
    [image: Cover Image]
  
    Aozaki Aoko stood in front of the room's antique full-length mirror, adjusting her outfit. After tying her ribbon, she spun around in place and then lifted the hem of her skirt, posing in a classic lady's curtsy. The girl in the mirror was flawless—fair-skinned, tall and slender, youthful yet with a well-proportioned figure.



    



    Her incredibly exaggerated waistline gave her the look of a perfect heroine, as if she belonged in a game, making it hard to believe such a figure could belong to a fifteen-year-old. Despite her youthful face, her deep blue eyes held a firm resolve that anyone meeting Aoko could sense immediately—she was not someone weak.



    



    Her jet-black, silky hair was gathered together, and Aoko picked up a silver hairband from the table, tying her waist-length hair into a loose, high ponytail. The front and side bangs, of course, couldn't be slicked back, so she left them slightly loose, styling herself after the character EVE from one of her favorite games. With her absurdly idealized looks, Aoko thought to herself, why not try out those "hard-to-pull-off" hairstyles?



    



    The reference to "game characters" hinted that this "Aozaki Aoko" was not the original. However, she didn't quite feel like the usual "transmigrators" from her memories. After years of reflecting and speculating, Aoko concluded that she was a "hybrid," a new individual formed from a fusion of the original Aozaki Aoko and the soul of a transmigrator. She wasn't anyone else—just herself.



    



    In her memories, her "previous life" was that of a recent graduate with a master's degree in electronic engineering from a prestigious university. During a graduation trip to the mountains, she inexplicably encountered a meteor falling from the sky. In a dazzling blue-green light, her promising life was abruptly reset.



    



    When she opened her eyes again, a new Aozaki Aoko was born in this strange, pseudo-Earth. The overwhelming memories and will of an adult burdened her infant's brain, and after emitting a series of incomprehensible wails, the baby fell into a deep slumber.



    



    When she woke again, the first thing she saw was the tearfully joyful faces of a weary middle-aged couple, along with the incubator that cradled her. For the first three years of her life, Aoko lived in a daze, her days revolving around eating and sleeping like any other baby. Her sharp logical thinking was buried deep within her soul, leaving her in a state of half-awakened consciousness.



    



    This state worried her parents greatly, but since the Aozaki family was no ordinary household, Aoko's father took her to seek help from his father, a magician who lived in his workshop. The old magician examined her carefully, then assessed her condition before returning to his work.



    



    "She's fine," he said.



    



    "This child is so healthy it's sickening. She's so healthy her life force is practically blinding me."



    



    With this cryptic evaluation, Aoko's father returned home, and his worries eased. He trusted his father completely, and if the magician said Aoko was healthy, then she was. Sure enough, when Aoko turned three, she finally "woke up" in the true sense of the word. With a sense of confusion, she tried calling out to her parents in the local language.



    



    Her parents were overjoyed and even brought Aoko's older sister over to introduce the two siblings. Seeing her sister for the first time, Aoko thought, What a snob. With her orange-red hair and her finely tailored, adorable dress, seven-year-old Aozaki Touko had been studying the esoteric knowledge of magecraft in their grandfather's workshop since she was five, only recently returning home.



    



    Initially, the older sister seemed somewhat disdainful of her three-year-old sibling who had only just learned to speak, but as she looked at Aoko now, most of her malicious thoughts dissipated.



    



    "This little girl is just too cute," Touko thought.



    



    "She's so cute that if I used magecraft to tease her, she'd probably cry immediately, right?"



    



    Seeing Touko remain silent, their parents assumed their eldest daughter was simply shy after being away for so long and left the room, giving the two sisters some space.



    



    It was then that Aoko fully realized she had transmigrated into a Type-Moon world. Comparing her hazy memories from both lives, she recognized the orange-haired girl in front of her as none other than the future Scarred Red, the Grand Puppeteer Aozaki Touko. And as for herself, she was the Aozaki Aoko destined to inherit the Fifth Magic.



    



    What a wonderful place I've ended up in, Aoko thought. Calling this world disastrous would be an understatement.



    



    The young Aoko let out a small sigh, ignoring the growing irritation in Touko's eyes, and instead turned to look out the window. The clear sky was dotted with fluffy white clouds, and she occasionally saw unidentified birds flying by. With her naturally optimistic outlook, Aoko suddenly felt a surge of excitement about this new world.



    



    "Hey!"



    



    Aoko was brought back to reality by Touko's slightly annoyed voice. "Since you're my little sister, you should first learn the rules between us."



    



    With a mischievous grin, Touko looked at her cute young sister and activated her newly acquired Mystic Eyes, casting a suggestion spell on Aoko.



    



    "Bark like a dog, Aoko," Touko commanded with a hint of wicked amusement.



    



    "If you do, I'll give you a present."



    



    However, to Touko's surprise, her sister—who had only just learned to speak and had never studied magecraft—seemed completely unaffected by the suggestion spell. Instead, Aoko looked at her with an expression of utter disdain.



