Zieg responded as if he had no idea what I was talking about.

"Don't... don't say things like that...!"

"What things?"

Whether he genuinely didn't notice or was just pretending not to know.

Either way, Zieg's behavior was enough to make the back of my head throb.

Ignoring the throbbing sensation, I mustered up the courage to speak through my embarrassment.

"That... that... if I'm... if I'm there then... you know..."

I stammered a lot out of embarrassment and tried to say it as indirectly as possible.

"I don't really understand. Could you say it more clearly?"

But despite my desperate attempt, Zieg again acted as if he didn't understand.

"Ah... um... well..."

Although I could say it if forced to, it was too embarrassing to form with my own lips, so I could only stutter.

Realizing this wasn't working, I took a deep breath to calm myself.

After one deep breath, I felt somewhat more composed.

With that calmer mind, I bravely tried to speak.

"That... that you're fine anywhere as long as I'm there...! That kind of talk!"

"Ah."

Zieg let out a sigh as if he finally understood what I meant.

My face was surely red from embarrassment, but I decided to be grateful that it ended there.

However, Zieg's charge didn't stop there.

"Is that your wish?"

"Uh... huh...?"

"I'm asking if that's your wish."

While my previous actions were meant to help him understand what I was referring to.

Now he was asking if I would use my wish ticket to stop his behavior.

I was so dumbfounded that I quickly expressed denial.

"N-No!"

"Then I don't have to stop, right?"

Zieg's words flowed smoothly as if he'd been waiting for this moment.

"..."

I could only maintain silence with my head bowed at his behavior.

None of what Zieg had said was wrong.

What I had asked of Zieg was, in a way, like restricting his speech.

It's understandable if Zieg wanted to refuse.

Still, such embarrassing words were a bit much...

As I kept my head down for a while, organizing my thoughts, something started to feel strange.

...This feels like déjà vu.

Wasn't there a similar situation before?

Feeling that this scenario seemed familiar, I raised my head to look at Zieg.

Only then did I realize that I was being toyed with by Zieg.

"You... you...!"

Zieg slightly raised the corner of his mouth as if treating me like a fool.

It wasn't a mocking expression, but even just the look that seemed to find me cute was enough to make me angry because I knew he had tricked me.

I wanted to punch that smiling face right now.

If my face had been hot with shame and embarrassment until just now, now it felt like it was boiling with anger rising to my face.

As I felt the hot anger like a boiling kettle in my head, there came a somewhat familiar sensation from that head.

"Sorry, Arwin."

Zieg apologized while patting my head.

This is stupid.

Really stupid.

Because that slight familiarity didn't feel bad.

Rather than feeling bad, it actually felt good.

I started to feel self-loathing because, contrary to my intention, my anger was slowly subsiding.

Just moments ago, all I had in mind was being angry at Zieg, but the sudden gentle touch calmed me down.

After quietly composing my gradually calming emotions, I deliberately spoke to Zieg in a grumpy tone.

It hurt my pride that just one apology and one pat could dissipate my anger.

"...You better be prepared when I use my wish."

Really... how did the situation end up like this...

When I first got the wish ticket, I was happy to have the authority to make Zieg do whatever I wanted once, but being exploited like this was driving me crazy.

Amidst these thoughts, I firmly resolved to wish for something that would be difficult even for Zieg to handle when I used the wish ticket.

"Okay, I'll look forward to it."

But despite my aggressive words, Zieg responded with a gentle smile.

Not only did he take such a casual attitude, but he also said he was looking forward to it rather than preparing for it.

Seeing Zieg like that, I could feel heat boiling up from below.

"I said prepare, not look forward to it!"

"Alright, I'll prepare."

"Haah..."

Somehow, the more I speak, the more I seem to be drawn into Zieg's pace...

The more I talk with Zieg, the more my brain is dominated by thoughts of "Is this right?"

I've heard it somewhere.

That friendship is an equal relationship.

It should definitely be an equal relationship.

Strangely, though, there was something slightly ambiguous about whether Zieg and I were equals.

We were definitely friends, but it felt like Zieg had a slight upper hand.

...Are Zieg and I really friends...?

It was just a thought that suddenly occurred to me.

It was a trivial question with absolutely no negative meaning.

Is this position of being one-sidedly teased really the equal relationship called friendship...?

To resolve this trivial question, I recalled the conversations I had with Cian, whom I had become quite close with.

'It's Zieg, isn't it?'

'No!'

'It is, isn't it?'

'...!'

"...?"

Huh...? What's this...? Something seems off.

Recalling my conversations with Cian, my current worries started to feel foolish.

Feeling something strange, I began to recall other conversations I had with Cian.

But no matter how much I thought about the conversations with Cian, I could only remember exchanges like that.

...Am I overthinking this...?

Is this what an equal relationship between friends is supposed to be like...?

I start to feel persuaded unconsciously, even though no one is trying to convince me.

It seems like the relationship I'm maintaining now is indeed an equal one between friends.

I worried for nothing.

As I was thinking this, Zieg's voice suddenly came from in front of me.

"Um... Arwin?"

"Hmm...?"

Was it strange that I was just standing there without saying anything?

I felt a bit sorry for making things awkward after he called out to me.

But contrary to my expectation, the words from Zieg's mouth signaled the end of lunch break.

"Lunch break is over. I think we'll have to look after classes are done."

"Really...?"

It doesn't seem like it's been that long since I had lunch with Cian, but time has already passed this much.

I guess time really does fly faster than one thinks.

"Let's head back for now."

Zieg said with a light smile as he looked at me standing there blankly.

Seeing Zieg like that, I felt that what I had been worrying about was indeed unnecessary.

I must have been worrying for nothing.

This is what friendship has always been.

Even though I had no friends in my previous world, to doubt Zieg who maintains a friendship with me...

I felt a bit guilty.

Trying to forget that guilt, I cheerfully called out to Zieg.

"Let's... let's go!"

Even though we were going to an extremely boring class, for some reason, my heart felt at ease at that moment.

※

"A place where demonic energy emerges... Any ideas?"

I asked Zieg while waving a paper I had seen several times in the classroom with both hands.

"Hmm..."

Zieg let out a thoughtful sound in response to my question.

Right now, Zieg and I were sitting in the empty classroom after afternoon classes had ended.

I had worried that there might be students staying late to study, but fortunately, everyone had left to apply for clubs, so I could comfortably be with Zieg.

One strange thing was that Yuna hadn't shown up for the afternoon classes.

I saw Cian and Mayel, but strangely, only Yuna didn't appear.

When I asked what happened, Cian said she didn't know, and Mayel deliberately avoided the conversation.

I was a bit worried, but I decided to let it go, thinking it probably wasn't anything serious.

As I was thinking about this, Zieg's voice came from in front:

"Can't we just visit various places for a tour?"

After hearing Zieg's answer, I couldn't help but let out an "Ah?" in realization.

Thinking about it again, doing as Zieg suggested would solve the problem.

If we were to apply for a club, there would be tours and such anyway. We could just look around one by one.

I may be a Saintess in name only, but my abilities are real.

For someone like me with the abilities to purify and detect demonic energy, it might be more efficient to poke around various clubs on a tour rather than investigating just one club.

It was confirmed once again that thinking alone isn't really a good method.

I gave Zieg, who had found the perfect answer, a look of admiration.

Zieg scratched his head as if embarrassed by my gaze.

Anyway, now that I realized what I needed to do, wandering was no longer an option for me.

The only option left was to charge forward.

I already knew that no one was better than me at purifying demonic energy, so I was full of confidence.

With that confidence, I stood up and said to Zieg:

"Let's go then...!"

Zieg nodded slightly and extended his hand in response.

Now we understand each other perfectly.

I lightly grabbed Zieg's hand and started moving forward.

Although this posture was a bit embarrassing, I thought I might have gotten used to it since I didn't bow my head.

I wasn't sure how Cian, Mayel, and Yuna would investigate, but Cian knew that Zieg and I would be investigating together.

I believe Cian would have told Mayel and Yuna.

With that thought, I strengthened my resolve to eliminate the demonic energy that hadn't been discovered yet.

Now that afternoon classes were over.

Zieg and I were going to raid the clubs.

A potentially tumultuous evening was approaching.

Ch.87 - Club
"Is this right? Was this really the best choice...!"

"..."

The sound of Zieg and I bickering in front of a club room fills the hallway.

Though to call it bickering would be generous—it was just me confronting Zieg.

Right now, Zieg and I were standing in front of a club room, arguing with each other.

Making such a commotion outside a club room was clearly inconsiderate to the members inside, but at the moment, I didn't have the luxury to worry about that.

I was truly sorry to the club members.

Regardless, since neither of us wanted to go inside, I continued trying to persuade Zieg.

After quietly observing me for a while, Zieg turned his head toward the doorknob.

He looked like a demon about to open the gates of hell.

"Sorry, Arwin."

"W-wait!"

Seeing him about to open the door, I rushed forward and blocked it with my entire body.

With my trembling arms forcibly spread wide, I desperately shouted:

"Th-there doesn't seem to be any Demonic Energy here... This can't be the right place, right?"

Zieg listened to my words and nodded as if he understood.

But that was that, and this was this—he wasn't changing his mind.

"We haven't checked inside yet."

"B-but still..."

His retort left me speechless.

To be honest, there was nothing wrong with Zieg's argument, so it was impossible for me to properly counter it.

Nevertheless, there was a reason I was so desperately trying to stop Zieg.

The words clearly written on the door.

Occult Club.

We had chosen to start our club investigation with the Occult Club.

If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have left the decision to Zieg.

I regret handing him the paper because I found it bothersome.

It's ironic that the word "occult" exists in this world too.

But that's not what's important right now.

I tried to stop thinking and focus on blocking Zieg, but...

No matter how hard I tried not to think about it, the worst-case scenarios kept popping into my mind.

If Zieg and I entered this room...

I didn't even want to imagine what would happen.

How shocking and terrifying it would be.

I didn't have the confidence to handle it.

Though I'm making it sound complicated, what I want to say is simple.

I'm scared.

I'm scared to go in there.

If a ghost appears after we go in, I might really faint.

This is all I'm afraid of.

Someone might say:

How can a Saintess who purifies Demonic Energy and Demons be afraid of spirits wandering the earth? Can't you just purify them?

I know. It might be hard to understand why a Saintess who can use purification would be afraid of ghosts.

But ghosts instill a different kind of fear than Demonic Energy or Demons.

Goblins, Orcs, Minotaurs.

These are things that have terrified me since coming here.

They thoroughly impressed upon me that I could die in this world.

And Demonic Energy, people corrupted by it, people intoxicated by it, Demons.

These are what showed me what I needed to do after coming here.

I've experienced, directly or indirectly, many deaths and tragedies because of them, and eventually overcame them.

The sudden crises and fears were hard to bear at first, but after experiencing them so much, I somewhat adapted.

But... ghosts and spirits were different from those things.

Fear of death? Crisis? I don't feel those.

They're just scary.

They're scary just by existing.

I don't know exactly why I'm so afraid of ghosts.

Is it because I watched horror videos alone in an empty house?

Is it because I sometimes heard eerie sounds when I was alone in the early morning in a house too large for me to live in by myself?

There was no exact reason.

In my previous world, ghosts were beings whose existence was uncertain.

I didn't particularly believe in ghosts, but... what if they did exist?

Because of that small doubt, I couldn't walk around my house alone at night...

Anyway, if in my previous world I felt fear from the anxiety that ghosts might exist, now I feel fear from the thought that they probably do exist.

Above all, after coming here, the possibility that ghosts actually exist has increased.

The proof is right in front of me—the Occult Club.

Noticing my state of mind, Zieg asks me:

"Are you that scared?"

"Wh-what...!"

Though I was desperately trying to stop Zieg in a way unlike myself, I didn't expect to be found out so quickly, so I could only make a dumbfounded sound.

My mind started going blank.

I took a deep breath, trying to regain my composure.

As I was taking a moment to breathe, Zieg's voice reached me.

He made his move before I could fully calm down.

"Arwin, it's okay. Even if there are ghosts, I'm here with you."

"..."

Hearing Zieg's words, I couldn't say anything.

Zieg said such reassuring words to dispel my fear.

The sight of Zieg trying to eliminate my fear with those words was truly dependable.

But the reason I couldn't say anything wasn't because of Zieg's dependable appearance.

That's that.

This is this.

"N-no...! I don't want to go in!"

Just because you're with me doesn't mean the ghosts will disappear!

Why are we starting with the Occult Club? We could start with another club!

Even if this place is the most suspicious, does it make sense?

What does Demonic Energy have to do with ghosts...! They might be similar in that they're both gloomy...! But it's still strange!

"Haah..."

Watching me, Zieg sighs.

That sigh seemed to contain many meanings.

His sigh sounded like he was saying, "How should I deal with this person?"

But I didn't care.

No matter what Zieg thought of me.

If Zieg tried to enter this place, I was prepared to lie down right here and throw a tantrum.

"..."

"..."

Zieg and I exchanged glances without saying a word.

Zieg's eyes contained an unwavering determination to enter.

And all I could do against such a Zieg was to send him a look.

My eyes contained my stubborn will.

In other words, what I wanted to say was this:

Go ahead and try to enter.

If you can get past me, that is.

Although I would be utterly defeated in terms of strength, I was quite skilled at fighting dirty.

Hey, Hero.

Have you heard of human depravity?

I'll show you the depths of human depravity today.

※

"Kyaaaah!"

"C-calm down, Arwin. There's nothing there."

"N-no! That thing moved...! I just saw it move!"

This is bad.

This is really bad.

I was feeling another crisis.

Arwin kept pressing her body against mine while screaming.

She kept shrieking without realizing how much she was pressing against me.

This is quite dangerous.

If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have forcibly carried her in.

When Arwin blocked the door, her eyes seemed to say she might lie down and throw a tantrum, so I quickly picked her up and entered the club room.

*How cowardly! Hero!*

I didn't expect it would turn out like this.

I was truly sorry to the club members.

They must be annoyed by a visiting student who just keeps screaming.

But I could understand Arwin's feelings.

I was also surprised by the gloominess of the club room when we entered.

The inside of the club room was extremely dark, as if rejecting any light from outside.

And in that dark room, the only source of light was a blue candle. Plus various miscellaneous items that created an eerie atmosphere as if ghosts might appear.

I don't know how they lit a blue flame or how they found and arranged such items, but in any case, the club room was filled with bizarreness.

It would have been fine if at least the club members were normal.

Since this club consisted of students from higher grades than us, I had no intention of criticizing our seniors, but seeing the gloomy seniors who matched the club room's atmosphere perfectly, I couldn't help but think this way.

Plus the silhouette that looked like a ghost.

Personally, I think this place, the Occult Club, is a place where it wouldn't be strange if Demonic Energy appeared.

The important thing is that the only person with the ability to detect Demonic Energy is now terrified.

"Z-Zieg..."

"...!"

Arwin, calling my name with a tearful voice and hugging me tightly, posed many threats to me in various ways.

Not only could she not detect Demonic Energy, but she was also causing me harm.

The sensation I felt from my stomach area was truly driving me crazy.

Feeling this couldn't continue, I spoke to the terrified Arwin.

"Sorry, Arwin. Let's quickly detect any Demonic Energy and leave. So..."

But my words were cut off by her fear.

"D-Demonic Energy...? Wh-what's that! I don't know!"

It seems her excessive fear has affected her mind.

This is really bad.

Unexpected situations kept occurring one after another.

As I was in trouble listening to her screams, a voice suddenly rang in my head.

*Why not try covering her eyes?*

The demonic sword Pantheon had sent a solution to my mind.

It seems he got too frustrated watching and decided to share his thoughts with me.

I was surprised since he usually doesn't talk to me, but suddenly spoke up.

But since I had no other options, I decided to follow Pantheon's advice.

"Hieek! Hak! Uh...? Huh?"

When I suddenly hugged her, she screamed but then showed a puzzled reaction.

Then she started calling my name.

"Z-Zieg...?"

Following her words, I covered her eyes and whispered quietly right next to her ear.

"Focus, Arwin."

"..."

Arwin trembled as if wondering what this was about, but soon realized what I meant by telling her to focus, and stayed still.

Watching her, I realized Pantheon was right.

She exhaled softly as if trying to concentrate on detecting Demonic Energy.

Since I was hugging her, I could hear her breathing right next to me.

My heart ached a little, but she had finally calmed down.

I can't disturb her now.

Thinking that, I waited for her to finish detecting Demonic Energy, when I heard her voice.

"Zieg."

"Yes."

"I don't think it's here."

"..."

It seems there's no Demonic Energy here.

If there's no Demonic Energy, there's no reason to stay in this place she's afraid of.

"Then, let's leave."

"...Okay."

So we released our embrace, said goodbye to the club members, and headed toward the door.

"..."

Arwin seemed somewhat dejected.

She hadn't said anything since I covered her eyes and told her to focus.

I think I was too harsh.

Forcibly carrying her into the club room was probably too much.

Thinking that, I was about to apologize to her when.

Suddenly, she grabbed my hand.

And then she said:

"Z-Zieg... L-let's get out quickly... That ghost keeps looking at me..."

"..."

I thought she would be angry, but she said something like that.

She really doesn't change.

Seeing her like that, a smile naturally spread across my face.

Of course, unlike me, she kept screaming until we walked to the door.

This day was quite painful for my ears in many ways.

Ch.88 - As Usual
"Should we call it a day?"

That was what Zieg suddenly said as we were about to head to the next club.

I stopped walking and replied to him.

"I guess so...?"

I didn't say anything like why are we finishing already or can't we do more. Because I was also just thinking that we should head back soon.

We had caused trouble for people at the Occult Club, but we managed to get through all the clubs after that without any issues.

We got through them fine, but either we were unlucky or there simply weren't any clubs with demonic energy to be found.

We had continued our tour somehow, but as time passed, the club rooms started closing.

That's why Zieg suggested to me that we should rest for today and look again tomorrow.

Neither Zieg nor I knew exactly when the club application deadline was since we'd been goofing off during class, but even if we missed it, we had connections.

The connection of the Academy Director, who was at the top of the academy hierarchy...

I felt a twinge of guilt as I naturally pictured the Director with his dead eyes, exhausted and buried under piles of paperwork, but it's fine.

All of this is for world peace! Yes!

While I was thinking that, Zieg spoke to me.

"Let's go, I'll walk you back."

Since we were already holding hands, he didn't reach out to me.

He just said he would take me back.

At his words, I could only respond obediently while holding his hand.

"Mmm..."

It's funny how we were busy avoiding each other until lunchtime, but after looking around clubs together, our awkward relationship returned to normal.

Well... better this way!

We investigated a lot today, so let's look forward to tomorrow.

My footsteps, which had become as light as my heart, started heading toward my room.

It had been quite a noisy day.

※

"Oof..."

I was up early in the morning, changing into the skirt that had now become familiar to me.

I obviously needed to change clothes to go to the Main Building.

After completely changing, I turned my head to look at the clock on the desk.

Same time, same situation.

I was given exactly the same time and situation as yesterday.

I didn't intentionally wake up this early.

I just went to sleep and woke up at this time, what could I do?

Still, since I was up early, I was feeling expectant.

Why and what I was expecting, even I didn't know.

It would surely be a day that started exactly the same as yesterday, so what on earth was I expecting?

Thinking that, I moved my feet toward the door.

What I was doing now was exactly the same as yesterday.

But somehow, I felt that something had definitely changed.

I didn't know what had changed, but something definitely had.

Since I wouldn't get an answer by just standing still, I needed to act first.

I flung open the door right in front of me.

And what I saw was:

"Arwin, you're here?"

Zieg, with slightly flushed cheeks, speaking to me shyly.

That's what entered my vision.

Only then did I realize what I had been expecting.

And what had changed.

Today, which I thought would be exactly the same as yesterday.

But unlike yesterday, today I would spend the day with Zieg.

I had been looking forward to meeting Zieg on this day.

"Yes... I'm here!"

The heat naturally rising to my face and my heart pounding as if it had malfunctioned on its own.

There won't be a day that feels as happy as today.

It's different from yesterday, but an ordinary day has begun.

※

After I left my room and met Zieg, what would happen was predetermined.

Going to the Main Building with Zieg as usual and attending classes as usual.

Yesterday was unusual, but this is all we had been doing since coming to the academy.

And while I was caught up in that normalcy, I realized something.

That I would have to endure those unbearably boring class hours again.

"Ah..."

I was so happy that Zieg and I had returned to normal in just a day.

I felt like today would be really enjoyable too, but as soon as I saw the professor entering the classroom, that feeling shattered.

I realized it.

That although we were pretending to attend the academy, we were still students.

And as long as we maintained our student status, we had to properly fulfill our duties as students.

As soon as that thought occurred to me, I was overwhelmed with despair and hung my head.

A student's duty is to study, and although I didn't need to actually listen since there was nothing for me to learn...

Still, thinking about having to spend that unbearably boring time again was already killing me.

"Sigh..."

Thinking about the dark future ahead makes me keep sighing.

But then I decided to change my mindset.

Since continuing to think complicated thoughts would only make me sigh more, I'll stop thinking!

Unlike yesterday, today I've reconciled with Zieg.

I definitely won't spend class time bored.

I'll either play pranks on Zieg like before or think of some brilliant material to imagine fun scenarios in my head.

Playing pranks on Zieg carried the risk of getting caught by the professor, but it wouldn't be just me getting in trouble, so it should be fine, right?

I felt sorry for the Director, but when you sit in a chair all day, you want to do something.

I don't know about others, but if I just sit in a chair doing nothing, I might go crazy.

So, for this class, I decided on the same doodles as before!

Of course, I didn't plan to play pranks on Zieg as soon as class started.

If I did it right at the beginning, the professor might catch me immediately.

I needed to be stealthy, meticulous, careful, and slink around.

I am a ninja... I am an assassin...

While brainwashing myself like this, I planned to naturally draw a penguin on Zieg's notebook.

I felt bad for Zieg, who probably intended to study hard, but he needed to sacrifice himself to alleviate my boredom!

It felt like I was hindering Zieg's growth while claiming to fulfill my duty as part of the Hero's party, but Zieg was already strong, so it's fine!

While thinking that and waiting for class to start, the professor suddenly seemed to remember something and said:

"Ah, right."

With one hand holding his glasses and the other pointing at me... no, gesturing at me.

"You two who were noisy last time, change seats."

"...What?"

"Huh...?"

I didn't expect this.

※

"..."

"Now, this magic formula..."

Only the professor's voice echoed in the classroom.

It was clearly the image of an honest professor properly doing his job, but...

Somehow that appearance and that voice started to feel demonic.

It makes me wonder if I, thinking such thoughts, might actually be a demon.

A Saintess being a demon? That couldn't be, of course.

Anyway, there was a reason why only the professor's voice filled the classroom.

Because there wasn't a single sound of students playing around.

...Why not?

Because Zieg and I had been separated!

I felt utterly frustrated about being separated from Zieg and quietly turned my head to look beside me.

What I saw was Mayel, seemingly completely focused on the lesson.

If it had been Cian or Yuna... I could have played around with them to some extent.

Although she was a friend, Mayel, who was a bit... no, very awkward, had come to sit next to me.

Above all, since Mayel was a Mage who specialized in magic, I couldn't interfere with her listening to the lesson.

She was so serious about magic that she would fall asleep reading magic grimoires.

Of course, this wasn't the only desperate situation I found myself in.

It seemed that the professor teaching now was the same one who had scolded us for doodling during class last time.

This professor wasn't the type to scold us so harshly just for doodling once.

If anything, he would have teased me and Zieg.

But it seems that without my knowledge, we had been quite noisy in his class before.

That's probably why he couldn't stand it anymore and told us to change seats...

Maybe I should have been a bit quieter...?

I suddenly start to regret it.

It seems I went too far, thinking I had the Director as a connection.

I... just... did it to alleviate my boredom...

But being force-fed magic theory when you can't even use magic is more painful than you'd think!

I take back what I said about today flowing as usual.

How can it be usual without Zieg?

Even though it was clearly my fault for not paying attention in class, I felt somewhat spiteful and started drawing a penguin in my notebook.

Of course, I drew it so Mayel wouldn't notice.

It's absolutely not because I'm afraid of being scolded for not properly listening to the lesson.

Absolutely not.

Anyway, what's done is done, and there's no point in continuing to think about it...

While thinking that and proudly looking at my completed penguin drawing, I heard a sound from beside me.

"...Sigh."

The sound of a sigh.

A sigh that seemed to look at me with disdain.

Slowly turning my head, what I saw was:

Mayel looking at me as if I were pathetic.

Seeing her like that, all I could do was scratch my head and give an awkward smile.

...Life.

Anyway, since there's also practical training time, today won't be as boring as other days.

The unbearably boring time passes by.

Ch.89 - Zap-zap
"Arwin, are you okay?"

Zieg asks, looking at me with concern.

I smile brightly at him, pretending everything is fine.

"Yeah, no? Maybe not..."

Despite my expression, the words that tumbled out of my mouth betrayed my confusion.

I couldn't help it. I really felt like I was going to die if I said I was fine.

This moment confirmed my suspicion that the only reason I'd been able to endure these boring classes was because Zieg had been sitting next to me.

They say you don't appreciate what you have until it's gone.

This was the third time I'd experienced that truth firsthand.

Worst of all, the professor had switched Mayel's seat with Zieg's and then, unlike usual, taught for two whole hours, making it impossible to switch seats during the lesson.

Somehow, I managed to endure the tedious class time until finally, mercifully, the practical session began.

I turned my attention to the notebook on my desk, trying to suppress my confused thoughts.

The reason I'd been able to survive this class?

My notes were filled with penguins in various poses.

Sitting penguins, standing penguins, lying down penguins, penguins blowing hearts, and so on...

Without them, I would have gone insane by now.

Of course, if the professor caught sight of this notebook, I had a feeling I'd be in for hours of scolding, but I'd put so much effort into drawing these penguins.

It would be a shame to erase them... let's keep them for at least today.

Even though they're destined to be erased eventually.

Anyway, after enduring that boring time, the practical session was finally upon us.

If I could just get through this, I could secretly switch seats with the professor none the wiser and make up for that tedious time.

So... so... just endure for one hour...

I grabbed Zieg's arm and shouted like a captain preparing to set sail.

"Let's go!"

I managed to get through the first practical session well enough, so I should be able to get through this one too, right?

With that thought, we headed to the training room.

※

"Arwin... are you okay...?"

Zieg asks, looking at me with concern.

This was the second time today he'd worried about me.

Unlike before, I couldn't smile brightly and pretend everything was fine.

"No... I'm really screwed..."

This time, if asked whether I was okay or not, I could definitely answer that I was not okay, because the situation was truly desperate.

The boring class that I thought would kill me was actually a blessing.

Compared to the crisis approaching in the practical session, that is.

As I was sinking into despair, I heard the sound of magic incantation from the front.

"Fireball!"

As soon as those words ended, a ball of fire appeared in front of the person who had chanted.

The fireball flew straight toward the wooden dummy and instantly incinerated it.

Sounds of admiration came from students everywhere as they witnessed the dummy burn in an instant.

It was the most powerful magic they had seen so far, so everyone couldn't help but be impressed.

Amid the surrounding admiration, I felt both pride and fear simultaneously.

The person who cast the spell was Mayel, who served as our party's mage.

Unlike the newly admitted students, Mayel had been studying magic continuously, so her magic power was incomparably stronger than the other students'.

As a fellow member of the Hero's party, I wanted to shout, "Well done! Mayel!" at her impressive display, but I couldn't bring myself to do it.

I felt a subtle pride thinking, "She's in our group! Our group!" but I couldn't shout it out.

First, because I didn't want to draw attention by yelling.

Second, because I was next in line after Mayel, who had just demonstrated such powerful magic.

As I was sinking into despair, I heard a voice.

"It's okay, you can do it."

Zieg patted my head while offering words of encouragement.

Have hope, he seemed to say, you can definitely do it.

But despite Zieg's encouragement and comfort, I had only one thought.

I'm really screwed.

I'm incredibly, utterly screwed.

As if it wasn't bad enough that all I could do was insignificant healing, I had to follow Mayel's display of magic that was on a completely different level.

I felt anxious, like all my inadequacies were about to be exposed.

"..."

Why me...? Why am I next after Mayel...?

If only I had been scheduled after some other student I didn't know... that would have been better.

The thought of demonstrating my pitiful healing in front of everyone who had just witnessed such magnificent magic filled me with self-loathing.

Still, I couldn't back out, so I ignored the self-loathing I felt and began walking forward.

Mayel, who had successfully cast her spell, walked toward me with a somewhat awkward smile.

When she spotted me, her face gradually hardened.

"Ah... Arwin..."

Mayel called my name with a slightly trembling voice.

"Yeah... haha..."

Of course, I answered with a trembling voice too.

It wasn't trembling because of apology or fear.

It was trembling because I was a little angry without realizing it.

Still, seeing Mayel looking so apologetic, I could guess a few things.

It seemed she had been so excited about testing her magic that she hadn't controlled its power.

One reason for that lack of control was probably that she had forgotten I was next in line.

Well, whatever the reason, that was her problem.

I was already in crisis.

I stared at Mayel with as much resentment as I could convey through my eyes.

Seeing my face, Mayel showed how truly sorry she was, breaking into a cold sweat and not knowing what to do.

It was somewhat surprising to see the usually quiet and timid Mayel acting like this.

We stood still for a while, neither of us moving.

"S-sorry... I didn't think..."

"..."

Even though I received her apology, my anger didn't subside, but since the professor was waiting in front, I decided to let it go this time.

Though my anger still hadn't subsided.

Leaving Mayel fidgeting uncomfortably despite her apology, I trudged toward where the wooden dummy was.

As I walked, I noticed that the wooden dummy had already been replaced with a new one.

Behind the dummy stood the professor, maintaining a solemn posture while holding what looked like an evaluation board.

Standing in front of the wooden dummy, the professor addressed me.

"Now, cast a magic spell you're confident in."

"..."

At the professor's words, I could only stand still without saying anything.

I was just thinking about how to resolve this situation.

...This is really bad, what should I do?

I couldn't very well cast healing on a wooden dummy.

In the end, I had no choice but to carefully address the professor watching me from the front.

"Um..."

Still not used to speaking to unfamiliar people, I spoke very quietly.

But somehow the professor heard my small voice and asked me.

"What is it?"

"I... um... I want to use... healing magic..."

"...Ah."

Only after hearing my words did the professor let out a sigh as if suddenly remembering something.

Then, putting the evaluation board down on the floor, the professor began walking toward me.

"...?"

I couldn't help but be confused when the professor suddenly started walking toward me.

What is the professor trying to do by approaching me?

I felt somewhat afraid of the professor approaching me in such a pressuring manner, so I hunched my body in a defensive posture.

When the professor finally came right in front of me.

The professor pulled out a blade from somewhere in their pocket.

"...!"

Instead of stabbing me with it, the professor suddenly cut their own wrist.

Wh-what...

I was bewildered by the professor who showed no sign of pain despite cutting their wrist, when suddenly the professor asked me a question.

"Can you heal this?"

"..."

I didn't know why a professor at the Magic Academy was carrying a blade, or why they had gone this far, but.

Still, after going to such lengths, I didn't want to disappoint them.

"...Yes."

I raised both hands to the professor's bleeding wrist and focused on the sensation as I began to cast healing.

For a moment, a bright light swirled around the professor's wrist.

The bleeding stopped, and the wound gradually healed.

The professor looked at their completely healed wrist and returned to their original position.

"..."

"..."

Having returned to their place, the professor picked up the evaluation board from the floor and stood still in a solemn pose.

What... what now... am I allowed to go...?

While I was thinking that, the professor looked at me and said.

"You may go."

"Huh...? Oh, yes!"

Oh, so I just had to go back.

Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I immediately turned around and started running toward where Zieg was.

As I turned, I saw Yuna walking slowly in my direction.

She was smiling very brightly as she walked this way, seemingly in a good mood.

Come to think of it, Yuna is next after me.

That's fortunate. Since Yuna is after me.

Since she's following my extremely poor performance, whatever magic she uses will look better than mine... she won't be embarrassed like I was.

Since I'd already failed, I thought I should at least cheer her on.

As I ran, I raised both hands with clenched fists and waved them toward Yuna.

Although she's an archer, from what I've seen, she's been studying diligently in class. So she should be able to do reasonably well!

...Probably.

Seeing me, Yuna smiled broadly and waved back with clenched fists just like me.

As we got closer to each other while waving our fists, the distance between Yuna and me was completely closed.

And when I was so close to Yuna that we almost collided, I had to stop in my tracks.

"...?"

I stopped my feet, which had been moving energetically, because I felt something strange.

An ominous feeling came over me after Yuna slightly touched my left hand.

A tingling sensation.

This sensation I'd felt many times during our travels.

I ignored Zieg, who was waving at me, and turned back to look at Yuna.

But no matter how much I looked at Yuna, I couldn't feel that tingling sensation again.

I tried to dismiss it as my imagination, but that sensation I had felt once was still firmly imprinted in my brain.

So concerned was I that I couldn't turn my head away, and I had no choice but to watch Yuna cast her spell.

And what followed left me in shock.

"Fireball!"

The magic Yuna used was the same Fireball that Mayel had used.

But this one was more powerful.

Slightly larger than Mayel's Fireball, it quickly flew toward the wooden dummy and instantly incinerated it.

Magic with higher power than Mayel's, despite Yuna clearly being an archer.

Something was wrong.

Something was very wrong.

I stood watching the burning dummy, breaking into a cold sweat.

And Yuna, after casting Fireball, turned around with a smile.

She smiled at me brightly as usual.

No, I wasn't even sure if the smile was directed at me.

I couldn't tell whether her gaze was directed at me or behind me.

Either way, Yuna's smile, that bright smile, was the same as usual.

It was the same as usual, but somehow now.

It felt eerie.

- Tingle tingle

At that moment, I felt that distinctive sensation once more.

That unique feeling when demonic energy is detected.

My left hand, where Yuna had touched me, somehow felt stinging.

Ch.90 - Hush Money
"Unnie, what's going on here?"

"Huh...? What do you mean?"

My sister tilts her head questioningly at my question.

Seeing her act like this, I immediately lose control of my emotions and shout.

"Don't pretend you don't know!"

"..."

My sister maintains her silence despite my outburst.

There was a clear reason why I, who would never normally raise my voice, was acting this way.

Something that should never have happened had occurred.

And it happened right in front of me, someone who knows about my sister's past trauma.

My sister was never someone with talent for magic.

She wasn't completely incapable, but she was someone who couldn't even properly use a Mage's basic magic.

Yet somehow, she was able to cast magic more powerful than mine?

Something was twisted.

Something was definitely wrong.

That distortion provoked my suspicion, and I expressed it to my sister.

"How were you able to use such powerful magic?"

"...Mayel."

Instead of answering, she just calls my name.

This makes me even angrier, and I shout louder than before.

"Unnie! Answer me!"

"..."

I continued demanding an answer from her.

It wasn't jealousy.

It wasn't some ugly emotion like being annoyed that she was better at magic than me.

I was just overwhelmed with anxiety that she had used some wrong method.

Then a slightly distorted voice comes from in front of me.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

The person who said those words was none other than my sister.

"What...?"

A strange statement in a voice that seemed somewhat unhinged.

At that moment, I became certain.

Something was wrong with my sister.

She must have improved her magic skills through some improper method.

"Why... why... even though I've gotten better at magic, why do you look at me with those eyes?"

Even though I knew she was speaking in an unstable state.

There seemed to be some truth in my sister's words.

Feeling that those words were sincere, I couldn't help but ask her:

"What are you talking about...?"

"Are you that ashamed of having a sister who couldn't use magic?"

"...!"

Hearing those words from my sister, I was struck speechless.

The "me" my sister is talking about now is clearly not the current me.

She must be talking about me when I was younger.

Yet it felt like she was seeing right through to my core.

Like she had discovered feelings I'd been carefully hiding all this time.

I've always been proud of my sister who was better with a bow than with magic.

But among those positive thoughts, negative ones had gradually grown.

If my sister had talent for magic, I would still be attending the Academy.

I could have grown more than I am now, studying alone.

The dark feelings toward my sister that I'd tried so hard to hide.

They were all visible to her.

They had been all along.

So I couldn't deny anything to my sister.

I couldn't say that wasn't true, that I was proud of her.

Because in the current situation, saying such things would only sound like mockery.

While I was sinking into guilt, a miserable voice came from in front of me.

"Please... let me remain your Unnie... I'm begging you..."

When I raised my head to look at my sister's face, what I saw was:

My sister crying, as if desperately pleading.

A face with no resentment or anger.

Just a desperate face, as if begging to remain as my older sister.

As she collapsed and began to sob, I felt something rising inside me.

I couldn't bear to see her like this. I didn't want to be here anymore.

I chose to quickly escape from this place.

It didn't matter where. I just wanted to go somewhere my sister wasn't.

Because that seemed like the only way to suppress the growing guilt in the corner of my heart.

This wasn't what I intended.

I was just worried about my sister, that's all it was.

But my concern had only provoked her. Made her pain worse.

Even as I ran, my sister's crying.

Even after I completely left where my sister was, her crying.

Even after returning to the classroom, I could still hear her crying.

I was the worst younger sister.

※

After Yuna cast her magic, the practice session continued smoothly.

Everyone cast impressive magic, but they all seemed lackluster compared to Mayel and Yuna.

Of course, Zieg and Cian were no exceptions.

Cian demonstrated magic at a lower level than the other students, while Zieg showed magic that could be considered on par with the others.

It seemed that being a Hero didn't come with any magic skill bonuses.

Still, Zieg and Cian didn't show any signs of frustration.

They hadn't forgotten that their weapons were swords.

In contrast, Mayel seemed half-dazed.

Perhaps it was because Yuna's magic, which she expected to be unimpressive, turned out more powerful than her own. I'm not sure of the exact reason.

But there was no sign of jealousy on Mayel's face.

She just kept muttering in a daze, "That wasn't what I meant to do..."

They clearly went somewhere together, and afterward Mayel fell into this panic state. I wonder what happened?

The questions didn't stop there.

It was also strange that Mayel returned to the classroom alone despite having gone somewhere with Yuna.

Yuna and Mayel rushing off somewhere as soon as practice ended and lunch began.

This feeling that events were becoming increasingly twisted.

But there was nothing I could do about their relationship right now.

I could only intensify my suspicions and doubts about Yuna in my mind.

An Archer using magic more powerful than Mayel, who is a Mage.

That much was fine.

There might be some hidden secret between the sisters, Mayel and Yuna.

But the tingling sensation I felt when I was close to her and when she cast magic.

From that sensation, I could tell for certain.

Very faint, but definitely there.

I had discovered it.

The Demonic Energy in Yuna's body.

It wasn't suspicion but certainty.

Yuna's body was precisely contaminated with Demonic Energy.

The only thing I'm good at is detecting Demonic Energy, so I should at least do that properly.

I've already had lunch and there's still plenty of time left, but since Yuna isn't in the classroom, I can't ask her directly yet.

I should probably tell the others first.

That I found Demonic Energy.

That we should go resolve the source of the Demonic Energy.

I poked Zieg, who was spacing out beside me, in the side.

"Huh? Arwin, what is it?"

"Zieg."

Zieg, who had been smiling thinking I was joking around as usual, stiffened when he noticed my serious expression.

I faced him directly and opened my mouth.

"De..."

But the sound from my mouth cut off after "De."

I tried to continue speaking, and I clearly had the will to continue, but strangely, the words wouldn't come out.

"De?"

Zieg, who had been watching me quietly, repeated the syllable with confusion.

"..."

I could only maintain my silence despite Zieg's reaction.

No, it wasn't that I had to maintain silence—I literally couldn't speak.

I couldn't express my opinion to another person.

This is strange.

I should be able to simply say that I detected a small amount of Demonic Energy in Yuna.

I should clearly be able to say it.

But I can't continue speaking.

"Arwin?"

"...Hnngh."

I tried somehow to continue speaking, but it was impossible.

Not only could I not speak, but the suffocating feeling was getting worse.

I felt like my breath was being cut off.

Zieg, noticing that something was wrong, urgently called out.

"Arwin, snap out of it!"

"Ngh... ngh..."

I wanted to say that Yuna was affected by Demonic Energy, but whenever I tried to form the keywords in my mind, my breath was cut off.

If this continued, I might die from suffocation.

In that urgent situation, one thought occurred to me.

The absurd idea that if I erased the thought of trying to tell Zieg this fact, I might be able to breathe.

There was no guarantee that the choking sensation would definitely disappear, but I had to try something, so I decided to act on it.

As I emptied my mind of the thought, I felt something clearing.

"Haaah!"

Finally, I could breathe again.

Zieg, who had been watching me up close, called out in a worried voice.

"Arwin? Arwin?! Are you conscious?"

"I'm... fine... ah... haaah..."

To reassure the worried Zieg, I quickly spoke while taking steady breaths.

Then I exhaled all at once, the breath I hadn't been able to take.

Zieg, not understanding what was happening, waited for me to catch my breath.

Only when my breathing stabilized did Zieg ask me what happened.

"What's going on, Arwin? Tell me."

"..."

But I couldn't answer Zieg's question.

If I brought up that fact to Zieg, I would surely feel that choking sensation again.

My left hand, which had touched Yuna during practice earlier, tingled painfully.

Ch.91 - Hope
"Are you really okay?"

"I told you I'm fine! It was just a joke."

Zieg keeps questioning me even though I said I was okay.

He must have been really worried.

This is making me feel guilty.

But whether I felt guilty or not, I had no choice but to brush it off and tell Zieg it was just a joke.