    



    "Hey! What's with that look?!"



    



    Touko's temper flared as she raised her voice.



    



    "Don't think I can't…"



    



    "Waaahhh!!~~~"



    



    To Touko's shock, her devious little sister suddenly burst into tears, her high-pitched wails piercing through the walls and reaching their parents in the next room. Touko panicked because despite being a prodigy, she had no idea how to handle this unexpected situation.



    



    Hurried footsteps approached, and their parents rushed into the room. Their mother scooped the sobbing Aoko into her arms, gently patting her back to soothe her, while their father shot a reproachful look at Touko.



    



    "How could you bully your little sister, Touko?"



    



    Aozaki Touko was on the verge of losing her mind. She couldn't even come up with a retort, because she had indeed intended to tease her sister, though she hadn't expected to fail so spectacularly.



    



    As their mother carried Aoko out of the room, Touko saw her little sister stick her tongue out at her over their mother's shoulder, and she clenched her fists in frustration. That little brat did it on purpose! she fumed. But how did the suggestion spell fail?



    



    Touko didn't have time to ponder the anomaly, however, as she was about to face a stern lecture from her father as punishment for her failed prank.

  
    Looking into the mirror and recalling a funny childhood memory with her sister, Aozaki Aoko couldn't help but laugh out loud.



    



    Who would've thought that the current well-mannered, polite, and brilliant magic prodigy, the 19-year-old Aozaki Touko, was once such a little rascal who used suggestion magecraft to prank her three-year-old sister, who had just learned to speak?



    



    Since her birth, Aozaki Aoko had been constantly honing herself.



    



    She leveraged the advantages of her foresight, steadily accumulating various resources. After all, she knew her future would be filled with countless trials, some of which could even lead to world-ending events if she failed.



    



    Among all the challenges she would face, the most immediate was her relationship with her sister, Aozaki Touko.



    



    More specifically, this conflict stemmed from the inheritance of the Fifth Magic, controlled by their grandfather, the Fourth Magician, Ouden.



    



    Aozaki Touko, who had spent over a decade training to inherit their magical lineage, would tonight face the biggest blow of her life: Ouden would name Aozaki Aoko as the new heir, not Touko.



    



    If Aoko didn't intervene, this event would inevitably lead to a life-or-death battle between the sisters in two years, and one of them might not survive.



    



    This future was something Aozaki Aoko could not accept.



    



    Thus, at the age of five, she, like her sister, asked her grandfather to teach her the magecraft of the Aozaki family. After relentless pleading, Ouden finally sighed and agreed, making Aozaki Aoko Touko's junior apprentice.



    



    There was no denying Touko's extraordinary talent for magecraft—even the equally gifted Aoko had to admit it. Touko's skill in creating magical puppets was formidable, especially considering it didn't even fall within the Aozaki family's field of research or creation-type magecraft.



    



    Touko, however, looked down on Aoko's self-made weird little magics, such as conjuring a large, transparent hand to assist with chores, often making snide remarks.



    



    Around that time, Aozaki Aoko began deliberately drawing closer to her emotionally distant sister. She would play small pranks to tease her sister and get her attention. Just when Touko was about to lose her patience, Aoko would feign submission, playing the obedient little sister.



    



    Through these antics, Aoko learned her stubborn sister's limits and discovered many of her weaknesses.



    



    Of course, pranks alone wouldn't be enough to build a strong sisterly bond. Aoko also used skills from her previous life—namely, her excellent cooking abilities—to win her sister over.



    



    Delicious snacks from various countries and dishes their family had never seen before not only won over their parents but also slowly wore down Touko's iron will, which had otherwise been solely focused on becoming a magician.



    



    However, all of these tactics were merely supplementary. The ultimate reason for preventing a deadly battle between the sisters could only be Aoko's strength.



    



    "Peace through strength will endure; peace through compromise will perish."



    



    Aozaki Aoko always remembered this principle.



    



    Today was her graduation ceremony from the middle school division of Asagami Private Girls Academy, and she was slated to give the graduation speech as her class representative.



    



    Given her knowledge from her past life, middle school in this world's Japan had been easy for Aoko. Even though she devoted significant time and energy to studying magecraft, achieving the top rank in school was simple.



    



    As a private, aristocratic school funded by the Asagami Group, the academy sprawled over 335 acres, with a building area of 110,000 square meters. It was equipped with every facility imaginable, and even the school uniforms were incredibly cute (which was Aoko's main reason for choosing the academy—rumor had it that discarded uniforms could fetch a surprisingly high price on the black market).



    



    In addition to the standard curriculum, the school offered many unique courses, such as German, Latin, and life education.



    



    To conserve her energy, Aoko chose Latin and German for her magecraft studies.



    



    However, Asagami Private Girls Academy was located in the neighboring town of Misaki, Aoko had to get up at 6 a.m. each morning to catch the bus.