If the truth couldn't be conveyed anyway, it would only cause confusion.

I tried writing it down in my notebook, but that also stopped my body from moving.

I even tried to express it to Zieg with my whole body, but even thinking about it made my body freeze.

I don't know what's happening to my body, but one thing is clear: if I try to tell anyone that Yuna has been contaminated by demonic energy, my actions are prevented.

Of course, making excuses to Zieg that it was just a joke wasn't only to avoid confusion.

It was to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances.

If something is stopping me from revealing that Yuna is contaminated with demonic energy...

I worried that something might happen to Zieg if I somehow managed to tell him the truth.

To prepare for that possibility, I made up an excuse for now.

I was truly relieved that Zieg seemed to believe my excuse.

If something bad happened to Zieg, I don't think I could bear it...

If Zieg started suffocating like I did, I could use healing magic on him, but my healing isn't omnipotent.

If it was something that couldn't be fixed with my healing and purification, I would definitely regret it.

Thinking that Zieg's life could be in danger, not wanting him to get hurt...

I made an excuse.

Wondering if this only applied to Zieg, I tried telling Cian too, but I felt like I was choking, so I stopped.

Either way, if I try to reveal this fact, my actions are prevented somehow.

Realizing this sent chills down my spine.

It felt like something unknown was crawling up my spine.

Crawling up and whispering that I absolutely couldn't do it.

I have to solve this problem without being able to tell my comrades that Yuna is affected by demonic energy.



※



Things started getting more complicated than I expected.

All I could do was stare endlessly at the empty space.

The seat right next to Cian.

When afternoon classes began after lunch, Yuna didn't show up.

I had planned to confront Yuna alone if I couldn't tell anyone else, even though it was scary.

But Yuna didn't return to the classroom.

If she had come to class, I would have done something—confronted her or purified the demonic energy.

But with her not coming to class, there was nothing I could do.

I started feeling pathetic that I, the only one who knew where the demonic energy was, couldn't do anything and was just sitting here blankly.

Yuna definitely disappeared after the practice session ended and she went somewhere with Mayel.

But unlike Yuna, Mayel returned to the classroom, muttering to herself in a daze.

Yuna disappeared, but Mayel came back.

Something must have happened between those two.

I should have thought about that.

Even though I clearly knew their relationship had soured before they infiltrated the Academy, I left them alone.

I should have helped Mayel and Yuna restore their relationship.

It was no one's fault but mine for being insensitive.

And this wasn't the only thing I needed to pay attention to.

Even though Yuna didn't come to class, no one showed any sign of concern.

Even the professor teaching the afternoon class just continued the lesson despite a student being absent.

As if everyone had temporarily forgotten Yuna's existence.

So, based on the situation before me, I could only come to one conclusion.

A thought that seemed absurd, but made sense given the current situation.

The suspicion that demon worshipers had done something to this Magic Academy.

I don't know what they did in this place full of mages, but it's clear they did something.

I don't know where Yuna is wandering or what's happening in this school.

But the fact that I had to solve this alone was starting to give me a headache.

Since my theory that everyone had forgotten Yuna was just speculation, I needed to ask my companions about Yuna after class ended.

The class, which already felt long, seemed even longer today.



※



"Huh? What are you talking about, Arwin? Is there such a person?"

"Ah... never mind..."

They've forgotten.

"Um... sorry, who are you talking about?"

"..."

They've completely forgotten.

Everyone except me has forgotten about Yuna.

I didn't think my guess would be right.

Honestly, isn't this situation absurd?

Cian, who was getting along well with her until yesterday, and Zieg, who didn't hang out with her but definitely knew of Yuna's existence.

Why can't they remember Yuna?

Does this mean the demonic energy hiding in this school is powerful enough to erase someone's memories?

No, demonic energy couldn't have such power.

If their memories were erased due to demonic energy, they would have returned after receiving my healing or purification.

There could be a situation where my healing or purification was weaker than the demonic energy, but the probability wasn't high, so I dismissed it.

There must be some other external factor at work.

Something other than demonic energy.

The most likely candidate right now is magic.

It's ridiculous that a Magic Academy couldn't defend against magic, but if that magic was mixed with demonic energy, it would be a different story.

I've never seen magic and demonic energy mixed together, but considering how Yuna's magical abilities abnormally increased when she was affected by demonic energy, it seemed plausible.

I don't know the limits of magic in this world, but this is just speculation for now.

Still, I haven't given up yet.

I first approached Zieg and Cian from our group because they were easier to talk to. Our party has four members excluding Yuna, including myself.

I haven't spoken to Mayel yet.

I quickly got up from my seat with firm determination.

Although afternoon classes had ended and Zieg came over suggesting we check out the clubs, I made an excuse about having personal matters and headed toward Mayel.

I felt a bit guilty for suggesting we look at clubs first and then backing out, but I hoped they would understand since I was doing this for everyone's survival.

With that thought, I turned my gaze from Zieg to Mayel and saw her staring blankly at something.

Even though class had ended, she continued to stare vacantly.

Until class started, she had been muttering something with her head down, but now she seemed completely out of it.

Feeling that I shouldn't approach her too boldly, I crept toward Mayel.

When I got close to her, I carefully called her name.

"Um... Ma... yel...?"

"..."

Even though I carefully called her name, she didn't respond and continued staring into space.

Seeing her like this, I gathered a bit more courage and raised my voice.

"Mayel...? Mayel...!"

After calling her name twice with more confidence, she finally noticed I was calling her and turned her head toward me.

"...What is it?"

She asked me what I wanted.

"Um... well..."

I felt confused by her response and couldn't say anything.

I had been planning to ask her about Yuna, but seeing Mayel's aggressive tone, as if she was sensitive about something, made me think twice.

What if she's forgotten about Yuna too? Do I have to solve this case alone?

Such worries surrounded me and heightened my anxiety, preventing the questions I had prepared from leaving my mouth.

To be honest, I wasn't confident.

I wasn't confident I could handle this situation alone.

As I was lost in thought, a sad voice came from in front of me.

"...If it's about Unnie, I have nothing to say, sorry..."

"...?"

Unnie...?

Did she just say "Unnie"?

"W-what did you just say? Unnie? You said Unnie, right?"

"Uh... what about Unnie...?"

It seems there's still some hope after all.

Ch.92 - I Might Be Late
"...I can't believe this."

"...Me neither..."

Mayel and I were sitting on the bench behind the Main Building, where I had come with Zieg last time, talking with each other.

Well, it wasn't really a conversation so much as both of us trying to organize our thoughts.

It was somewhat ironic that we had nowhere else to go but this bench behind the Main Building.

Last time, Zieg and I had broken the bench, but coming back now, I found it interesting that it had been replaced with a new one.

Anyway, the reason Mayel and I were sitting awkwardly on this bench sorting through our thoughts was because we were facing an absolutely absurd situation.

No one except the two of us remembered Yuna.

I still couldn't believe this was happening in reality, but I was certain someone must have used some kind of method to make this happen—things like this don't just occur naturally.

Of course, Mayel didn't immediately believe me and went to ask Cian and Zieg about Yuna.

The results were devastating.

Mayel froze momentarily, as if under the same constraint I had felt.

The sight of her body suddenly becoming free again and returning to me with a look of despair was quite striking.

...But that wasn't the important thing right now.

I tried to organize my troubled thoughts and spoke to Mayel, who was sitting quietly.

"...What do we do now?"

"..."

She maintained her silence at my question.

She probably couldn't think of anything either.

After all, I had only asked because I had no idea how to resolve this situation myself.

So Mayel and I remained silent for a while.

It was an awkward silence, if anything.

We were both lost in thought, unable to seek help from our companions and forced to solve this problem on our own.

After some time passed, I heard a self-reproaching voice from beside me.

"I don't know... I don't know anything..."

I turned my head toward the source of the sound and saw Mayel clutching her head with a tearful expression.

Now that I noticed, her hands had been trembling subtly for a while.

She must have had some conflict with Yuna.

My guess seemed to be correct as she carefully began to express her doubts to me.

"Do I... even have the right to face my unnie?"

"..."

"You told me that she improved her magic skills using Demonic Energy..."

"Yeah... that's right...?"

"What if she made that choice because I didn't understand her feelings...?"

"..."

Only then could I properly look at Mayel.

I could see her clearly before, but the clarity I'm talking about isn't visual.

I mean I could understand what was in her heart as she sat there.

"If I go find my unnie, wouldn't it just make things worse...?"

Mayel spoke to me with a trembling voice, completely deflated.

It wasn't just her hands that were trembling.

"..."

Despite seeing her like this, I couldn't say anything.

Or perhaps it's more accurate to say I couldn't think of anything to say.

I didn't know what had happened between them in the past.

When I casually asked about it at the Inn, Mayel's attitude made it clear she didn't want to tell me, so I couldn't press further.

She might answer honestly if I asked now, but I didn't want to force it out of her.

Everyone has parts of their past they don't want to talk about.

To be honest, I'm not particularly good at relationships, and Zieg is the only person I've considered a close friend since coming here.

And I've never fought with Zieg, whom I consider my best friend.

So I had no idea what advice to give, but I felt like I knew what I needed to do.

Support Mayel and Yuna until they were ready to open up to each other.

So, I offered what might have been clumsy words to her.

"Still... don't you think Yuna wants you to come find her...?"

"...What do you mean by that?"

Mayel asked me with a puzzled expression.

I had no idea what feelings Yuna harbored.

I didn't know why Mayel and I hadn't forgotten Yuna.

I wasn't even sure if everyone forgetting Yuna was the result of magic or something else.

Whatever method was used, no one knew exactly what it was.

And we didn't know if Yuna herself had used it, or if someone else corrupted by Demonic Energy had.

Still, judging from how Yuna usually treated Mayel, she didn't seem like someone cold-hearted enough to ignore her sister over a single conflict.

There must be room for misunderstanding between them. That's what I believed.

No one had told me this, but I had come to this conclusion on my own.

So everything I was about to say to Mayel was just my own thoughts, spoken freely.

Words offered without knowing the details.

Words that might be somewhat presumptuous.

"If I were Yuna... no, from what I've seen of Yuna... wouldn't she want you to approach her...?"

I offered these presumptuous and disorganized words to Mayel.

It was kind of funny that I was speaking up despite not being able to give proper advice or speak loudly, but I felt I needed to convey this now.

"...Do you really think so?"

She responded to my opinion with a questioning voice.

"Y-yeah... that's what I... think..."

My voice grew quieter as I realized I was pushing an uncertain opinion.

I wasn't used to giving this kind of advice in the first place, so it was inevitable that my voice would become softer.

"...Still, it doesn't change the fact that I don't deserve to be her sister."

"But... you haven't heard what Yuna has to say...!"

"Even so... I..."

"Wait!"

I cut her off, sensing she was about to say more negative things.

It felt a bit embarrassing to raise my voice like that, so unlike me, but I couldn't leave Mayel—the only other person who remembered Yuna—in such a dejected state.

I slowly got up from the bench and approached Mayel.

With a feeling of frustration, I blurted out:

"I don't know how complicated your feelings are right now... but for now, you should just meet her!"

With those words, I grabbed Mayel's arm... no, her hand, and pulled her up.

It was hard to look at Mayel crouching there with an expression like she'd lost everything—it reminded me of how I once was.

And seeing someone like Mayel, who was usually shy but still spoke her mind, looking so defeated just felt wrong.

As I said before, I had no advice to give Mayel.

I couldn't come up with comforting words like Zieg had given me when I was trapped in painful memories of the past.

My way with words wasn't that good, and above all, I wasn't brave enough to offer such embarrassing comfort to someone I was still somewhat awkward with.

I respected Zieg for supporting me, but I couldn't be Zieg.

I had to use my own method.

If Zieg supported others with warm words that embraced them, I would use a method that might be a bit clumsy.

A method of my own that borrowed a bit from his approach.

It might be a reckless "let's just face it head-on" approach, but it was definitely my own way.

With that thought, I pulled Mayel along and walked forward.

We couldn't just sit on the bench twiddling our thumbs anymore.

Even at this moment, Yuna might be getting corrupted by Demonic Energy, and we needed to act quickly to resolve this before it got worse.

Of course, I didn't know where Yuna was.

But I needed to get Mayel to her as quickly as possible, before it was too late.

What those two needed now was conversation. If we could just create a space where they could open up and talk, they could surely resolve their conflict.

With dialogue, they could clear up any misunderstandings.

Quickly, before things got worse.

At some point, Mayel seemed to have made up her mind too, as I felt her grip tighten on my hand.

It wasn't like she was being dragged along—it was an action showing her determination to face this head-on.

We would restore Mayel and Yuna's relationship while also dealing with the Demonic Energy.

With that firm resolve, we left the area behind the Main Building.

However, the sight that greeted us as we emerged seemed to mock our determination.

"...Arwin."

"Yeah."

"Let's hurry."

"Yeah..."

Behind the Main Building, in the background...

The air was filled with an ominous energy, completely saturated with black Demonic Energy.

It seemed we might be a little too late.

Ch.93 - Bang!
"I-I'm okay...!"

She speaks to me with a voice that seems filled with terror, trying to offer some comfort.

As I turn my head toward her voice, I notice her hand holding me is trembling as if she's terrified.

While focusing on her hand, I slowly shift my gaze.

From her arm to her shoulder, from her shoulder to her face.

And there it is—her face, looking even more desperate than her trembling hands.

"M-Mayel...?"

She forces a smile as she looks at me and says:

"I'll... I'll definitely take you to Yuna...!"

As if this is nothing to worry about, as if telling me not to be concerned.

Even though this has nothing to do with her, even though it's something frightening enough to make her body tremble.

Seeing her trying to act strong makes me feel foolish for all my worrying until now.

I've been thoughtlessly saying hurtful things to my sister all this time.

And now I feel pathetic for falling into despair just because I was hurt by her once.

She's moving forward, leading my hand while her body trembles.

Watching her, I realized my thinking was wrong—that I shouldn't ask for her help because this is our problem.

Honestly, I still can't completely deny that my thinking was wrong, but she was telling me this:

To ask for help when in trouble, to rely on her.

So maybe I should stop thinking alone and rely on her.

It's time to completely change from being the person who was just being led along.

I quietly began casting Physical Enhancement Magic.

After casting it on my body, I pull my trembling arm forward and run ahead.

"Huh...? Wha...?"

A confused voice comes from behind me.

I suppose she finds it strange that I'm heading toward the main building faster than her.

I almost wanted to laugh, but I quickly hardened my expression.

Time to change my mindset.

Not refusing help from others.

But rather, accepting help while not just being helped.

"Let's hurry!"

The role of saving my sister belonged to me, not her.

※

"W-where are we going first?!"

In my urgency, I forgot the awkwardness and shouted to Mayel who was leading the way.

The situation was too urgent to think about awkwardness, and many thoughts were swirling in my head.

Why is everything suddenly covered in demonic energy?

I had a feeling something would happen soon, but I didn't expect it to happen this quickly.

Isn't this too sudden?

The academy was suddenly enveloped in demonic energy. Without any warning.

As I was confused by these sudden events, a voice came from ahead.

"First of all."

I looked up at Mayel when I heard her voice.

Noticing my confusion, Mayel nodded a few times as if she understood me and said:

"Let's go to someone we can trust."

"...Someone we can trust...?"

At her words, Zieg's face immediately comes to mind.

"I think I know who you're thinking of, but it's not who you think."

"...Mmm."

Of course, she saw right through me.

Seeing my reaction, Mayel smiled slightly and said:

"I mean the Academy Director."

"The Academy Director...? Ah."

I was about to ask why the Academy Director, but I immediately understood.

The most trustworthy person in this academy, the strongest, and someone who has connections with Mayel and Yuna.

That would be the Academy Director.

It seems the trustworthy person Mayel is referring to is the Academy Director.

Realizing this, I start feeling embarrassed.

Of course! It makes sense to find the strongest person in the Magic Academy! Yes, there's no need to specifically look for the Hero!

Though it would be good to find Zieg too... but the situation is urgent, so...

Finding Zieg and waking him up wouldn't be a bad choice for safely resolving this, but we were already heading to the Director's Office, so it was a pointless thought.

Still, the situation had become serious, and there was a bit of hope.

While we couldn't talk about Yuna, the Academy Director must have noticed that the academy is now covered in demonic energy.

The remaining question is how to get to the Director's Office...

Nothing has appeared in front of us yet, but I still feel uneasy.

Above all, the strangely quiet atmosphere of the academy feels odd.

By now, there should be chaos, but strangely, nothing is happening.

This quiet atmosphere actually overwhelms me more.

Honestly, I'm terrified. So much that I want to run back to the dormitory.

Perhaps the only reason I could endure was because Mayel was here.

If I were alone, I might have gone crazy.

Still, nothing has appeared yet and nothing has happened, so...

Let's just quickly get to the Director's Office.

As I'm thinking this while following Mayel...

*BOOM!*

A loud noise from right behind us.

The sound of something like a wall breaking.

It was so loud that both Mayel and I stopped running.

I didn't directly see what happened behind us, but even without looking, I could feel an ominous sensation throughout my body.

I slowly turned my trembling head backward.

As I shifted my gaze toward the source of the noise, what I saw was...

"...!"

"Unnie...?!"

"..."

It was Yuna, seemingly covered in demonic energy.

When I saw her during practice earlier today, there was only a small amount of demonic energy, but now I could feel an enormous amount.

So much that I could feel it without getting close.

"Unnie...!"

Mayel, having spotted Yuna, tries to rush forward.

"Wait! Mayel!"

I blocked her with my arm to stop her movement.

"...!"

Mayel, who was moving toward Yuna but was blocked by my arm, made an expression as if she just realized something.

She must have noticed from a distance that Yuna's condition was abnormal.

Still, I firmly grabbed Mayel's arm in case she might rush toward Yuna.

"Going to the Director's Office comes first, Mayel."

"...I know."

Mayel bit her lip tightly, as if frustrated... no, as if sad.

I don't know exactly what it is, but she must have instinctively realized that approaching Yuna now would definitely not lead to anything good.

As we were about to quickly move toward the Director's Office again...

"Wait! Arwin!"

I was about to ask Mayel what was wrong, hearing the anxiety in her voice, but her actions were faster than my words.

She grabbed my arm that was blocking her and pulled me behind her.

She didn't push my arm away as if telling me not to block her.

Rather, she was shielding me protectively.

Then came Mayel's voice:

"Fireball!"

Following Mayel's incantation, a fireball larger than what I saw during practice time flew toward Yuna.

"W-what are you doing?! Are you crazy?!"

"That's not it, we need to hurry!"

Then she started moving faster along our path, pulling me along.

"Mayel? What are you—"

"Just follow me quickly!"

I tried to ask why she had thrown a fireball at her own sister, Yuna, but Mayel cut me off as if there was no time to explain, so I couldn't find an answer.

I could only be bewildered by her sudden action, but soon I understood the reason.

It was because of the heat I felt on the back of my head.

I had been feeling heat from behind ever since Mayel cast the fireball.

But this heat that was getting increasingly hotter...

It wasn't something I could dismiss as just my imagination.

When I turned around to look at the increasingly hot sensation, what I saw was a black, ominous flame approaching us.

Mayel's fireball had already been consumed by that black flame.

"Damn it...!"

Perhaps realizing that the black flame was approaching us?

After cursing, she turned her gaze toward the black flame, embraced me, and shouted:

"Protection!"

As soon as she said that, an oval-shaped barrier began to form around us.

It seemed to be some kind of defensive magic.

The rapidly approaching black flame soon collided with the oval barrier that Mayel had deployed.

Simultaneously, a booming sound struck my ears.

"Ugh...!"

My ears hurt terribly from the noise so close to me.

But the noise didn't continue.

*Crack!*

The barrier slowly began to break.

Perhaps it wasn't enough to completely block that flame filled with ominous energy.

Still, it wasn't completely ineffective.

As the barrier cracked, the flame was also gradually disappearing.

The barrier slowly began to crack and then shattered completely as the black flame that filled the corridor disappeared.

"Kyaah!"

"Aack!"

Mayel and I were thrown backward, perhaps due to the recoil from the barrier that had been protecting us breaking.

I tried my best to resist being thrown back, but my body wasn't strong enough to withstand the recoil of the barrier.

"Ugh! Ah! Oof!"

Even though the corridor was definitely flat and not sloped, the power of the flame was no joke, and I kept rolling.

I rolled so much that there wasn't a spot—head, knees, buttocks—that didn't hit something.

After rolling for a while, I felt the momentum of my flying body decrease.

The pain from rolling was so severe that I wanted to faint, but fearing that fainting now might mean eternal rest, I struggled to get up.

When I stood up, I felt an indescribable dizziness, and my vision was spinning, probably because I had hit my head first.

I'm dizzy. I feel like throwing up.

Nevertheless, my thoughts remained the same.

I need to get to the Director's Office. Then we can somewhat resolve this.

I did consider approaching Yuna directly to purify her, but in my current state, I would burn up before even getting close to her.

So, for now, let's quietly head to the Director's Office.

I was thrown quite far, so if I run now, I should be able to reach the Director's Office without being caught by Yuna.

With that thought, I started looking for Mayel, who had been thrown back with me.

Fortunately, as soon as I turned my head, I saw Mayel lying down, holding her head, so I could quickly approach her.

I swiftly went to her, cast healing on her, and helped her up. Then, supporting her as her consciousness wavered, I started running toward the Director's Office.

The corridor seems unusually longer today.

My head is still dizzy. The world is spinning as if it's been turned upside down.

But since I couldn't cast healing on myself, all I could do now was endure.

It seems a somewhat difficult trial has come my way.

Ch.94 - Back
"Huff... huff..."

My labored breathing echoes through the now somewhat quiet hallway.

I couldn't help being out of breath since I ran without caring about stamina. Being bad at physical activities to begin with, focusing solely on escaping made my stamina management even worse.

What's more frustrating is that stamina isn't the only thing I'm lacking right now.

I'm dizzy. Really dizzy.

The dizziness I felt since being thrown back hasn't improved—it's getting worse. No stamina, dizzy head... this is truly maddening.

And that's not all.

The headache that I thought would disappear soon is getting worse too.

I thought it was just a temporary headache from hitting my head, but apparently that wasn't the cause.

With insufficient stamina, dizziness, headache, and various other problems plaguing me, I'm truly at my wit's end.

I feel so exhausted that I want to give up and rest somewhere right now.

But I couldn't bring myself to do that. If I give up now, things would get twisted in many ways.

Stick to what you've committed to until the end.

With that determination, I began to move my feet, which felt as heavy as if they had sandbags attached.

If there's any consolation, it's that Mayel seems to be in normal condition.

Though she was thrown back with me when the shield broke, unlike me, she can receive healing.

It seems my quick healing spell on her paid off.

As I struggled to drag my incredibly heavy body forward step by step, I sensed something ominous behind me.

A slightly... no, very unsettling feeling began to emanate from behind.

I thought it was strangely quiet.

I didn't expect them to come so quickly.

Well, those creatures wouldn't give us time to rest considering our situation.

Trying hard to suppress the persistent headache, I spoke to Mayel.

"Mayel."

"...What?"

"Can you cast more spells?"

To my question, she nodded as if it were obviously possible.

Then there was no time to waste.

I pointed to where the unsettling feeling was coming from and said:

"Fire away...!"

Her gaze followed my finger, then she swung her staff and chanted a spell.

"Fireball!"

The spell she cast was a single large fireball. Just one.

But feeling it wasn't enough, I had to ask Mayel to cast more.

"More, cast more."

Hearing my request, Mayel began chanting Fireball again.

Fireballs formed each time she swung her staff.

Those fireballs flew one after another toward the source of the ominous aura.

As we quietly watched the hot fireballs flying through the silent corridor, we could see fiends.

If the presence I felt from behind had been just one, it would certainly have been Yuna.

But what I sensed wasn't just one ominous presence, but several. That's why I asked Mayel to cast multiple spells...

Strangely, despite firing multiple times, the ominous aura didn't disappear.

I guess they won't go down easily.

"Grrrr..."

As if confirming my thoughts, a growl that seemed to say "I'm still alive" reached my ears.

Judging by how many times I heard that growl, it seems multiple creatures have come.

I decided to run at full speed.

"...Mayel, let's run."

If we continued like this, we'd be torn apart by the pack of fiends before reaching the Academy Director's Office.

Still, it was better than Yuna showing up, so we started running at full speed. If Yuna had come, that black flame would have engulfed us again.

Mayel did have defensive magic, but since we had been thrown and rolled due to the recoil before, I couldn't completely trust it.

It might sound a bit trashy, but I honestly think it's... okay if Mayel gets hurt.

If she gets injured, I can heal her with my healing magic.

But if I get hurt, it's a different story.

I can heal others as long as they don't die. But I can't receive my own healing.

If I sustain a serious injury, I'll die.

So what I'm trying to say is this:

We absolutely must not encounter Yuna before meeting the Academy Director. But we can't let ourselves be torn apart by those fiends either, so let's run for now.

As if understanding my intention, Mayel pulled my arm to help me run faster.

I couldn't fall behind, so I ran as fast as I could.

There was certainly the option of Mayel using Physical Enhancement Magic to carry me and run at full speed, but apparently that magic isn't that efficient.

Well, if one magic spell could give you Knight-level physical specs, everyone would become a Mage...

Though our speed was slow, it shouldn't be a problem.

If the fiends got close enough to tear us apart, I could create an opening with Purification if necessary.

And so, Mayel and I continued running down this long corridor.

※

After running for who knows how long.

Fleeing from the fiends chasing us from behind with all our might, we finally arrived in front of the Academy Director's Office.

"...We're here."

"Seems like it..."

The memory of when I once secretly infiltrated the Academy Director's Office suddenly came to mind, making me laugh involuntarily.

Though the memories aren't exactly similar, I laughed because the feeling of trying to get inside somehow was the same.

We've been through a truly difficult ordeal.

Of course, meeting the Academy Director doesn't mean everything will be resolved, but it should make things easier than they are now.

It's just that.

The feeling of being chased through the already dark and eerily quiet Academy corridors, worrying that Yuna might appear in front—not having to feel that terror anymore is a relief.

With such thoughts, I turned my head and quietly looked at the Academy Director's Office door.

Once we pass through this door, things will be somewhat resolved. That thought filled my mind.

Mayel followed my gaze toward the door, then pushed me back with her arm.

"Stay back, I'm going to break through the door."

"Mmm..."

She seems to be considering the possibility that I might get hurt if something goes wrong while breaking the door.

Her small consideration felt very appreciated, but honestly, I felt more guilty at the moment.

Last time, Cian broke the door with force, and this time Mayel would break it with magic.

I felt nothing but apologetic toward the Academy Director in many ways.

...She's a Mage, so she can fix it somehow! Whatever!

As soon as my self-justification ended, I heard Mayel's voice lowered in concentration.

She had begun chanting a spell.

"Magic Missile."

As soon as the chant ended, an oval-shaped sphere appeared in Mayel's hand and flew quickly toward the door.

- Bang!

The energy sphere that flew toward the door made a loud noise and pushed the door in front of us forward.

Now that we've broken through the door somehow, all that's left is to go inside and ask the Academy Director for help.

As we carefully tried to enter, peeking inside slightly, Mayel and I couldn't help but be surprised.

""...!""

"...Hmm?"

Thinking about it, it was strange.

With the Academy in such a state, why was it so quiet? Why wasn't there any commotion? And with such a big incident happening, what were the professors and the Academy Director doing?

And we could find the answer to that question from the scene unfolding before our eyes.

"...Dark Magic should have worked, but who are you two?"

A person wearing a robe asks us with a puzzled expression.

Inside the Academy Director's Office stood someone wearing an inexplicable robe.

This mysterious person continued to question us.

"How did you get in here? Everyone should be locked in their dormitories by now."

But Mayel and I had no time to answer those questions. Or rather, we couldn't answer.

Because while we were trying to understand the situation, we immediately noticed someone lying on the floor.

There was a person on the floor.

A person with the build of a boy with light blue hair.

The Academy Director was collapsed on the floor, bleeding profusely.

My body, which had been moving until just now, froze at the cruel scene unfolding before my eyes. I wasn't the only one frozen—there was no sound from beside me either.

A feeling like hope had been shattered.

Mayel must be feeling this same despair right now.

As we remained frozen, unable to do anything, a chilling voice came from in front of us.

"Well, it doesn't matter."

The person said as if it didn't matter at all, drawing a sword from its scabbard.

"I'll just kill you anyway."

"...!"

The person speaking was wearing a robe, so I couldn't see clearly.

But they were definitely smiling.

Seeing that chilling smile, my frozen body finally moved, and I rushed forward.

It wasn't that I suddenly found the courage to fight this person.

I instinctively moved forward to protect Mayel.

The robed person ran toward us with the sword.

It's a bit ironic that I'm doing this now, after thinking it would be okay if Mayel got hurt.

...But there's no point in thinking about that now.

As I closed my eyes, unable to bear the pain that was about to come, I heard a noise.

- Clang!

It was the sharp sound of sword meeting sword.

And simultaneously, a familiar mid-low tone voice.

"Arwin."

What I had feared didn't happen.

"Are you okay?"

Because the back of someone who looked more reliable than anyone else entered my field of vision.

That dependable back that always protects me.

"...Zieg...?"

Hope still existed.

Ch.95 - Remembered
"Are you really okay?"

"I told you I'm really fine! It was just a joke."

Despite my persistent questioning, Arwin tries to change the subject as if everything is truly fine.

If someone were watching my behavior right now, they might see me as obsessive, but there was a clear reason for my actions.

I had to keep asking because she was showing strange behavior, like suddenly acting as if she couldn't breathe when she was about to say something.

Besides that, I've witnessed many of her eccentricities—like stopping mid-sentence while writing notes or halting when trying to express something through gestures—leaving me full of questions.

Watching Arwin's strange behavior, I could only come to one conclusion.

Something had happened to Arwin.

I couldn't be certain what it was. But considering everything I'd observed, it was clear that something had definitely happened.

Beyond her various odd behaviors toward me, her condition was strange. Just look at how she stared blankly at empty seats during class with a lost expression.

I was so concerned about her that I couldn't focus on the lesson either, constantly glancing her way.

It seems I won't be able to concentrate on today's class at all.

※

"Zieg."

As I was about to get up from my seat, Arwin called my name.

"...Yes?"

I answered her call with undisguised curiosity.

The way she called my name, she looked like someone who had made some kind of decision.

What could she want to say with that determined expression?

Since afternoon classes had just ended, Arwin and I were still in the classroom, along with a few other students.

Based on how things were going, I thought we might go look around the clubs together.

But her next words made me ask her to repeat what she'd said.

"Do you know where □□ went?"

"What?"

"□□, I mean □□."

"...?"

It's not that my ears were malfunctioning. Nor was there anything wrong with Arwin's mouth.

Arwin's lips were clearly pronouncing the syllables of some word. My ears were accurately perceiving what she was saying.

Yet strangely, something felt empty.

What I heard was definitely some kind of word. That much is certain. But even though the word entered my ears, my brain couldn't recognize what it was.

What's clear is that whatever word Arwin uttered felt strangely empty, yet it definitely referred to someone. That much I could tell.

Oddly enough, it didn't feel awkward. Despite an unknown word being mixed into Arwin's speech, it only felt strange, not awkward.

So all I could do was ask her who she was talking about, unable to even repeat the word.

"Um... sorry, who?"

Hearing my question, Arwin widened her eyes in disbelief and muttered.

"...Even you..."

"...?"

"Never mind."

With those final words, Arwin gave me a smile as if it was nothing.

"It's nothing."

Somehow, her claim that it was nothing sounded like a lie.

※

"..."

An unusually quiet atmosphere surrounds me.

It wasn't something I could call a major incident. It was major to me, but objectively speaking, it wasn't.

I had planned to look around the clubs with Arwin like yesterday, but today she declined, saying she had something to do.

I felt a bit disappointed, but I didn't want to express my feelings openly since that would surely put Arwin in an awkward position. So I just said I understood and quietly headed back to the dormitory.

Part of me wanted to follow her to make sure nothing happened to her, but that would seem stalker-ish...

More than anything, I needed time to sort out my feelings.

This empty feeling. I wanted to process this void on my own.

The persistent sense of having forgotten something.

But I don't know what I've forgotten.

It feels like I should remember if I think a little harder, yet I can't. And the deeper I dig, the more I feel like I shouldn't be thinking about this.

As if someone is forcibly trying to prevent me from having these thoughts.

Feeling this strange emptiness and void, I found myself already standing in front of my room.

Though my mind is troubled now, I'm sure I'll calm down after sorting through my thoughts in my room. With that in mind, I slowly opened the door and entered.

Once inside, I couldn't help but feel puzzled by the sudden sense of discomfort.

- Thud

"...?"

As soon as I entered the room, my body suddenly went limp.

"Ugh...!"

Simultaneously, an indescribable headache overwhelmed me.

"Urgh...!"

Unable to go further into the room, I collapsed at the entrance.

If I let go of my tension, I felt like I might faint at any moment from the pain and my weakened body.

It wasn't just pain. The situation seemed designed to put me to sleep, to prevent my actions.

Someone was trying to incapacitate me through some method.

Fortunately, the headache wasn't severe enough to kill me. I wouldn't die from this. I wouldn't die.

But something about the situation felt wrong.

If I fainted here... if I passed out, I had a feeling something major would happen.

If I did faint, could I handle whatever might occur while I was unconscious?

I bit my lip hard. So hard that I felt blood flowing.

Despite the indescribable headache, my thoughts weren't about the pain.

The pain was secondary. What I was thinking about was the cause of this situation.

The cause of this situation that was making me forget something and trying to render me incapacitated.

My consciousness was growing hazier. My eyelids were slowly closing.

In that drowsy state, feeling like I might really faint, I took out Pantheon that I had hidden in my pocket.

And without hesitation, I stabbed my left thigh.

"Kuk!"

Not too hard, not too light.

Just enough pain to bring me back to my senses.

The pain in my head was still continuing, but I needed physical pain, not the pain of a headache, which is why I stabbed myself.

Inflicting physical pain directly seemed to bring my hazy consciousness back to somewhat normal. But since it wasn't completely back, I couldn't relax yet.

While trying everything to regain my senses, I heard Pantheon's voice in my head.

- A familiar power.

As that dark voice unique to the demonic sword sounded, my mind cleared.

"Huh...!"

Though my breath wasn't actually blocked, when the headache that had been tormenting me suddenly disappeared, I felt like I could breathe again. My body, which had been powerless, returned to normal.

With the tension gone, I collapsed at the entrance.

"Ugh..."

I felt blood flowing from my left thigh, but it didn't matter since Arwin could heal me.

Anyway.

Didn't Pantheon say something about a familiar power?

Though I didn't understand the situation, I needed to grasp what was happening, so I asked Pantheon with undisguised curiosity.

"...You said it's a familiar power?"

- Yes, I can feel the same power that created... no, that made me like this.

"..."

I could only repeat various questions in my head at Pantheon's words.

Created? The cause of becoming like this?

Pantheon's words suggested that it originally didn't have this power.

...But that wasn't the important thing right now.

I started to get up, using Pantheon as a cane. I now knew what I needed to do.

The fact I had forgotten.

After Pantheon spoke to me, for some reason my mind cleared and my body returned to normal.

And the memory came back.

Whatever had been missing from that space finally returned.

The fact I had forgotten... no, the person I had forgotten.

I had forgotten about Yuna, the archer in our party.

Looking at the situation, it seems things have already gone wrong. If I just rest quietly here, who knows what might happen.

So I decided to act based on what I could infer from Pantheon's words.

A dark power, similar yet different from demonic energy, is now controlling the Academy.

As if confirming my thoughts, Pantheon spoke.

- It's Dark Magic.

Dark Magic. The jet-black sword, now fully released from my pocket, was saying so.

- This place is now under the control of Dark Magic.

"...Dark Magic."

Now I understand why you acted that way.

You wanted to tell me that the situation was becoming serious.

"Let's go."

Though I pretended to be a Magic Academy student looking for demonic energy, my true profession is that of a Hero.

One who seeks demonic energy and punishes evil forces.

And now I'm about to resume that true profession.

Strangely, the sky I saw through the window wasn't the usual sky, but had taken on an ominous black color.

Ch.96 - Ominous Premonition
"Cian! Wake up, Cian!"

"..."

"Damn it..."

I keep shaking the unconscious Cian, but she shows no signs of waking up. It seems she's been properly affected by what appears to be dark magic.

This has turned into a real headache.

I should have found the demonic energy sooner. To think that I, a Hero, couldn't even notice something was wrong with the Academy.

Truly pathetic.

The problem is that Cian isn't the only one who's lost consciousness like this.

Everyone in the dormitory room has fainted.

It seems the dark magic Pantheon mentioned was cast on the entire Academy.

The reason I can function normally unlike everyone else is because Pantheon absorbed the dark magic that entered me, or so he says.

A demonic sword that casually absorbs dark magic.

I've been quite concerned about why Pantheon is the way he is, but right now I don't have the luxury to worry about the sword.

Let's not think about what kind of past this sword has or why it changed like this. If I'm going to think about it, it'll have to be later.

Right now, I need to find Arwin and Mayel who have disappeared.

I asked Pantheon if he could also absorb the magic cast on Cian, but he said he can only absorb dark magic that has settled on me, his owner.

It's unfortunate, but what can I do? Cian is already unconscious, and the situation is becoming urgent.

Feeling that I couldn't waste any more time, I quickly got up and started running toward the Academy's main building.

It might not be too late yet.

If it is too late, I'll deal with that when the time comes.

Right now, thinking about a hopeful future rather than a grim one helps my state of mind.

...Please, just be alive.

With that thought, I dashed out of the dormitory.

When I turned my head to look toward the main building, I felt an unpleasant sensation.

Unlike Arwin, I couldn't see demonic energy, but the fact that I could feel such discomfort just by looking at it meant there must be a tremendous amount of demonic energy in the main building.

Even if there was a lot of demonic energy, I wouldn't choose not to enter that place.

I forcefully pushed open the closed doors of the main building.

I had no way of knowing where Arwin and Mayel had gone, but fortunately, I had Pantheon as my guide.

"I sense dark magic from that direction."

"...!"

I quickly ran in the direction Pantheon indicated.

Unlike Arwin, I wasn't a Saintess. I couldn't sense demonic energy, so I always relied on her when eliminating it, but now it's different.

For some reason, with this demonic sword that knows dark magic well, I've gained the ability to detect dark magic.

So I continued running in the direction Pantheon indicated.

Along the way, there were many things in the corridor like fiends burned to death or pools of black blood, but I didn't pay attention to them.

The more I focused on such things, the more my anxiety would grow.

After running for a while following Pantheon's directions, I came to a somewhat familiar place.

It left a strong impression since it was the first place I infiltrated in the Academy, and I remembered it well because Arwin and I got in a lot of trouble there.

The Academy Director's Office was right in front of me.

As I continued running, I heard a voice.

I could tell where it was coming from without having to listen carefully. Right in front of me was the gaping doorway of the Academy Director's Office.

Feeling that something terrible would happen if I delayed any longer, I quickly rushed forward.

"I'll just kill them anyway."

I wasn't exactly running leisurely before, but as soon as I heard those words, I began sprinting full speed into the Director's Office.

Upon entering, I saw a man in a robe holding a sword.

Arwin was standing right in front of him.

The moment I saw this, I rushed to Arwin's side and deflected the sword that was about to strike her.

"Clang!"

As my sword collided with the sword of the person trying to hurt Arwin, there was a sharp, nerve-grating sound.

Amidst that sound, I speak to her, who is trembling with fear.

"Arwin."

I wanted to tell her that she did well holding out until now, that she went through a lot alone. But unfortunately, there was no time for that.

So, I say the most reassuring words I can offer her.

Brief words that might give her some comfort.

"Are you okay?"

"...Zieg...?"

Your appearance is a mess, as if you've been rolling around everywhere.

Seeing you like this was enough to provoke my anger.

Let's not hold back. Use full strength and end this quickly.

That thought echoed in my mind.

※

"..."

"..."

The Director's Office, which had been quiet until just a moment ago, was now filled with the clashing sounds of swords.

The combatants themselves were silent, focusing on the fight.

I too was watching the scene in a daze.

But that silence was soon broken.

"Arwin, Arwin...! Snap out of it!"

"...Huh...? Oh? Yes?!"

I was so absorbed in watching them fight that I didn't hear Mayel calling me.

Feeling a bit sorry, I looked at Mayel who was speaking to me seriously.

"This is no time to be standing around."

Then she raised her arm and pointed somewhere with her finger.

Where her finger was pointing, I could see the Academy Director lying in a pool of blood.

"...!"

Only then did I realize that I shouldn't be standing around like this.

I shouldn't be just watching the fight between Zieg and the robed man.

There's someone bleeding and collapsed right in front of me, what am I doing...

Blaming myself for being in a daze, I turned my head to look at where the man was.

The place where the Academy Director had collapsed was next to the man fighting with Zieg.

Not too close, but not far enough to call it distant.

...This is bad.

I started to understand why Mayel had called me so urgently.

The Academy Director, who was acquainted with her, was in critical condition, bleeding, and the man was blocking the way to him.

Zieg, our party's strongest fighter, was engaged in a fierce battle with that man.

It would clearly be very difficult for Mayel and me to reach where the Academy Director was.

But what else could we do?

The Academy Director was acquainted with Mayel, and she had shown me her desire to save that person.

So, as someone with the title of Saintess, I had no choice but to respond to that wish.

Although I'm a Saintess without much power, I'm good at healing.

Zieg is currently engaged in a sword fight with that person, so I can't ask for his help.

He's already busy, and if he were to listen to my request as well, who knows what danger might befall him.

In the end, I could only sigh once and steel my resolve.

"Can you still... use magic?"

"...Yes."

A somewhat reckless, dangerous challenge.

"Then, use other spells to distract that person's attention a bit more."

"I'll try."

Still, I couldn't just stand by and watch the Academy Director die.

We haven't spent a long time together, but he's someone who worked hard for us and someone we're grateful to in many ways.

With that thought, I carefully glanced at the man fighting Zieg, trying not to be noticed.

I didn't ask Mayel to cast a protection spell on me. Protection magic could be an obstacle when moving.

Above all, if she could cast such spells on others, I would have asked her to cast physical enhancement magic or something like that long ago.

It's a bit scary, but it has to be done.

I began to remove that person from my field of vision.

I needed to eliminate the fear remaining in my heart.

Zieg and Mayel will draw that person's attention, so I should approach carefully.

With that thought, I carefully emerged from behind Zieg and began to tiptoe sideways, trying not to attract attention.

"Ice Spear!"

Simultaneously, I heard Mayel's voice from behind.

The man seemed not to notice me sneaking around, focused on the combined attack from Zieg and Mayel.

The start was smooth.

I hold my breath, crouch down, and walk carefully to make as little noise as possible.

A human life was at stake, and moreover, my own life was at risk too, so my body started trembling, but I suppressed it as much as possible and continued to tiptoe.

Of course, even as I walked, I didn't stop being vigilant. The thought that I mustn't be discovered dominated me, so I couldn't stop watching for any signs of detection.

After keeping an eye out for a while, I finally reached the halfway point and breathed a sigh of relief before checking on that man again.

And not long after, I felt my heart sink.

"...!"

I saw it.

The shape of the robed man's mouth.

He didn't say anything to me.

He was simply looking at me and smiling.

Smiling while looking at me.

I sense that something has gone wrong.

"Arwin! Be careful!"

As if confirming my premonition, Zieg shouts at me.

"Bang!"

"Ugh...!"

I thought things were going too well.

Indeed, ominous premonitions are never wrong.

Today, the black aura behind the person intoxicated with demonic energy seemed even more malevolent.

Ch.97 - Rolling
"Aaack!"

*Boom!*

A black sphere flies toward me and crashes right behind me, causing a series of booming sounds.

If there had been just one, I might have felt proud about dodging it and surviving, but unfortunately, these black spheres filled with ominous energy weren't limited to just one.

More spheres fly at me in succession.

Of course, I couldn't notice their positions or predict where they were heading.

Far from my legs freezing in terror, I was running forward faster than ever before, driven by the fear of death.

I've completely forgotten about saving the Academy Director.

My mind is filled only with thoughts of my own survival, making me feel that there's nothing I can do for the Director.

The only fortunate thing might be that the Academy Director is collapsed in the direction I'm running.

But regardless of that, the person in the robe... no, that crazy person isn't waiting for me.

*Boom! Boom! Boom!*

A series of loud noises.

"Eek...! Kyaah! Aaaack!"

Though I'm falling, rolling, and tumbling, the thought that stopping might mean death makes my physical senses and abilities seem as nimble as if they could surpass a Hero.

I say this, but honestly, it's just luck.

Above all, constantly rolling and falling is starting to make my body ache.

Because of this, I soon reached the point where my weak body slammed into the ground.

"Ugh!"

Feeling pain like blood flowing from my knees, I start to feel sorry for myself.

I already rolled around a lot getting here with Mayel, and now I'm rolling again after arriving.

Until just now, I was only lightly tumbling to avoid attacks, which only caused minor scrapes, but this is different.

I didn't just lightly tumble—I fell with a loud thud!

This isn't exaggeration; it really hurts.

I did tumble while avoiding the black spheres, but not completely like this...

"Ugh..."

It's meaningless to think about it now, though.

I keep my head down while lying face-down.

Maybe it's an unconscious thought, but I feel like it's over now.

The feeling I've had several times since coming here seems like it will finally come true.

So I didn't raise my head.

I was too afraid to see with my own eyes the pain I was about to receive.

But it seems my end wasn't yet to come.

"What... what...!"

A voice filled with bewilderment comes from in front of me.

The owner of that voice wasn't one I often heard from my usual companions.

The voice I heard was one I'd heard for the first time today, and the most chilling one.

But why does that voice sound so bewildered?

Curious, I slowly raised my head to look ahead.

"...?"

Huh?

"Eh... eh...?"

When I looked up, I saw only Mayel standing there with her face contorted in shock.

Zieg and the person in the robe were gone.

"Wh... what is this..."

I had been keeping my head down because I heard no noise, but there really was nothing there.

I was so dumbfounded that I stared blankly at the spot where the two people had been just moments ago.

What woke me from this state was none other than Mayel.

"Arwin, snap out of it!"

"...Ah!"

Staring vacantly into space, I immediately came to my senses at Mayel's shout.

Thinking about it again, I didn't have time to enjoy this leisure.

I needed to heal the Academy Director first, who was in critical condition and bleeding.

I quickly got up from where I had sprawled and ran to where the Director had collapsed.

My knees were scraped and bleeding, and my leg and arm bones felt broken from all the rolling, but I ran while enduring the pain as much as possible.

After quickly reaching the fallen Academy Director, I got down and began healing him when I felt I was close enough.

I worried that too much time had passed, but hearing the sound of breathing, it seemed he wasn't dead yet.

As I slowly healed the Director's wounds, I heard footsteps from behind.

It was obvious who it was, so I didn't turn around.

I needed to focus on healing right now.

Mayel approached me and asked with a trembling voice full of concern.

"How is it...? Can you heal him? Will he live...?"

"..."

She spoke with an uncharacteristically trembling, tearful voice.

She must be extremely worried, but since what she's concerned about won't happen, I should reassure her properly.

"This much is fine, I can heal him sufficiently."

"Really...?"

At my words, Mayel lowered her shoulders as if somewhat relieved.

I don't know what connection she has with the Academy Director, but seeing her worry this much, I thought they must not have an ordinary relationship.

I'm glad.

I'm truly glad that I can help this connection continue.

So that the bond between people doesn't break... that is.

Maybe that's why I unconsciously made a self-praising comment.

"Who... who do you think I am! I may not look it, but I'm a... Saintess!"

"..."

Mayel looked at me with somewhat cold eyes after hearing my not-quite-self-praise.

"Why, why...! What...!"

Her usual demeanor, completely different from how gentle she was just now.

Though I was used to this side of her, being looked at with such cold eyes made me feel a bit hurt.

"Hmph..."

I wanted to be praised for doing well, but those cold eyes made me lose confidence.

I looked over the Academy Director's body, whose healing was now complete.

His heart seemed to be beating normally, and he was still breathing.

The healing appears to have gone well.

Now all that's left is for him to regain consciousness and get up, so I can relax.

My mind started to ease a bit, feeling that one problem had been solved.

Still, it's too early to let my guard down. There was one more problem left.

The disappeared Zieg and the man in the robe.

Now that the urgent situation has been resolved, it's time to solve another problem and question.

I ask Mayel, who must have been watching from there.

"So, where did Zieg and that person go?"

"...Those guys?"

"Yeah, they disappeared."

"Can't you see over there?"

With those words, Mayel pointed somewhere with her finger.

"...What is that."

Following Mayel's finger, I saw a wall with a large hole in it.

A hole in the wall that looked as if someone had broken through it with force.

I started to understand the situation roughly.

No wonder I heard various noises while keeping my head down—it was because of that.

Zieg must have done this, knowing I was in danger.

That was the only thing I could think of.

If my current thought is correct, then Zieg is fighting with that person...

The Director's healing was complete, and there was no help in staying seated any longer, so I decided to get up.

I tried to stand, but...

"Ugh...!"

Perhaps because the tension had eased a bit, the pain rushed in all at once.

Mayel, who had been quietly watching me from the side, supported me as my posture collapsed and I was about to fall.

"Are you okay?"

"Uh... yeah..."

While feeling puzzled by Mayel's strangely favorable attitude toward me, I also felt grateful for her help.

It might be truly touching if I compared her cold attitude at first with her current one.

If only that were the important thing right now.

"On second thought, I don't think I'm okay..."

"What?"

I reflexively said I was fine, but honestly, it hurts a lot.

My whole body aches everywhere, making me feel like the world is collapsing.

Isn't it a basic passive skill for healers to be able to heal themselves? Why can't I heal myself?

"It... it really hurts..."

"Haah..."

Mayel looks at me as if wondering what to do with me.

No matter how she looked at me, there was nothing I could do.

This was the first time I had rolled around this much and the first time I had been injured this badly.

I think this every time a major incident strikes, but I'm starting to get scared.

What kind of incident will come next to set a new record... it's really frightening.

"..."

"..."

The room that had been filled with tremendous noise until just now was suddenly filled with silence.

That awkward silence like before.

That feeling when I was left alone with Mayel.

I thought our relationship had naturally grown closer after going through various incidents together, but apparently that wasn't the case.

As I was thinking this, I heard a voice.

"...Thank you."

"Hmm...?"

"I said thank you."

She thanked me while still supporting me.

"For... for what...?"

I didn't think I had done anything worthy of thanks, so it was truly perplexing when she suddenly thanked me.

I was so surprised that I raised my head, which I had been keeping down due to pain, to look at her face.

What I saw was Mayel's face with a slight smile, as if a bit embarrassed.

Though her smile collapsed after hearing my words.

"Never mind, forget it."

"Uh, um...?"

"I said forget it."

"Ah... uh... okay."

I felt awkward and lowered my head again after raising it to see Mayel's face.

Silence began again.

Of course, this silence didn't last long either, due to the ominous energy that soon arrived.

"Anyway."

"...Yeah."

"Let's talk after this is over."

"...After it's over?"

Confused about what she was talking about, I raised my head again, and Mayel suddenly started pointing somewhere.

Following Mayel's finger with my gaze, what I saw was none other than Yuna, consumed by demonic energy.

No wonder I felt some kind of ominous energy...

As I was thinking this, I heard a voice full of determination.

"Thanks to you, I've pulled myself together."

"Ah..."

Seeing Mayel filled with enthusiasm makes me feel strangely proud.

At the same time, my fear intensifies.

It seems my body will have to roll around even more.

Ch.98 - Solution
"S-so what are you going to do now?"

I asked Mayel what we should do next, now that she had sorted out her feelings.

I had absolutely no idea how to deal with that guy, so I had no choice but to ask.

"...I don't know."

"?"

"I really don't know either."

"..."

This seems to be going badly.

...What should I do? Should I roll around like when I got hit by Yuna's magic in the hallway? I don't want to do that again.

"...Why don't you try approaching her and using purification?"

"Ah."

That's right.

Come to think of it, Yuna is currently covered in demonic energy, so if I get close and purify her, wouldn't that help?

It wasn't a guaranteed solution, but it was worth trying.

The problem was how to approach her.

"..."

"..."

...Now that I think about it, this is also a problem.

Purification isn't the issue.

The issue is how to approach that person.

If I run toward her with a shield up, I'll just get hit by her magic and roll away again. What should I do?

If only I had something like teleportation... that would be so convenient.

Wondering if there was any magic that could instantly transport me to where Yuna was, I carefully asked Mayel.

"Can't you use something like spatial movement magic?"

"Spatial movement magic...?"

"Yeah, like instantly moving over there."

"Hmm..."

After hearing my question, Mayel's gaze naturally shifted somewhere.

I followed her gaze and saw what she was looking at.

It was the Academy Director, who was stabilizing as his wounds healed.

Ah, now that I think about it, this person was using spatial magic when I first saw him.

So I guess we have our answer.

"Mayel."

"...Yes."

Perhaps with just one exchange of glances, she and I unconsciously realized what we needed to do.

"Can you hold out?"

"I'll try..."

Mayel's pupils trembled at my words, but I couldn't bring myself to look directly at her and turned my gaze elsewhere.

Of course she wouldn't be confident about facing Yuna, whose magic overwhelmed her as a mage.

So her reaction was only natural.

I'm sorry! For being such a useless Saintess!

Unable to look Mayel directly in the eyes, I clenched my fists and waved them slightly to encourage her.

"Haha..."

It was a day when I felt sorry for her in many ways.

※

"U... Unnieeee!!"

I was currently hiding behind a desk in the Director's Office, watching the situation while keeping the Academy Director with me.

*BOOM!*

"Eek!"

It was a terrifying sight that gave me goosebumps just watching.

Yuna was staring at Mayel with emotionless eyes while continuously throwing black fireballs, and Mayel was just defending herself by deploying shields against Yuna's magic.

Have you ever heard of the battle between spear and shield?

I felt like I was witnessing that very battle firsthand.

While I felt sorry for Mayel, who kept rolling from the impact of her shield breaking, as the weakest member of our party, all I could do was cast small healing spells from a distance.

She's your sister, what can I do? Hang in there.

As I continued watching this strange scene of fireballs flying and shields breaking...

"..."

Suddenly, Yuna's behavior began to change.

Perhaps she was starting to notice something was wrong.

She stopped throwing fireballs and suddenly stood still.

"...?"

Mayel, who had been rolling around until just now, couldn't hide her confusion but remained vigilant.

...Perhaps I should have been the vigilant one.

As I carefully observed Yuna who had suddenly stopped attacking, our eyes met.

With the slightly... no, very creepy Yuna.

"..."

"..."

No way, right?

Please tell me it's not what I think.

Unaware of my thoughts, Yuna kept her gaze fixed on me while turning her head and started muttering something.

It seemed like she was now chanting a spell aimed at me.

"...This is insane."

Cold sweat naturally formed on my face as I realized what Yuna was doing.

I urgently began shaking the Academy Director's shoulders as he lay there with a peaceful expression.

"W-wake up!"

Of course, while bombarding him with purification and healing magic.

Originally, I wanted to let him wake up in a stable condition, but I had an ominous feeling that if things continued like this, he wouldn't wake up until everything was over.

If Zieg came, the situation would eventually improve, but judging by the continued noise outside, it seemed their fight wasn't over yet either.

He's truly my only hope. Please wake up.

"Hey...! Hey!"

Mayel must have noticed something was wrong too, as she snapped out of her daze and started running toward me at full speed.

Of course, the chanted fireball was approaching me faster than she could run.

Seeing the black fireball rapidly approaching me made me feel increasingly anxious.

At this rate, the Academy Director and I would be roasted together.

As I continued shaking the Academy Director's shoulders while watching the black fireball getting closer, I heard a boyish voice.

"...What's going on?"

"Huh."

The Academy Director had regained consciousness and woken up.

"N-now that you're awake, please do something about that!"

"About what... Oh."

I felt bad about giving him work right after he woke up, but we needed to put out the urgent fire first.

The Academy Director stared blankly at the black fireball I was pointing at, then grabbed my arm and put me into some kind of space he opened.

I entered this space and was transported in front of Mayel.

Now I understood why she had looked at the Academy Director when I asked about spatial magic.

"...I think I understand what's happening here."

The Academy Director said something while looking at Yuna, who was possessed by demonic energy.

His voice was clearly filled with anger.

After finishing those words, the Academy Director snapped his fingers, and suddenly the huge, dark fireball disappeared.

"I should return what I received."

*CRASH!*

A tremendous noise came from outside as the fireball vanished.

"Wo... wow..."

Since I fell into this place, Mayel had been the best magic user among us.

But I realized that someone qualified to be the director of a magic academy was truly on another level.

The Academy Director's actions didn't end there.

"Wake up, you fool."

He instantly moved to Yuna, who was possessed by demonic energy, and smacked her on the head.

Yuna, hit on the head by the Academy Director, collapsed limply.

"..."

"..."

It was an anticlimactic fight, if you could call it that.

A battle where only Mayel got hurt...

※

"Haah..."

I was casting purification and healing on Yuna, who was knocked out after being hit by the Academy Director.

Normally, one purification should have immediately returned her to normal, but she seemed to have been so deeply possessed by demonic energy that it took more time.

Well, anyway, despite everything that happened, I was really glad it was finally resolved.

I continued casting purification until the dark energy completely disappeared, then waited for Yuna to regain consciousness.

It didn't take long for Yuna to regain consciousness after I removed the demonic energy and healed all her wounds.

"Ugh... hmm?"

"..."

Yuna reacted as if waking from a deep sleep.

Feeling annoyed, I flicked her forehead.

"Ow!"

This girl had put Mayel and me through so much trouble.

While the exact cause wasn't Yuna herself, it was still because of her possession by demonic energy that I experienced having my breath cut off and rolling around in the hallway.

I felt quite resentful for various reasons.

After giving her another forehead flick, I stood up.

It seemed like this was no longer a situation I should be involved in.

"...Unnie."

"Me... Mayel?"

Since whatever those two would say to each other was no longer my business, it seemed right to leave them alone.

...I should go find Zieg.

If the loud noises had continued, I could have assumed that Zieg and that person were still fighting, but the noise had stopped at some point.

I could guess that their fight had reached a conclusion.

So, feeling no need to hurry, I walked leisurely.

Above all, my legs were sore, and the ominous feeling that had filled this place with demonic energy was gone, so I thought this pace was fine.

I slowly walked toward the hole.

The hole through which Zieg had taken that robed person.

I thought I might be able to see what was happening if I looked down from above.

When I reached the hole completely, I peeked my head out slightly to check the situation.

"...Wow."

I couldn't help but be shocked at what I saw.

No wonder there had been so much noise.

What I saw was the academy interior so thoroughly destroyed that it could hardly be called an academy anymore.

And in the middle of all that destruction sat one person holding a jet-black sword.

Sensing my gaze, he immediately turned his head, looked at me, and waved.

...It seems the incident has been resolved well.

Ch.99 - I Don't Know
"I missed him."

"Huh?"

"That person, I let him get away."

"What did you say?"

I couldn't help but ask Zieg again, thinking I must have misheard.

I thought everything had been resolved since he was sitting down, smiling and waving at us.

I wasn't the only one surprised—Mayel and Yuna were also staring with wide eyes, as if they couldn't believe it.

"Sorry, I let him get away."

...So I hadn't misheard after all.

Once I confirmed what I'd heard was true, my feelings became complicated.

Until now, it had been hard to find an enemy Zieg couldn't catch after drawing his Demonic Sword.

He had struggled with a few opponents, but Zieg always won easily when he used the power of his Demonic Sword.

But he let this enemy escape?

Maybe that person in the robe was an unbelievably skilled fighter.

As that thought occurred to me, a chill ran down my spine.

I could imagine what might have happened to Mayel and me if Zieg hadn't arrived when we were with that person in the Director's Office.

I tried my best to calm my trembling body while looking at Zieg, feeling increasingly anxious.

But I couldn't hide my shaking eyes, and when he looked at me, Zieg became flustered and started rambling.

"No, well... a black fireball suddenly flew down from above..."

"..."

Black fireball?

I carefully turned my head to look at Yuna.

After all, she was the one who had been shooting black fireballs everywhere.

"It... it wasn't me!"

But seeing Yuna cry out indignantly, I got the feeling she wasn't the culprit.

Let's think about this differently.

Who could have redirected the black fireballs that Yuna shot while possessed by Demonic Energy?

I quietly shifted my gaze to the Academy Director.

Everyone followed my lead and quietly stared at him.

"...What are you all looking at?"

The noise that had been constantly coming from outside while we were struggling with Yuna.

At some point, that noise had disappeared, and when I looked toward its source, all I saw was Zieg looking tattered as if he'd been badly burned.

And the most likely candidate for redirecting those black fireballs was the Academy Director.

*You have to return what you receive.*

"..."

The Academy Director maintained his silence, seemingly aware of his guilt.

"...Ah, right. You had another companion. I'll bring her."

Unable to withstand our accusatory stares, he changed the subject and opened something like a portal.

"Zieg, catch her."

"Okay."

"Damn it!"

Things might have just gotten a bit more complicated.

※

"Here's your stuff."

The Academy Director spoke to us in a tone full of discontent.

He was tossing us our original clothes, weapons, and other belongings.

He also carefully handed over Cian, who was still asleep due to the Dark Magic. The spell hadn't worn off yet, so Cian remained unconscious.

Yuna carried Cian on her back as we prepared to leave the city.

"These ungrateful bastards forgetting kindness..."

He muttered while rubbing his forehead, as if the flick Yuna gave him had really hurt.

He had let Yuna, who seemed to be on friendly terms with him, deliver the punishment, but I don't see what the problem is.

After all, this person was the reason the criminal who used Dark Magic to manipulate Demonic Energy got away. There's no reason to go easy on him.

"I'll clean up here. Now hurry and go."

The Academy Director seemed to know this too, and apart from his muttering, he accepted it without much complaint.

Grabbing his forehead as if he had a headache, his hurried dismissal was almost pitiful.

It's true that we lost the mastermind because of him, but it's also true that he had helped us a lot until now, so Zieg and I bowed our heads to show respect.

He must have had many headaches because of the two of us.

When I think about it, I feel really sorry.

Our stay here had been unusually long compared to other cities, and maybe we'd grown somewhat attached to this place.

"Thank youuu..."

"Thank you."

Yuna and Mayel followed our lead and expressed their gratitude.

This must be especially sad for those two, who had a close relationship with the Academy Director.

Even though they disliked this city and the Academy, the Academy Director had been protecting this place.

"Yeah, come visit sometimes, even if it's difficult."

With those final words, he turned his back and began using Spatial Magic to clean up the destruction around us.

We watched the Academy Director until the end, then turned around to go our own way.

Many things had happened here.

Although we couldn't catch the mastermind who tried to corrupt this place with Demonic Energy using Dark Magic at the Academy, we did restore Yuna and Mayel's relationship. Let's be satisfied with that.

We had to consider the possibility that person might return, but the Academy Director, who was the strongest here, said he had a plan, so he'd manage somehow.

Let's not worry about it and go hunt the Demon King.

With light steps, we began to leave the Academy.

※

"Ugh..."

As soon as we left the Academy, all strength drained from my body.

It was like the pressure of the Dark Magic that had covered the entire place.

The others seemed fine, but for some reason, I felt the pressure more intensely, so only now did I feel like I could breathe.

As my legs gave out and I was about to fall, Zieg caught me with practiced ease.

I was already familiar with his embrace.

...Since I'm already used to it, let me be a little shameless.

"Zi... Zieg, I'm sorry, but..."

"Yeah?"

I spoke, thinking that you would understand, though it was truly embarrassing.

"Could you... carry me?"

"..."

My legs had no strength, and I couldn't use self-healing, so the pain throughout my body was unbearable.

It wasn't just aching when I walked—it really hurt.

Because of that, I had no choice but to ask Zieg.

"Alright."

After hearing my request, Zieg carefully lifted me up in a princess carry, being considerate of my condition.

I wanted to complain about why he chose this particular position, but since I was the one asking for help, I couldn't say anything and just kept my mouth shut.

Besides, apart from being a little embarrassing, this position was actually quite comfortable.

The gazes of my companions looking at me as if I was hopeless bothered me a bit, but I decided to ignore them.

And so, we were slowly leaving this quiet city at night.

I thought there would be chaos outside the Academy, with people talking about some major incident, but the city was very quiet, as if some magic we didn't know about had been applied.

Well, if Dark Magic could put all the Academy students to sleep, soundproofing would certainly be possible.

The magic in this novel world is truly amazing.

I always feel regretful that I can't use magic myself.

Feeling both regret and relief, I looked up at the sky.

Well, anyway.

The case has been solved.

It was a refreshing and satisfying night.

※

What we would do next was already decided.

We would go to the village entrance with the carriage we had left there, get clearance from the Golem with our Adventurer's Cards, and leave this village.

It had been quite a long journey, thinking back.

Now we need to set off in search of our next adventure.

With that sense of relief, we should have been heading out to find a new place.

Yes, that's what should have happened.

So why am I sitting in the front seat of the carriage with Zieg again?

"..."

"*sniff*"

Since we were sitting alone in the carriage, Zieg and I were maintaining an extremely close distance.

I could hear giggling from behind, which was truly annoying.

Moreover, this feels like déjà vu.

Wasn't there a similar situation when we first arrived at this village?

"...Sigh."

In the end, I chose to stop thinking about it.

Thinking deeply would only give me a headache.

Let's think positively... yeah.

Zieg is the one I'm closest to among our companions anyway. Sitting next to Zieg is an important opportunity to strengthen our friendship...

...Come to think of it, I've become close with Mayel too, haven't I?

Now there isn't a single person in our party who isn't close to me.

Damn it! Even when I try to think positively, it doesn't work!

Feeling a bit awkward, I tried to move my body to create some distance from Zieg.

"Arwin, it's dangerous if you fall like last time. Come here."

"Eep?"

Zieg immediately pulled me toward him with one arm.

As expected, I had no chance of creating even a little distance.

Though that wasn't the important thing right now.

Thinking about how this position would look to our companions behind us made me start to feel really embarrassed.

"O-Okay! I get it, so please let go...!"

"No."

"Ughh..."

I kept struggling to escape from Zieg's embrace, but how could I possibly overcome a Hero's strength?

There hasn't been a day since I became a Saintess that I haven't cursed this weak body of mine...

I finally gave up and decided to stay still in Zieg's arms.

Further resistance would only make things worse. Let's not refuse unnecessarily.

...To be honest, it doesn't feel bad either.

As I was feeling my unnecessarily racing heart while being held in Zieg's arms, he suddenly spoke to me.

"By the way, Arwin."

"...What."

I became defensive when Zieg suddenly addressed me.

What is he going to say now? What is he going to say to put me in another difficult situation...!

As I expected, the words that came out of Zieg's mouth indeed put me in a difficult position.

"You went through a lot with this incident... don't I deserve some kind of reward...?"

"..."

I looked straight at Zieg's face, wondering if I had misheard something.

Looking at his face, I could clearly tell that I hadn't misheard.

Zieg was looking at me pitifully with his lips turned down as if feeling somewhat disappointed, and I felt a guilt that shouldn't even exist.

You know how it is.

At first, it didn't bother me at all, but when you actually see that kind of expression with your own eyes, your heart suddenly softens.

"B-But, Yuna was resolved by... m-me and Mayel..."

"I was the one who rushed over as soon as my memories returned..."

Zieg further attacked my already weakened heart.

"Ah... well, that's..."

My mind was becoming more and more confused because I couldn't tell if he was acting or if he was genuinely disappointed.

"No, I understand how you feel."

Zieg said after watching me quietly.

He released the arm that had been holding me and spoke without hiding his disappointment.

"Well, I'm the Hero after all. I guess it's only natural for me to do such things... yeah, I understand."

"Ah..."

In the end, I had no choice but to surrender to Zieg, bending my shame and pride.

"Oh, really!"

*smooch*

Unable to bear it any longer, I committed the outrageous act of pressing my lips against Zieg's cheek.

"...?"

"I... I... I don't know anymore!"

Of course, it's no secret that I threw my embarrassed, trembling body to the back of the carriage after doing something so embarrassing.

"!!"

I really don't know anymore.

I don't know what I've done or what will happen next.

For a while, the carriage became extremely noisy.

Ch.100 - Muscle Pain
"...It's quiet."

I mutter to myself, not used to this strange stillness.

Where did all the lively atmosphere from earlier go? Now I only feel the cool night air against my skin.

I can almost still hear the cheerful voices of my companions ringing in my ears, but that must be my imagination.

My companions and I had traveled some distance by carriage before settling down to sleep where we are now.

The three conscious members of my party collapsed as soon as they found a spot, so I had to keep watch.

One of them still hasn't regained consciousness, so I'm the only one awake in our party.

Still, it's not an entirely unpleasant feeling.

It's just... how should I put it?

Being on watch alone is a bit disappointing and bittersweet.

Thinking about what happened in the carriage, I'm in quite an excited state right now.

Yes, to sum it up in one word: I'm thrilled.

I can't stop the corners of my mouth from turning up. They keep rising.

When I received her reward, I was too stunned to realize she would go this far, but thinking back on it now, I deeply regret my reaction.

I should have prevented her from throwing herself backward.

I should have seen Arwin's bewildered expression up close.

It was a mistake in many ways.

Next time, I won't miss such a precious moment—I'll make sure to hold her while watching.

Looking at the crackling campfire, I steeled my resolve.

I thought I heard someone's voice in my head saying "how creepy," but that must have been my imagination.

...It does make me feel a bit pathetic to be thinking such things while on watch.

Having a brief moment of clarity, I lifted my head to look at the sky.

It was to clear my thoughts of Arwin.

Fortunately, those inappropriate thoughts about her faded quickly since everyone had gone to bed exhausted.

Although thinking about Arwin was my most important and meaningful thought, I shouldn't forget my primary duty.

We were a Hero's party traveling to defeat the Demon King, after all.

The words that person who manipulated Demonic Energy said before leaving were still echoing in my mind, and I needed to think about them now.

"..."

The hooded figure had said:

'So you're the Hero... I acknowledge it. I can't defeat you with my power. But... the Demon King could.'

They were telling me that the Demon King was stronger than me.

With those final words, I lost track of them due to a black fireball that suddenly came from above, but it was a statement with many troubling implications.

The reason I could defeat that person was because I borrowed the power of the Demonic Sword.

If I had defeated them purely with my own strength, I wouldn't be overthinking this now.

The difference in power between us wasn't that great.

I was slightly stronger, but the small margin created several problems.

That single statement—that the Demon King could defeat me.

That one sentence made my feelings complicated.

If I... no, if our party went to fight the Demon King.

Could we really defeat the Demon King?

That statement made me doubt.

I never thought it would be easy to win, but I also never considered that we might be completely helpless.

My head is starting to ache from all these thoughts.

As I was deep in thought, a sudden voice:

"What are you doing?"

"...!"

I nearly threw my sword in surprise at the unexpected voice, thinking everyone was asleep.

Turning toward the source, I saw the Knight who had been comfortably sleeping throughout this whole commotion.

"Cian, you're awake."

"...Well, I'm up."

It seems she's finally regained her senses.

Given how late she woke up despite receiving Arwin's purification, I had to wonder if she deliberately chose this time to wake up.

"Anyway, why are you so startled? Were you thinking something strange?"

"...No."

I was having some serious thoughts, but her comment immediately killed the mood.

I did think about Arwin a few times, but my final thoughts were serious concerns, really.

While I was thinking this, I heard her voice from in front of me.

"I'll take watch now, so go get some rest."

She spoke to me without hiding her apologetic expression, aware that she hadn't done anything until now.

I usually handle the watch, and normally I would have told her it was fine and to go rest, but I was a bit tired so I didn't refuse.

It was somewhat difficult to stay awake after using so much energy the day before.

"Sleep well."

"Yeah."

Well, another day ends here.

I haven't found answers to my complicated thoughts yet, but I'll think about them tomorrow.

Arwin taught me that living too exhaustingly isn't a good approach.

※

"Ugh..."

Lately, I seem to be suffering more frequently when I wake up in the morning.

Even back at the Academy, I often experienced pain in the mornings for various reasons.

Above all, I'm currently experiencing one of the common pains that humans can experience.

That all-too-common pain that anyone can suffer.

"Argh..."

I've been cursed with muscle pain.

Thinking about it, I understand why I'm like this now.

Honestly, for someone who doesn't exercise, after all that rolling around and falling and everything else I did, wouldn't it be strange if I didn't get muscle pain?

I feel stupid, but I also resent my inability to self-heal.

Until now, even when incidents occurred, I never had muscle pain this severe, but this time it seems to have reached its peak with this incident.

...It feels like I'll die if I move.

How do people who exercise endure this kind of pain?

Suddenly, I started to respect the members of our party who use physical strength to hunt Fiends.

Still, this was actually quite manageable.

Fortunately, my companions didn't force me to sit in the front seat this time.

Cian, considering my muscle pain, allowed me to lie down in the back seat.

She even offered her lap as a pillow.

Her evaluation, which had dropped during this incident where she remained unconscious and did nothing, rose instantly at that moment.

...But that's that, and pain is pain.

I started pleading with Mayel, who was quietly watching me with sympathetic eyes.

"Ma... Mayel... can't you use... healing magic?"

"...Sorry."

"Ah..."

It was a reasonable question since he was at the center of this incident and used magic, so I thought he might be able to use healing magic.

But it seems he can't use healing magic after all.

Even my last glimmer of hope disappeared, making me feel a bit bitter.

...Though I wonder if I would have had a place in this party if I could use healing magic.

Still, there's such a thing as a backup, right?

If she could use healing magic too, it wouldn't make sense that I entered the Academy under the healing magic specialty!

Anyway, I started to worry that if this muscle pain continued, I might become a burden in the next battle.

I felt resentful toward Yuna and glared at her with all my might.

"...Hehe."

When I directed my aggressive gaze at her, Yuna naturally turned her head to look at the sky while laughing.

Seeing her like that only amplified my malicious feelings toward her.

Because of her... because of her... I'm in this state now...

Why did she have to be consumed by Demonic Energy, damn it.

Well, if she hadn't been consumed by Demonic Energy, we might have stayed in that village longer.

Anyway, it's Yuna's fault! Waaah!

But I couldn't just keep blaming others pathetically, so I eventually withdrew my gaze from Yuna.

Still, I should try to think positively rather than negatively.

Looking on the bright side, if I had been alone with Zieg, who was driving the carriage up front, I would have died of embarrassment or shame. So in a way, isn't this muscle pain beneficial to me?

What happened yesterday was still embarrassing to think about, and if we faced each other, we would both maintain an awkward atmosphere.

I didn't intend for it to happen, but it just turned out that way with the flow of things.

Of course, Zieg's momentarily stunned reaction after my action was a bit funny...

...Wait, this was supposed to be self-justification, but my thoughts seem to be drifting in a strange direction.

The more I think about it, the more vividly that scene replays in my mind, making me feel even more ashamed.

Damn, I'm remembering it again. I must be crazy.

In the end, to clear my mind of unnecessary thoughts, I decided to close my eyes and get some sleep for psychological stability.

Sleep is the best choice when unnecessary thoughts multiply.

When we reach the next village, the others will surely wake me up, so for now, let's get rid of these thoughts first.

There's not much I can do with this muscle pain anyway, and it's a bit shameless, but I need to rest.

And so, feeling my consciousness gradually fading, I fell asleep.

Not imagining what would happen next.

Ch.101 - Discovery
"Sigh..."

Standing in front of the carriage, I felt somewhat lonely and let out a needless sigh.

It seems my role is to be the one who stays awake and leads the group.

I've never felt more like I was truly fulfilling the role of Hero than I do right now.

When Cian and Arwin fell asleep, I was surprised, but I didn't expect Yuna and Mayel to follow suit.

Normally, I wouldn't have thought anything of it since I've always played this role, but I just suddenly realized how significant it is to have no one to talk to.

And, I became curious about something.

About how helpless our party—no, my companions—are because of this incident.

Would this party function well without me?

From the beginning, this party wasn't formed through material means like money.

Arwin seems to have joined this party somewhat forcibly due to her position as Saintess, but the other three were different.

Though it might be difficult to call it pure goodwill, those three gathered to help me.

So personally, I'm really grateful to them.

But that's what worries me.

I suddenly found myself wondering how far this party, formed out of goodwill, could go.

That worry was quickly forgotten due to another issue.

"Ugh... ungh..."

"...?"

A familiar voice suffering from something coming from behind.

Though I was deep in thought, Arwin's voice definitely struck my hearing.

"Huk... huk..."

Hearing what sounded like someone in pain, I immediately stopped the carriage and looked toward the back where she was.

Turning my head, I spotted Arwin lying on Cian's lap, breathing as if she was in pain.

What's going on? Did something happen while I was driving the carriage?

She did complain about feeling unwell when she woke up this morning.

But this looked different from her complaining about muscle pain.

It seemed like she was suffering from something... no, like she was having a nightmare and couldn't breathe properly.

Unable to just watch Arwin suffering, I shook her shoulder as she lay on Cian's lap.

"Arwin? Wake up."

"Huk...!"

Finally coming to her senses, she opened her eyes and looked straight at me.

"Z-Zieg..."

Though she regained consciousness, she wasn't calm yet, as her body was still trembling.

"What's wrong? Calm down."

Seeing her trembling as if terrified, my mind went blank and I just embraced her.

With my mind as white as a blank page, I concluded I needed to do something, so this was all I could do.

This sudden action seemed effective as her breathing gradually stabilized.

The companions who had been sound asleep, oblivious to the situation, had somehow regained consciousness, probably because I made such a fuss.

After holding her for a while and stroking her head, I heard a voice from below.

"L-let go now... I-I'm fine..."

Arwin, now completely calm, asked me to release her in a somewhat embarrassed voice.

Though I didn't want to let go, I suddenly remembered receiving a kiss on the cheek from her in the front seat, so I released her immediately.

The memory suddenly came back and made me feel embarrassed.

When I let go, I saw her face had turned completely red.

"S-sorry..."

She apologized right away, as if thinking she had done something embarrassing.

It wasn't really a bother at all.

To be honest, it wasn't a bother—I actually enjoyed feeling Arwin's touch vividly.

If I thought about it any more, I'd probably be genuinely despised by Pantheon, so I decided to stop.

That demonic sword acted like it had no emotions but was quite good at showing contempt.

Well, that's that and this is this.

Just as I was about to ask what had happened to make her suddenly show such an unstable appearance—

"No... I just had trouble breathing."

Arwin gave me an answer before I could even ask, as if she knew what I was going to say.

I thought she might have had a nightmare, but fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

Following my lead, the other companions also seemed to recognize it wasn't a big deal and sighed in relief.

...No, wait, is it really fortunate?

Thinking about it again, something seems off.

She suddenly had trouble breathing? Isn't that more serious?

The Saintess wouldn't have difficulty breathing for no reason.

There was a case like this before, but that was at the Academy due to dark magic...

...Dark magic?

I immediately turned my head to look ahead.

As I turned, I saw the entrance to a village getting closer and closer.

Looking at the approaching village entrance, I realized something was strange.

The next village we were heading to was Sepia Village.

But it was clear that it would take some time to get there from the previous village.

Distance-wise, it should have taken more than half a day to arrive, so why was there a village in front of us?

It seemed like we hadn't been traveling for even 4 hours, so why was it there?

...Well, let's say this is a common case.

It was common for small villages to be situated between larger ones.

My hometown was like that too.

However, looking at the village entrance, I could clearly feel something was off.

The guards' eyes seemed unfocused, and there was a smell of burning somewhere.

There were many strange things in various ways.

It also bothered me that Arwin woke up from her sleep unable to breathe.

As my suspicions about this place gradually increased, I carefully drew my demonic sword from its scabbard.

Perhaps I was that anxious about this ominous feeling.

As evidence, Arwin also seemed to be on guard now.

While I was on guard with my sword in hand, I heard Arwin's voice from behind.

"...What castle is that?"

"?"

I couldn't help but feel puzzled by her words.

At the mention of a castle.

"What castle? Where?"

"Right there, that ominous-looking castle."

"..."

I could only see a village.

Could it be that what I saw was different from what Arwin saw?

...No, come to think of it, she was a Saintess.

She was strong against demonic energy and dark magic. It was the same at the Academy.

By this point, it might be certain that there really was something there.

"Everyone, get ready."

Already convinced, I quickly told the companions to be on guard and rushed forward.

After Arwin mentioned an ominous castle, I felt a murderous intent from the front.

As if to prove my thoughts weren't wrong.

""...!""

Two figures who seemed surprised, as if they hadn't expected me to come out, were hiding behind the entrance.

Judging by the horns on their heads, they appeared to be demons.

They exuded a murderous intent toward us.

This fact alone was enough.

Reason enough for me to swing my sword at them.

"This..."

The heads of the two demons who were about to say something fell with a thud.

Seeing purple blood splatter in all directions made me frown involuntarily, but I didn't let my guard down.

I immediately looked around to see if more demons were hiding.

They wouldn't have posted just two at the entrance.

As if to prove this, I sensed a presence right behind me.

I was about to turn around and swing my sword, but strangely, the demon seemed to rush toward me before collapsing to the ground.

"..."

Looking at the demon's back, I saw an ice spike embedded in it.

It seemed I didn't need to worry too much about our companions.

Even after confirming that the murderous intent around us had disappeared, I didn't let my guard down.

Because my vision had reversed.

The scenery of what had appeared to be a peaceful village.

As if to prove that everything I had seen until now was an illusion, the background slowly changed.

Into a desolate place with an ominous castle, as Arwin had said.

Around us were weapons and various items scattered about.

Most were things adventurers would carry, so I could roughly understand what had happened here.

I didn't know why such a castle was in a place like this, but forming one hypothesis, the keyword "castle" became the decisive factor in determining where we were.

Seems like we found it sooner than expected.

The purpose of our group's journey and what I ultimately had to do.

We had arrived at the Demon King's Castle.

I don't know why the Demon King's Castle is in a place like this, but since that's not important right now, I decided to focus on what needs to be done.

Looking up at the dark scenery of the castle, it looked so ominous that I unconsciously stepped back, getting goosebumps.

An ominous day had begun in many ways.

Ch.102 - Entry
I woke up from a sweet nap in the carriage only to face a sudden disturbance, leaving my mind still in a daze.

...Wait, what's really going on? This is genuinely confusing.

I had been sleeping soundly using Cian's lap as a pillow when suddenly this unpleasant interruption happened.

It's extremely annoying.

I didn't have a nightmare, but perhaps it was that sudden feeling of suffocation, like what happened back at the Academy.

So it seems Zieg woke me up because he was worried about me suffering from that.

I was sleeping so well, why am I suddenly suffocating and in such distress?

What kind of village have we arrived at to cause this?

I turned my head to look around at my surroundings.

And then I fell into an initial state of shock.

The scene unfolding before me was completely different from what I had expected.

...I thought we had arrived at some village, but why is there such an ominous-looking castle?

"...What castle is that?"

"?"

At my comment, Zieg looked at me with a puzzled expression, as if wondering what I was talking about.

Then he opened his mouth and said to me.

"Where's the castle?"

"Right there, that ominous-looking castle."

"..."

What's going on? This is strange.

Can't they see that dark castle?

I thought about this while observing the reactions of the three women.

Looking at their expressions, I could see they were all staring at me as if wondering what I was talking about.

...Am I the only one seeing this?

I wasn't sure whether to be relieved or saddened that my companions couldn't see that unpleasant sight.

Above all, what I was seeing now... or rather, what only I could see, wasn't exactly a pleasant sight.

You know how it is.

The kind of place that automatically makes you think: this place is really dangerous!

That was exactly the impression of this place.

"Everyone, get ready."

Though it appeared to be a peaceful village on the surface, Zieg must have sensed something off from my words, as he immediately rushed forward after saying that.

Before I could stop him, Zieg had already reached the entrance and swung his Demonic Sword.

Honestly, I almost screamed at that moment.

I thought there was nobody at the entrance, but suddenly Zieg swung his Demonic Sword, and something fell beside him.

"Eek..."

Yes.

The identity of what fell to the ground was the head of a Demon.

Damn, I feel something rising from my stomach.

Demons certainly looked different from humans, so seeing one cut down so brutally was difficult and frightening, but I could bear it.

However, horned Demons had many similarities to humans, and above all, this was my first time seeing just a severed head, which left me in shock.

I almost screamed in surprise, but I couldn't afford to lose my composure, so I tried to maintain my calm by thinking of wholesome thoughts.

Wholesome things... wholesome things... Right, think about penguins... penguins...

Penguins rolling in the snow... penguins holding baby penguins...

Filling my head with thoughts of cute penguins, I regained my composure and slowly got off the carriage to approach Zieg.

It was a bit scary how Zieg had acted without a moment's hesitation, but he's Zieg after all. No problem.

...I couldn't shake the feeling that he seemed to be getting more brutal the more he used that Demonic Sword.

If he ends up changing into an extremely cruel personality...

I felt like something unthinkable might happen then.

He was being slowly, gradually consumed by the Demonic Sword.

That wasn't the only concerning thing.

These ominous energies that seemed to be constantly attacking me, trying to put psychological pressure on me.

The Demonic Energy flowing around seemed to be saying among themselves that my existence was a threat to them and that they needed to eliminate me quickly.

By this point, I was starting to get a sense of where we were...

No, it would be strange not to know.

They might have deceived my companions' eyes, but they couldn't deceive the eyes of me, a Saintess!

With all the novels I'd devoured as a deep-sea explorer, there was only one conclusion I could draw.

This is the Demon King's Castle.

It was just a guess, but it seemed pretty certain at this point.

As I turned my speculation into conviction, I slowly looked at Zieg, who was brushing the purple blood off his sword.

...For some reason, Zieg seemed a bit distant to me.

It must be my imagination. He is actually far away after all.

※

"Can... can we go a little slower...?"

"...Alright."

I was sticking close to Zieg's back, keeping my head down to avoid looking at our surroundings as we walked through the maze-like path.

I could hear someone snickering behind me, probably laughing at how ridiculous I looked, but I decided not to pay attention to it.

But I just couldn't bring myself to look at the scenery around us with my own eyes.

Fortunately, there weren't any gruesome things like adventurer corpses, but human body parts were scattered around.

I could see arms and legs, for example...

Seeing flesh still attached to skulls, I unconsciously sought out Zieg in fear.

I might have instinctively clung to Zieg because he was the strongest person.

I seem to be doing this quite often, but I couldn't help it.

...The strongest person in our party is... Zieg, the Hero...

Of course, that wasn't the only reason I was sticking close to Zieg.

- Rustle

"...!"

As soon as a rustling sound was heard from the side, Zieg immediately turned his head and swung his sword.

"Ugh...!"

A Demon had attempted a surprise attack, but as soon as it was dealt with, more Demons started appearing as if they had been waiting.

Seeing the Demons appear, Cian rushed forward to prevent them from reaching us, while Yuna and Mayel provided covering fire.

That's how we were making our way through this ominous place.

"..."

That's right.

I, who was completely useless in battle, had no choice but to stick close to Zieg to avoid being ambushed in this maze-like place with many walls.

In any case, since I was a healer who couldn't even heal myself, if I were taken out first, it would clearly be a significant loss to our fighting strength.

Above all, since Zieg had confirmed that this was the Demon King's lair, I didn't know when I would need to use my purification.

So, my role right now was this:

Garbage disposal.

Since Demons scatter their Demonic Energy around when they die, I needed to use purification to prevent everyone from being affected by it.

Using purification on fallen corpses to turn them to dust made me feel like I was desecrating the dead.

It wasn't a pleasant feeling in many ways.

Above all, for bodies with separated heads, I had to see that sight and then use purification twice, which was insane.

This is no joke, I really feel guilty. Having to use purification twice on bodies with separated heads is truly insane.

Even though they're Demons, I really feel guilty.

Still, since I couldn't not do it, I chose to brainwash myself.

Those creatures are evil... I am justice...

Constantly repeating that in my head to rationalize my actions was the only way to ease my mind.

This was all I could do right now, so I had no choice.

As we continued to defeat Demons and walk carefully with my companions, I could see us getting closer and closer to the castle.

As if to prove it, the Demonic Energy pressing on me was getting stronger and stronger.

I was starting to find it difficult to breathe due to the increasingly powerful Demonic Energy, so I was walking while sprinkling purification on the surrounding air.

And finally, the last step to the castle.

Right in front of us now was the entrance to the Demon King's Castle we had been searching for.

Having been feeling guilty all this time, I felt somewhat relieved when I saw the entrance to the Demon King's Castle.

Because it once again showed me that this world was a fantasy novel.

The fact that the Demon King was in a castle perfectly confirmed to me that this was a world inside a generic fantasy novel.

So, I shouldn't forget that the place I'm living in now is both the real world and a world inside a novel.

The fact that this is a generic fantasy world was a keyword that allowed me to rationalize that this world would also follow clichés.

So, we wouldn't lose to the Demon King. That's how it had to be.

To eliminate unnecessary anxiety, I kept repeating that to myself.

As I kept repeating it, my thoughts started to drift in another direction.

If we defeat the Demon King, this journey will end too.

I always knew this journey would end someday, but I never thought it would end so quickly, so I couldn't help feeling a bit bitter.

It's a bit funny to be thinking like this when the battle hasn't even started yet, let alone ended...

Well, let's not think unnecessary thoughts.

There's no time for distractions in a place where we might die.

Feeling an inexplicable sense of regret, I listened to Zieg's words.

"Let's go."

Since I had already told my companions in advance that this was the Demon King's Castle, the three women were visibly tense.

The same went for me.

And so, we began what could be our final battle in any sense.

Ch.103 - Missing
"..."

Strange. Really strange.

I seem to be feeling a lot of strangeness today, and I'm not lying when I say it was truly strange.

What exactly is a Demon King's Castle?

Whether in novels, comics, animations, or games, the Demon King's Castle is a place where countless enemies rush toward us when we open the door.

A guaranteed path of hardship, fierce battles of attack and defense.

These were things that a Hero's party would definitely experience before entering the Demon King's Castle.

This knowledge was ingrained in me, but the current situation was completely different from what I expected.

There's nothing. No visible danger whatsoever.

Literally strange.

I finally couldn't contain my doubts and asked Zieg directly.

"Zieg, do you sense any enemies or anything like that?"

It seemed plausible that they might be hiding, so I tried that angle.

"No."

His answer was firm and clearly negative.

There are no enemy presences here. That's what he was saying.

The enemies weren't hiding and waiting to ambush us.

If even Zieg with his good instincts said he couldn't feel anything, that said it all.

There really was no one here.

It might be more accurate to say it was empty.

This castle we came to was surprisingly vacant, unlike our expectations.

All our tension seemed pointless now... Is this not the Demon King's Castle?

Could this just be a village that was invaded by Demons and ended up like this?

But considering the overflowing Demonic Energy and the dark magic used to disguise it as a peaceful village, it's definitely related to Demonic Energy.

It was truly a strange place.

There were Demons everywhere before we entered, but now that we're inside, there's nobody.

...Well, anyway, now that we know there's nobody here, I could relax a little.

Since Zieg said he couldn't sense anything, I firmly believe he'll alert us immediately if he does sense something.

So we started to move forward slowly, with less tension.

Unlike before, I no longer walked with my head down and began to look around the interior of the castle.

The inside of this ominous-looking castle was much dirtier than I expected.

As if to prove that no one was here, dust was flying everywhere and things were scattered about in disarray.

Has no one been maintaining this place? Why were those Demons outside even here?

I'm starting to doubt if this is really the Demon King's Castle.

Is this really the place I suspected and Zieg was certain about?

The probability that we're barking up the wrong tree seems increasingly credible.

Still, we couldn't turn back now, so we continued forward.

Whatever the case, if this was related to Demonic Energy, it would ultimately be something our Hero's party needed to resolve.

Of course, the lack of major threats made it inevitable that our tension would ease somewhat.

Perhaps at this point, we let our guard down because nothing happened contrary to our expectations.

As my fear gradually disappeared, I slowly moved away from Zieg.

I had been sticking close behind Zieg out of fear until just now, but seeing that there was nothing to fear made me feel somewhat embarrassed.

Moreover, after what happened in the carriage, I was feeling even more awkward.

What's more annoying is that Zieg seemed pleased to receive my attention, yet he also seemed self-conscious about it, which made me even more self-conscious.

He asked for it, so why is he acting so aware of it now? What does that make me?

So I slowly moved away from Zieg and completely settled next to Mayel.

"!"

Suddenly, Zieg showed signs of alarm, as if he had detected something.

I opened my mouth to ask what was happening, but—

"What's going—"

*BOOM!*

My words were cut off by the noise and the shaking castle.

"Whoa!"

The ground suddenly started shaking. Or rather, was it the castle that was shaking?

Either way, due to the sudden tremor, I couldn't maintain my balance properly and grabbed Mayel's shoulder to keep myself from falling.

I almost sprawled on the ground and became a rolling hoop again like last time.

The sudden earthquake was that shocking and large in scale.

However, it didn't take long for what I was holding onto to collapse.

...Mayel was also holding onto Yuna's body to steady herself because of the shaking ground.

If you're wondering what the problem is so far...

...The additional problem is that Yuna was also holding onto Cian to keep herself from falling.

I was leaning on Mayel, Mayel on Yuna, and Yuna on Cian.

We had formed a one-way chain of support.

Whether unable to bear the weight of the three of us, or unable to maintain balance due to the suddenly shaking ground, Cian also began to fall to the right.

In the end, we started to fall like dominoes, one after another.

"...Huh."

Having fallen in a somewhat... no, very embarrassing manner, we could only manage awkward smiles.

This was probably when our party's vulnerability was most apparent.

Enemies with ill intentions toward us wouldn't miss this opportunity.

Suddenly, ominous energy began to rise to the point where I found it difficult to breathe.

"Ugh...!"

Being extremely sensitive to such things, I immediately felt a slight headache and nausea as that energy rose.

I don't know where it came from, but the subsequent surge of energy completely choked me.

Originally, it was hard to breathe because of the abundant Demonic Energy around, but this was different.

Someone's malice that felt like it was deliberately trying to stop us... no, me.

I started to have an inexplicably bad feeling.

This castle, which until just now had been empty and not at all concerning, now felt dangerous.

Feeling such anxiety, I quickly cast Purification around me.

I acted faster because I was certain something would happen at this moment when we couldn't perceive our surroundings.

When I had recovered enough to look around, I urgently raised my head to look toward Zieg.

But by the time I looked, it was already too late.

*Clang!*

"Ah..."

Where I turned my gaze, there was no sign of Zieg who had been there just moments ago, only his Demonic Sword lying on the floor.

Indeed, bad feelings never lie.

That's a thought I've had constantly since falling into this world, and it's always been right.

It also perfectly described the current situation.

"Zieg...?"

Stop joking around, stop joking and come out now.

Still unable to fully believe the situation, I called out into the empty space.

Despite my call, Zieg did not appear.

Lowering my head in somewhat desperate disbelief, I noticed something.

There was something on the ground. Something that was hard to see because its color was similar to the floor.

There was a magic circle drawn on the floor.

It was already difficult to see, and it seemed to be further obscured by dust-like substances.

Having discovered the magic circle on the floor, there was only one conclusion I could draw.

While Zieg was leading the way alone, something happened to him because of that magic circle.

That was all I could think of right now.

I didn't ask why.

It was us who let our guard down, and us who left Zieg to lead alone.

I slowly turned my head and quickly cast Purification on the trio who were still disoriented from the Demonic Energy.

Hostility clearly directed at us was evident in the surroundings.

It was hostility so clear that we could tell even without Zieg.

Perhaps knowing they had been discovered, they immediately revealed their presence and attacked us, which was somewhat amusing.

But it was certainly dangerous.

Since the strongest person in our party was gone, I started to think we might get completely wiped out.

I realized once again the terrifying nature of dark magic and magic in general.

Being suddenly summoned in an empty place and suddenly disappearing.

...Well, let's stop thinking about that.

Right now, surviving those Demons seems to be the priority. Let's put aside unnecessary thoughts for later.

Since my companions also seemed to have regained their senses thanks to my Purification, it wasn't completely hopeless.

The battle of a party without its Hero had begun.

Ch.104 - Means To Reverse The Situation
"...Hmm."

"..."

This place, already gloomy from the thick demonic energy, had become even more unpleasant with the added silence.

I had been forcibly separated from my companions and transported to this filthy, dim place by some unknown means.

Up to this point, it might not have been a major problem.

If I had only been forcibly moved, I could have escaped from here and returned to my companions immediately.

However, if there were other issues, the story would be different.

Several problems were holding me back, and if I had to choose one of them...

It would be the Demon King sitting on a chair before me, maintaining an overwhelming presence.

A demon sitting in a chair with an arrogant posture.

With two horns and the pressure I could feel even though he was just sitting still, I instinctively knew he was the Demon King.

Not knowing when an attack might come, I couldn't predict what movements the Demon King would make, so I began to guard against him as much as possible.

The reason I became this tense was because, as I mentioned, several problems had descended upon me at once,

and one of the biggest problems was that Pantheon was not in my hands right now.

Was it because the situation was so miserable that I remembered it? That one sentence the Dark Mage had muttered.

That one sentence saying the Demon King could defeat me. Strangely, that sentence suddenly came to mind.

I felt an uneasy sensation that those words might actually come true.

It was certain that I was at a disadvantage without a weapon, especially when I didn't even know if I had any chance of winning.

As I was organizing my thoughts about where I was and what situation I had fallen into, with every bit of tension I could muster, the Demon King suddenly burst into a chilling laugh and addressed me.

"Are you the Hero?"

"..."

It was just one sentence, but I felt my body trembling.

I thought I had never been this scared except when Arwin was hurt or when I was in mortal danger, but I had to change that thought.

I think I understand now why that Dark Mage said the Demon King could capture me.

The man in front of me right now was literally the Demon King. He truly embodied the Demon King himself.

Of course, I maintained my silence, thinking he would figure out my identity even if I didn't reveal it.

"Interesting."

When I didn't answer, the Demon King muttered quietly, as if finding this amusing in his own way.

Then he slowly began to rise from his chair.

"Haah..."

Watching this scene, all I could do was sigh at the cold reality presented to me.

It seems like I'm doomed.

Lately, I had been feeling anxious that I was becoming someone else due to my dependence on the demonic sword's power.

So, it can't be helped.

Even knowing I'll lose, I still feel this urge to tear the Demon King apart right now.

...Well, what can I do? This happened because I let my guard down.

I slowly clenched my fist.

I can't just submit quietly.

I started to miss her face that I had seen just moments ago.

※

"Kuk..."

The sound of a sword hitting something hard rang out repeatedly.

"Why is it so hard!"

She burst out in frustration, unable to contain herself any longer as her attacks kept getting blocked.

The ringing sound was Cian fighting against the demons surrounding us.

I understand her reaction, considering those sounds were coming from the bare hands of demons fighting without weapons.

Moreover, it was starting to get scary.

Hands that hard? That's insane. Just how hard are their hands?

If they're as hard as swords, they must be a species born to fight.

Well, having hard hands doesn't necessarily mean they're good at fighting, but still.

"Aaaagh!"

A demon's arm was cut off with a death scream.

It seemed only their hands were hard, as the sight of them being sliced so easily was quite impressive.

I couldn't help but grimace at such a scene, still not used to sights like this.

Anyway, fortunately, the demons weren't that strong, so we could manage to fight back.

The problem lay elsewhere.

"...Ha, there's no end to them."

Cian's voice sounded a bit tired after several fierce battles.

"I know."

Yuna quietly expressed her agreement with Cian's opinion.

Their opinions were completely understandable in this situation.

Yuna was carefully taking out demons one by one from behind, aiming for their heads with her bow, and Mayel was also steadily dealing with demons by firing magic from the rear.

But despite this, the number of enemies showed no sign of decreasing.

There seemed to be no end in sight.

That's why we were all racking our brains right now.

Of course, unlike my companions who were putting all their effort into fighting the demons, I was just standing still, doing nothing.

"Cian, be careful!"

"Yeah!"

"Fireball!"

"..."

I started to wonder what I was doing while the three of them were struggling so hard at the front.

It couldn't be helped.

The enemies that appeared before us now weren't very susceptible to my purification.

I'm confident that if I had cast purification at a very close range, I could have inflicted critical damage, if not killed them outright.

But how useful would purification be when cast from a distance?

The effect was minimal. When I cast purification on them, it only slowed them down a little. Because of this, I was now in a state of near uselessness.

Saying it like this makes it seem like I'm not doing anything at all, but I'm not completely useless.

I'm consistently casting purification on the demons and also continuously healing my companions.

So, what I want to say is this:

I am doing something, but it's not enough help to make a significant difference.

Having a healer versus not having one would make a big difference, but what they need right now is not wound healing but energy replenishment.

Above all, I was concerned about how my companions were trying to protect me, dealing with demons and rushing to handle those that came at me.

At this rate, I'm just a burden.

Some might say that if we keep steadily dealing with the demons like this, this fight will end, but those guys haven't used their trump card yet.

The Dark Mage hasn't joined the battle yet.

This fact was both fortunate and troubling for us who were already struggling.

I don't know why he's not participating in the battle, but what's certain is that if that person decides to join, we could be pushed back immediately.

We're barely holding on because he's not participating in the battle, and I didn't want to imagine what would happen if that person we saw at the Academy joined the fight.

Still, I couldn't continue being a burden, so I started looking around to see if there was anything I could do to help.

I needed a means to turn this situation around at once. Something that could deal with numerous demons and even handle the Dark Mage watching from behind.

I didn't want to cause any more harm to the party.

Thinking there must be some way to overcome this situation, I looked around.

Then, something on the ground slowly caught my eye.

"...Ah."

What I saw was a sword with a black blade, filled with another ominous energy—a demonic sword.

...Come to think of it, Zieg had disappeared, but the demonic sword hadn't disappeared with him and was abandoned on the ground.

Seeing the demonic sword abandoned on the ground like that, I couldn't help but fall into contemplation.

Is what I'm thinking right now really possible?

I don't think picking that up will definitely solve this incident.

It's not that it will definitely solve this incident, but rather that it gives us a chance to get through it.

It's a verified fact through Zieg that using the demonic sword can grant immense power, but the biggest reason for my hesitation was that he was a Hero while I'm just a weak Saintess.

Above all, that is a demonic sword after all.

I couldn't help but feel more anxious about what side effects might occur in exchange for the immense power.

Having seen Zieg's cruel behavior when he was intoxicated with the sword several times, I couldn't even pass it to Cian, who is skilled with swords.

If I ask myself whether picking up that sword would turn this situation around, I can't confidently answer "of course."

In many ways, various problems are intertwined, making the current situation complicated.

Me, unable to do this or that.

But it didn't take long for me to make up my mind.

"I'm getting bored now."

"...!"

The Dark Mage, who had been just watching from behind, uttered those words.

He no longer seemed willing to wait for us.

"Cian."

"What is it?!"

She responded urgently, as if busy.

"Hold on a little longer!"

"What?"

After throwing those words at her like a notification, I ran toward the demonic sword.

This was no time to worry about side effects or anything else.

Whether I die doing nothing or die doing something, it's the same.

If I'm going to die either way, I might as well go all out.

"You can't pass... ugh!"

An ice spike pierced the head of the demon blocking my path.

"Go quickly!"

It seems Mayel has noticed what I'm trying to do.

After passing the first demon that was blocking me, I completely approached the demonic sword lying on the ground.

Demons 2 and 3 in front of me directed their hard and sharp hands toward me.

Thinking I would die if I got caught there, I suddenly developed amazing body reflexes, recognized their attacks, avoided them, and quickly slid between the legs of demons 2 and 3.

...I think I looked pretty cool just now.

Of course, it didn't take long for me to realize that it wasn't entirely my ability.

Because I saw arrows stuck in their heads.

"..."

Seeing the demons with arrows in their heads, I momentarily froze and stopped my moving legs, but soon regained my senses and quickly reached for the sword's handle.

And when my hand completely grasped the sword.

- Haah...

A sigh echoed in my head.

- To think someone with such a weak body would grab me, you must be out of your mind.

"Haha..."

It was a deep voice I had never heard before.

Since it was echoing directly in my head, it seemed to be the voice of the demonic sword.

- Deal with the aftermath yourself, I don't care.

"Huh? Ugh...?!"

Along with the voice telling me to deal with the aftermath myself, my consciousness began to blur.

This side effect coming so soon was unexpected.

"Ugh... ah..."

And so, I slowly lost consciousness while maintaining my blurry vision.

Ch.105 - Holy Sword
"Ugh..."

A voice that seemed to express pain came from somewhere.

With that sound, I felt my hazy consciousness returning clearly.

"Eek!"

Something gave me goosebumps, causing me to sit up straight from where I was lying and come to my senses.

As I regained consciousness, various thoughts crossed my mind.

I shouldn't be passed out like this. I need to get up quickly and help my companions.

That thought completely filled my head.

Judging by the painful voice I heard, this doesn't seem like a normal situation.

I immediately lifted my head and began looking around.

"...?"

But what I saw when I raised my head was different from what I expected.

"...Holy shit."

This place displayed such a horrific scene that a curse naturally escaped my lips.

Blood splattered in all directions, forming pools where it had accumulated.

Realizing I'd been lying in such a place, I immediately got up, goosebumps rising all over my skin.

I had clearly imagined the trio struggling against the demons, but to actually witness this scene...

My mind became complicated.

Did all my companions end up dead? Was I unable to save them after all?

But how am I still alive? Surely there would have been plenty of opportunities to attack me while I was unconscious?

Various questions passed through my mind, but what broke through my thoughts was none other than the familiar voice of the Demonic Sword coming from right in front of me.

"Dead again."

"...Huh?"

I turned my head at the sudden voice of the Demonic Sword.

I had heard it once before losing consciousness, and the Demonic Sword's voice was so unique and deep that it still remained in my memory.

I imagined a Demonic Sword filled with ominous black energy and looked toward the source of the sound, only to feel a shock like being hit on the back of the head.

"...?"

My already confused mind became even more bewildered.

Looking at where the Demonic Sword's voice came from, what I saw was...

Not a Demonic Sword filled with ominous energy, but a sword with a white blade that looked unmistakably holy.

If someone asked for the exact opposite of a Demonic Sword, it would be precisely that.

It was truly a puzzling sight.

Perhaps because I was so used to the black sword Zieg had been using, I felt a strange disconnect seeing this holy-looking sword.

Wait, is that even the Demonic Sword?

The voice was the Demonic Sword's, but looking at its appearance, it hardly seemed like one...

If I had to describe what that sword was, it would be this:

Following the cliché, it's that holy weapon the Hero always carries.

A Holy Sword with a white color, filled with sacred energy.

That extremely white sword reminded me exactly of that.

The Demonic Sword is also a cliché, but the old popular cliché was the Holy Sword, so there's nothing strange about it.

Anyway, the previous ominous-looking sword was nowhere to be seen, and I walked slowly toward the sword that appeared pure and harmless.

Seeing that sword thrown down on the floor, I might have unconsciously realized it.

This is not reality.

I don't know what I'm seeing, but this place was definitely not reality.

So, unable to do nothing, I approached the sword as if drawn to it.

As I slowly approached, the sword suddenly began muttering to itself.

"A Holy Sword? How could I be a Holy Sword?"

'...'

It was a sudden statement.

It wasn't directed at anyone. The words the sword spoke contained self-reproach rather than being addressed to someone.

And with that single unexpected statement, I became certain.

So it really was a Holy Sword.

It was a moment when my thoughts were confirmed.

I can roughly guess what kind of space this is.

Before losing consciousness, I definitely grabbed the handle of the Demonic Sword.

I still don't know how I got here, but when I grabbed that handle, I must have entered somewhere related to the Demonic Sword.

Perhaps that's why. Looking at the sword now, I can only feel pity.

As you know, I'm not a Hero.

Since I'm not Zieg who frequently used the Demonic Sword, I don't know what the Demonic Sword normally looks like.

What stories it tells or what voice it has.

But even I could clearly understand one fact.

There was sadness embedded in the sword's voice.

Whether this sword is the Demonic Sword or some other sword... according to my guess, it's the Demonic Sword.

As if proving my thoughts correct, the sword continued speaking.

"A sword that couldn't even protect its master, being called a Holy Sword? How ridiculous."

I had to stop my moving legs at the sight of the sword.

Because after those words, the sword that had been thrown on the floor slowly rose, and from the blade, it gradually turned black.

"If I'm too weak to protect my master... then rather..."

As the black color spread from the blade to the handle, and from the handle to the tip, completely turning black.

I could once again see that familiar sight.

The ominous sword that Zieg always carried, the one whose power he borrowed when in dangerous situations.

When I first arrived, I had some questions.

If there's a Demonic Sword, there should also be a Holy Sword, but strangely, there was no word of a Holy Sword—a small question.

But the reality was different.

The Demonic Sword and Holy Sword weren't separate.

The Holy Sword had become the Demonic Sword.

"...I didn't expect this."

As I stood dazed from the successive shocks, suddenly the Demonic Sword's voice rang in my head.

- ...How did you get in here?

"Aaah?!"

I couldn't help but be startled by the Demonic Sword's voice directly resonating in my mind.

Until just now, I had only heard it with my ears, but suddenly hearing it directly in my head really surprised me.

- Even the Hero couldn't enter this place... how.

As I tried to compose myself, the Demonic Sword spoke with a voice tinged with confusion.

I was just as confused, so I couldn't help but express my bewilderment at the sword's question about how I got here.

Coming in or whatever, I don't even know how I got here in the first place.

- Sigh...

Perhaps my thoughts about not knowing how I got here showed on my face, as the Demonic Sword quietly sighed.

...It's not my fault I don't know this...!

But ignoring my thoughts, the Demonic Sword continued.

- Get out. This is not a place for you to enter carelessly.

"..."

Perhaps angry that its past had been discovered, there was anger evident in its voice.

The subtle irritation clearly indicated it was angry.

"No."

However, I didn't nicely accept the Demonic Sword's suggestion.

If it had asked politely, I might have been willing to leave. But if it's going to be so rude, that's a different story.

- ...What?

The Demonic Sword, hearing my refusal, asked as if it had misheard.

Normally, I should leave this place after hearing the Demonic Sword's words, but I don't particularly feel like leaving.

...I also don't know how to leave.

Above all, I now have something I want to do, and I have no intention of leaving until I've done it.

I started moving my legs again, which had paused momentarily, and began walking toward where the Demonic Sword was.

- What are you doing? Stop right now.

While walking, I simply ignored the Demonic Sword's voice that kept ringing.

I continue to walk steadily.

Through this place full of blood. This somewhat bitter place.

Walking slowly like that, I eventually reached right in front of the sword.

The Demonic Sword, filled with ominous energy, now exists right in front of me.

The reason I walked slowly all the way here was simple.

I felt like I could purify this Demonic Sword right now.

It's not necessarily that the Demonic Sword's condition is bad.

But thinking about what I just heard, I feel that what I'm doing now is right.

- I don't know what you're trying to do, but stop. You'll definitely regret it.

"..."

There's nothing really to regret though.

"No."

If you couldn't protect your master.

Instead of becoming a Demonic Sword, you should have tried harder to protect, damn it!

With that thought, I started pouring all kinds of purification and healing onto the Demonic Sword.

- You...!

As I began pouring purification and healing, the sword slowly started changing to white from the handle part.

It seemed my purification and healing were working.

I thought that if I had known this would happen, I would have purified the Demonic Sword from the beginning... but since there were many benefits from it being a Demonic Sword, I decided to let it go.

The Demonic Sword's voice kept ringing in my head, but I ignored it as much as possible.

What I need to do now is completely purify this sword.

That is my goal right now.

As I continued casting healing, the Demonic Sword—no, the Holy Sword—gradually began returning to its original form.

When the tip of the blade had completely turned white.

The Demonic Sword had returned to its true form.

That's what I thought.

- You're the first person like this. No, there was one similar guy.

With that thought and the Demonic Sword's voice ringing in my head.

My consciousness was abruptly cut off.

※

"Cian, watch out!"

"Kuh...!"

Blood spurts from Cian's shoulder as she fails to dodge a demon's claw.

"Ha..."

She sighs as if feeling she's reaching her limit.

As time passes, the situation isn't improving; it's only getting worse.

Perhaps it's inevitable that the situation is becoming increasingly serious.

The biggest issue is that Arwin went to grab the Demonic Sword but fainted, and the Dark Mage joined the battle.

Not being able to receive healing anymore, this was bound to happen.

...This might be the limit.

She tried desperately to protect the unconscious Arwin, but being overwhelmed was unavoidable.

It's funny, in a way, to be in this situation right after reconciling with her sister.

Still, she had no intention of giving up easily.

If she's going to die anyway... she should at least do something before going.

It would be unfair to die alone.

She began casting a self-destruct spell she had prepared in advance.

She had created it in preparation for a situation that might come someday.

She had hoped never to use it, but unfortunately, it seemed necessary now.

However, her casting was interrupted by someone.

"...Sorry, everyone."

"...!"

Surprised by the voice from behind, she turned her head to look at the source.

And she saw it.

The ominous Demonic Sword she had been holding until just now was nowhere to be seen.

Instead, a white sword emitting only sacred energy was gripped in Arwin's hand.

"Everyone, rest now. I'll handle this."

And more holy and righteous than anyone else.

More befitting of a Saintess than anyone else—that was her appearance.

She was our savior who had come to rescue us.

"Haaaa!!"

Arwin charged toward the demons while holding the Holy Sword.

"Aaaack!? Ugh!"

She tripped over a rock and fell.

"..."

...Or maybe not.

Ch.106 - Sword Energy
"Cian, watch out!"

"Ugh...!"

The sounds of my companions fighting echo loudly.

From how close they sound, it seems they've been trying to protect me after I collapsed.

From my perspective, I was truly grateful.

I didn't expect them to go this far for me, especially with such an uncertain method.

With these thoughts, I slowly rose to my feet, gripping what was no longer a demonic sword, but a holy sword.

Judging by everyone's despairing expressions, they must have reached their limit.

However, I held in my hands a chance to turn the tide in one go.

That alone was enough to give us hope.

As if to prove it, the distinctive voice of the holy sword resonated directly in my mind.

- It's been a while. This feeling.

"...Is that so?"

The holy sword, having been a demonic sword until now, seemed to find its return somewhat awkward.

- Anyway, this is the path you've chosen.

"Yes."

- My name is Pantheon. Remember it.

It spoke as if there was nothing to be done about the purification that had already occurred, with a "whatever happens, happens" attitude.

- Sweep them all away.

"Yes!"

To think that a situation I'd only seen in fantasy novels was happening to me directly!

When you can't use magic anymore because it's already disappeared, it's inevitable to feel a bit excited about this kind of situation.

So, perhaps that's why I did something unnecessary.

"...Sorry, guys."

You know that feeling, right?

That role of the hero who uniquely overcomes the situation.

It felt like I was taking on that role now, like I had become the protagonist.

So, unintentionally, I struck a pose and delivered a line.

"Everyone rest. I'll handle this now."

Perhaps the biggest reason was that I, who had always been a burden, finally had my chance to shine.

So, in this situation where everyone was pushed to their limits, I would become their savior!

With my head full of these thoughts, I showed the brightest expression I'd had since coming here.

And I kept repeating one fact in my mind.

Remember... swordsmanship is all about guts.

Physical attacks somehow work if you have guts.

I was preemptively brainwashing myself to prevent mistakes.

Because if I swing the sword and miss, it would be a disaster...!

Above all, since the weapon is overpowered, as long as I have fighting spirit, it'll work out somehow!

With these thoughts, I gripped the holy sword and charged toward the demons.

"Haaaa!!"

Fighting spirit equals power! Power equals fighting spirit!

It was an action I could take because I had the confidence that I could take down anyone who came at me right now.

However, if there was something I overlooked...

"Yaaak!? Ugh!"

- Thud!

Perhaps having an overpowered weapon doesn't make my physical specs overpowered.

"Ah... it hurts..."

No joke, it really hurts.

What should I do? I think my knee is bleeding.

It's ridiculous that I'm making such a fuss about tripping over a stone, but if you experienced it yourself, you wouldn't think so.

Anyone who knows how painful it is to fall and scrape your knee would understand.

Well, the pain was secondary to my embarrassment, which was doubling.

The demons right in front of me were just watching me after I tripped over a stone.

Even though this would be the perfect opportunity for them to attack, they were just observing me.

Despite being enemies, they maintained an irritating attitude that seemed considerate.

However, contrary to what I thought, there was a rational reason why the demons were just watching me after I fell.

I could now see where their gazes were directed.

They were staring at something in my hand as if entranced. They weren't looking at me who had fallen, but at the weapon in my fallen hand.

The answer soon became clear.

There was only one weapon in my hand.

Still, since it wasn't completely certain, I carefully swung the holy sword back and forth.

"Eek!"

"Ugh!"

"..."

By now, it seemed pretty clear.

They were definitely afraid of the holy sword in my hand.

It seems they've unconsciously recognized what this sword is.

As expected of a holy sword.

A holy sword is literally a sacred sword, so it would obviously have the worst compatibility with demons.

I understand why they're unconsciously afraid.

Then, there's nothing more to fear.

The embarrassment from my blunder just moments ago had somehow vanished.

I quickly got up and took a stance.

"..."

I realized something after falling just now.

The weapon is overpowered, but my physical specs remain the same.

No matter how good a weapon I have, it's up to me how I use it.

But conversely, while my physical specs remain the same, the weapon is overpowered.

Depending on how I use it, I can turn this battle in our favor.

What's the best way to use this weapon to sweep away all the demons at once?

The answer was surprisingly simple.

If Zieg were here, he would definitely do it this way.

I'm not good with swords.

I didn't use them much in the other world, and I haven't used them in this world either.

But right now, I felt like I could instinctively use one technique.

A strike imbued with my divine power, with my purification.

I felt like I could deliver such an attack right now.

I slowly began to infuse the sword in my hand with divine power and purification.

A definitive method to turn the demons to dust.

I'm about to realize that method right now.

As I infused the sword with purification and divine power, the holy sword became filled with a white, sacred energy.

At this rate, I felt like I could unleash it.

An attack opposite to Zieg's.

I gripped the sword tightly and looked at where the demons were gathered.

The holy sword was heavier than I had anticipated, so I needed to put all my strength into it.

Somehow maintaining my posture and supporting my body, I swung the holy sword hard.

Drawing out the utmost of my strength in this place.

"Haaap!"

An attack that wouldn't hit my companions behind me.

An attack neither excessive nor inadequate, meant for the enemies.

Supporting this claim, the white energy left the sword and flew toward the demons in an arc.

"...Wow."

Of course, even though I was the one who unleashed it, I couldn't help but be amazed.

"Aah!"

"Kyaaaa!"

Screams echoed from all around.

The white energy turned demons to dust wherever it touched, hence their screams.

Just like when I processed demon corpses, they turned to dust instantly from the point of contact.

Seeing the demons, who were so numerous just moments ago that it made me sick, being swept away like this gave me a feeling of relief.

"Impossible..."

The Dark Mage, who wore a despairing expression as if he was seeing an illusion, muttered to himself as a bonus.

I gave the Dark Mage the most smug expression I could muster.

Kneel, this is the difference in level between you and me...

But it wasn't the Dark Mage who knelt, it was me.

- Thud

"Ugh!"

I sprawled on the ground, starting from my hands.

The reason was none other than the sudden weight I felt in my hands.

"Ugh..."

It wasn't a side effect of the holy sword or anything like that.

It was just that the facts I had forgotten were now making themselves known.

To put it another way, my physical specs right now are truly pathetic.

On top of that, thanks to someone, I had been rolling around earlier and was now hit with muscle pain.

...Contrary to my desire to wield the holy sword and shine, my body had already surrendered.

"Ah... really. Don't do this."

The attack just now had swept away many demons, but there were still many left.

In such a situation, suddenly losing strength like this, does this make any sense?

First tripping over a stone after striking a pose, and now collapsing because I couldn't handle the weight of the holy sword.

How much more humiliation do you want to put me through?

For the first time in a while, I started to hate the world.

Moreover, it wasn't just humiliation that came to me.

"..."

The demons, seeing this as an opportunity, started approaching me with fire in their eyes.

Even the Dark Mage, who had been cowering until just now, was smiling with an "I knew it" expression after seeing my pathetic state.

This is really bad.

At this rate, I'll meet my end pathetically struggling with the weight of the holy sword.

What should I do? I can't just leave the holy sword on the ground.

While I was thinking this, a demon had already approached me.

"Gyaaaah!"

"Kyaaah!"

It let out a shriek and reached out its hand as if to tear me to pieces.

- Clang!

Fortunately, that hand was blocked by Cian's sword.

"Ci... Cian...!"

"Never mind that, quickly pick it up! Without it, we're done for!"

"Huh...? Oh, yes!"

Cian must have unconsciously realized that without me, they had no hope.

More precisely, it was this holy sword I was holding.

It wasn't just us who knew this fact, which is why the demons were approaching me with shrieks.

Cian wasn't the only one helping me; thanks to Yuna and Mayel, who were consistently casting spells and shooting arrows from behind, Cian was holding his ground relatively well.

Seeing my companions like this, I started to feel a kind of unspoken pressure.

The worry that everyone would be annihilated if I didn't succeed, and the pressure of bearing this responsibility.

That heavy weight was pressing down on me even more, as I couldn't lift the weight of the holy sword.

What should I do? It's too heavy for me to lift. Can't Cian use it instead?

No, can Cian even wield this sword? Is it only because I'm a Saintess that I can wield it as a special case?

Various thoughts raced through my mind, increasing my confusion.

"Arwin, hurry!"

"Ugh..."

My mind, having already lost its composure, went blank, and I couldn't clearly distinguish what I needed to do.

In this situation, where I couldn't do anything, a sigh echoed in my mind.

- Haah...

It was a somewhat familiar sound, causing me to flinch momentarily.

I thought he had gone somewhere after seeing my pathetic state, but it seems he had been watching the situation in real-time.

- Calm down, settle your excitement first.

It seems that even to him, my current state appeared quite confused.

Having no other choice, I slowly began to take deep breaths.

It was to regain my composure.

As I was taking deep breaths to find calmness, Pantheon began to speak.

- Just one strike is enough. Endure just once.

Of course, I couldn't hide my puzzlement at the subsequent words.

"...One strike?"

- Yes, once is enough.

I lowered my head and gazed intently at the holy sword.

Is he saying I can sweep away all those creatures with just one chance using this sword?

It was a somewhat dubious statement, but I had no other choice, so I decided to obediently follow his words.

I resumed the deep breathing I had started to calm my excitement.

Since what I needed to find now was calmness, I had to regain my composure as quickly as possible.

After taking deep breaths for a while, the confusion in my head had subsided.

When I felt I had completely found my composure, I slowly began to lift the holy sword.

"Nngh..."

I wonder again how I managed to lift this sword.

It was in my hand from the beginning, but I did swing it once, didn't I?

This holy sword was definitely heavy.

It was definitely too heavy for me to lift.

But it was a weight that I could lift if forced to.

That was the weight of the holy sword.

As I held the sword and took a stance, the voice of the holy sword echoed in my mind.

- Open your eyes wide.

"...Pardon?"

- I'm telling you to clearly recognize who you're trying to cut.

Realizing roughly what he meant, I firmly glared at the Dark Mage hiding behind the numerous demons.

The demons could be dealt with gradually. Therefore, what I needed to target was eliminating the Dark Mage who was employing strange tactics from behind.

Pantheon's words that one strike would be enough.

I was beginning to understand those words now.

After confirming my target once more, I began to infuse the sword with divine power and purification, just as I had done before.

This was the only way to attack from a distance, so I had no choice.

As if to prove that my thinking was correct, Pantheon advised me.

- Draw it clearly.

It was more like encouragement than advice, but still.

Not wanting to disappoint him, I quietly nodded.

And feeling the muscle pain that had been with me since the carriage ride today, I took a stance.

With the thought of launching the holy sword filled with divine power and purification towards the Dark Mage.

I swung the holy sword horizontally with all my might.

- Swoosh!

Then, with a peculiar sound from the sword, a white sword aura began to fly slowly.

It was quite impressive, maintaining a larger size than before.

The Dark Mage showed a cautious expression for a moment, then began to look panicked as he realized the white sword aura was flying towards him.

He seemed to be trying to dodge somehow, but unfortunately, it seems I was faster.

"Uwaagh!!"

Of course, I was also faster in collapsing.

I wanted to see clearly what happened to the Dark Mage.

Unfortunately, my body seemed to have already reached its limit.

After dropping the holy sword and everything else from my hand, I lay flat on the ground.

I'll leave the cleanup to them.

It wasn't intentional, but it felt like I could lose consciousness more comfortably at that moment.

Ch.107 - Aftermath
"...Ugh."

I didn't usually talk to myself, but a sigh escaped my lips before I realized it.

When I came to my senses, the scene before my eyes was truly horrific.

...No, is "horrific" the right word?

I'm not sure. It feels a bit off to call it horrific.

At least the situation seemed to be under control.

The scattered corpses of Demons everywhere proved that things had been handled.

Above all, I could tell with certainty that the Dark Mage who had been acting as the final boss was gone.

When I picked up the robe lying on the floor, an enormous amount of dust scattered, confirming that he had definitely been destroyed.

It seems my companions had thoroughly taken care of the aftermath...

My feelings are complicated.

It's almost miraculous that I survived here while unconscious.

Thinking about all the bloodshed that must have happened in this place makes me feel strange.

As I was quietly organizing my thoughts, the Holy Sword's voice suddenly echoed in my head.

- Hurry up and heal them.

"Ah, right."

It seems the sword was getting impatient with me standing around lost in thought while my companions were collapsed on the ground.

...Well, I should be healing my companions quickly. It does feel wrong to just stand here thinking.

Realizing my thoughtlessness, I quickly approached the trio who had collapsed in strange positions.

They must have ended up like this while fighting desperately for my sake, but the poses they had collapsed in were oddly comical.

Cian had fallen while seemingly crying out, her sword stuck in the floor. Mayel was sprawled on the ground with her staff, looking like she was praying.

These poses clearly showed how intense the battle had been...

Yuna was the most normal—she was just lying flat on her back as if sleeping in her own bedroom.

I almost laughed, but knowing how hard they had worked for me, I desperately held back my rising smile.

It's not that I hadn't struggled too, but I had just picked up the Demonic Sword from the ground and used every bit of strength I could muster...

Realistically speaking, they probably went through much more hardship than I did.

Although I hadn't witnessed their struggles firsthand, it was clear they had worked incredibly hard. It wouldn't be polite to laugh at them.

So I began casting healing magic on my companions who had fainted in their various distinctive poses.

Getting closer, I could hear them breathing, which was fortunately a sign they weren't dead.

Well, even though they had fainted, they hadn't lost too much blood...

Starting with Cian, I cast healing on each of them in turn, and their expressions became more peaceful as they continued lying on the ground.

...This looks like it's going to take a long time for them to wake up. That's a problem.

I'm starting to get a bad feeling about this.

We need to go find Zieg, but this feeling that it's going to take forever...

We don't have time to be lying around here.

Thinking about it, the situation was extremely serious.

What we thought was the Demon King's Castle turned out to be a trap to lure us in, and they had kidnapped the Hero, the most powerful member of our party.

The most powerful member of our party, the Hero.

And they left behind his main weapon, the Demonic Sword... no, the Holy Sword.

...Now that I think about it again, the situation is even more serious.

This isn't just "thinking about it"—it's reality! We should be out looking for Zieg right now instead of wasting time here!

I realized I shouldn't be resting so leisurely.

Feeling a sense of urgency, I immediately began shaking Cian's shoulders vigorously.

"Cian...! Cian...! Wake up!"

"Ugh..."

"Cian!"

"Uh... ah..."

"..."

I shook her body desperately, but she showed no signs of waking up.

She just kept making zombie-like groaning sounds.

...I started feeling sorry in many ways, but I had no choice.

That was that, and this was this.

After continuously shaking her shoulders with no sign of her waking up, I finally decided to change my approach.

I would wake up Mayel, who could use magic, and have her cast water magic on those who wouldn't wake up.

It was a bit devilish, but it wasn't my fault.

Changing my target, I rushed over to Mayel and gently shook her shoulders to wake her from sleep.

"Mayel...! Wake up!"

"Mm...? Arwin...?"

"Get up, it's an emergency!"

"...Ugh!"

Unlike Cian, Mayel immediately regained consciousness when I raised my voice.

I had worried what I would do if she didn't wake up either, but fortunately, she seemed to understand my urgent feelings and immediately stretched and got up.

"...What's wrong..."

Mayel spoke with droopy eyes, her voice trailing off as if she were still sleepy.

Since time was of the essence, I decided to get straight to the point.

"Can you use water magic? Not strong, just weak."

I wanted her to cast some weak water magic on the two lying there.

I hadn't even tried to wake Yuna yet, but I had a feeling she wouldn't wake up either, just like Cian, so let's just go with dousing them with water.

I'm not sure how she interpreted my request, but it seemed like the message got through successfully.

"Yeah... okay..."

Her affirmative answer confirmed that.

It was a bit concerning that she was still rubbing her eyes and answering half-heartedly, but it probably didn't matter.

Mayel then mumbled something and extended both hands toward Cian and Yuna.

"Waterball..."

With those words, spherical orbs of water formed in each of her hands.

- Splash!

They flew straight at Cian and Yuna's faces.

"Kyaah!"

"Ugh!"

As expected, using liquid instead of physical means immediately brought them to their senses.

...I didn't expect her to cast the spell so quickly.

"Wow..."

Even half-asleep, she could cast magic so promptly.

I started feeling strange.

After the previous incident, Mayel's gaze toward me seemed to have changed somehow, but I didn't realize the difference would be this significant.

In the past, she would have hesitated for a few seconds before casting magic, but now she immediately complied with my request without thinking.

It felt like I was receiving absolute trust...

It wasn't an unpleasant feeling.

"What... what! Who is it?! Is it an enemy?!"

"Ugh... where am I...?"

Their reactions were even more impressive.

They must have been having nightmares or something, because they were still flailing around even after waking up to reality.

After making a fuss for a while, they gradually began to regain their composure.

Cian was the first to grasp the situation.

"What... what is it, Arwin... Did something happen...?"

Cian placed her hand on her chest as if to calm her startled heart and spoke to me.

"Yeah... what's going on...?!"

Yuna, having also regained her composure, followed Cian's lead and said something to me.

Did they not understand the situation yet because they had just woken up?

Well, I suppose it makes sense—they fought hard against the Demons, collapsed to rest, and then suddenly got doused with water.

Still, the frustration was real, and I continued speaking with a burning sense of urgency.

"We can't just stay like this."

There was one important issue right now.

Zieg was gone. Zieg had disappeared somewhere.

"We don't have time to be relaxing like this."

I wanted to tell my companions to get ready because we needed to go find him quickly.

"Ah."

Sensing my serious mood, Cian also seemed to realize something and let out a sigh.

"Why? What's wrong? What's wrong?"

But the clueless Yuna kept asking what was going on.

It was my fault for not even trying to wake her up, but seeing how oblivious she was, I felt the water splash had been the right choice.

Cian watched Yuna's clueless behavior for a moment, sighed deeply, and then began whispering something in her ear.

"Hmm...?"

I'm not sure what Cian told her, but Yuna's expression changed as time passed.

At first, she looked puzzled, then her expression turned into something mysterious, and finally, it changed to a face that seemed to understand something.

Then what came next left me dumbfounded.

"So the princess on a white horse is going to rescue the prince!"

"Yes, that's right. Princess on a white...?"

The moment I heard those words, my body reacted as if a seizure button had been pressed.

"W-what are you saying?!"

Had she gone mad from fighting too many Demons? She was starting to spout nonsense.

Of course, if I had just ignored those words, everything would have been fine.

Unfortunately, I couldn't ignore them.

"That's not... As a comrade, I'm worried about Zieg, no, wait. This party was formed for the purpose of... no, that's not it!"

My mind went blank, and I started rambling.

Even to me, I clearly looked inadequate right now. But I couldn't help it.

That's how absurd and ridiculous Yuna's words were.

What on earth had she been told to say something like that?

Feeling something suspicious, I quietly glared at Cian, only to see her face with a devious smile that seemed to say "all according to plan."

"You...! You...!"

My mind had already gone blank, so I couldn't think of what to say next and could only yell at Cian who was standing beside me.

...But why am I getting so worked up about this?

Having run out of things to say, I finally ignored Cian's attack and got to the main point.

"Anyway, we need to go rescue Zieg quickly! Follow me!"

Not wanting to feel any more embarrassed, I completely summarized the main point and roughly conveyed it to my companions.

I felt like my face had turned bright red, but that must have been my imagination. Yes, definitely just my imagination.

As I was fanning my heated face, another problem approached me.

"Arwin. Arwin."

"Yes...?"

I had expected Cian, who had just been teasing me, to speak to me, but I was surprised when Mayel, who was standing next to me, suddenly addressed me.

"What is it?"

With such puzzlement, I asked what was wrong, and Mayel's response followed.

"But how are we going to deal with those?"

With those words, Mayel began pointing somewhere with her hand.

Since she didn't specify exactly what "those" were, I looked in the direction her finger was pointing with confusion.

"...Ah."

And when I saw what she was pointing at, I felt my brain stop working.

"Holy..."

To the point where I used a curse I hadn't used in a long time.

I started feeling a headache on top of my muscle pain.

...What she was pointing at was a pile of Demon corpses.

Would we be able to find Zieg today?

For some reason, I felt only anxiety creeping in.

Ch.108 - Empty Seat
"Huff... huff..."

I exhaled with ragged breaths, feeling a sense of accomplishment and liberation.

My companions looked at me as if I had done something impressive.

It was inevitable that their respect wouldn't make me happy at all.

"I... I finally finished... hwaak!"

Because right now, I was practically dying.

To prevent demonic energy from leaking out of the Demons' corpses, I had purified all those bodies.

All those numerous corpses.

Purifying grotesquely dead bodies wasn't a good experience, even the second time around.

And yet, I had to repeat that experience multiple times.

I think it might have been better when we first entered the castle.

Back then, I did it little by little, not all at once like this.

It was burdensome in many ways.

Having to continuously cast purification, and having to keep looking at corpses.

...It's exhausting work, both physically and mentally.

"You worked hard, Arwin."

Cian offered those words of appreciation to me after all my physical and mental labor.

- Pat pat

At the same time, I felt a warm touch on my head.

She was patting my head as if I'd done something praiseworthy.

...It felt like she was trying to make up for everything with just this one gesture, which I didn't particularly like, but it wasn't an unpleasant feeling, so I decided to let it slide.

I was also proud of myself for completing all the purification.

I didn't want to taint this liberated feeling with anger right now.

...But soon enough, a single statement came out that shattered both my sense of liberation and stirred up anger.

"Shall we go to Zieg now?"

"...Ah."

My satisfaction and sense of achievement crumbled in an instant.

Come to think of it, my path of suffering wasn't over yet.

I had been casting purification spells everywhere, but the biggest problem wasn't the Demons' corpses.

The biggest issue was finding Zieg, who had disappeared due to magic.

That was our most important and ultimate goal right now.

"Ah... ha..."

Still, I couldn't show how tired I was, so I could only quietly nod my head.

I felt it would be unconscionable to complain when my companions had also gone through their share of hardships.

...Above all, these guys look absolutely terrible.

Ah, I suddenly regret it. Why did I wake them up?

I could have woken them later, but I hastily woke them up because I was in a hurry.

If I had known this would happen, I would have finished the purification before waking them.

If we're going to suffer anyway, we should minimize the damage, but I woke them up and now they're showing signs of fatigue too.

...Oh well, we'll manage somehow.

I pointed my finger toward the exit and shouted.

"Let's... let's go!"

It was a shameful act to avoid an awkward situation.

"Wooow..."

Cian cheered, somehow covering for my shameful behavior.

Though her drooping appearance was quite concerning, I decided not to worry about it now.

Once we rescued Zieg, we would have plenty of time to rest, so I just needed to endure until then.

Right now, worrying about Zieg's safety came first.

With that mindset, I moved my legs toward the outside.

He better be safe...

And so, we began to leave the castle that had been full of demonic energy until we entered it, but was now clean.

※

We dragged our tired bodies out of the castle.

Of course, I had to rely on Cian's help due to muscle pain and various injuries.

Carrying the Holy Sword was the most difficult part, and strangely, when Cian tried to carry it, she couldn't lift it at all.

Well, anyway, what we needed to do after leaving the castle was clear.

We needed to quickly run to the entrance and secure the carriage.

No matter what our destination was, we needed to secure the carriage first.

If it happened to be broken, we might end up unable to do anything here.

With that thought in mind, we ran to the entrance faster than anyone else, differently from others.

I was a bit concerned about abandoning this desolate place, but we could deal with it after rescuing Zieg.

When we finally reached the entrance.

I could clearly see with my own eyes that the carriage was safely parked.

Fortunately, it seemed that nothing had been done to the carriage, as it remained exactly as we had left it.

The horse also seemed fine... which was fortunate.

If we had lost the carriage too, we would have had to do the crazy thing of walking.

I already have a complex about my weak body, and I absolutely refuse to do something that would highlight that weakness for an extended period.

In any case, since the carriage was safe, the three of us quickly took our seats in the back of the carriage.

The reason we didn't sit in the front seat to drive the carriage was simple.

We said we were going to find Zieg, to rescue him, but we didn't know.

We didn't know exactly where he had been warped to.

...Thinking about it again, I feel extremely stupid.

I'm not typically the type of person who makes plans and meticulously follows them.

But I didn't expect to charge in so recklessly.

I feel like I'm becoming more and more like Zieg...

Maybe I was just unconsciously anxious.

The anxiety of Zieg being gone and the fear that he might not be safe might have overlapped, causing me to act so hastily.

...Let's stop thinking about it. If I think more, I'll only feel more bitter.

In any case, the problem we're facing now is enormously significant.

We have to predict and find where Zieg went without any clues.

Just hearing it sounds like an incredibly difficult mission.

It feels like the most challenging mission we've faced during our travels so far.

...It's kind of infuriating, why couldn't he dodge that one magic circle and avoid this whole situation?

He uses his physical abilities so well when it comes to matters related to me, so why couldn't he avoid the magic circle that was right beneath him?

I started to inwardly express resentment toward Zieg, who wasn't here right now.

It wasn't really his fault, but I was getting angry for no reason.

It's clear that if Zieg had just escaped the range of that magic circle, we wouldn't be racking our brains like this.

It's not his fault that he couldn't avoid the magic... but still, if he had, I wouldn't be worrying like this.

He should have avoided creating situations that make me worry... idiot.

"Sigh..."

I don't know how much time has passed since Zieg disappeared, but today I felt an especially strong desire to see his face.

As I kept sighing deeply, Cian began to continue the conversation.

"So, Arwin, do you have any plans?"

"Huh...? Um...?"

I don't have any plans.

Since I was the one who woke them up, they all seemed to be looking at me with expectant eyes.

"I don't have a plan..."

Of course, I couldn't live up to those expectant gazes.

Upon hearing my statement that I had no plan, the three immediately looked dejected, as if they had lost all hope.

I felt a sense of guilt and quickly turned my head away.

Looking back, waking them up quickly was definitely a mistake.

As no plan emerged, silence prevailed among us for a while.

We maintained silence as if by agreement, having no solutions.

Until just recently, it would have been noisy, but now it's not the situation for that, and with one party member missing, the atmosphere seems to have become even more somber.

"Then, what should we do?"

Yuna cautiously broke the silence.

"Yeah..."

We were in a tight spot, but we couldn't even begin to find a way out of it.

That was exactly our current state—a Hero's party gathered to rescue the missing Hero, but with no visible path forward.

"Is there any chance Zieg might return to where we are?"

In response to my agreement, Yuna suggested a new direction.

Rather than us going to find Zieg, could there be a chance that Zieg himself might come to us?

"..."

When I heard Yuna's words, I could only maintain silence.

The probability of Zieg returning here.

It was possible if it was possible.

As I've been saying, his physical abilities were literally those of a Hero.

But there was a higher probability that made it impossible.

The Dark Mage had lured us to the Demon King's Castle and sent Zieg away with a warp spell.

And he was the most important member of our party, the Hero.

Leaving his weapon behind.

Can't you sense it from this point?

That this is no ordinary situation.

Without his usual Demonic Sword, there was even less guarantee that he would safely make it back here.

So instead of answering Yuna, I quietly lifted the Holy Sword.

"Ah..."

Even Yuna, who isn't particularly perceptive, seemed to understand the situation when I lifted the Holy Sword.

That Zieg currently doesn't have any weapons.

It seemed like we wouldn't get any answers this way, so I decided to make use of this situation where we were all maintaining silence.

This situation where no conversation is taking place is good for recalling memories.

Now I need to remember or find something, even if it's just grasping at straws.

Whether Zieg is there or not, whether the probability is high or low.

We need to visit all places where he might possibly be, prepared to search everywhere.

With that thought, I slowly began to recall my memories.

The mage who warped Zieg somewhere from the Demon King's Castle was a Dark Mage who mainly used demonic energy.

Who does a Dark Mage serve?

Obviously, they serve evil entities like the Demon King.

Then, from the perspective of the Demon King's subordinate, a Hero with a Demonic Sword would clearly be the most dangerous element.

But they would also know that Heroes don't die easily.

"..."

I was starting to get a rough idea of where Zieg might have gone.

I don't know the exact location or how to get there, but I have a general idea of where he might be.

There's a high probability that he's now where the Demon King is.

The Demon King personally eliminating a Hero who has no weapons.

Isn't that the only sure way to kill a Hero?

...But, I still haven't found the important part.

Regardless of where Zieg was warped to, if we don't know where that place is or how to get there.

What's the point of these thoughts?

Still, I couldn't give up, so I started to recall my memories again.

In this journey, which is short yet long, I needed to find clues and predict where the Demon King might be.

Where the Demon King might hide... where the Demon King is hiding...

"Ugh..."

Despite trying to recall memories as if self-hypnotizing, nothing came to mind.

It's not working. I just can't think of it.

Nothing about the Demon King comes to mind.

Or rather, did we even encounter any clues related to the Demon King during our journey?

That's how little I could recall about the Demon King.

"Aah..."

Still, I couldn't stop thinking here, so I kept racking my brain, trying to forcefully recall clues about the Demon King that wouldn't come to mind.

As I continued like that, a voice came from the front.

"...Instead of staying like this, let's at least go to a nearby village."

It was Mayel's suggestion.

"Village...?"

"Yeah... there's no point in staying here like this. Nothing will be resolved anyway."

Perhaps Mayel feared spending the night here without Zieg if we continued like this until sunset.

"I agree."

"...Me too."

Cian and Yuna expressed their agreement, as if they thought the same.

Of course, I also found Mayel's opinion reasonable, so I could only quietly nod.

She's not wrong.

Until now, keeping watch or driving the carriage.

Zieg had done it all for us.

For better or worse, we're in a very vulnerable state right now.

Finding stability is also important.

"..."

But still.

It's just... just... a bit disappointing.

I want to find Zieg right now.

I want to find him and pinch his cheeks for going off alone. That's what I want to do.

It's just... somewhat bitter.

The fact that I'll have to spend days without Zieg.

His absence feels so awkward that it's a little... no, very sad.

Zieg might be suffering right now, and I feel pathetic for not being able to do anything.

As if understanding my feelings, the sky was clear.

Unfortunately, the weather is nice too.

The day of a party without its Hero had just begun.

Ch.109 - Chaos
The clatter of hooves seemed especially clear today, perhaps because of the surrounding silence.

Was the awkward silence filling the carriage responsible for making the sound so distinct today?

...If you asked why the atmosphere was like this, I could certainly answer.

I think there are many reasons why our mood has become this way.

The biggest reason is that one of our party members is missing, but the fact that we're traveling after a major battle is also contributing to our exhaustion.

It's not a big problem; we're just tired.

Everyone is clearly worn out from the continuous fighting.

...Well, I'm sure our condition will improve after we get some sleep.

With these thoughts, I turned my head to look at the front seat of the carriage.

That spot, both familiar yet strange.

The place I looked at was where that guy always sat.

That dependable yet foolish guy who always protected me.

But now someone else is sitting there, which might be why it feels awkward.

Well, thinking about it won't bring him back.

Dismissing these useless thoughts, I spoke to Cian, who was busy driving the carriage in the front seat.

"Cian, how is it? Managing okay?"

"Yeah, I think I can handle it somehow."

The seat that was usually occupied by the absent person was now taken by Cian, and the reason was simple.

...She was the only one who could drive the carriage.

Yuna and Mayel, who had always been stuck in the forest, obviously didn't know how to drive a carriage.

And I, having been someone who just lounged around fiddling with my phone, naturally didn't know either.

Among such hopeless party members, Cian had quietly spoken up.

Saying she thought she could do it.

She hadn't learned professionally, but she'd observed it being done and thought she could manage the driving well enough.

"...Maybe?"

"..."

Of course, it wasn't that I wasn't worried.

The last time someone asked if anyone could drive a carriage, only Zieg raised his hand.

Considering that Cian didn't raise her hand then, she might well know that she can't drive properly.

The more I think about it, the more anxious I feel.

With growing unease, I asked Cian once more.

"...The horses won't go wild, right?"

Cian answered with a smile.

"Haha, of course not."

She shook her head as if such a thing could never happen.

Well, that's reassuring...

And she's been driving better than expected, so I have no complaints so far.

...Still, seeing the carriage constantly shaking unsteadily, I couldn't help but feel anxious.

It's just my personal wish.

My body is already aching with muscle pain, and I don't want to be tossed around anymore.

I'm already in a bad mood because of that idiot, and it's not easy when my body hurts too.

Please, I beg you, let's just go quietly.

At least until we reach the village.

Just like the others need rest, I'm also tired in both body and mind.

I won't even ask for rest, just let's go quietly.

As I was somehow trying to calm my... no, very anxious feelings—

*THUD!*

"Ugh!"

"Eek!"

Suddenly, something seemed to hit the carriage, sending a big shock through us.

"What... what's going on..."

Yuna and Mayel looked puzzled, as if wondering why this thunderbolt had struck while we were traveling smoothly.

Of course, rather than being surprised by the sudden impact, I felt more desperate.

Because I thought, "Well, the inevitable has happened."

To be honest, I never really believed we could travel quietly.

I hoped for it, but there was no way it would be quiet. Yeah, damn it.

Even thinking this way doesn't mean anything now.

All I could do was direct a pleading voice to Cian, who was driving the carriage up front.

"Cian... please."

We haven't even started rescuing Zieg yet, and this happens?

...No, come to think of it, it's always been like this.

My bad feelings have never been wrong.

Regardless of my wishes, misfortune has always crashed over me like waves.

I had forgotten that fact again.

Still, though.

I had hoped this time would be different...

Until now, these ominous feelings have always been right, but I still hoped this time would be different.

As always... I foolishly hoped it would be different this time.

I just wish this hope wouldn't be shattered.

Give me at least a chance to hold onto some final hope...

But, as expected, that wish and hope were shattered by Cian's single sentence.

"...Sorry, guys."

"Ah..."

Sigh, life.

"Hold on tight!"

"What the... argh!"

With Cian's warning to hold tight, the carriage suddenly began to run wild.

*THUD! THUD! BANG!*

As it went berserk, the carriage made sounds like it was falling apart as it raced through who knows where.

"Ack! Ugh! Urk!"

The sounds weren't just coming from the carriage.

The one fortunate thing was that only my groans were echoing through the carriage, which meant the others were somehow managing to hold on tight.

Of course, unlike the safety of the others, I was in real trouble.

I was already weak, and with muscle pain making me even weaker, I couldn't hold on tight.

As proof, I was bouncing around in the carriage like a disco ball.

While bouncing around, I glanced at Yuna and Mayel, trying to seek help.

But they too hadn't expected the carriage to go wild and were holding on tight with their eyes closed.

That's when I became certain of one thing.

Ah, I'm doomed. No one is going to help me.

And so, without receiving help from anyone, I continued to suffer until finally...

"Aaaaargh!"

I bounced out of the carriage.

*CRACK!*

With the sound of bones breaking.

...This might be too much.

"Ugh... aaaah..."

My body aches, my spirit breaks.

I may be hopeless too, but this party without Zieg was more than I could handle.

"Huuuuung..."

No more... really... impossible...

It hadn't even been a day since the Hero disappeared.

I surrendered.



※



"Huuuuung...!"

This is bad.

"It huuurts...!"

This is seriously bad.

"Uwaaaang!"

"We're in trouble..."

As if echoing my thoughts, Mayel muttered to herself.

Apparently, I wasn't the only one thinking that way.

It seems I wasn't the only one feeling this sense of crisis.

The problem was simple yet enormous.

...Because of my mistake, Arwin had burst into tears.

And not just crying, but wailing like a storm, clutching the ground.

If you watched quietly, she looked like an abandoned puppy howling so sorrowfully that even someone who had done nothing would feel guilty.

Maybe I shouldn't have bragged about being able to drive the carriage.

...Anyway, since the only person who could comfort her wasn't here, I couldn't help but lose my composure.

"What... what should we do? Mayel!"

I think I lost my composure from that moment.

If my master saw what I was doing now, he would surely be angry.

There was something I always heard during knight training.

Always maintain your composure.

Don't rush in recklessly just because your opponent is strong or provocative; calmly assess the situation.

Then, eventually, a weakness, a solution will appear.

I've always followed and practiced that, but right now, it seems impossible to practice.

I admit it.

I'm feeling extremely anxious right now.

So, instead of finding a solution in my head, I asked Mayel, who was right behind me.

"I don't know either! First, calm this carriage down and then we'll talk!"

Mayel shouted at me as if she didn't have the luxury to answer.

"O-okay!"

Let's first calm down the carriage... no, stop it and then see...!

At this rate, we'll leave Arwin behind and end up far away!

Following Mayel's advice, I hit the rampaging horses hard with my scabbard to calm them down.

If you ask how hard, it was enough to shatter a training dummy with one blow...

"Neeeigh!!"

The horse that received my blow let out a loud cry of pain and then began to quiet down.

No, it became completely quiet.

"Nee... ee... igh..."

At the same time, the rampaging carriage stopped accelerating and came to a halt in the middle of the road.

Well, that's one problem solved.

"Good! I calmed them down!"

"No, what are you doing?!"

Of course, my actions might have seemed strange to Mayel.

No, it's not that they seemed strange; what I did was clearly strange.

To be honest, I'm not sure what I'm doing or whether it's right or wrong.

"Huh?"

The me who always maintained an objective view and looked at situations from various perspectives was already gone.

"The horse... the horse... no... ha."

Mayel, who seemed dumbfounded, stammered with a reddened face but couldn't finish her sentence.

"...Ah."

Of course, I only realized I had made a mistake after seeing her like that.

I had made yet another mistake.

"S-sorry...!"

"..."

As I immediately apologized, thinking I had made a terrible mistake, a voice came from behind.

"Huuuuung... Zieg..."

Arwin was still crying in the back.

Ah, this is really a mess.

Arwin is crying sorrowfully, and the carriage is ruined.

It was truly chaotic.

And the one who hammered the final nail into this chaos was our great Mage.

"Ah... I don't know either!!"

With chaos on both sides, Mayel seemed unable to bear it anymore and got off the carriage, starting to chant something toward Arwin.

"Sleep!"

...What she was chanting toward Arwin was a sleep spell.

"Huu... uuu..."

Arwin began to fall asleep as soon as the chant ended.

Good grief. What scene did I just witness?

"..."

The crying sounds gradually diminished, and now she was sleeping peacefully.

I felt the situation was getting increasingly out of control.

...Is this really the right thing to do?

I had severely injured the horse, and we put the only one capable of healing to sleep—is this really the right course of action?

"Is this right...?"

Yuna, who had maintained silence during the chaotic situation, seemed to notice something was off and quietly spoke to Mayel.

"...What have I done..."

Mayel seemed to finally realize what she had done.

"Ah..."

This is a disaster.

Just now, it became clear... no, I'm certain.

Traveling with these members is definitely a disaster.

I have a feeling today is going to be an exceptionally long day.

Ch.110 - Calmness
"..."

"..."

An awkward silence hangs between us, the same one we felt inside the carriage.

I think this silence has taken over because we're all exhausted, just as we were in the carriage.

...And the fact that I've messed things up again probably contributes to it.

Our party usually maintains a cheerful atmosphere—not always, but often enough—which makes this awkwardness feel completely out of place.

We continue walking along the path in uncomfortable silence.

I'm carrying Arwin on my back while the other two walk quietly beside me.

I didn't want to walk all the way to the village, but we had no choice.

The horse was badly injured, and we had our own urgent matters to attend to, so we had no option but to abandon the carriage there.

I feel guilt creeping up my spine, but it should be fine.

I didn't hit it hard enough to kill it, so some passing merchant would surely pick it up.

Right now, I have a bigger problem on my back—literally.

This is a bit difficult.

I thought it would be easy, but I've taken on quite a burden.

Carrying Arwin seemed like it would be simple since she normally looks so light—I figured I could circle a mountain with her on my back—but that's not the case when she's clutching her sword.

A demonic sword...? Well, it's hard to classify exactly, but Arwin is holding it tightly in her arms, refusing to let it go as if her life depends on it.

That's why I'm struggling so much right now.

I'm trained enough from using swords regularly that I can carry it, but it's still pretty tough.

Of course, if I hadn't been so reckless about driving the carriage, we wouldn't be in this situation, so I decide to keep my complaints to myself.

My current situation feels pretty miserable, but I'll try not to dwell on it.

...Though when I think about it, this is actually quite funny.

An adventurer party heading to a village on foot because they couldn't properly drive a carriage.

I've never heard of or seen such a party before.

We might be the first?

We already have the title of "Hero's Party without a Hero," and now we might get the nickname "Adventurer Party That Travels Without a Carriage."

That thought makes me feel oddly sad, so I stare blankly at the clear sky.

Let me try to regain my composure by looking at the sky, even if just for a moment.

But the world isn't ready to give me back my composure yet.

If it were, I wouldn't be hearing that small, delicate voice from my back.

"Ugh... it hurts..."

"..."

Arwin is having what seems like a nightmare while being carried on my back, sleep-talking.

And she's expressing pain in her sleep-talking.

I don't know if it's a side effect of the sleep magic, but she keeps muttering painfully about being in pain.

My already aching conscience hurts even more.

She was always so bright despite being timid. How did she end up like this?

Everything seems twisted now.

Ever since we went to that ominous castle.

I'm finally realizing clearly.

Who this party revolves around.

From the beginning, this party couldn't function without him.

...So much for chivalry.

I never expected to show such an ugly side of myself that would make the title of knight shameful.

The reason things went wrong is clearly because of my incompetence.

I need to regain my composure quickly.

I feel my back getting slightly damp as I keep telling myself this over and over.

As I continue this self-hypnosis, I hear Mayel's voice from beside me.

"Looks like we've arrived..."

Following her voice, I lift my head to see a familiar village.

"..."

It seems we've arrived.

The closest village and the one where we stayed the longest—we've returned to Sepia Village, the magic-specialized village.

※

"Sigh..."

Upon returning to the village, Mayel sighs and mutters, "This place again."

A place overflowing with people wearing robes.

A place where magic is the only priority.

We've returned to this tiresome place.

...To be honest, I was unconscious due to dark magic while things were happening here, so I don't know what issues she has with this place.

So I just keep quiet and look around for a place to rest.

Right now, I don't want to worry about circumstances I don't understand.

I just want to find a place to rest, whether it's an inn or lodging—it doesn't matter.

We're all very exhausted right now.

Needless to say, I'm tired, and the others look terrible too.

We don't need anything fancy. We just need a place to rest comfortably.

I'm worried about what happened to Zieg and whether he's been through something terrible, but let's rest first and think about it later.

That was my mindset.

Fortunately, I had a few gold coins in my pocket from what we'd earned so far, so money wouldn't be an issue.

With that in mind, I continue looking around at the various lodgings.

Today, maybe we'll just pick any of those places to rest.

I slowly speak to my companions who are maintaining silence beside me.

"Let's go over there..."

Of course, my words were interrupted by another factor.

"Let's go to the Academy."

"...Huh?"

Mayel suddenly interrupts me and suggests going to the Academy.

"The Academy?"

"Yes, the Academy."

She speaks confidently without stuttering, as if her opinion has no flaws.

"I think going to the Academy is better too..."

Yuna chimes in, agreeing with Mayel's opinion.

She scratches her cheek and smiles awkwardly, which is quite impressive.

"...Suddenly?"

Of course, I couldn't sympathize with their opinions; I only felt confusion.

Objectively speaking, what we need most right now is rest, so suddenly suggesting going to the Academy doesn't make sense.

We barely have enough energy to rest, yet we need to go there again?

Or did they want to continue the academy life we had finished before?

With these continuing questions, my already complicated mind becomes even more unsettled.

"What about Zieg?"

In the end, I couldn't help but speak to Mayel with a hint of anger in my voice.

Perhaps my voice turned cold because it sounded like she wanted to abandon our comrade to enjoy academy life.

Mayel shakes her head as if I've misunderstood after hearing my cold words.

Then she begins to explain why she suggested it.

"That's not what I meant. I'm saying we should go see the Academy Director."

"Ah."

I'm not stupid, so as soon as the words "Academy Director" came out, I instinctively realized what she was trying to do.

Now I understand why she wants to go to the Academy.

And simultaneously, I feel guilty.

I misunderstood and expressed anger.

A complete lack of the composure I was seeking.

As soon as I recognized my mistake, I had to apologize to Mayel immediately.

"...Sorry."

"..."

I keep making mistakes I wouldn't normally make.

Is this happening because I'm so on edge right now?

I'm in a prickly state in many ways.

I'm not making excuses for my irritability, but I'm not myself today.

"Don't worry about it."

Mayel, whom I thought would yell at me for getting angry without understanding, was more rational than I expected.

She accepts my apology as if it's nothing and continues speaking.

"The Academy Director can use spatial magic. I think it's better to use spatial magic to travel rather than walking stupidly..."

"I see..."

Now I'm starting to understand.

Mayel is telling me this:

While resting is important, meeting the Academy Director first would make resolving our issues much easier.

"Let's go and think about it later."

After carefully observing my reaction, she turns toward the Academy as if to say there's no point in worrying when we have no other options.

Yuna follows Mayel, heading in the direction of the Academy.

Of course, I had to follow my companions too.

But in the midst of this, I couldn't help but be lost in thought.

Seeing Mayel like this made me feel even more pathetic.

...Where has my chivalry gone?

Is this what the knight I aspire to be, that I admire, amounts to?

I realize once again that without composure, I have nothing but flaws.

Pull yourself together, Cian.

*SLAP!*

"...?"

I raised both hands and slapped my cheeks.

Perhaps the current me needed this primitive method to wake myself up.

"What are you doing...?"

"Mental concentration to regain my senses."

"..."

Is it that ridiculous?

She looks at me with a cold face.

I think there might be a hint of admiration mixed in her gaze too.

Anyway, I've received the stimulus I needed to strengthen my resolve and do what needs to be done properly.

Let's not be a burden anymore.

After continuously reminding myself of this fact and physically inflicting pain on myself, I was finally able to regain the composure I usually maintain.

But there was one thing I overlooked.

"What... what are you doing... Cian..."

"Huh?"

"It hurts... it hurts..."

"Ah."

I had forgotten that I was still carrying Arwin on my back until just now.

"S-Sorry! Arwin!"

"Uwaah..."

Don't misunderstand.

I've regained my composure.

I just made a momentary mistake.

Ch.111 - Rest Is Needed
"Um... Arwin?"

"...No!"

Though someone was calling my name, I was expressing my rejection with my entire body.

That meant I was both angry and didn't want to talk.

...Are those the same thing?

Either way, I was currently using Yuna as a shield while running away from Cian.

"I'm... I'm sorry..."

Even as I was thinking this, Cian kept apologizing to me while I used Yuna as a shield.

"Go away!"

"Ah..."

I might accept her apology later, but right now I didn't want to see her face.

So I decided to entrust my body to Yuna, who was the third strongest in our party.

I also didn't want to entrust myself to the person who had made my legs like this...

Of course, Yuna was already quite exhausted, so I didn't really want to ask her. But with the creaking sounds coming from my legs, I had no choice but to ask her to carry me.

I didn't want to feel earth-shattering pain with every step, and I also didn't want to be carried by Cian and be brainwashed by her constant apologies.

...I definitely felt sorry toward Yuna.

Perhaps because I was holding this Holy Sword, carrying me was probably harder than expected.

I'm not sure if it was because of this, but when she carried me with the sword, Yuna made a strained sound like "kuhek."

Still, I had no choice.

I hate being in pain...

It might be a bit selfish, but I just wanted her to endure for a few hours.

I made up my mind to do something nice for Yuna once this was over.

So while being carried on Yuna's back, I waved my hand dismissively at Cian who was trying to approach me.

If she wanted to appease me, she'd need to bring some material offering when she apologized.

I had no intention of talking to Cian until she apologized with something tangible.

As I was thinking this, I heard an amused voice from beside me.

"Let's get going now."

Mayel, who had been watching this situation like a comedy show, suggested we should leave.

"Ah, yes."

Following Mayel's lead, Cian, who had been desperately seeking my forgiveness until just now, came to her senses.

She seemed to remember why we had come here in the first place.

Even so, her eyes were still filled with determination to somehow earn my forgiveness, but I quietly hid my face against Yuna's back.

Either way, I was currently very angry with her for various reasons, so I had no intention of accepting her apology.

...Just wait and see, I absolutely won't accept it.

And so we headed back to the Magic Academy, a place I thought we would never return to.

※

"You may enter."

With the permission of the Golem guarding the academy entrance, we slowly began to enter.

Fortunately, we were still considered students, so we could pass through the Golem's security and enter.

It was strange, if anything.

I definitely thought my name would be on a blacklist, but apparently not.

"Wow..."

Having successfully arrived at the academy, I let out a pure exclamation of amazement.

It would be problematic to call our visit to this academy "after a long time."

After all, it had only been about a day since we left.

That fact probably amplified what I was feeling right now.

...How did they repair everything so quickly?

This place was a complete mess before we left, so how did they restore it so fast?

Is the Academy Director different somehow? Can someone who uses Spatial Magic do this kind of thing quickly?

The sight of the academy after what felt like a long time was enough to draw out my genuine amazement.

If Zieg were here, we would be laughing and chatting together.

...Though thinking about that now has no meaning.

As I felt the slight impact with each step Yuna took, I slowly began to look around.

I could feel stares from around us, as if asking why we had returned, but I decided not to pay attention.

The Academy Director, who had gone through the trouble of expelling the five of us including Zieg, would have more work to do now...

But it's not me who has to work overtime...!

The cleanup might be a bit overwhelming, but it shouldn't be too difficult.

Either way, as long as it's not me who has to do it.

While thinking this and looking around, we arrived at the Main Building.

When we reached the Main Building, our route was already determined.

That place where I had been called in many times because of the mischief I'd caused with Zieg.

That place which was the final location of the dark magic incident.

Going to the Director's Office was already decided.

Following the predetermined course, we headed straight there.

As we slowly walked through the corridor, I felt a strange nostalgia.

I had rolled around here with Mayel.

I had quickly fled from fiends here.

As I felt us getting closer to the Director's Office, I slowly reminisced about these memories.

And just like when we arrived at the Main Building, the Director's Office suddenly appeared before us.

Mayel flung open the closed door.

"Haah..."

What we saw when the door opened was a blue-haired boy sighing as if this was all too familiar.

"Welcome, you rotten brats."

The Academy Director, with even darker circles under his eyes than when we last saw him, greeted us with a rotten smile.

Though it would be too short a time to call it "after a long time," I hadn't seen the Academy Director for a while, and he hadn't changed at all.

I found his appearance particularly welcoming, so I waved at him cheerfully.

While being carried by Yuna, of course.

After watching me wave happily, the Academy Director waved back halfheartedly and opened his mouth.

"So, what brings you here?"

As expected of the Academy Director who had seen us several times, even if it had been a short period.

Judging by how he asked what problem brought us to him, his experience was not to be underestimated.

Of course, I wasn't going to be the one to explain what problem had occurred.

I quietly buried my face in Yuna's back and waited for the conversation to proceed.

"We need your help, Teacher."

"Yes, I understand that. But let's find out what happened first. Where's that guy who was always flirting with the little one on the back?"

"That's..."

"...?"

As expected, the Academy Director was expressing confusion about Zieg's absence.

That's a bit of a landmine.

When the Academy Director asked about Zieg's whereabouts, Mayel, who had been speaking until just now, closed her mouth and carefully watched my reaction.

The other companions were the same.

Cian... well, she had been watching me from the beginning, so I'll skip her.

Even Yuna, who was carrying me, was subtly looking back to gauge my reaction.

It was clear they were wondering if it was okay to talk about this in front of me.

I wasn't the only one feeling Zieg's absence, yet they were being so considerate.

I started to feel a bit guilty.

Still, at this rate, no one was going to explain what happened to Zieg, so I finally had to speak up.

I lifted my face from Yuna's back and somehow pulled myself up with my weak arm strength.

"Zieg disappeared."

"What?"

"The demons teleported Zieg somewhere."

This is harder than I thought.

Talking about what happened to you after you disappeared.

"Haah... that guy disappeared?"

Hearing my words, the Academy Director's face seemed to gain more wrinkles.

He clearly sensed that this situation was no ordinary matter.

"So, you came to ask for my help?"

"...Yes."

The Academy Director seemed to fall into thought for a moment.

He rested his chin on his hand and began to ponder something.

Of course, his contemplation didn't last long.

"For now, rest today."

"Excuse me...?"

"I have many questions, but let's solve this tomorrow. Rest today."

Rest? When we don't know what might be happening to Zieg right now?

For a moment, I almost lost my composure and shouted at the Academy Director who was trying to help us.

"I understand what you want to say, but look at yourselves."

For a moment, I didn't understand what the Academy Director meant, but soon I realized what he was trying to say.

You all look terrible, so rest first and come back tomorrow.

The Academy Director was probably more concerned about us, who were definitely safe, than about Zieg who had already disappeared.

That's when I finally noticed the state of my companions.

"Ah..."

Only after looking at their faces did I realize what mistake I had made.

They are also members of the party traveling with Zieg.

So they must be suffering greatly from the disappearance of Zieg, a central figure in this party.

Without realizing that, I had been selfishly throwing tantrums while only missing Zieg.

"...I understand."

I thought I had grown, but I guess I still have a long way to go.

I couldn't help but feel some guilt.

I was still being selfish, thinking only about myself.

The world might change, but that doesn't mean I change.

I was still a selfish idiot.

I realized this clearly from the expressions of my companions afterward.

When I showed agreement with the Academy Director's suggestion to rest, I noticed the change in their faces.

Relief that they could finally rest.

And anxiety that wasn't completely hidden by that relief.

I could empathize with their feelings, which made my guilt even heavier.

The conflicting feelings of needing to rescue Zieg right away, but also wanting to rest.

Perhaps they had been carefully watching my reactions all along.

I hate to admit it, but I, who had been particularly close to Zieg, was in a mentally half-broken state since he disappeared.

"I understand."

If I think about it more, my head will just get complicated, so let's stop thinking.

We'll rest today and think about it tomorrow.

I... no, we are too exhausted.

As the Academy Director said, we might need rest.

So we decided that, at least for today,

We would rest with peace of mind.

Ch.112 - Clue
The school atmosphere, which had been noisier than expected, finally calmed down as night fell.

During this time, I couldn't fall asleep.

"Haah..."

Of course, I don't mean that my companions couldn't sleep.

They were clearly exhausted, as they collapsed as soon as the Academy Director moved us to an empty classroom.

I had considered going out to stay at lodgings, but the Academy Director wasn't that heartless and provided us with blankets and such.

The place is a bit uncomfortable, but I should be grateful for what we have.

I should be thankful for the help we're receiving, but after getting so much assistance, I'm starting to take these kindnesses for granted.

I need to get my head straight.

With those thoughts, I decided to spend this quiet night in silence.

Even though I couldn't sleep, I closed my eyes and tried not to think about anything.

I've had times when I couldn't sleep because I was thinking about something, but this is the first time I couldn't sleep while thinking about nothing.

The reason for this phenomenon was quite obvious.

...I've just been feeling empty ever since Zieg disappeared.

I didn't expect to feel this bitter...

Zieg occupied a bigger part of my life than I had realized.

Finally, thinking I'd never fall asleep at this rate, I slowly got up to clear my head. Though I wasn't actively thinking about anything, I knew I'd just keep tossing and turning until morning, so I decided to get some fresh air.

I carefully rose so as not to wake my companions who were sleeping peacefully.

Normally, I wouldn't have been able to get up without their help, but things had changed.

For some reason, my legs, which I thought had been shattered, seemed to have healed somewhat as time passed.

If the pain was originally enough to destroy the earth, now it felt more like stubbing my pinky toe on a bathroom corner.

...Either way, pain is still pain.

It just feels like my natural healing ability has somehow increased since I started carrying the Holy Sword.

I wasn't expecting broken bones to heal in a day, but it really feels like my natural healing has improved.

Still, since I wasn't completely healed, I limped slowly toward the door after getting up.

As I approached the door, I saw the Holy Sword leaning against the corner so it wouldn't fall.

- ...

"..."

After staring at the Holy Sword for a while, I quietly grabbed its handle with both hands and lifted it.

Since Zieg is gone, at least you can come with me.

It's a bit heavy, but I figure it's better to be with a sentient Holy Sword than to be alone.

"Nngh..."

This thing is ridiculously heavy.

Even though you've changed from a Demonic Sword to a Holy Sword, should you really be this heavy for a human to carry?

With that incredibly heavy Holy Sword in hand, I slipped out of the classroom like a ninja.

※

"...It's been a while since I've been here."

After leaving the classroom, I wandered aimlessly for a while before settling in a place with some memories.

Though I said I wanted fresh air, there wasn't really anywhere specific to go, so I ended up here.

Well, I couldn't think of anywhere else to go, and this place had a better atmosphere than I expected, so I decided to just organize my thoughts here.

...A place with memories.

There wasn't a single place in this Academy that didn't leave me with bitterness and longing now.

In the past, I wouldn't have had time to feel bitter no matter where I went.

"Argh...! I don't know anymore!"

Thinking like this won't bring Zieg back anyway.

Why do I keep doing such foolish things?

I lay down on the bench, which unlike in my memories, had become more comfortable and sophisticated.

I was a bit worried it might collapse under the weight of the Holy Sword, but since it had probably been replaced not too long ago... it shouldn't break.

Being careful not to damage public property, I started talking to the Holy Sword.

"Pantheon, I have something to ask you."

In the middle of the night while everyone else was asleep.

The sword that had presumably been communicating with Zieg all along.

I spoke to it thinking that even if Pantheon didn't know Zieg's whereabouts, it might at least have some hints.

- ...What is it?

Fortunately, the Holy Sword didn't ignore me and responded in a somewhat stiff tone.

Relieved that I wasn't being ignored, I continued.

"Can you sense Zieg's location or anything like that?"

Even though I knew there was little hope for a positive answer.

- I would normally be able to sense him, but strangely, the connection has been severed.

As expected, the Holy Sword delivered the devastating news directly.

"Is that so...? Never mind then..."

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't figure out where Zieg had been warped to, so I asked the Holy Sword, but it seemed that even the Holy Sword didn't know Zieg's location.

From what it said about being able to sense him before, it must have felt his presence before he was warped away.

What kind of magic could have made him disappear so completely that he couldn't be found?

"Haah..."

I had been thinking about nothing until I tried to sleep, but after hearing the Holy Sword's words, my mind started racing with thoughts.

I just started worrying about everything.

According to Mayel, we're planning to travel around with the Academy Director's help.

But if we don't know Zieg's location, what's the point?

If there were even slightly suspicious places, we could go there immediately, but without any leads, what can we do?

As I was lost in these overwhelming thoughts, the Holy Sword suddenly spoke.

- Is there really no place you suspect at all?

"...Huh? There isn't..."

I was a bit surprised by the sudden question, but quickly composed myself and explained my situation.

There really isn't a single place I suspect.

It's not like we found any clues about the Demon King's hideout during the early stages of our journey.

We've been resolving issues caused by demonic energy in villages all this time, so how could we find anything suspicious?

Even thinking back on recent evidence, nothing comes to... mind...

Compared to the early days of our journey, we're living quite comfortably now.

But back then, it hadn't been long since I arrived here.

"...Haah, there really isn't... wait?"

I suddenly sensed something strange.

Something. Something.

I had a feeling that if I dug a little deeper, I might find something.

The keyword was "early journey."

As soon as I thought about the phrase "early journey," I felt like it was somehow related to this situation.

"Wait, I think I'm about to remember something. Don't interrupt."

- I didn't.

"I really feel like I'm about to remember something!"

- Again, I didn't interrupt.

Early journey? When we hadn't been traveling with the group for long?

When I, as a Saintess, met Zieg, the Hero?

No, was it after that?

It's frustrating to feel like I'm about to remember something but can't quite grasp it.

It was something from so long ago, and with everything that's happened since then, I had forgotten a certain piece of advice.

Someone had definitely warned me to be careful of someone.

I was a Saintess... and the people around me traveled without knowing much about what being a Saintess meant.

There was a time when I was internally complaining and feeling wronged about not receiving any support.

Think about why I felt wronged.

Which place designated me as a Saintess and then abandoned me?

Which place only told me about my abilities and then left me to fend for myself?

"...I got it."

After much contemplation, I finally reached a conclusion.

I identified the place that had been subtly neglectful from the beginning.

Just then, someone's words came to mind.

'Be wary of the Church in the Capital.'

It was the Lord's advice to be cautious and not trust that place, which had been suspicious from the start.

Even if they said that, I didn't trust them from the beginning anyway, but in a situation like this, knowing such a fact changes everything.

What I had dismissed when Zieg was around, thinking it wouldn't matter.

Now it hit me much harder.

I tightly gripped the Holy Sword in my hand for no particular reason.

I think I have a rough idea of where we need to go.

The quiet night was finally starting to pass.

Ch.113 - Trust!
"That's fun."

"..."

This place was already eerie, but with blood splattered around, it gave off an even more chilling atmosphere.

If you asked whose blood it was, I could obviously answer that it was mine.

Demons naturally had purple blood.

If there was red blood splattered around, it would naturally be mine, since I was the only human here.

"Haah..."

...Well, the fact that I'm thinking like this probably means I'm reaching my limit.

The thought that this might be the end had already taken root in one corner of my mind and was growing.

I clearly felt a trembling fear when I first saw that Demon King.

And even though I tried to endure that fear as much as possible, it was still too much.

The difference between having a weapon and not having one made a much bigger difference than I had imagined.

I've long since grown accustomed to the sense of deprivation and emptiness.

Still, I held out for a long time, if I do say so myself.

I managed to hold out for a day against the Demon King without a weapon. That's pretty impressive.

Especially against a Demon King who enjoyed longer fights and attacked like a madman.

Still, I had no intention of giving in easily, so I remained vigilant as the Demon King slowly approached me.

After maintaining my guard for a while, the Demon King suddenly spoke to me with a smile on his face.

"Would you like to make a deal?"

"...?"

I instinctively realized that by using the word "deal," he was asking something of me.

Not something material, but rather asking me to give up something as a human.

"If you give up fighting me and join under me, I'll spare your life."

"..."

With an expression suggesting I was too valuable to kill, he began asking if I would become his subordinate.

As expected, he wanted me to abandon my position as a Hero and become his subordinate.

If I became his subordinate now, I might lose my pride, but at least I'd keep my life.

He was starting to tempt me with such sweet enticement.

It might seem ridiculous to be concerned about my life like this, but I had a clear reason to live, which made this a somewhat dangerous proposal.

To live and meet Arwin again.

That was reason enough for me to keep living.

I still had mountains of things to do, so I couldn't die here.

These thoughts dominated my mind.

Since becoming a Hero, I had tried to exclude desires from my mind as much as possible, but I couldn't block out the emotion of love.

The fact that I wanted to see her right now said it all.

...But even so, my answer was already decided.

"No."

A single word expressing denial.

"...I see."

To summarize, that's it.

Though my desire to see Arwin was great, I didn't want to live so disgracefully just to see her.

I should see her when I feel proud of myself. If I lived disgracefully and saw Arwin, she would surely be disappointed by my shameful appearance.

"Well, can't be helped then."

The Demon King smiled eerily as if pronouncing my death sentence.

As expected, a lunatic is still a lunatic.

Well, anyway, I won't do anything shameful until I can feel proud of myself.

Though it seems I might lose my life in the meantime...

...I guess it doesn't matter much since it seems I don't have much time left.

Until this fight ends.

※

"You look better than yesterday... hmm..."

"..."

After getting enough sleep, we rushed to the Academy Director's office as soon as we woke up and were now talking.

Seeing how the Academy Director immediately checked our faces when we arrived, it was clear he had been very worried about us.

"Are you really okay?"

As if to prove it, the Academy Director carefully examined our faces and asked with a concerned expression.

"Yes, we're better than expected."

"..."

It was the first time I'd seen him worry like this, which felt a bit unfamiliar, but it was true that we were in better physical condition than yesterday, so we answered that we were fine.

...Ah, of course.

It wasn't me who told the Academy Director we were fine.

I carefully bowed my head to avoid the gazes of my companions.

The gazes of my companions, who were informing the Academy Director about their physical condition, were extremely sharp.

Of course, I don't mean their gazes toward the Academy Director were aggressive, but rather the looks they were giving me.

"Ha... ha..."

I deliberately avoided those aggressive gazes and just gave a hollow laugh.

Since I knew why they were giving me such looks, I couldn't say anything and had no choice but to act this way.

Last night, I had a conversation—well, sort of—with the holy sword Pantheon at our place of memories.

During that time, I discovered a clue about where Zieg had gone.

As soon as I found that clue about Zieg's whereabouts, I forgot about my limping leg and ran to the classroom where they were sleeping.

And then...

'Cian! Mayel! Yuna! Wake up...! I found where Zieg is!'

'Ugh...'

'Well, I didn't exactly find him, but I found a clue about where he might be! Wake up quickly!'

'Please...'

'Huh?'

'Let us... sleep...'

At that time, I was in an incredibly elevated emotional state, combining the thought that we could get Zieg back with the feeling that I had finally accomplished something.

I was in such an excited state that there was no trace of calmness.

As a result, I committed the tragedy of disturbing my exhausted companions' sleep.

I completely forgot that Cian was begging for my forgiveness and just kept yelling loudly to wake everyone up.

"..."

That's why I couldn't properly face my companions and had to avoid their gazes.

...I'm so sorry...

Moreover, there were a couple more factors multiplying my guilt, making it impossible for me to act thick-skinned.

Even Yuna, who was usually oblivious and innocent, was giving me aggressive looks—a desperate situation.

I had only received such glares early in our journey, so suddenly getting them again was a new experience.

A negative one, of course.

"...I don't know what happened, but you look better than yesterday, so I'll let it slide."

"...Yes."

The Academy Director started changing the subject, probably sensing that the situation might turn into a group beating directed at me.

I slightly turned my head and conveyed my gratitude with desperate eyes.

Thank you...! Academy Director! I won't forget this favor!

"Well then..."

A serious expression appeared on the face of the Academy Director who had tactfully ensured my safety.

At that moment, I unconsciously sensed what he was about to do.

"Let's start the discussion."

Namely, that the discussion would be about what direction we should take today.

※

"So, you're saying the Central City has something fishy going on?"

"...Yes."

The discussion was progressing more smoothly than expected.

It was a bit problematic that this was entirely my own thinking, but fortunately, my companions seemed to trust my words.

To be honest, the idea that the Church had something suspicious going on was just my thought and might have been the speculation of the Lord from the previous village.

Therefore, even if there was a chance Zieg might be there, it probably wasn't very high.

"Haah... Well, if you all agree, I have no objections. Hey."

Despite that, my companions were willing to head to the Central City based on my word.

Is that why? This feeling of tingling in my chest.

This incredibly warm feeling.

I felt a warmth spreading throughout my body from one central point.

As if proving that I hadn't lived my life in vain.

...Although I felt a bit emotional, that's not what I should be thinking about right now!

Get it together... Arwin! Save the emotions for later.

With that thought, I started to listen carefully to what the Academy Director was saying.

I shouldn't betray their trust...!

During that time, a reliable voice came from the front.

"For now, there's only one way I can help you."

The Academy Director was explaining how he could help us.

He was saying that he couldn't be as much help as we might think.

Of course, just helping at all was extremely appreciated.

"I can transport you directly to the Central City. That's all I can do. I still have a lot to handle at the Academy."

He seemed to want to support us more but was busy with his own responsibilities.

Still, it didn't feel particularly cold-hearted.

It made sense that we should resolve our own issues ourselves.

As I was thinking this, the Academy Director looked directly at me, not at the others, and asked for my opinion.

"So, can I send you to the Central City right now?"

He spoke as if I were the leader of this party.

Of course, I thought Cian was the actual leader, but I didn't mention it out loud.

After hearing the Academy Director's words, I carefully began to gauge my companions' reactions.

I was curious about their feelings. Whether it was okay to go to the Central City like this.

Once we went, it might take a long time to return here.

We might not be able to come back and might have to face a huge battle.

Facing such a decision made me a bit afraid to look at my companions' faces.

...It's a terrible thought, but perhaps my companions didn't want to risk their lives for Zieg.

It's really a selfish and terrible assumption on my part, but what if I was just digging myself into a hole alone?

I should see their reactions before saying such things.

So I slowly raised my head to look at my companions' faces, and I couldn't help but feel a surprising emotion.

All of their gazes were directed at me.

Not with reproach.

But with trust, as if telling me to decide.

As if they were confident in following whatever opinion I gave.

They were showing an attitude of trust in me.

...I guess I don't need to be nervous anymore.

"Send us now, please."

There's no need to delay and lose face.

"To the Central City, right now."

When they're showing such trust in me, there's no need to be nervous.

"Let's go to the Central City right now!"

I'm being trusted!

It was a day where I seemed to have regained my confidence.

Ch.114 - Warp
"A-Are we not there yet...?"

"Ah, just wait a bit. I'm working on it."

"Yes sir..."

We're currently feeling a bit awkward inside the Academy Director's office.

By feeling awkward, I don't mean our party is embarrassed—it just means this is taking some time.

Apparently, warping long distances requires some preparation...

Well, however it works, as long as he sends us there, I don't really care enough to argue.

I could at least express my doubts, though.

"...Didn't you just snap your fingers to make things happen before?"

You could snap your fingers to summon all sorts of things, so why can't you send the four of us right away?

The Academy Director, who was drawing a magic circle while listening to my question, responds mockingly.

"I'm not the god you serve, so the weight of four people is quite burdensome."

"I don't serv— Ah, never mind."

...I almost slipped up there.

The more I talk, the more my own identity seems to get confused, so I decided to just stop talking.

If I say something wrong about serving a god, I might lose the only healing and purification abilities I have.

Even if that god is a somewhat friendly author... still, I shouldn't badmouth him.

More importantly, the problem right now is this annoying Academy Director.

I don't know his actual age, but his personality is exactly what it seems.

Unlike mature me, he acts exactly like the child he appears to be. I gave the Academy Director a pitying glance.

"What are you looking at?"

"Ptui!"

"Hey! What are you doing?!"

You should be grateful to me.

I'm only spitting because you're helping me out! I'm just cursing you in my mind instead of out loud!

Somehow, the Academy Director took my action as a victory and smiled broadly.

How did he interpret my behavior to react like that?

The more I think about it, the more absurd this person seems.

And seeing that expression makes him look even more annoying.

Feeling like I couldn't take it anymore, I threw a punch at that disrespectful face.

"Take this...! Ugh!"

The punch I threw at the Academy Director came right back at me.

"Huh...? Wha...?"

It didn't take long to figure out what happened.

"Ah..."

I noticed a spatial portal that had appeared above the Academy Director's head and another in front of my forehead.

The Academy Director had connected two spatial portals, as if he'd anticipated my attack.

"That hurts..."

After figuring this out, I lowered my head and gently rubbed the spot where I'd been hit.

It was my own fist, but it still hurt.

I already had something of a complex about being weak, so I had put all my strength into that punch, but I never expected to be hit by it myself.

...It's not that my fist hurts, but rather that my fist is hurting me.

Either way, I can't even hit this slippery Academy Director with my weak fist.

This was one of the most humiliating defeats I'd experienced since falling into this place.

...I'll remember this deep in my heart and pay you back someday!

As I was imagining that unique opportunity that would someday come my way, I suddenly heard the Academy Director's voice.

"It's ready."

It seems he had finished drawing the magic circle to warp us to the Central City.

...To be honest, I don't really understand what principles he used to draw this magic circle or how it will transport us directly to Central City.

But since the word "magic" could explain it all, I didn't bother asking.

Besides, Mayel, who knows the most about magic in our party, was expressing admiration, so that said it all.

It must be really impressive, I guess.

"Are you ready?"

While I was thinking, the Academy Director asked if we were ready.

It's about time I stopped daydreaming.

As soon as I heard the Academy Director's words, I cleared my thoughts and felt a tension that wasn't quite tension.

The reason for my tension was simple.

We're about to charge into what might be the enemy's stronghold.

Just this fact alone made me feel a trembling fear-like emotion throughout my body.

I don't know how the others feel, but one thing was certain.

I'm feeling scared right now.

The current me, who has gained the trust of my companions along with improved self-esteem and confidence.

With these emotions, I felt like I could sweep away any demon with this Holy Sword.

The sword is a bit heavy... but if I drag it around and swing it once in a while, everything will be blown away.

That's how overpowered the Holy Sword's performance was.

Nevertheless, the trembling is unavoidable. So, it's unavoidable. Even this small fear I'm feeling now.

As I hesitated to answer the Academy Director's question, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

Surprised by the sudden touch, I turned around immediately.

When I turned, I saw Cian—the culprit who had destroyed my leg—looking at me.

Not just looking, but with an expression that seemed to be giving courage to the frightened me.

We exchanged glances for a while without saying anything.

Perhaps silence was the more appropriate form of communication for us right now.

...I definitely hadn't planned on making eye contact with her, but here we are.

"Sigh..."

I quietly removed Cian's hand from my shoulder, then held it tightly and nodded.

Before receiving something material, getting angry is... well, I'm still me after all.

Perhaps I unconsciously knew that maintaining an awkward silence with Cian wouldn't last long anyway.

...Continuing to sulk alone would just be pathetic.

What I need right now isn't anger.

Anger toward Cian who destroyed my leg.

Above all, thanks to my increased natural healing ability, my leg has almost recovered and doesn't hinder my movement, so there's no reason to be angry about it anymore.

But what I need right now isn't fear either.

Fear of the enemies we'll face.

Zieg endured such fear to protect me, so what's the problem?

What I need now is the courage to face it.

Perhaps my determination was conveyed to my companions, as they nodded one after another following my lead.

"Looks like you're ready."

The Academy Director looked at us with a pleased smile.

I don't know how our appearance looks from a third-person perspective, but it seems he finds us heartwarming?

Anyway, since we were all prepared, the Academy Director gave us one last word of encouragement.

"Go rescue that idiot. You idiots."

"...Yes!"

As soon as he finished speaking, he snapped his fingers.

*Snap!*

With that, our view changed instantly along with the sound of his fingers.

Seeing the blue sky, it seems we've successfully warped...

...Huh? Blue sky?

"Kyaaaah!"

There seems to have been a flaw in the spatial magic that instantly transported us to Central City.

A slight... no, a serious flaw.

And so we began falling from the sky above Central City.

That crazy Academy Director.

※

"Ma... Mayel!!"

"What?!"

"Do something!!"

"Did you call me?!!"

Apparently, shouting while falling from the high sky meant my voice wasn't reaching my companions.

It was obvious from Cian and Yuna shouting without being called.

Above all, as proof, I couldn't hear my companions' voices either.

...It couldn't be helped. How could I hear my companions' voices while falling from the sky?

Still, I couldn't give up, so I put all my strength into my vocal cords and spoke loudly.

"Are we going to die like this?!"

"What did you say!!"

Of course, it was in vain.

Ah, really. I can't understand what anyone is saying.

So our party members were having conversations that weren't really conversations while feeling our impending doom in real-time.

The only fortunate thing was that we were falling into an empty field, so we could fall to our deaths without feeling guilty about hurting other people!

No, dying would defeat the purpose!

Even as I was thinking this, we were getting closer and closer to the ground.

If we fall and die on that green meadow, our red blood will stain all that green.

Just thinking about it, a horrific scene would be created.

To avoid that, we need to find a way out of this situation quickly! But how! All I know how to do is healing, purification, and swinging this damn Holy Sword!

Still, it's fortunate.

I thought I'd be the first to hit the ground and die because of the Holy Sword's weight, but we're all falling together like we're arm in arm.

I just learned the scientific fact that the Holy Sword's actual weight doesn't affect gravity!

...At this point, maybe I should just give up.

As I was having such negative thoughts, Mayel shouted loudly beside me.

"Oh, whatever!"

"What?!"

"Protection!!"

Mayel was shouting something, but honestly, I couldn't hear what she was saying.

However, as soon as Mayel's nonsensical shouting ended, some kind of shield appeared in front of us.

The shield began to envelop us.

As soon as it did, we collided with the shield.

Fortunately, although we hit the shield while falling, strangely, it didn't hurt.

Is this the effect of the barrier?

When Mayel cast it before, I only remember being bounced away, but it seems like a more useful spell than I thought.

So we continued falling to the ground with the shield in place.

My companions and I prepared for the impact when we hit the ground.

Of course, it's not like we could do anything.

Just preparing to endure the pain.

As we got closer and closer to the ground, when the shield finally touched the ground.

*Thud*

"Hwaaaaak?!"

The shield landed on the ground more softly than expected.

Strangely, we didn't feel any impact at all.

"Eh... huh...?"

"Huff... we almost died..."

Mayel had the face of someone who had literally escaped death and was dry heaving.

The other companions were the same, but among them, I could only express bewilderment.

"Why... why... didn't it break...?"

"Huh...?"

The question of why the shield didn't break.

Unlike before, the shield didn't shatter on impact, sending us flying from the shock.

It was a truly strange situation.

Mayel answered my confusion as if I was talking nonsense.

"It can withstand the impact of falling. This isn't magic, you know."

"Huh?"

...That's right?

The Fireball that Yuna cast before must have been a Fireball mixed with demonic energy.

I think I was overthinking it.

"I see..."

Once my curiosity was satisfied, I started feeling a bit empty.

Was I tense for nothing? What was I preparing to endure pain for?

I just needed to wait quietly.

"Well, anyway."

As I was thinking this, I heard Cian's voice from beside me.

"We're back again."

"..."

That's right.

In any case, we've returned to Central City.

The place I saw when I first fell here.

Ch.115 - Operation?
"Huh..."

I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh at the somewhat familiar sight of the town.

I never thought I'd return to this place again.

Honestly, why would I ever come back here?

Except for collecting rewards from the King after defeating the Demon King, this was a place I honestly never thought I'd visit again.

I don't have good memories of the Central City, and above all, seeing this place only reminds me of the bad memories of being betrayed while trying to make a living alone as an Adventurer.

Though not all memories are terrible, the experience of being betrayed by comrades only deepened my distrust in humans, which was already significant.

...Of course, as I just mentioned, not all memories were bad.

I met Zieg here and became who I am today. Perhaps this was a turning point in my life.

Well, that doesn't mean I wanted to visit this place again.

"Let's go, everyone."

As I was deep in thought, I heard Cian's voice leading us from the front.

...Now isn't the time to be thinking.

We've secured our safety and arrived at the town, so I should stop thinking and enter the town first.

It's not right to just stand here lost in thought when we don't even know what's happened to Zieg.

So we all started running quickly toward the town ahead of us.

Across this green meadow, carrying the heavy Holy Sword.

Strangely, I felt like I could do anything right now.

It was the journey of a Hero's party without its Hero, going to find their Hero.

※

The entry process into town ended more quickly than expected.

The Guards at the entrance knew we were members of the Hero's party, so we didn't need to show our Adventurer's Cards and passed through the entrance as quickly as if we had a highway pass.

It felt good to pass through smoothly without going through any troublesome procedures.

Separately, the Guards seemed a bit puzzled that the Hero wasn't with us...

Since it would be awkward to answer, we quickly passed through the entrance before they could ask about Zieg's whereabouts.

...Anyway, now that we've entered the town, what we needed to do was clear.

Find the Church.

We needed to find and investigate the large Church in this Capital.

When I first arrived at the Church, I was too busy watching the nameless man beside me to pay attention to the path we took.

Above all, I wasn't in the right state of mind back then.

So, I don't know the exact location of the Church.

Nevertheless, it didn't take long to find where the Church was.

"...There it is."

Mayel pointed somewhere and muttered to herself.

"You're right."

"There it is!"

Cian and Yuna also showed reactions as if they were certain.

The Church in the Capital was much larger than churches in other villages, making it easy to spot at a glance.

"Let's hurry!"

"Yeah."

Again, I'm not sure if Zieg is inside the Church.

It's possible the Church forgot to announce the Saintess position, and the Church being the villain is just a possibility.

Various possibilities were given to the Capital's Church, and among those possibilities, we're looking for the possibility named Zieg.

...Well, if the Church turns out to be truly clean, there's nothing we can do.

Except cause trouble believing they'll forgive me because I'm the Saintess.

So we continued running toward the Church that seemed to openly declare itself as a place that serves God.

It's a bit funny that there are people betraying God in such a place full of faith.

Anyway, we kept running.

Running to the Church wasn't an easy task.

Carrying the Holy Sword with its tremendous weight was a bit of an obstacle.

Nevertheless, I could keep running because Cian supported me when I was about to fall from the weight, so although not at a fast pace, I could still run.

Looking at it now, it's a bit surprising that my legs healed in just one day.

Is this also an effect of the Holy Sword?

I wonder what made it turn into a Demonic Sword when it even has self-healing abilities.

As I was thinking about that, suddenly the Holy Sword's voice echoed in my head.

'Back then, I wasn't used in battles against Demons. And, making the user stronger is something the other side is better at.'

"Ah, you scared me!"

"What's wrong?! Arwin!"

I was so startled that I couldn't help but shout loudly.

At least give me a warning before entering, I thought I was having a heart attack.

The Holy Sword's words echoing directly in my head without any prior warning was extremely bad for my heart.

"Ah... it's nothing, I was just thinking..."

"..."

Feeling like the situation might get more complicated if left as is, I tried to calm my heart that seemed about to stop and cleared up my actions that might have caused misunderstandings among my companions.

Of course, it was embarrassing, so I lowered my head, avoiding the gazes of my companions.

Still, I couldn't dispel the awkward atmosphere, so to get rid of this embarrassment, I decided to ask the Holy Sword something about Zieg.

I had something I was curious about anyway, and since we're at it, help me get rid of this embarrassment!

With that thought, I spoke to the Holy Sword in my mind.

'...Can you sense anything related to Zieg around here?'

When I asked at the Academy, I understood the answer about the connection being broken because we were asking from a very distant place.

But if we're very close, wouldn't it sense something? That thought suddenly occurred to me, so I'm asking this.

If nothing has happened to Zieg... if he's definitely at a close distance... I thought we might be able to roughly know where he is.

'...I can faintly sense him from there.'

Luckily, my prediction was correct.

So it's true after all.

It seems that the Capital's Church being the villain is half-confirmed.

...My feelings are strange.

I should be happy, but I can't be happy.

It's very ambiguous.

I should definitely be happy that Zieg is there, I should be.

Strangely, I only feel complicated emotions.

...I didn't expect to feel such complicated emotions.

To think that the people who first taught me what my abilities were in this world are the villains.

Even though it's a place that coldly provided no support, I couldn't hide the bitterness.

Well, separately from that, one of the emotions I'm feeling right now is joy.

The fact that I'm finally going to meet Zieg gives me a feeling of joy.

Until now, I've only received help from him.

I've helped him a few times, but compared to how much Zieg has helped me, it's so meager it's almost pathetic.

So, that's it.

The joy that I can help him this time.

The joy of wanting to repay you who likes me.

How do I resolve these bitter yet joyful feelings?

I'm very confused because of these two emotions.

But soon, my complicated feelings were sorted out.

Thinking about it, what they gave me wasn't much.

What's the big deal about teaching me healing?

Zieg, who has saved my life several times, is more precious to me.

The Church intoxicated with Demonic Energy is not my concern.

With such thoughts, we continued running until we suddenly reached the Church.

It was a Church I hadn't seen in a long time.

Although I didn't visit often, it was a place that left a strong impression on me, so it was still clearly imprinted in my memory.

The unpleasant energy that wasn't felt before now reaching all the way here seemed to give me even more certainty following the Holy Sword's testimony.

"...Let's go in."

Then there's no time to delay anymore.

The Holy Sword's testimony is certain, and the Demonic Energy is clearly felt, so all that's left for us is to charge in.

With that thought, as I was about to take the lead and enter the Church, Mayel suddenly grabbed my arm to stop me.

"Wait a moment."

"Huh...?"

Suddenly grabbing my arm and pulling me behind her, she continued speaking.

"Think carefully, if what you said is true, then that Church will be intoxicated with Demonic Energy."

"Y-yes...?"

"Then, can we really defeat them with a frontal assault?"

"U-um...?"

...What is she saying right now?

Can't she see the weapon in my hand?

I broke through that trap we experienced before with this Holy Sword, and I'm sure I can defeat anyone who comes...

"D-don't you know what's in my hand right now? With this, I should be able to sweep them all away...?"

"...Sigh. Yes, you might be right."

"T-then, why...?"

My words are right, so why is she stopping me...?

Isn't it better to just sweep away all these Church people with a frontal assault...?

Mayel refuted as if my thoughts were wrong.

"...What I'm saying is, let's go about this more safely."

"Hmm...?"

"What if you faint after using that sword too much like last time?"

"Ah... that's..."

That refutation was indeed reasonable.

Words containing logic that clearly proved my words wrong.

Because of that, I couldn't refute her words.

Simply put, the logic in Mayel's words was beating me like a punching bag.

"I have a plan to proceed safely. I know you're worried about Zieg, but please wait a little."

"...Okay."

Having been thoroughly beaten by logic, I had no choice but to agree with Mayel's words.

Being hit with logic, my thoughts were gradually being persuaded to align with Mayel's.

...Since her words weren't wrong, it seemed I needed to calm down a bit and follow her words.

"So, what's the plan...?"

Well, anyway.

Let's try to calm down a bit.

What's that plan?

Ch.116 - Sacrifice
*Gulp*

In the quiet silence, the only sound I could hear was coming from within me.

Maybe it was because I was being cautious, but even the sound of swallowing seemed to echo in my ears.

I wondered if those guys could hear this sound too. That thought dominated my mind.

You know how it is.

When you see something scary and try to fall asleep, but you're too frightened to drift off.

That's when the ticking of a clock suddenly becomes so distinct.

I was experiencing something similar right now.

*Thud, thud*

"!!"

"...Shh!"

I nearly screamed when I suddenly heard footsteps beside me.

Fortunately, Mayel noticed I was about to make a sound and covered my mouth just in time.

...So, what exactly are we doing right now?

Our group has secretly infiltrated the church.

Unlike when we snuck into the Magic Academy, we're now in the church without anyone knowing we're here.

At the Academy, we used the Academy Director's authority to openly deceive people, but now we're completely invisible to everyone's eyes.

In other words, we're doomed if we get caught.

Sneaking around with this heavy Holy Sword is no easy task.

I was planning to just charge in because I didn't want to bother with strategy.

That's when Mayel shared her plan.

She suggested using invisibility magic to sneak in.

To be honest, there wasn't much of a plan.

The entire strategy consisted of casting invisibility magic on our party and sneaking into the church.

...Honestly, when I heard that, I couldn't help but feel confused.

I didn't know invisibility magic existed in this world.

Wait, does it actually exist at all?

During my months of travel, I've witnessed numerous types of magic.

Spatial Magic, Physical Enhancement Magic, ice magic, fire magic, and so on. I've seen all kinds of magic with my own eyes.

But is there really magic that can make your body invisible?

Of course, that confusion quickly turned into a feeling of betrayal.

A wave of betrayal washed over me as I watched Mayel cast invisibility magic on herself.

If such a practical magic existed, shouldn't she have used it on us earlier? I couldn't help feeling unjustly wronged.

I don't think we've ever had to sneak into places before, but invisibility magic could have been useful in several situations.

When Mayel explained that it was a spell she had only recently learned and that it had a short duration, I couldn't really argue.

Still, I couldn't help feeling a bit annoyed.

If she had learned it sooner, I might have had fewer hardships...!

But those thoughts are meaningless now.

...Anyway, we were wandering through the church under the invisibility magic.

We were being careful not to make any sound while walking.

Of course, since we couldn't see each other due to the invisibility magic, we were holding hands as we walked.

It might have looked ridiculous to others if they could see us, but they couldn't.

More importantly, the problem I was facing wasn't about looking ridiculous.

The current issue was that I had to carry the weight of the Holy Sword without making any footsteps.

...To be honest, I felt like I was being a burden to the group.

Mayel said the invisibility magic wouldn't last long, so I wondered if it was okay to take this much time.

Honestly, at this rate, I could only see a future where the invisibility magic wears off, we get caught by the church people, and we end up being executed.

We needed to find Zieg quickly and escape this place.

I wasn't sure if we could escape safely, especially since it was almost certain that the Demon King was here...

Still, we had to find him quickly.

We needed to find where Zieg might be as fast as possible.

The problem was that this church looked no different from any normal church that worshipped God, making it difficult to spot anything suspicious.

Still, since we knew for certain that this church was corrupted, we couldn't back down.

Whether or not the Demon King was here, we had to retrieve Zieg to make this worth it.

So with fire in my eyes, I kept looking around for anything suspicious.

"..."

Then something that looked obviously suspicious caught my eye.

A door that seemed to be wrapped in something, as if warning people not to enter.

That suspicious place caught my attention.

You know how it is.

That cliché that always exists in web novels.

If I were the protagonist of a web novel, there would always be something behind such a place!

I started getting a feeling... a feeling that Zieg might be hidden there or that there was something we needed to resolve...

My desire to solve this grew stronger!

As if understanding my thoughts, someone's hand holding mine started turning my arm toward where I was looking.

We couldn't see each other, but our hearts were connected.

It seems I've gained a lot after forming bonds with my companions.

Telepathy that works even when we can't see each other...!

It wasn't actually a real ability that had manifested, but it felt like we had some kind of telepathic connection.

Before coming here, I had anxiously asked if there was any telepathy magic, but we didn't need it!

We didn't need telepathy magic because our hearts were already one.

So we silently and quickly walked toward what appeared to be a hidden door.

And when we completely approached that suspicious door.

We faced a crisis.

As I mentioned earlier, Mayel's invisibility magic was cast on me and my companions.

Even in that state, we couldn't eliminate sound completely, so we were moving as carefully as possible.

In the process, our movement speed was significantly reduced because I was carrying the Holy Sword.

Despite shouldering this risk, we slowly advanced toward this suspicious place and finally arrived.

But a problem arose.

No... a big problem appeared before us.

"..."

The situation was spiraling out of control, but I couldn't make a sound, which made it even more frustrating.

The problem we faced was simple.

...How do we unlock and enter this door?

We found the suspicious door, but we couldn't get in.

We could force it open if necessary.

In fact, we had once broken into the locked Director's Office at the Academy using Cian's incredible strength.

If needed, I could swing the Holy Sword hard and break through...

But we couldn't do that.

The problem wasn't whether we could break through the door.

It was how to break through without making any sound.

The nuns might not hear small noises unless they had superhuman hearing.

But what about the loud noise of forcibly opening a locked door?

Unless they had hearing problems, they would notice something was happening.

Moreover, this was a church corrupted by demonic energy.

The nuns in such a church couldn't possibly be normal.

"..."

"..."

Seriously, what should we do?

Isn't there any magic that can eliminate noise?

I started feeling an immense sense of betrayal toward Mayel, who had loudly proclaimed she had a plan.

If it was going to be like this, we might as well have charged in directly.

It's not much different...

As I was pondering how to resolve this situation without doing anything, suddenly someone spoke to us in an extremely hushed voice.

"Guys... you go in first..."

"...?"

The voice was so quiet that I couldn't tell who it belonged to, but she was telling us to go in first.

How? What means would she use to send us in there? Such questions filled my mind, but they were soon completely erased.

Or rather, they became meaningless thoughts.

As I was thinking about this, I suddenly felt the warm human touch on my right hand disappear.

Whoever had been holding me had let go.

Then I heard the sound of someone running somewhere with light footsteps.

Loud enough to fill the church.

Loud enough to cause hearing problems for the nuns.

She shouted loudly.

"You bastards!!!"

"...!"

Yes.

The person who had whispered to us, the owner of the voice, was Cian.

Since the invisibility hadn't worn off yet, I couldn't see where she was, but judging from the voice coming from the center, she seemed to have run all the way there somehow.

"I know your true nature! Demon King's minions...! Face humanity's hammer!"

She was shouting loudly and smashing everything in sight.

*Crash! Bang! Clang!*

"Crazy..."

For some reason, Cian's sword, which had been invisible until just now, was flying through the air and breaking everything.

To others, it must have looked like a ghost causing havoc.

It's a bit funny.

A ghost appearing in a holy church.

...That's how bizarre she looked.

The way she was causing chaos everywhere and drawing attention felt like watching dynamite about to explode.

That's how powerful Cian's aggro was.

The nuns who witnessed Cian breaking everything in sight and drawing wide-area aggro started screaming too.

"Kyaaah!!"

*Bang! Bang!*

...How should I describe this scene?

There was a single phrase that summarized the current situation.

Ah, yes. That's it.

Total chaos.

Mayel's plan had fallen apart, and our goal of all going in together to retrieve Zieg had collapsed.

I didn't expect Mayel's plan to fall apart like this.

If we were going to enter like this, it's no different from charging in directly!

As the nuns' attention was drawn to Cian's wide-area aggro.

"Now's our chance, let's go in quickly...!"

Mayel urged us to go in quickly, as if we shouldn't just watch her sacrifice.

"Y-Yeah...!"

Having no other option, I had to quietly agree with her opinion.

Still, was it lingering attachment?

A wistful feeling reached deep into my heart.

Cian, who had maintained the most normal position in our party, was now going berserk like this.

Life really shows you all kinds of strange sights.

...Well, anyway.

Cian...! I won't forget your sacrifice...!

I muttered words that wouldn't reach her only in my heart.

Did she read my mind?

Cian looked at me with intense eyes.

It was as if she was telling me not to worry about her and to go solve the problem quickly.

Unable to contain the emotions welling up inside me, I wiped away a tear with my finger and turned my head.

Let's not let Cian's sacrifice be in vain.

And so, our group, minus Cian, entered the suspicious space within the church.

Ch.117 - Coward
"...so you made it in."

Those were the first words Mayel uttered after somehow breaking through the door with magic and getting inside.

"Yeah..."

Yuna, who was beside her, chimed in agreement.

They must be feeling quite unsettled to speak like that.

...Well, I couldn't blame them for reacting this way.

I was also conflicted about whether to feel sad or happy, my heart just as troubled as theirs.

It was fortunate that we made it in safely, but Cian had sacrificed herself during our entry...

Perhaps "sacrifice" is too strong a word, but she had risked her life to draw aggro on a wide scale.

She truly was an honorable Knight for sacrificing herself for us.

...Whatever the case, today was the day that proved the honor of Cian, our party's pride and Knight, was still very much alive.

I made a mental note to reward her with something tangible if everything worked out well.

So we entered through the suspicious-looking door and continued down the path that stretched before us.

It was an underground staircase that seemed out of place in a church that should maintain a sacred image.

I had no idea why there would be such a staircase inside a church.

It wasn't openly visible, but rather thoroughly concealed, which confirmed that there was definitely something here they wanted to hide.

...This was a somewhat dangerous situation.

Our party was already down two members.

What worried me most was that we'd lost all our frontline fighters, significantly reducing our combat strength.

Well, I had a feeling that if push came to shove, I could somehow manage with the Holy Sword.

Of course, that was just a guess, not a certainty...

"Let's hurry!"

With those thoughts in mind, I shouted loudly to my lagging companions.

I raised my voice to give them a bit of encouragement.

We hadn't been able to rescue Zieg yet, and dwelling too much on negative thoughts wouldn't help us succeed.

It was a bit concerning that when Cian was drawing aggro, she had shouted something about the Demon King...

...Well, what could we do? I could only pray nothing bad would happen.

Judging by the commotion still audible from above, it seemed she hadn't been caught yet.

Let's put Cian aside for now and focus on finding out what's down here.

Our goal was to quickly find Zieg and then get out of here as fast as possible.

Since our infiltration had failed, this was our only option...

So we continued down the suspicious underground staircase.

We were certain that Zieg must be hidden somewhere down here.

As we descended further down these seemingly endless stairs, the ominous energy grew stronger, turning our suspicions into near certainty.

It didn't take long to reach the end of the staircase.

"..."

As we kept going down, the end of the staircase came into view, and when we reached it, something appeared before us.

An object blocking our path.

A second gloomy underground door that seemed familiar.

The dreary appearance of the door reminded me of past memories.

...This is unsettling.

Nothing good has ever happened when I've felt this way.

Even back then, I didn't have pleasant memories, and I doubt I'll have any this time either.

Though it's strange to expect something good when we're here to resolve a problem.

Anyway, to proceed, we needed to open this door.

Well, this door would obviously be locked.

There seemed no point in trying to open it normally.

"Mayel."

"Yes."

I only called her name, but she responded as if she already knew what I wanted.

She immediately began casting a spell.

"Ice Spear!"

As soon as she finished chanting, a large, sharp ice spear materialized in mid-air and crashed into the door.

...Honestly, at this point, we weren't really infiltrating anymore—this was practically a frontal assault.

That figures.

Tactics don't really suit us.

Charging in mindlessly is our way... yeah.

So we forced our way through the door and slowly began to enter.

Of course, we remained vigilant even as we passed through the broken door.

In fact, we needed to be even more alert as we moved forward.

We couldn't let our guard down, not knowing what might lie ahead.

As we entered while maintaining our vigilance, my face naturally contorted.

I couldn't help but gag, forgetting to look around.

Perhaps I reacted this way unconsciously because of the distinctive iron smell of blood that I hadn't encountered for a while.

The stench that dominated this place made me want to cover my nose immediately.

It felt like something was about to come up from my stomach...

Fighting back the urge to vomit, I raised my head to figure out where we were.

"Ah..."

Looking at the scene before me, I felt as if I'd been struck on the back of my head.

No... maybe I just realized something was terribly wrong.

"Eek..."

My companions seemed to share my feelings, unable to hide their shock.

...It couldn't be helped.

Anyone would freeze up upon seeing an underground prison permeated with the smell of blood.

"...Again."

I felt a sense of déjà vu.

I never thought I'd see such a sight again.

It didn't take long for my body to start trembling once more.

※

I had nothing but bad memories associated with underground prisons.

The memory of being knocked unconscious while solving a case with Zieg, and the memory of being captured and imprisoned by a village Lord.

Underground prisons had caused me pain and had become a mild trauma in my mind.

...Though it would be strange to expect good memories from a place like this.

So, what I wanted to say was:

"Yu... Yuna... p-please lead the way..."

"..."

I had been leading until now, but I didn't want to lead anymore.

It wasn't about having the Holy Sword or not.

It wasn't about how strong I was now.

I was just scared of underground prisons.

The overwhelming smell of blood here clearly indicated something serious had happened.

So I couldn't move carelessly.

One wrong move could ruin everything, and this time there was no Hero to save me.

Of course, I could use the Holy Sword to purify everything and devastate this place, but honestly, that seemed excessive.

I wasn't the Hero Zieg—how could I do something like that?

These negative thoughts piled up to create even more negative thoughts, but I couldn't help being afraid.

If I kept my head up and my eyes open, I would see the countless iron bars in front of me, which only intensified my fear.

...What if there are corpses or skeletons inside those cells?

My already trembling body seemed to shake even more.

Now there was truly no other option.

Cian, our only close-combat fighter, was gone, and Yuna was the only one who could lead.

To be honest, though she was weaker than Cian, Yuna had stronger arms than me or Mayel.

That's why I asked her to take the lead.

With her usually bright energy and sharp-eyed image, she would surely purify this frightening atmosphere with her cheerful demeanor.

That's what I thought when I asked her, but...

...As always, hope was meant to be crushed.

"G-guys, I'm... I'm scared too..."

"...What?"

Yuna suddenly declared she was afraid.

It was a truly serious statement, crushing my only hope.

What did she mean she was scared of an underground prison!

How could an archer who shot people's heads from a distance be afraid of something like this?

Still, I couldn't back down, so I shouted loudly to try to instill some courage in her.

"D-don't be a coward! You can do it, this isn't scary at all!"

She countered my loud voice with an even louder one.

"The atmosphere is already gloomy, and you're asking me to lead? That's absurd!"

"Where's the archer's courage...! You're a disgrace to bow-wielders!"

"Archers are rear support positions!"

As Yuna and I continued to bicker about who should take the lead, a sigh came from right beside us.

"Haah..."

Startled by the sigh, I quickly turned my head to see Mayel looking at Yuna and me with cold eyes.

She had sighed in exasperation at our bickering.

Seeing Mayel's expression, Yuna and I fell silent.

Her blatant attitude made us feel embarrassed, as it clearly showed how pathetic we must have looked.

But Mayel's attack didn't end with her cold stare.

"Do you two have time for this? And keep it down."

""...""

Everything she said was right.

We didn't have time for this, and we had been making enough noise to advertise our presence to enemies.

Unable to refute Mayel's rebuke, we quietly followed behind her.

And so began the short journey of one brave mage and two cowards.

Ch.118 - Trap
"It's quiet."

Mayel mutters to herself as if sensing something off.

I decided that she, being the most composed, would clearly become the temporary leader to guide our directionless group.

But it couldn't be helped. The atmosphere itself was so frightening that it was difficult to even open one's mouth.

This place was the Underground Prison maintaining its brutal atmosphere.

It wasn't that my companions and I created this atmosphere—it was a place where such a brutal mood naturally formed.

The keyword "eerie Underground Prison" wasn't something where you could change the mood with jokes or anything like that.

So it couldn't be helped.

Me desperately clinging to Mayel's body as we walked, and trembling slightly in fear.

All of it was unavoidable, following the laws of nature or whatever...

Of course, I'm not trying to make excuses for being scared.

Rather than excuses, I wanted to properly defend why I ended up like this.

In such a brutal atmosphere where only silence persisted amid cold currents, anyone would behave this way.

Supporting that opinion, even Yuna was desperately clinging to Mayel right now.

Therefore, my attitude wasn't particularly problematic.

Even Mayel, who had been looking at us alternately as if we were pathetic, now walked with a face that seemed to have given up thinking.

...I guess she felt it would be a waste of time to try separating us here.

""...""

Unable to say anything in response to Mayel's actions, we could only maintain our silence obediently.

No matter how much you try to rationalize that you're not scared, emotions aren't something you can control yourself.

"Ugh..."

I feel deeply ashamed... How did I end up in this situation...

Thinking about how I was clinging to Mayel, who had a petite frame similar to mine though not as small, filled me with self-loathing.

Especially receiving that contemptuous gaze directly was more painful than I'd imagined.

I started missing Zieg again. If it were Zieg, he would have supported me without saying anything at times like this.

...Mayel was too cold-hearted.

Well, regardless, we had to move forward despite our fear, so we continued walking deeper into the Underground Prison.

The deeper we went, the stronger the smell of demonic energy became, amplifying my anxiety.

I felt something strange. Like my anxiety sensor was blinking.

Of course, I wasn't saying the interior was definitely strange.

It was just my speculation based on the situation.

You know how it is in comics or novels.

That situation where you obviously fall into a trap. A cliché, if you will.

I couldn't help thinking this way because, when you really think about it, it's extremely suspicious.

A blatantly suspicious door in the church that they didn't seem to be trying to hide.

We naturally thought there must be something there, so we entered and continued forward believing in that thought.

But what if our enemies had anticipated we would act this way?

Well, it's just speculation, but I couldn't stop these negative thoughts due to the anxiety that kept leaking out.

If it really was a trap, we might need to escape from here right now.

All I could do was pray that this path was the right one.

As I walked, hoping that going this way was the right choice and that Cian's sacrifice wasn't in vain, I saw a wall.

...Reality didn't seem to fulfill my wishes.

"...Ah."

A sigh naturally escaped me because it was so absurd.

I'm not sure if "absurd" is the right expression, but it was the only way to express this awkwardness I felt deep inside.

A wall suddenly appearing on the suspicious path.

What does it mean when the path we've been following is blocked by a wall?

...Being blocked means there's no way forward.

In other words, we've completely fallen into a trap.

Distracted by the smell of blood and demonic energy, I hadn't considered such a simple possibility.

"We've been had."

As if agreeing with my thoughts, Mayel mutters as though it was her oversight.

I couldn't help but agree because in front of the blocking wall was an object meant to deceive us.

This was why I said the demonic energy was getting thicker as we went.

An enormous amount of demonic energy could be felt from the unidentified jar.

Only then could I realize.

That because there was so much demonic energy in the jar ahead, I hadn't paid attention to what was behind us.

As my thoughts ended, I could feel the demonic energy behind us unnaturally well.

It seemed we had been thoroughly played by those behind us.

When I forcibly turned my stiff neck, I saw a face that was both unfamiliar and somewhat familiar.

No, maybe "somewhat familiar" isn't quite right.

"..."

Unlike before, his emotionless eyes with a serious expression were definitely fixed on me.

The person who had treated me kindly with a smiling impression no longer existed.

Even back then, he only told me the information I needed before leaving, but now he showed not even that small kindness.

That person I saw shortly after falling into this world.

His name was on the tip of my tongue, but his position was clearer than anyone else's.

The Pope was standing before my eyes.

※

"..."

I didn't give much of a reaction to the Pope who had come targeting us from behind.

Rather than not giving a reaction, I couldn't give one, but that's the same thing.

Though I didn't show my anxiety, I gripped the Holy Sword tighter out of tension.

...My hand holding the Holy Sword started trembling slightly, perhaps because I was gripping it too tightly.

Whether it was fear of the beings in front of us or anxiety about possibly having to fight soon, one thing was certain—the current situation wasn't good at all.

If only the Pope had come alone, we might have had a chance to win with our numerical advantage of three, but looking behind him, there were more people staring at us with the same emotionless eyes.

Not many, just three or four, but still multiple people nonetheless.

Plus, with our backs against the wall, we couldn't choose to escape.

Outnumbered and at a geographical disadvantage.

That's why we had no choice but to carefully observe the actions of those facing us.

Because we didn't know when they might attack. Because we didn't know when they might do something strange.

The Pope's group, as if they couldn't care less about our concerns, just stared at us with ominous gazes without saying anything.

I was starting to get a sense of what I needed to do.

What I could do in such a disadvantageous situation. It was already decided, wasn't it?

What I had in my hand was the Holy Sword.

A weapon that, though I couldn't handle perfectly, could at least fire a few shots with divine power.

If I had to say, this sword was our strongest asset right now.

Recognizing this fact once more, I prepared to swing the sword.

If they won't come first, it's standard procedure for us to go first.

Isn't there a saying that the first strike leads to victory? Now I had the opportunity to prove whether that saying was true or false.

"Mayel! Yuna!"

Both of them, who had been on guard in front, turned their heads at my call and stepped back slightly when they saw the Holy Sword in my hand.

In that moment, I swung this unbearably heavy sword with all my might.

"Hyaaaap!!"

White energy flew along the trajectory of my swing.

That energy quickly engulfed the Pope and several others in front of us.

Without much resistance, they collapsed to the ground after being hit by the white energy.

Our infiltration had failed, making Cian's sacrifice seem in vain.

Now, a frontal breakthrough was truly our only option.

"Let's go!"

Since I didn't know when they might get up, I quickly urged my companions to move.

Now, while they were down, was our chance to escape from this place.

We didn't know what strange things they might do when they got up, so we needed to leave before seeing that.

So my companions and I kept running along the path we had come to get out of here.

"Uwah...!"

As I ran while enduring the weight of the Holy Sword, I eventually twisted my foot and almost hit my head on the ground, but Yuna caught me just in time.

I already had poor physical abilities, and carrying the Holy Sword made me feel even more like a burden.

Anyway, thinking this wouldn't work, Yuna lifted me up and ran forward.

I realized once again that Yuna was quite strong.

After running for what felt like an eternity, we finally began to see the end of this seemingly endless path.

More precisely, the exit we had entered through and the stairs leading up.

"Aish, why is everything so long!"

Mayel cursed, apparently frustrated with how long both the return path and the stairs were.

Fortunately for me, being safely carried by Yuna, I didn't feel any strain at all.

If I had been standing and going by my own strength, I would probably be complaining like her too.

So we began climbing the stairs faster than anyone.

Since it pricked my conscience to do nothing while being carried by Yuna, I was carefully monitoring for any approaching threats.

Just then, I sensed an ominous energy that had been targeting us for a while.

As soon as I felt that energy approaching us at an incredibly fast speed, I shouted to Yuna.

"Wait, put me down! Quickly!"

"Huh...? Okay, got it!"

Quickly getting down from Yuna's arms, I once again put strength into the Holy Sword I had been barely holding and swung it hard.

"Ugh...!"

Simultaneously, pain rose from my arm. It wasn't enough to kill me, but it hurt.

It seems I strained my arm a bit from swinging the heavy Holy Sword so urgently.

Feeling that I needed some rest before launching another sword aura, I quietly watched the white energy fly.

The white energy flew toward the black energy that was rising rapidly from below.

When black and white collided, they created an enormous noise.

"Let's hurry!"

Having confirmed that I had successfully blocked it, now we just needed to run forward.

The exit was ahead, so just buying a little time would be enough.

Seeing the light, the door that Mayel had opened with magic when we came must be right ahead.

It was our escape from this eerie Underground Prison.

Ch.119 - Opportunity
"Catch that person quickly!"

A nun points at me while I'm causing a commotion and shouts.

"..."

At the nun's words, other people start coming to catch me with fire in their eyes.

Some swing their fists at me as if they have no intention of going easy, and others even approach with knives, not caring who sees.

It's somewhat ironic that all these people causing trouble are church folk, but it's not incomprehensible.

According to Arwin, this place would be the hideout where the Demon King is concealed.

Anyway, my current situation requires me to keep causing a disturbance to prevent anyone from knowing where my companions went.

It feels like about 30 minutes have passed, but they still haven't come out from behind that door.

...Looking at my condition, I'm approaching my limit.

At first, I was nimble enough to avoid the people trying to catch me, but I'm starting to get tired from running around for so long.

"Huff..."

As a Knight who diligently trains my physical strength, this was somewhat embarrassing.

I was prepared for this when I decided to cause a commotion, but actually dodging around for 30 minutes is incredibly taxing.

I'm starting to regret volunteering for this task.

In any case, the church people are gradually closing in around me, noticing my fatigue.

Seeing that I'm getting tired, they're subtly trying to surround me by forming a formation.

I wanted to swing my sword to subdue them, but subduing them was much harder than I thought.

...I'm really reaching my limit now.

Constantly deflecting attacks and quickly avoiding attempts to capture me has made me even more exhausted.

At this rate, I'll truly be caught by them.

Anxiety begins to crawl up from within me.

Ominous thoughts arise about what will happen to me after I'm caught.

If these guys were normal church people, it wouldn't be a problem, but it's already clear they're not normal church people.

I couldn't imagine what would happen if I were caught, but I could roughly guess it would involve something severe related to demonic energy.

I might rather die than face that. Better to be killed by enemies.

Still, if such a situation comes to me, perhaps...

Taking my own life might not be a bad option.

Just as these negative thoughts were creeping in, a sudden noise interrupts.

- BANG!

"...Huh?"

Everyone turns their heads toward the source of the sudden noise in confusion.

Looking in that direction, which was the door my companions had entered, I couldn't help but be shocked.

Mayel, Yuna, and Arwin were coming out of the opened door in that order, with extremely exhausted expressions.

"..."

Since it happened so suddenly, I stood dumbfounded like the church people for a while.

Fortunately, it seemed we had overcome one crisis.

※

"That was a close call..."

Having escaped from the ominous place called the Underground Prison, we collapsed on the floor with the feeling of having overcome a major hurdle.

I feel like I've forgotten a lot, but right now I'm just glad we made it out of that dreadful place alive.

While gradually savoring the joy of victory, I realized something had gone wrong.

...What is this feeling of being watched from all around?

I took a deep breath to compose myself and raised my head to look around.

Being watched by someone requires a lot of preparation in many ways. Above all—

"...Gasp."

As soon as I raised my head, I was shocked beyond words.

No, I was frozen with momentary terror at the extremely awkward situation I found myself in.

It had been a while since I felt the gaze of so many people.

People staring at me with clearly hostile gazes.

Eyes that seemed to say, "Why are they coming out from there?"

Among those gazes, there was only one friendly one.

Cian was looking at us with a tired expression, caught in the middle of their encirclement.

Fortunately, Cian, who had been causing a commotion here and there, had not been captured by the church people.

...This means what we need to do is already decided.

I naturally lowered my head again, grabbed Yuna and Mayel's arms, and whispered softly.

The content was roughly about quickly extracting Cian and going deeper into the church.

If the Pope had come to the underground while being consumed by demonic energy, we could eliminate the possibility that there was nothing else here.

The Demon King is definitely here.

Based on that evidence, we had to go deeper inside.

We had come in so deep that retreat was no longer an option.

In this case, a frontal breakthrough is truly better.

After finishing my thoughts, I tapped Mayel's arm to signal her to use magic.

Receiving my signal, she began chanting and launched a Fireball spell at the church people.

People were startled by the sudden Fireball and quickly began to back away.

It was a somewhat threatening method, but unavoidable to resolve the situation smoothly.

If anyone gets seriously injured, my future self will definitely heal them later, so it should be fine!

As the church people retreated, I could see their encirclement formation breaking down.

This was the moment I was waiting for.

Yuna picked me up and started running in the direction I indicated.

Mayel was following us from behind.

Cian, who seemed to have figured out where we were going, carefully ran toward us from the broken encirclement.

The church people, belatedly understanding the situation, began to follow Cian in a line.

"Where are we going?!"

Cian, who had caught up to us, asks me.

"We need to go deeper inside!"

I could only give a direct answer to Cian's question.

To be honest, I don't have much of a plan either.

Going forward without relying on demonic energy detection, just picking directions as we see them.

That's what we're doing right now.

There were several reasons, but the main one was simple.

Like what we just experienced in the underground prison, where they planted demonic energy into objects to create decoys.

Demonic energy detection is my main ability and what allows me to pull my weight in this party.

But precisely because it was such an ability, I relied on it too much and had blind faith in it.

I would probably be deceived by such traps set by the Demon King who had figured out this weakness.

Therefore, I thought we shouldn't use demonic energy detection to find our way anymore.

So the method I chose was to pick directions randomly.

It's essentially no different from gambling, but...

Since I've decided to take the direct approach, I want to see it through to the end.

So we started going deeper inside, to the point where it would be difficult to get back out.

The church people who had been following us were somehow left behind, and we remained vigilant for any monsters that might appear.

As we continued deeper, we could confirm once more that our assumptions were correct.

As we went further in, we could see the church's interior design becoming increasingly strange—the sacred feeling of the church gradually changing into the ominous design of a Demon King's Castle.

It was like watching the church being devoured by the Demon King's Castle in real-time.

...This church was never a church to begin with.

It was a place where they could openly worship the Demon King who had consumed it.

As the internal structure became completely filled with ominous energy structures, we discovered a large door that looked unpleasant just by looking at it.

An enormous door that obviously looked ominous.

Our path was blocked by this massive door.

If we opened this door, the Demon King would be there.

I unconsciously made that judgment.

It's just my guess, but it seems...

The final battle was approaching.

Ch.120 - Demonic Energy Corruption
"...Wow, it's really big."

Yuna, who was watching the enormous door, exclaimed in amazement.

Following her lead, I also stared blankly at the massive door with a stiff expression.

...It was quite an impressive door, at least in appearance.

A huge door with a magnificent design in many ways.

It had the kind of appearance that made you feel like you were about to face a final boss.

Like something straight out of a fantasy, the kind of door that appears right before the final boss.

...That aside, this was a moment when I should be tense.

Beyond being amazed by the door or not, my mind was in a state of confusion. I felt very dizzy.

Places with Demonic Energy had always been like this, but as we traveled, I could feel stronger Demonic Energy than before.

The Demonic Energy was so dense it was on a completely different level from anything I'd felt until now.

I was tired of saying this repeatedly, but this time it was so bad that I could confidently say there couldn't be any denser Demonic Energy than this.

This fact alone was enough to confirm that the Demon King was waiting ahead. It exuded an impressive presence in many ways.

The already unpleasant Demonic Energy had become so thick that it caused an indescribable disgust, enough to make me want to retch.

Feeling such discomfort, I couldn't help but scrunch up my face.

Wondering if holding the Holy Sword close to my face might help even a little, I brought it near.

"Haaah..."

...Of course, it had no effect at all.

Apparently, just because it was a Holy Sword didn't mean it could purify Demonic Energy and make the air clean.

It seemed I had no choice but to move forward while purifying the air as I went.

If the Holy Sword had an automatic purification function, I could have walked proudly.

It was truly regrettable.

As I struggled with the Demonic Energy for a while, I heard Cian's voice from beside me.

"Should we open this?"

She asked while lightly tapping the door with her sword.

Seeing Cian like that, I quietly nodded.

I think everyone in our party had probably figured it out by now.

That we needed to open that door with full preparation.

To be honest, I wasn't even considering the possibility of defeating the Demon King.

Though I felt sorry for my companions, it was clear that with our current strength, we wouldn't stand a chance.

So I had only one goal.

To quickly find Zieg and return this Holy Sword to him.

Of course, this only applied if Zieg was still alive, but fortunately, according to Pantheon, he could still be sensed.

I needed to restore everything with this one chance.

A heavy burden and weighty responsibility enveloped my body.

With these thoughts, I spoke to my companions.

"Let's... go now."

Without saying much, my companions would understand what I meant.

My intention to open that huge door and prepare for battle if everyone was ready.

My conviction that it would certainly be a difficult fight.

Upon hearing my words, everyone's eyes turned to me.

Looking at each of their gazes, I felt my heart swell once again.

All three of them were looking at me with eyes that revealed firm determination.

As expected, all three were prepared.

Realizing once again that I wasn't alone, I smiled awkwardly and said to them.

"Let's go rescue Zieg!"

A feeling swept over me that I could do anything right now.

Surely, Zieg must be alive and waiting for us.

With such hopeful thoughts, we moved forward.

※

"...Maybe if we pull from both sides?"

"You think so?"

About 10 minutes after making that firm resolution.

"When I count to three, we pull together, got it?"

"Got it."

Quite embarrassingly, we were still wandering in front of the door.

If anyone saw Cian and Yuna struggling like this, it would be utterly humiliating.

It was so pathetic that Mayel was watching them with cold eyes.

"One, two, three! Hnnnng..."

"Heeyah!!"

Despite their embarrassing efforts, the door showed no signs of opening.

That's right.

We had set out with the determination to save Zieg, bravely heading toward the door, only to be blocked by what had seemed like such a simple door.

...This is driving me crazy.

We were already in a hurry, and here we were, struggling with a mere door.

But I couldn't blame Cian and Yuna.

They were trying their best in their own way. I had no right to criticize when I wasn't doing anything myself.

Of course, it wasn't like I hadn't tried anything.

Just in case, I had swung the Holy Sword, tried purification, and attempted various things, but when nothing worked, I chose to watch from beside Mayel.

In any case, we had tried every method to open this door, but nothing worked.

My head, which had been clear until just now, started filling with thoughts again.

How on earth were we supposed to get through this door?

I felt once again the powerlessness of this party without Zieg.

If it wouldn't open, there must be a reason.

Maybe we needed to solve a puzzle like in a dungeon?

The more I thought about it, the more my thoughts seemed to branch in strange directions.

Seeing no sign of finding an answer no matter how much I thought, I decided to seek help from a third party.

Looking at Cian and Yuna, who were still struggling, I spoke to Pantheon.

"Do you know how to open this door?"

Having lived for so long, he might know about some mechanism related to this door.

*I don't know.*

I was wrong. He simply didn't know.

Receiving a completely unhelpful response in the current situation, I sat down feeling helpless.

...We couldn't just sit here forever, but what should we do?

Purification didn't work, and forcing it open with strength didn't work either. How on earth were we supposed to open this door?

Just as my head was becoming complicated with such thoughts, Pantheon suddenly spoke to me.

*...I'm sorry to say this in the current situation, but the connection with that guy has been cut off.*

"What?"

I wondered if I had misheard what he just said.

Pantheon gave me a definitive answer to my reaction.

*That guy's response has disappeared.*

"...!"

Pantheon, who had been telling me about Zieg's life or death until just now, had said such a thing.

"That can't be..."

As I was about to say it couldn't be possible.

- Creeeeak

At the same time, the door began to open.

"Oh, it opened."

"Yeah."

Cian and Yuna's expressions showed joy that it had finally opened.

In my current state, such expressions didn't register.

The door opening right after losing the ability to sense Zieg's life or death.

A truly ominous feeling began to envelop my entire body.

Forgetting that I should enter with my companions, I ran straight through the door.

"Arwin?! Let's go together!"

*Calm down.*

I couldn't hear anyone's words.

Even the Demonic Energy making my head dizzy didn't bother me now.

Only, right now.

I just wanted to confirm whether Zieg was ahead or not.

Surely, if I pushed through, I would see Zieg fighting the Demon King.

Surely that would be the case. No, it had to be. The Zieg I knew would definitely be there.

With such firm belief, I ran mindlessly and found myself inside.

I quickly scanned my surroundings.

I needed to find Zieg. I had to find Zieg.

As I kept looking for his reliable figure, I heard footsteps from the side.

Steady footsteps.

Footsteps that seemed to be heading directly toward me.

Startled, I immediately turned my head in that direction to see who the footsteps belonged to.

"...!"

When I turned, I saw a face that was so familiar to me... no, a face I had longed to see.

A face, a figure I hadn't seen for a long time.

His body had become a mess while I hadn't seen him, and he looked so precarious that he might collapse if touched.

Nevertheless, it was a familiar and longed-for appearance.

"Zieg!"

The owner of the footsteps was the Hero, Ziegfried.

I immediately turned toward where Zieg was and ran quickly.

I could hear my companions who were following me saying something, but that wasn't important right now.

"Where have you been...! What on earth happened!"

Due to the longing from not seeing him for so long, I poured out words I hadn't been able to say like a storm.

"..."

Zieg silently watched me.

It was a bit vexing that he didn't say anything when I saw him after so long, but upon seeing him, I realized I had forgotten one important fact.

"Th-this isn't what's important, I need to heal you first..."

His body was a mess, I should heal him first before doing anything else.

As I quietly muttered such words and was about to cast healing on him.

A shout echoed in my head.

*Dodge!*

"Huh?"

Reacting too late, I felt something hot beginning to spread in my chest.

Feeling such a strange sensation, I checked Zieg's appearance again.

Zieg was standing expressionlessly as if nothing had happened, holding something and raising his hand toward me.

Following his hand, I looked down at my chest.

In my body, in my chest, a sword was embedded.

"Zi... eg...?"

Before I could resolve my confusion, my consciousness began to blur.

My body felt heavy, as if carrying more than three people.

Unable to bear the weight, I quickly collapsed to the ground.

"..."

If there was one thing I saw clearly in my blurring consciousness.

Perhaps I saw in Zieg the common trait of those consumed by Demonic Energy.

Emotionless eyes and a cold expression.

With that thought, I lost consciousness.

Ch.121 - Return
"What are you doing right now!"

That's how angry she was. Yuna shouted with all her might, her voice nearly tearing her throat.

Her sharp voice reached Zieg, who was in some kind of strange state.

In front of him lay Arwin, defeated by Zieg, collapsed in a pool of her own blood.

...It was only natural for Yuna to shout like that.

Even I couldn't understand the situation and could only stand there blankly, unable to do anything.

Cian was just standing still, her trembling hands barely resting on her scabbard.

Naturally, with an expression of shock on her face.

As if not giving us time to think, Zieg maintained his expressionless face and slowly turned his body around.

When my eyes met his chilling gaze, I felt an inexplicable fear.

As I stood there, trembling with fear and barely managing to keep my aim, suddenly a hearty laugh rang out from in front of us.

"Ha... Haha!!"

Should I call it hearty? Or perhaps jovial?

"Insane" might be a more appropriate description. Anyone laughing like that in this situation couldn't possibly be in their right mind.

Having clearly heard the laughter tinged with madness, I turned my head toward the source with a movement that almost creaked.

I wasn't the only one.

The others must have also turned to look in that direction.

And there was one thing we all clearly realized.

Not just me, but everyone here unmistakably noticed:

When we completely turned our bodies and directed our gazes toward the source, we saw him.

Two large horns attached to his head.

Silver hair that stood out in a different way than Arwin's.

Sitting in a chair with his legs crossed, looking down at us with an arrogant pose.

All these elements combined to create a uniquely arrogant yet heavy atmosphere that permeated the place.

An unconscious sense of fear.

The inexplicable certainty that the guy sitting there could kill us all if he wanted to.

"..."

The Demon King was there.

※

It burns. My right chest was burning intensely.

Along with that, I felt something like a powerful stabbing sensation.

Floating in a completely white space, I was experiencing this pain.

Of course, the pain gradually disappeared as time passed.

I didn't know why I was feeling this pain.

I was curious about it, and as time went by, memories naturally surfaced, and I came to understand.

Why this place hurt so much.

What had happened to me.

Precisely.

"..."

Amidst these complicated thoughts, one thing was certain. I wasn't sure if I was dead or alive, but there was one fact I knew for certain.

...That Zieg had stabbed me.

Even in my still hazy consciousness, I remembered that clearly.

It wasn't that shocking of an event.

I could just assume he was being controlled by the Demon King or corrupted by demonic energy or something like that.

I had no intention of misunderstanding Zieg.

I was certain—no, convinced—that he must have been subjected to something by the Demon King.

That's what I would believe.

So, stop it.

Stop it.

Please, stop trembling.

"Hic..."

I needed to stay calm and find a way to get through this situation.

But I was so shocked that I still couldn't stop my body from trembling.

The pain in my chest still felt so vivid.

The malicious gaze and cold eyes directed at me.

The unfamiliar pain was definitely eating away at me.

...It's different. It must be different.

It must be different from those gazes I felt before.

I couldn't calm my trembling body.

Even though I knew Zieg wasn't the kind of person to think that way, negative thoughts kept surfacing.

Like maybe he had always thought of me that way.

I clearly thought how pathetic I was for having such thoughts, but I couldn't erase them from my mind.

The trembling of my body, the pain, the negative thoughts about Zieg.

Various factors were making my head spin.

Destroying, breaking, and confusing everything in a mess.

The conclusion that emerged from this process was a strange emotion, surprisingly.

A bitter feeling of emptiness and deflation.

No matter how much I thought about it, I was still here and couldn't change anything—that sense of helplessness.

I had rushed in without thinking, determined to save Zieg, and this was the result.

I released the tension I was using to try to suppress my trembling body.

An action that would put no burden on my body.

An action that matched well with my current self, unable to do anything.

"..."

Is this the end?

Leaving only feelings of apology to my companions who trusted and followed me. Without saying anything to Zieg.

'It's not over yet.'

"Gasp! You scared me!"

Due to the sudden baritone voice echoing in my head, my relaxed body quickly jumped upward.

'Pull yourself together, there's still a chance. The vital spot wasn't hit.'

That stiff way of speaking and that voice that seemed to draw a line—it was now familiar enough to be called familiar.

The demonic sword... no, the holy sword.

"..."

The holy sword slowly revealing itself from below, rising like an erupting volcano.

I didn't expect it to follow me even to a place like this.

Was it because someone I never imagined suddenly appeared? My emotions were filled with surprise.

In other words, emotions other than surprise were temporarily excluded.

Somehow, the negative thoughts had disappeared from my mind.

Many thoughts crossed my mind in that short yet not-so-short time.

The holy sword's single phrase: Pull yourself together.

A simple, really insignificant phrase that seemed to awaken something in me, who was just having negative thoughts without doing anything.

I raised both hands and slapped my cheeks hard.

- Slap!

"Ouch!"

Perhaps because I hit too hard, I involuntarily let out a groan of pain.

Of course, even while thinking I had hit unnecessarily hard, I didn't stop my actions.

I slowly raised my powerlessly lying body and began stretching at a pace that was neither slow nor fast.

Because I thought it wasn't like me to have only negative thoughts.

So while stretching, I reconsidered the thoughts I couldn't process due to the shock.

Of course, I couldn't stop other thoughts from arising even while organizing my thoughts.

Zieg stabbing me, the shocked expressions of my companions, the madman presumed to be the Demon King laughing as if he was enjoying himself.

Amidst all these thoughts, I tried to figure out what I should do.

Starting with why I came back here.

Thinking about it again, it was simple.

The assumption that if I had died, I wouldn't have arrived in a place like this.

As I traced back my memories, I felt this assumption becoming not just wishful thinking but increasingly well-founded.

Zieg, who had a cold expression but was somehow trembling.

The holy sword's words that the vital spot wasn't hit.

Just my wishful assumptions, but assumptions that might be true.

Based on these grounds, one conclusion could be drawn.

"There's still a chance..."

Though not certain, there was a better option than just staying still and doing nothing.

A high-risk method where no one knows what the outcome of failure might be.

Knowing this, I dared to think:

If I had fainted in that world and came here.

If I fainted in this world, what would happen to me?

'Hooo...'

Among many concerns, my core assumption elicited an exclamation from the holy sword.

Apparently, my assumption seemed interesting.

Honestly, even I thought it was a genius idea.

How could I come up with such a thought? Am I actually a genius?

While having such silly thoughts, I prepared myself mentally.

"Phew..."

Though it's a white space with nothing in it, the atmosphere felt a bit stiff to me, perhaps because I was setting the mood.

And then came my voice, not joking but serious.

"...How do I faint?"

'...'

Just as I was trying to maintain the atmosphere favorably, realistic thoughts crashed like waves, blocking my path.

Belatedly, the holy sword's voice echoed in my head.

'Pathetic one.'

"..."

I couldn't refute those words.

...It's unfair. I've been bullied in my life, but I've never self-harmed. How could I know how to make myself faint?

Deciding there was no answer, I decided to seek help from the holy sword.

If it called me pathetic, it must have some solution.

"Then, could you somehow... Guhk?!"

Of course, those words were never finished.

Suddenly, something spread through my mind like an electric shock.

I didn't ask for it to be so sudden...

With that thought, I lost consciousness.

※

"Kuhek...!"

Feeling something crackling in my head, I regained consciousness.

I tried hard to open my eyes properly.

After a brief struggle with my body, I looked around with my eyes wide open.

Looking around, what I saw were my companions confronting Zieg.

I'm back.

My assumption was right.

Feeling so happy, I tried to get up and run to my companions, but then I felt pain in my chest area.

Oh, wait. This really hurts.

"Arghhhh! It hurts so much!"

No matter how good my recovery ability is, no matter if the vital spot was avoided.

The fact that I was stabbed doesn't disappear.

As everyone's gazes turned toward me, I felt my face burning.

My grand return.

Sorry, everyone.

Don't look at this unsightly me.

Ch.122 - Crisis Into Opportunity
"Huff..."

I broke the tense atmosphere with my fantastic timing.

Zieg's condition was strange, and the group was maintaining a deadly serious mood, but my sudden appearance created an awkward atmosphere.

I felt sorry for interrupting their serious situation.

But separate from that, my own condition was the bigger problem right now.

"Cian..."

I didn't want to disturb their fight or say anything at all, but I couldn't help calling out for help.

I wanted to clutch my wound and crawl over to them, but between my injury and my body being completely drained of strength, that wasn't possible.

If I'd known it would be like this, I would have thought more carefully before coming here...

I realized once again that charging in recklessly was never a good idea.

Unfortunately, all I could do now was let tears stream down my face from the pain in my chest while pathetically calling out my companions' names.

Even with my body full of divine power and high natural recovery, pain was still pain.

"Arwin...!"

Perhaps they spotted me in this state. My companions called my name pitifully.

Not that they could come help me, of course.

That was only natural.

The opponent they were facing was Ziegfried, a Hero.

A being who could take on multiple opponents alone.

And now he was being controlled, consumed by demonic energy.

Unless I could shower that area with massive purification bombs, our chances of winning were practically nonexistent.

...I wanted to run away.

But I knew that wasn't possible in my condition, and even if it were, it would only cause problems.

A man with enough demonic energy to make one vomit sat in a chair watching us, while Zieg, powered by that demonic energy, was wreaking havoc everywhere.

Escape wasn't an option.

The path of retreat was no longer available to us.

We needed to find a way to resolve this situation somehow.

With that thought, I began focusing divine power on my wound.

Even in this short time, I needed to heal the injury at least a little so I could move enough to crawl.

While I was doing this, I heard the sound of swords clashing from the front.

The clanging sound rang out multiple times.

I was witnessing a battle unfolding before me.

The situation was clearly disadvantageous for our side.

Even with Cian blocking Zieg with her sword at the front while Mayel and Yuna provided support fire, it was obvious which side had the upper hand.

Nevertheless, my companions kept glancing in my direction, trying to inch closer to me.

Cian was already struggling to parry Zieg's attacks, yet she was still trying to change direction to reach me.

After my companions struggled for a while, they finally succeeded in completely turning in my direction.

Along with my feeling of relief, I discovered a small possibility.

Though they hadn't completely made it to me yet, just the fact that they had changed direction created some kind of chance.

While they were struggling, I wasn't sure if my wound had healed, but the pain in my chest was gradually subsiding.

Not that it had completely disappeared.

If I exerted any strength, the pain would surely return.

Looking at it another way, this meant I had one chance.

If I could just time it right once, I might be able to turn the tables.

I wouldn't ask my companions to overwhelm Zieg. I already knew that was impossible.

So I just silently wished for them to slowly make their way to me.

For now, I could only hold that small hope in my heart.

"...?"

But as if warning me that this wish wouldn't be easily granted...

Zieg's actions made me realize something was wrong.

If there was one thing I had overlooked in this plan, it was thinking our combat power would be enough to at least give Zieg a hard time.

I had assumed that even Zieg would struggle a bit against three opponents.

We had been fighting too predictably.

I saw it.

Zieg's expression and his actions.

Zieg, who had been aggressive until just now, suddenly took a defensive stance.

Then, with an expressionless face, he dodged Cian's sword and started rushing toward me.

The distance between Zieg and me, which I thought would take time to cross without running quickly, began to shrink rapidly.

The gap closed in the blink of an eye.

It seemed Zieg had noticed my companions trying to reach me and decided to deal with me first.

He might have come for some other reason, but given the situation, I knew that wasn't likely.

Seeing how tightly he gripped his sword, anyone could tell he was coming to stab me.

Due to Zieg's sudden action in that brief moment, my mind went completely blank, and I truly felt like our plan was going to end pathetically.

At this rate, I would surely be killed by Zieg.

As I was thinking this, I heard Mayel's voice from the front.

"Protection!"

Mayel cast a shield on me when I couldn't react at all.

In just a few seconds.

The moment the shield was cast, Zieg brought his sword down on me.

It was an instant.

If it had been even slightly delayed, I would certainly have died.

Cracks slowly began to form in the shield from where Zieg had struck.

At this rate, the shield would shatter with the next attack, and the sword in Zieg's hand would surely aim for my vital point.

In that short time, there weren't many thoughts I could have.

Since it was ruined anyway, I might as well go all out.

That's what I decided.

Just before Zieg's sword made contact with the shield, I put all my strength into my body.

I didn't even hope to stand up.

What I had to do in that brief moment, even while enduring the intense pain in my chest—

*Crack!*

As the shield broke, my body practically flew toward Zieg.

Before Zieg could swing his sword again, I completely attached myself to him and...

I cast purification, giving almost all the divine power in my body to Zieg.

Natural healing or whatever wasn't important right now.

If I could just bring Zieg back... if just Zieg could return, everything would surely be alright.

With that thought, I slammed all the divine power in my body against the demonic energy inside Zieg.

"Ugh..."

Zieg, whose body had been controlled by demonic energy, momentarily stopped moving.

Of course, it was only momentary. If I didn't completely eliminate the demonic energy remaining in his body now, he would surely bring his sword down on me again.

That's how much meaning this purification held.

Even though I could feel blood trickling from my wound reopening due to my sudden exertion.

Even if his sword struck my body again, causing another wound or taking my life.

I wanted to see Zieg as a Hero once more.

His former self who had cared for me.

That feeling became my will, allowing me to endure indescribable pain.

My emotions were already flowing as intensely as a waterfall.

"Come back... Zieg..."

I couldn't speak loudly because my throat had no strength, but I prayed my voice would reach him even a little as I poured purification into him until the very end.

"AAAAARGH!!"

With Zieg's scream, all strength completely drained from my body.

Even the faint strength that had been supporting me disappeared.

It was only natural.

I had already passed out once and forcibly regained consciousness to come here.

I had used all the divine power in my body without even caring about my wounds.

Nevertheless, I could proudly say I had no regrets.

As my body was about to plant face-first into the ground...

Something supported my body just before I hit the ground.

Through my blurry vision, I saw his gallant figure.

"...Arwin."

And then I heard his familiar voice.

When I heard that voice, strangely, everything felt peaceful.

Ah. I can rest now.

A comfortable feeling, as if I'd been given permission.

Following that flow, I entrusted my body and consciousness to him.

Ch.123 - Declaration Of War
My head feels cold.

I couldn't think of anything.

What I had been doing until just now, or what was happening now.

In this state, I unconsciously reached out my arm and felt it supporting her.

My arm supporting her was trembling continuously, unlike my past self who had made firm resolutions.

I had promised not to let anyone get hurt.

Yet, I ended up hurting her with my own hands.

If I didn't remember the moments when I was consumed by demonic energy, would it have been easier?

I was regretting it enough to think such thoughts.

It would be a lie to say I wasn't angry at myself.

After all, Arwin getting seriously injured was, in a way, my responsibility.

If I hadn't let my guard down, this situation could have definitely been prevented.

I keep thinking about it even though I know there's no point in regretting it now.

However, my regret didn't last long.

If I were truly angry, I would have charged at the Demon King with my sword in an excited state.

Strangely, as extreme anger tried to dominate my emotions, I started to become calm instead.

I wasn't forcibly suppressing the emotions boiling inside me.

As I was thinking this and organizing the situation around me, Arwin, who was in my arms, collapsed like a withered flower, perhaps from losing strength.

I couldn't leave her like this, so I carefully laid her down on the floor so she could be more comfortable, and examined her complexion.

Her face was beyond pale, looking as if she might die at any moment.

She didn't seem to have lost consciousness yet, but I had a feeling that she would surely die if left like this.

Her clothes were already a color that could hardly be called pure white due to the blood from her wounds, and blood slowly flowed down through that diluted color.

When that blood traveled across the floor to my feet.

I felt once again the indescribable anger that hit me like a wave.

"...Mayel, please use even a small healing magic."

Although her complexion was so pale that it seemed too late, I didn't want to give up on her.

A firm determination to save her, even with light magical treatment, took root deep in my heart.

My companions approached me cautiously after hearing my words.

Their wariness of me was visible enough.

They must have seen Arwin purify me, but that doesn't erase the fact that I had attacked them, so their caution was unavoidable.

Being considerate of them, I stepped back to distance myself from Arwin, but.

"..."

Arwin's small hand was holding mine and wouldn't let go.

A feeble strength that I could shake off at any time.

I could see Arwin's appearance as if she was strongly saying she wouldn't let go, didn't want to let go.

"Don't leave me..."

A voice so small that it wouldn't be heard at all if I wasn't focusing.

"...I won't leave you."

I preciously held Arwin's hand, which was holding onto me, with both of my hands and said.

"Never again this time."

With those words, I carefully put her hand down.

Very carefully.

In my heart, I didn't want to let go of that hand either, but I had no choice but to let go in order to resolve this situation.

So I gently placed Arwin's hand on the floor and slowly picked up the sword she had been holding until just now.

Although its appearance was very different from the sword I used to use, I could tell for certain.

That this sword was Pantheon, the demonic sword I used to wield.

'It's been a while.'

As if to prove it, his familiar yet rigid tone that I hadn't heard in a long time.

"Yeah."

It would be better to postpone the time to share and enjoy the joy of seeing each other after a long time.

Because right now, there's something I must do no matter what happens to me.

So I slowly raised the holy sword and turned my body in that direction.

My gaze was definitely aimed in one direction.

When that quiet anger reached the end of my gaze.

I made sure to engrave who my gaze had reached.

Whether with my eyes or my mind.

I engraved everything so that I could remember it clearly.

"That was quite entertaining."

His voice flowing from the end of that gaze.

As soon as I heard that abominable voice, I felt as if the emotions dwelling within me were exploding.

"So, how will you entertain me next?"

Whether I showed such signs or not, the Demon King displayed a relaxed demeanor, perhaps because he had already fought with me once and was confident that I was weaker than him.

It was an arrogant attitude, as if saying don't mess around because he could kill me anytime.

I want to shatter that attitude.

I want to turn it into a complete mess.

Such destructive impulses begin to dominate my mind.

Thoughts that seem a bit excessive for a Hero to have.

But it stopped at just thoughts because it was too reckless to charge in blindly.

Rather, now I need to think coldly about how to overcome this situation.

The one in front of me is so hateful, but it's a situation that requires a cool judgment.

The judgment I made was a very simple one.

For now, staying still and watching his moves.

In other words, doing nothing.

It was most important to check on Arwin's condition right now, and even if I charged in shouting that I would catch the Demon King, there was a higher probability that my companions would be put in danger.

If by any chance a large number of so-called demonic beings rushed in, we would definitely end up in a situation where it would be difficult to heal Arwin.

That was the main purpose.

Recovering Arwin's wounds.

Even if not completely, at least to the point where she could heal herself.

"Aren't you coming in?"

"..."

In my mind, I thought I was making the optimal choice, but I still couldn't erase the thought that it was dangerous.

As a result of fighting with him for several days, I could roughly understand how he acts and what kind of personality he has.

If he loses interest, he will switch to an aggressive stance and try to eliminate at any time.

So, if I continue to maintain silence in this state, he would definitely take some action while becoming furious.

I gripped the sword more firmly, regaining my composure.

Whatever way he comes, just protecting my companions.

That was what I needed to do now, and I had to remind myself of it once more.

As I was steeling my resolve, the Demon King spoke as if he had lost interest.

"...Boring."

As expected, what was coming came.

He made a face as if he didn't even need to step in himself and began to make some gesture with his hand.

As soon as that gesture ended, demons emerged from around us.

Whether they were hiding or just summoned, I couldn't tell, but I could see there was an enormous number of them.

So the demons slowly began to tighten their encirclement, targeting my companions and me.

If we were surrounded in a circle like this, there would really be no answer, so I forcibly pushed those who were concentrating on healing Arwin against the wall.

In my heart, I wanted to swing my sword aura at this encirclement, but my instinct was telling me it wasn't time yet.

To aim for an even bigger opportunity.

The Demon King still doesn't know what techniques I'll use with this sword.

He's probably underestimating me, thinking I'm weaker than him anyway.

That's why I had to watch for a moment when he let his guard down.

"Kraaah!!"

The demons' cries echoed just in time.

The real fight was about to begin now.

"..."

So while watching for the Demon King's opening, I methodically dealt with the demons.

Even if attacks I couldn't block left scratches on my body, I never backed down.

I could endure small wounds anytime.

After a brief time of confronting the demons, the Demon King glanced at us as if we were pathetic, then got up from his seat and started to leave somewhere.

He must have thought that at the rate we were dealing with the demons, we could never leave this place alive.

He was leaving this place, abandoning us who had lost his interest.

A thought that unconsciously came to me seeing the Demon King like that.

I thought that if I missed this opportunity, the world might really fall into the Demon King's hands.

Such a maximum crisis was about to strike.

That's why I think now is the appropriate time.

The perfect timing to release my sword aura.

I took my stance and distanced myself from the demons.

The demons were no longer a problem.

What I'm aiming for is not you all, but the one behind.

"Haap!!"

A large sword aura begins to fly following the trajectory I swung.

A white sword aura, different from the black sword aura I used to swing when it was a demonic sword.

The demons touched by that sword aura begin to be purified one by one and vanish.

"...!!"

Only then did the Demon King notice that I had launched something.

But it was already too late.

- Bang!

An enormous sound was heard from the direction where the sword aura had entered.

To the Demon King who had underestimated me.

It was a kind of declaration of war.

Ch.124 - The Final Battle
"...Tsk."

I heard a clicking of the tongue from the direction where I had sent my Sword Aura, as if someone found it annoying.

"I've gained something troublesome."

Along with those words, red eyes gleamed through the smoke. I could roughly guess where those red eyes were looking.

That deep, unpleasant gaze was directed at my sword. No doubt the Holy Sword I possessed was bothering him.

With just a swing, demons were disappearing, so it was impossible for this sword not to be irritating. It was practically guaranteed that even the Demon King wouldn't be unscathed if hit directly by it.

What would have happened if I hadn't obtained the Holy Sword? I paused briefly as I quietly moved toward the Demon King.

I think it would have been difficult to win. Though I hadn't tried, I knew that fact with certainty. That's why

Arwin's will that I received now felt even more important. I was simply doing what was possible in my current state.

And if her will was to destroy evil...

I had no choice but to look toward the future to repay that will.

I won't say that this must end with either my death or his.

Having inherited Arwin's will, I needed to envision a future where I win.

...Today is the end.

"Haaah..."

I stared at the visible breath from my sigh. Was the surrounding air freezing because of the demonic energy? Strangely, I felt a bit cold.

I could feel my right hand holding the sword trembling.

Though I thought it was cold, my right hand wasn't trembling from the cold. As I glanced at my shaking hand, many thoughts from until now began to flash through my mind.

The journey to reach this point.

The faces of my party members came to mind one by one.

Precious memories with them began flowing like a panorama of my life.

I was able to come this far thanks to my reliable comrades.

And I think of her, who gave me the most meaningful time.

Because I thought about the journey to get here, I could remember my party members, and because I remembered them, I could remember her.

Am I crazy for thinking these thoughts at the end of the battle? I smiled bitterly.

Still, you know.

I won't forget.

Even after years pass.

With my gaze firmly fixed on the Demon King, I shouted.

"Let's end this."

I uttered the words signaling the end of a long, long journey.

"...Come at me with all you've got."

An unsettling voice, not my own, emerged from the smoke, announcing the start of the real battle.

※

- Cling!

The sound of clashing metal rang loudly.

I could quickly identify the source of the sound that was stimulating my unstable mind and body.

It wasn't far away, so I didn't question why such a sound was occurring.

I just tried to open my eyes.

Strangely, I was conscious when I should have been unconscious, leaving everything to Zieg until this was over.

The sudden awakening of my consciousness was likely intentional, caused by someone.

Whatever it was, as I struggled to raise my body and tried to put strength in my legs.

"Ugh."

"Arwin! Don't try to move!"

I tasted metal in my mouth as some liquid that wasn't saliva came out.

It didn't take long to realize it was blood.

Besides my entire body aching, my throat felt constantly hot, and I kept tasting metal.

I wasn't so oblivious that I couldn't tell my body was a complete mess, even without seeing myself.

Somehow, every time my body hurt, it seemed to set a new negative record. I thought I was injured the worst ever last time, but apparently there was another level beyond that.

My whole body ached and had no strength. No lie, this was the worst pain I'd ever felt.

I could feel myself recovering slightly, probably from Mayel casting healing magic on me.

However, the effect of that magic wasn't very significant. It was like putting a small bandage on an enormous wound.

Since it wasn't completely useless, I tried to carefully assess the situation while slowly regaining consciousness under Mayel's healing magic.

I had intended to leave everything to Zieg and comfortably pass out, but given where I had fainted, it probably wasn't a good place to lie down comfortably.

Anyway, I should be grateful that I was conscious in my body. Should I be thankful for being alive?

I'm not sure if having so many things to be grateful for is a good thing.

Regardless, it wouldn't change anything if I, who was in tatters, got up. How should I put it... I felt much weaker than usual. No, I suspected I might be weaker than a 5-month-old baby.

I was originally weak, but without divine power, I was even weaker. Having used all my divine power to save Zieg, my body had no strength at all, and if I tried to use divine power, my heart would burn painfully.

"...Ah..."

This is maddening. I can't even speak properly?

"I said stay still!"

I heard Mayel's voice restraining me as I tried to move somehow.

"Ah... Aah..."

It's frustrating enough that I can't move, but not being able to speak properly is driving me crazy.

Being unable to communicate properly was truly exasperating.

As I continued waiting while hearing buildings collapse nearby, strength gradually returned to my body and I began to see.

"Ugh..."

But that was it.

I had regained my vision, but still had no strength in my body, not even enough to speak.

While feeling that futility, a familiar female voice came from beside me.

"Are you coming to your senses now?"

I don't know how she noticed that I could see again, whether it was the life returning to my eyes, but it was Mayel speaking to me.

As I carefully turned my immobile head to the side, I saw her worried face.

Her face, with concerned eyes directed at me, was pale blue. She was looking at me as if I were about to die, which made me wonder why she had such an expression.

After staring at Mayel's eyes for a few seconds, I realized that I hadn't naturally regained consciousness—Mayel had awakened me with magic.

Waking up on my own in this state would only be possible if divine power had healed me to some extent, so it was strange that I suddenly became fully conscious.

Apparently, she judged that leaving me sprawled on the ground would be disastrous.

While I was trying to figure out what to say, quietly looking at her.

- Boom! Boom!

An enormous noise violently struck my ears.

Startled by the sudden sound, I weakly turned my head toward the vibration.

I could see things nearby to some extent, but things far away weren't clear yet as I hadn't fully recovered.

However, I could see two figures moving loudly and quickly, so I could tell that Zieg was fighting.

"Arwin, can you move?"

Now I fully understood what she was going to say.

"It's dangerous here. Let's move."

I understood her concern, as I also knew my condition wasn't normal.

She probably intended to continue healing me and support me since she knew I didn't have the strength to move.

However, while it was true that I couldn't move, it was also true that I didn't want to move.

I shouldn't say this, but regardless of my physical condition, I wanted to watch this battle to the end.

Even if I couldn't see properly, this was the battle I had entrusted to him.

The responsibility Zieg carried was originally mine.

Nevertheless, in my current state where I couldn't help, I had no intention of taking back that responsibility.

So, was that why?

I felt I absolutely had to watch this battle until the very end.

I shot that determination through my gaze at Mayel.

"...Heh."

Mayel gave a dry laugh seeing me shooting such a look at her.

I'm sorry.

"I won't stop you... but let's at least move to a slightly safer place."

Saying that, she grabbed both my arms and started dragging me.

Even if it was undignified, I would be able to watch this battle until the end.

※

After exchanging several attacks, I naturally realized something.

The sound of swords clashing against each other rang out repeatedly.

'We're equal.'

That thought kept circling in my mind.

No joke, a battle was unfolding before my eyes where I seemed to have the upper hand, but the moment my concentration wavered, I would lose that advantage.

Since becoming a Hero, this was the most intense battle I'd ever fought.

But that didn't mean the battle wouldn't end.

When I pierced through the Demon King's opening and quickly cut his left leg, he responded by cutting the exact same part on me.

"Kuk..."

"Hahaha!"

We were both inflicting wounds, but none were fatal enough to decide the outcome.

Even while thinking about this, attacks I couldn't fully block rained down, and I focused as much as possible to receive those attacks while counterattacking.

We were fighting at such a fast tempo that neither of us had any room to breathe.

Small scratches and increasingly significant injuries. Yet the fight showed no signs of ending.

I felt this was a battle where I could never let my guard down. Probably only the crazy Demon King in front of me was laughing because he enjoyed this fight.

After continuing several more exchanges until my hands were worn out.

The Demon King, as if deciding this wasn't working, began to take a preparatory stance. I could naturally understand what that meant.

I also quickly stepped back to create distance and took my stance, riding the momentum he had created.

This next exchange must end it all.

Just as I thought this, he was probably thinking the same.

In an endless battle between equal opponents, continuing to exchange blows wouldn't change anything.

Since neither of us would fall anyway, we had to put everything into this one moment.

"Haaah..."

My hand holding the sword wasn't sweating. Whether I was nervous or not, I felt everything was riding on this hand.

So I gripped it even tighter.

It didn't seem like anything changed by applying more strength, but it appeared my will was well-conveyed to the Holy Sword.

"Let's end this."

"Yes."

It was a very brief exchange, and I knew there was no point in saying anything more.

The Demon King swung his hand widely, and simultaneously, I also swung my Holy Sword widely.

- Boom!!

Endless deep darkness and light that seemed to reach the sky collided.

Ch.125 - Realization
The light and darkness collided before me, and I had a realization. Perhaps I too, who wields light, might one day unleash such darkness.

It was a thought that flashed through my mind like a brief montage.

The sight I beheld while feeling my entire body breaking apart was too bright and profound to describe in words.

※

I expected there would be damage, but I never imagined it would be this severe.

After Mayel and I retreated to what seemed like a relatively safe place, I hadn't taken my eyes off the battle between Zieg and the Demon King for even a moment. No, I couldn't look away.

Even with my blurry vision, I watched the fight until the end. Though I could barely see anything from the middle of it, I kept watching.

What happened afterward was terrifying—I couldn't thank Mayel enough for what she did.

The collision of demonic energy and divine power created a much greater backlash than I had anticipated.

I thought that if Mayel hadn't quickly stepped forward and deployed a shield, I might have truly died this time.

After the visible collision of light and darkness, the backlash from the demonic energy and divine power sent a massive storm our way.

The storm that engulfed us was so powerful that even with strength, we wouldn't have stood a chance. If Mayel hadn't deployed her shield, we would have been crushed against the wall.

"...Ugh."

"..."

The fact that even her shield broke showed just how powerful the impact was.

In that state, I used all my strength to call her name, but no sound came back.

When I turned my head to look around, I saw Mayel collapsed on the ground, having used all her strength to spread her shield and embrace me with her entire body.

She was close enough that I could see her after crawling just a little.

I called to her and gently touched her with my hand, but there was no response, suggesting she was unconscious.

I could hear her breathing, which meant her life wasn't in danger, and I let out a sigh of relief.

Though I wanted to keep watching over the collapsed Mayel, something else took priority, so after the dust settled and I could faintly see something, I turned my gaze toward it. There was a scene that made me feel like I needed to go there immediately.

After seeing that place, there was not a moment's hesitation in my actions. Shamefully, I was crawling. Toward a place I could barely see, knowing I didn't even have the strength to walk, I used all my might to drag myself forward with my arms.

"Ugh!"

I involuntarily groaned at the sudden pain.

It was only natural. The floor wasn't neatly paved for me to crawl without getting hurt.

In a place where battles had raged, I shouldn't have expected a structure conducive to crawling.

As I crawled, small cuts formed on my arms, and sharp objects on the floor scratched and stabbed my stomach and legs. Still, I crawled with all my might.

There was only one thought in my mind: even if these wounds hurt and crawling was difficult, I had to go.

With that thought, I slowly crawled with this frail body that wouldn't move properly.

How many minutes had passed? I couldn't tell exactly how much time had gone by.

My body was covered in so many small wounds that it would be harder to find an uninjured spot—truly living up to the saying that my body would never be whole.

As I crawled bit by bit...

I finally spotted something that looked like his silhouette.

My vision was still blurry and unclear, but I could still see his soul burning white, as if it might extinguish at any moment.

I could see the will that might be invisible to others' eyes. I could see it.

But the fact that it was burning weakly and faintly, as if about to go out, maximized my anxiety.

The helplessness of only being able to watch, the fear that I might never see him again.

This situation itself was driving me crazy.

Desperately clutching my anxious heart, I reached out my thin arm toward his faint form.

My once-white clothes, which had never stayed clean from all the rolling and falling, were now stained not black but red.

Even as the wounds all over my body stained my clothes red, my determination remained unchanged.

I wanted to say, "I came all this way to thank you." I hated how powerless I was, unable to speak properly.

The helplessness drove my emotions deeper into the abyss, and the surrounding situation, which I couldn't make out clearly, made me feel even more frustrated.

Tell me, Zieg. How am I supposed to relieve this frustration?

"...Arwin."

Just as I was thinking that, I heard his voice right in front of me.

Though it hadn't been that long since I'd heard his voice, it felt like it had been ages.

As he called my name and turned his gaze toward me, he looked at me, who had returned in an even worse state than before.

For some reason, that action made me even more anxious.

Zieg's voice had always stabilized me, but now his voice was somehow different from usual. A voice that seemed like it might leave at any moment.

It felt very distant, like the connections that had left me before.

With my trembling hands, I grabbed Zieg's hand.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, I learned a lot."

"...!"

Did he know how anxious I was? Zieg continued speaking.

"Perhaps... from the moment I was chosen... as the Hero. Cough! Hack..."

He spoke with difficulty, pausing in between as if it was hard to talk. Zieg was pushing himself so much that he eventually coughed up blood.

"This might... have been destined all along."

Yet he steadfastly finished what he wanted to say.

Though he spoke in a roundabout way, I wasn't so ignorant that I couldn't understand what he meant.

How could I not notice that he was saying his story ends here?

Zieg placed something on my hand, which was trembling even more after hearing his words, as if telling me to hold it instead of his hand.

"I'm... returning this."

Zieg placed the holy sword that I had purified in my hand. As soon as I recognized it, I felt something welling up inside my chest.

My blurry vision became eyes that could see the world again, and I could clearly feel that the small wounds all over my body had been healed as the pain disappeared.

It seemed that the remaining divine power in the holy sword had flowed into me.

With my vision clear, I could now see and understand the entire situation at a glance.

The Demon King, who had been opposite Zieg, had lost his left arm and leg, and his head had turned to ashes.

The Demon King, who had been fighting on equal terms, now looked like this.

I turned my head back toward Zieg, trembling.

"Zieg! Zieg!"

Now I can finally see you properly.

I had followed only the faint white flame burning dimly to reach him, but now with my sense of sight restored, I could finally look at him clearly.

Zieg had also lost his right arm, his body was covered in blood, and his complexion had turned pale blue. The appearance I saw bore no resemblance to his usual dependable self. Yes, looking at his current state...

One would think he looked like a corpse.

That thought awakened my consciousness.

The overflowing divine power no longer existed within me, and the divine power from the holy sword that had healed me was also gone. So I gritted my teeth and tried to heal Zieg with divine power.

"Ugh...!"

All that came back to me was pain in my heart.

"I'm sorry, hack...! Ah, Arwin."

Did he know his condition? Zieg kept talking to me.

The sight of him apologizing and then coughing up blood made my throat tighten even more.

"What are you sorry for...!"

"..."

My loud voice, which would normally be unheard, echoed emptily in the urgency of the moment.

Though I didn't expect an answer, none came back. Only Zieg's steadfast gaze, as if he had no regrets, captured my attention.

His appearance made me even more anxious, so I gripped his hand tighter and buried my face in his chest.

"Please..."

"Don't... do that."

His warm hand caressed my face.

"I never... wanted to see Arwin cry... so don't... cry..."

I grabbed his hand that was touching my face once more.

Right now, I was filled with the wish that this situation would be resolved.

And then I realized what I had been wanting from this person all along—I realized it clearly.

I was always slow to realize things. Because I was slow to realize, I always caused harm. And I could say with certainty that my past mistakes also stemmed from this aspect of myself.

I didn't want to be late anymore.

As I straightened my resolve, Zieg's face appeared clearly even through my tear-blurred vision.

"Then."

The essence of divine power is desire. I prayed with my strongest will in this situation.

"Try to keep me from crying in the future too."

I finally realized with certainty that Zieg must exist in the future I have to live in.

At that moment, warm divine power enveloped my entire body, filling the place, and a light so bright it could blind appeared in the world.

Ch.126 - First Proper Attack
My consciousness, which had felt like it was sinking into the deep sea, slowly began rising to the surface.

Just moments ago, I felt like I was sinking to the bottom. The sensation of rapidly descending into deep sleep. I could even feel my body growing colder as I sank deeper.

But before I could fully register that coldness, my body rose back to the warm sunlight. I had barely managed to hold onto consciousness long enough to speak my final words to Arwin, so what was happening now?

My blurry vision had returned to normal, and warm energy wrapped around my body, making me feel comfortable.

Strangely, strength was returning to my body. I definitely couldn't muster any strength before. Something was odd. Not in the sense that something was wrong, but something was different.

As I checked my condition and confirmed there were no problems, my confusion only grew.

My body shouldn't be this intact—I had definitely sustained fatal injuries.

This confusion didn't occupy my mind for long. As time passed, my body became increasingly intoxicated by this mysterious warmth.

Right now, I just wanted to surrender myself to this warm, cozy atmosphere and air embracing me.

So, continuing to think that there was no problem, I naturally began to lie down again.

"...Huh!"

Then suddenly, I felt as if my consciousness was being awakened. Perhaps I finally sensed something was off when I hadn't felt any discomfort before.

Once awakened, my mind began generating many questions in a short time.

Why was my body normal? I definitely lost an arm in the fight with the Demon King and was in no condition to survive.

I had been like a living fountain of blood with it spraying in all directions, so being this intact made no sense at all.

The moment I realized this, I immediately sat up and looked around.

The place itself hadn't changed. No matter how I turned my head, this place remained the same.

This was still the damp underground of the Church, unchanged.

So, what had changed?

With unresolved curiosity filling my mind, my gaze naturally turned toward one spot.

"...Arwin."

I found Arwin collapsed not far from where I had fallen.

Is "collapsed" the right word? For someone described as collapsed, Arwin looked extremely comfortable. She had a very peaceful expression, as if sleeping in a comfortable place.

Seeing her lying comfortably on the floor without any visible wounds, I couldn't help but relax.

I wondered if this might be an illusion shown by the Demon King, but my instinct told me it definitely wasn't.

As soon as I spotted Arwin, I quickly ran to where she had fallen. Then I turned her body over and placed my ear near her heart.

*Thump-thump*

I could hear the heartbeat, the definitive confirmation of life. Only after hearing it did I feel relief, and though not completely gone, some of my tension eased.

After confirming Arwin was alive, my second thought was about what had happened.

I didn't know the full story.

I remembered fighting the Demon King, carrying on Arwin's will, prepared to die. I remembered slashing and being slashed, stabbing and being stabbed, exchanging several blows until our final strikes where we both gave everything we had.

The sensation of my body breaking apart remained vivid in my memory. I clearly remembered seeing a battered Arwin crying at the end, and not wanting to see her like that, I handed over the Holy Sword to her—but I had no memory of anything after that.

What on earth happened? Why am I alive, and why is this place so peaceful and warm?

The direction of my curiosity was quickly determined. In my mind, only one person could have done something like this.

Regardless, I was alive, and although Arwin was collapsed, I could hear her heartbeat and breathing, confirming she was alive too.

I had to ask.

What happened, and what became of me... no, of us?

I still hadn't received confirmation. Was I right to carry on her will and end this fight decisively?

"Arwin... wake up."

I carefully shook her shoulder.

"Mmm..."

Perhaps I didn't shake too gently. After about five seconds of gentle shaking, Arwin slowly began to regain consciousness.

Then, gradually opening her eyes, she stared at me silently for a moment.

After briefly looking at my face, she slowly began to sit up.

As soon as she got up, she rubbed her eyes with her hands and looked at me as if asking what was happening.

"Zieg...? You're awake?"

"...Yeah."

She spoke to me casually. The way she greeted me as if it were a normal morning should have felt out of place in the current situation, but strangely, I didn't feel any discomfort at all. Arwin maintained a natural flow like water.

Nevertheless, I had to ask. Whether I felt discomfort or not, my mind wasn't clear, and I needed to hear what had happened.

"Tell me, what happened?"

I clearly wasn't in a condition to be alive and well like this, so why was I alive? I couldn't bring myself to say that much. Perhaps because the image of her condition when I was dying was still vividly etched in my eyes.

"It's okay."

As if understanding my hesitation, Arwin offered words of reassurance.

She didn't answer me directly, but instead suddenly turned her head and stared at one spot, using that as her response.

I also turned my head and looked in the direction she was facing. Only then did I feel complete relief filling my body.

In the direction she was looking, there was a form that appeared to be the Demon King, now reduced to ashes.

Seeing that sight, I unconsciously relaxed and naturally fell to my knees.

"It's over."

It was a statement I blurted out without thinking.

Was it because I suddenly realized that the goal of this long journey had finally ended?

What we—no, what everyone had been hoping for had finally happened.

Perhaps I wanted confirmation that I was alive. Maybe I wanted to confirm once more that this painful battle had ended well.

"This is a dream-like reality, not a dream at all."

As if understanding my words, Arwin looked straight into my eyes, firmly held my cheeks with both hands, and spoke to me. The sight of her smiling gently and speaking to me was truly beautiful.

"Ah..."

An endless sense of relief washed over me that everything had been resolved.

It was finally over.

※

To wish means to hope for something to happen or to think it would be good if it did.

I'm sure you understand the meaning, but there were no words to describe the miracle that happened in this situation.

I wished for Zieg to live and for everything to end well. Wishing for the impossible was nothing short of a miracle. In other words, I wished for a miracle.

I thought it wasn't right to give up just because I had no divine power or strength.

A person who creates miracles.

That was me, the Saintess.

With such a wish, I prayed for a miracle and awakened all the hidden divine power.

I'm not talking about the divine power within my body.

The wishes of many people who had been in this Church, their noble sacrifices, had been laid as divine power on the floor of this Church.

Of course, since I had been overusing and wasting divine power when I didn't have any left, I had reached a point where I could no longer understand how to use divine power.

When I performed the miracle and felt as if one part of my body had become empty, I naturally realized it.

Divine power no longer existed within me.

Having performed a miracle once, I could no longer use the power of a Saintess.

"It doesn't matter..."

It was certainly regrettable, but I had sacrificed this to bring about the miracle of the ending I had wanted.

I had no regrets.

Thinking this, I looked at Zieg, who was still dumbfounded. He seemed to need time to understand the situation, still kneeling with a stupid expression on his face.

Seeing him like that, my playful side activated, and I carefully approached him from behind and hugged his back with all my strength.

"...! Arwin?"

"Hehe."

Now that I knew for certain everything was over, there was no need to force a serious atmosphere or be overly cautious anymore.

I had also realized what I wanted from Zieg, and retreat no longer existed in my dictionary.

"Zieg, you know."

"...Yeah?"

"I think it's really late to say this, but..."

I thought that I might have been saving this just for this day.

It was really embarrassing, but this time, I decided to make the first move.

Zieg's head, which should have been just within reach of my hands, was at a height I could easily touch since he was kneeling, so the environment was also optimized for me.

I held his head with both hands and passively began to bring my face closer to his.

"Ah, Arwin?!"

"Stay still."

When the distance between us became 0cm, our lips met and overlapped. His lips slowly opened, and so did mine. My tongue pushed into Zieg's lips and found his tongue.

Taking the lead for the first time was inevitably clumsy. The initial attempt was good, but from the middle, I started to get confused about what I was doing.

So for a while, we exchanged intentions only with our eyes and exchanged bodily fluids.

Zieg also looked surprised at first, but soon regained his composure and matched my pace.

After a while of silent conversation, we slowly separated our lips. A thread of fluid, whose it was unclear, connected us from lip to lip.

I stared blankly at the fluid stretching long and felt my head becoming fuzzy.

Then, catching my breath, I said:

"The wish ticket is still valid, right?"

At those words, I felt Zieg's gaze on me change. I wasn't sure if he knew what I was going to say.

"Stay with me."

Zieg made an expression as if he'd been hit hard.

"Forever."

For the first time, I launched a proper attack from my side.

Ch.127 - The Real End
The city was turned upside down.

That's not a metaphor—it literally was turned upside down.

After everything settled down, those of us who were at the center of the incident could only return safely once the Kingdom's Knights reached our location.

Our companions who had collapsed naturally regained consciousness once everything was over, but Mayel, who had only recently fainted, still couldn't get up, so Cian carried her.

Everything that followed flowed naturally.

The church in the capital had been colluding with demons.

Just revealing this fact to the public was enough to turn the city upside down.

Rumors truly spread quickly.

I don't know who spreads them, but even when something seems completely sealed, if you look carefully, there's always a small hole somewhere.

The citizens, who had been complacent thinking the Demon King's invasion was a distant concern, fell into chaos. The King, upon learning that the Demon King had been right under his nose, was thrown into even greater confusion.

Fortunately, we stopped the Demon King. If we had left things as they were, this place would certainly have become a battlefield.

No one could have dreamed that the entire church was a means of communication with demons.

The King was so shocked that as soon as he learned this fact, he gave me, who appeared closely connected to the church, a cold stare first.

I was quietly watching Zieg talking to the King when suddenly I was hit with that cold stare, and before I knew it, I found myself frantically explaining.

*I-I'm not a collaborator, nor am I a traitor...!!*

Thankfully, my companions explained everything perfectly, leaving no room for misunderstanding, so I avoided being detained.

If I hadn't explained myself, I might have genuinely been arrested.

I nearly ended up among the many demon worshipers being dragged away, getting beaten to death.

Judging by the hostile glares they directed at me as they were being taken away, if I had been detained and dragged along with them, I would certainly have been beaten within an inch of my life. No, I probably would have been killed outright.

Just imagining it makes my knees weak.

Since I couldn't use my divine power right now, if something had happened, I could have genuinely died unless someone helped me.

I was in a pitiful state on my first day of transmigration, but looking at my current condition, I feel like my present situation might be even more miserable.

With such useless thoughts, I completely relaxed in my chair and stared weakly at the unnecessarily clear blue sky.

"It's over."

Though I'd said this many times before, strangely, this time it felt like it really was the end.

We had survived and successfully defeated the Demon King.

Since that was all I needed to know right now, I decided not to think about complicated matters.

After finishing our report to the King and coming outside, we awkwardly exchanged glances with each other.

The companions who now truly had no reason to see each other anymore.

It was an awkward relationship where obligation had disappeared. Even though we had built friendships, that was only possible because we had a common goal.

Now, as we all struggled to speak, I decided to break the silence first.

"Well, see you later."

Of course, it wasn't easy to continue conversations and maintain friendships right now.

The fact that we had no common topics of conversation played a part.

It couldn't be helped. Despite everything we'd been through, I still found relationships difficult.

Perhaps because I spoke first, everyone showed relieved expressions and began saying their goodbyes before going their separate ways.

"Take care."

"I might call you regularly!"

"You too."

I thought everyone was saying such typical things.

I felt a strange sense of intimacy and relief in that.

As the atmosphere naturally shifted toward dispersal, everyone started heading somewhere.

Of course, Zieg was among those who started to leave.

I naturally grabbed his sleeve firmly with my left hand.

"Arwin...?"

Where are you going? You need to talk with me.

I had decided not to think about complicated matters, but there was still something left to discuss between us.

※

I put down the pen I was holding and rolled my tired eyes around.

Having meticulously planned my midnight escape, I needed to finish writing this letter and paperwork today.

Though I call it a letter, it's more like an escape notice, but anyway, it's all the same.

"Ugh... this is annoying."

I don't even know why I have to write this, and I'm angry at the culprit who made me endure this fatigue.

I was currently in the Pope's Office.

Not that church that colluded with demons. Where I am is a newly built church.

Although only a month has passed since that incident, the reconstruction happened surprisingly quickly.

The enormous church that once stood proudly in the capital disappeared without a trace, and a completely different church, from appearance to structure, took its place.

What church was it again? The Church of the Hero, was it?

A church dedicated to the hero who saved us from the Demon King.

Just hearing that makes my head hurt, but there was an even more shocking fact.

"Damn..."

I am the Pope of this Church of the Hero.

"Why do I have to do this?!"

Thinking about it made me feel wronged. I lost my divine power and went through hell on the journey to defeat the Demon King, and now I've become the Pope, staying up all night doing paperwork.

The King highly valued our achievements and rewarded us generously, so I had no worries about lacking funds.

Rather, I was thinking about how to enjoy a slow life with my overflowing assets.

But I should have realized.

That he would also devise a strategy to keep me tied to this country by valuing my abilities too highly.

I had already received letters with news about the other companions.

Cian became the captain of the Kingdom's Knights, or something like that. Anyway, she moved up to a good position.

I heard that Mayel and Yuna returned to the forest where they originally lived, getting along well. The reason was probably that they thought they should return to their original lives since the reason for their adventure had disappeared.

Yet, here I am, working busily.

It felt incredibly unfair.

What even is the Church of the Hero? The object of my worship and...

"Ah..."

Just thinking about it made my face heat up again.

That's not important right now. Don't think about it.

Zieg was busy traveling here and there as the hero who defeated the Demon King.

They say he's spreading stability and peace to citizens as a symbol of peace.

From my perspective, I just resented those who took Zieg away.

"Still, once I finish this..."

I started rationalizing in my exhausted state from not getting proper sleep.

But truly, I could be free once I finished this paperwork.

That thought alone filled my mind right now.

Because tonight, Zieg and I planned to execute our midnight escape from this place.

In any case, everything ended well, but as our positions became more elevated, we both felt something.

*We have too little time together.*

Zieg, who accepted my confession, and I eventually became a couple.

In other words, we became lovers who could be called a couple!

It was a bit embarrassing, but when I honestly confronted my feelings, Zieg couldn't say anything and showed his agreement.

But it's been a month since we started dating.

We haven't done anything that couples typically do.

We were both so busy that our schedules didn't match, and we didn't even have time to see each other separately, so we communicated by exchanging letters.

So, as we looked for a way to resolve this amicably, we found one perfect solution.

*Let's run away at night.*

We would abandon our positions and escape.

With that thought, I quickly finished the paperwork very roughly.

I also just wrote that I was running away in the letter since I was going to escape anyway.

Feeling liberated after finally finishing the work, I unconsciously stood up and cheered.

- Knock knock

Right on cue, there was a knocking sound from the window.

When I turned my head to look at the window, I saw Zieg with an enormous backpack.

The plan had already begun.

※

"Arwin, be careful."

"Okay..."

Having somehow left the city, we were heading somewhere.

Though I called it a midnight escape, the truth was we had nowhere to go.

I was thinking about going to Zieg's hometown, but that wasn't decided yet either.

"...Is this really okay?"

Zieg muttered, seemingly feeling uneasy about running away.

"..."

Honestly, I wasn't sure if it was okay either.

I thought I would be free to enjoy life once the journey ended, but it was quite complex that things became even busier after the journey ended.

"It's fine."

Still, it didn't matter.

"Don't you remember my wish?"

Regardless of how Zieg felt, I had to be firm in my decision.

Honestly, I had been constantly mindful of others during our journey, but now there was no need for that.

Zieg looked at me with an expression that seemed to say I was going too far. Seeing that expression, a feeling resembling guilt naturally began to settle in a corner of my heart.

As I cautiously glanced around, I spoke to reassure him.

"If people track us down and say something, I'll tell them I kidnapped you!"

"..."

Hearing my words, Zieg showed no reaction at first, then gave a small chuckle.

"Alright, let's go anywhere."

"Yes!"

Our destination wasn't decided.

But we needed time to spend just the two of us, which is why we were setting off on this journey.

"..."

So, if my friend from my past life is watching me, I want to tell them: Friend, I'm doing well, so don't worry.

That's what I wanted to convey.

The journey with no set destination had just begun.

Though mixed with expectation and anxiety, it was okay.

Whatever happened, I was with Zieg.

I just prayed that our path ahead would be bright.

Prayer was also my specialty, after all.

And so, a new story of Zieg and me began.

Ch.BONUS - Afterword
Um... I have a lot to say.

So, I'll just say what needs to be said.

First, I want to express my gratitude to all the readers who have shown love for this work up to this point.

I never expected so many people would show such affection and interest in my work, so I feel I've received more than I deserve.

As you all have noticed, my work has quite a few flaws.

I never did any planning, and I just wrote settings as they came to mind each day.

Whenever I saw comments from confused readers, I would feel like coughing up blood.

This was a work I started for fun, and that's why I wrote it rather carelessly.

But surprisingly, people liked it, so I think I ended up writing with genuine affection and sincerity.

However, this might be the limitation of live serialization...

Sometimes on days when I really couldn't think of what to write, I would belatedly post notices about breaks or delays.

As this continued, there were days when I took breaks without notice, and eventually times when I was absent for extended periods.

Still, I managed to complete the story... so please forgive me just this once lol

I feel like I had a lot I wanted to say, but now that I've finished the work, my heart just feels complicated.

Since this is a work I've been with for several years, I'm feeling more complexity than relief.

Things like coherence, settings, plot development.

As my first work, it was a mess, and since I jumped in with nothing prepared, I want to thank the readers who enjoyed it even when it was hard to follow.

And if there's one thing I've learned... if I ever write another work, I've definitely realized I need to build up a reserve of chapters beforehand.

When you get sick repeatedly, there's just no solution.

As for my next work... I'm not sure yet.

If I do write something, I'll make sure to plan it well and come prepared.

Don't expect too much, just expect a little.

In my opinion, I probably won't write anything.

And as for side stories...

I wonder if anyone even wants them.

I didn't plan to write any separately, but I might come write some occasionally when I have time.

Or I might not. Don't expect it.

Anyway, this is the end of my story.

Thank you for reading to the end this work by an aspiring author who can hardly be called a writer.

With that, I hope you all have a great day!
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