    



    This forced Aoko, who needed a full eight hours of beauty sleep, to go to bed by 10 p.m., maximizing her efficiency in both work and study.



    



    Her insistence on eight hours of sleep was tied to her deepest secret.



    



    Within the depths of her soul lay a fragment of the soul.



    



    A clever reader might ask, "Wouldn't having a fragment of the soul inside her body turn her into a walking magic bomb, like that one mage who romanced the goddess of magic only to be dumped?"



    



    Aoko had worried about this too, but after extensive testing, the fragment in her soul proved incredibly stable—so stable that she wondered if it was even a real piece of the Soul.



    



    Since childhood, every time Aoko fell asleep, her consciousness would enter this fragment. It was a dimension beyond words; no mortal vocabulary could adequately describe the sights within the Astral Plane's depths. If she had to sum it up, it was like a psychedelic dream, filled with vibrant colors.



    



    Ultimately, her belief that it was a fragment of the soul was just that—a belief. For now, she didn't want to delve too deeply, as she lacked the ability. Through countless nights of exploration, Aoko gradually acquired vast arcane knowledge from the Soul, memorizing it with her photographic memory and transcribing it into her spellbook upon waking.



    



    Aoko glanced at her watch, confirming that she still had plenty of time before school. She reached into her imaginary space, retrieving her beautifully bound spellbook.



    



    Its cover was crafted from dragon leather, a material she had begged from her grandfather, and its pages were made from a blend of alder pulp and alchemical potions. Incredibly durable, they were also ideal for crafting scrolls.



    



    The so-called dragons were once fantastical creatures that had existed in this world. However, most had retreated to the Reverse Side of the World due to the decline of mystery and changes in the planet's rules. Only a few unlucky corpses remained on the surface, their bodies collected as cursed relics by magicians for use as magical materials.



    



    Using her intelligence and a bit of help from her Grandfather, Aoko created this spellbook. She designed it with future expansion and upgrades in mind, knowing she would eventually learn more spells. The book currently held 100 pages, allowing her to inscribe up to 100 spells.



    



    As her life-saving cheat, Aoko naturally invested a great deal of effort into learning and practicing arcane magecraft. Keeping her work secret, she spent significant time and energy mastering arcane spells, and by the age of 15, she had already reached level 5 as a wizard, learning many spells from the fragment.



    



    Had she been born in the Astral Plane and received formal wizard training, Aoko might have achieved far higher levels by now. Unfortunately, she hadn't, and this wasn't the Astral Plane. Her current achievements were entirely self-taught, and only she knew the hardship behind them.



    



    As a side note, this world didn't have Wizards of the Coast or a tabletop game called Dungeons & Dragons.



    



    Aoko opened her spellbook and began meditating, preparing the spells she might need for the day.



    



    At her current level, Aoko had access to 3 first-level spell slots, 2 second-level spell slots, and 1 third-level spell slot.



    



    It might not seem like much, but one should never underestimate a level 5 wizard. The first third-level spell Aoko learned was the iconic Fireball from the school of evocation. Known for its low cost, high damage, and wide area of effect, Fireball was a must-have for any wizard looking to eliminate enemies efficiently.



    



    In addition to the crucial third-level spell slot, a level 5 wizard also gained an additional feat. Aoko chose the feat Alertness.



    



    Given her limited offensive spells and the fact that she could only cast up to third-level spells, improving her awareness to avoid ambushes was a top priority—especially since there were plenty of cunning individuals like Kiritsugu Emiya in this world.



    



    After confirming she still had enough time, Aoko retrieved a book with a beautifully crafted leather cover from her imaginary space.

  
    Game Reference and abilities: Dungeons & Dragons



    



    ========



    



    Considering what might happen next, Aozaki Aoko adjusted her spell preparation for the day. Her natural intelligence score was 18—a value she estimated based on knowledge gathered from the Woven Fragment. Simply put: Intelligence modifier + class level = the number of spells she could prepare, [(18-10)/2 + 5 = 9].



    



    She didn't need to prepare cantrips in advance. For her 1st-level spells, she prepared Mage Armor, Shield, Magic Missile, Tasha's Hideous Laughter, and Expeditious Retreat. For 2nd-level spells, she prepared Mirror Image, Cloud of Daggers, and See Invisibility. For the 3rd level, she only prepared one spell: Hold Person. In total, she had prepared nine spells.



    



    Aoko's spellbook also doubled as a scroll repository. Some pages were temporarily enhanced using imaginary number, allowing her to store spells for later use. She had written these down when she had extra spell slots, storing them for future needs. However, in this world, scroll-making materials—both parchment and inks—were incredibly expensive. Although Aoko's family was wealthy, her parents and grandfather managed her funds strictly. Aside from essential expenses, acquiring rare materials was difficult.



    



    Currently, Aoko has two Haste scrolls, three Fireball scrolls, and one Hold Person scroll. Due to the high cost of creating scrolls, she prioritized copying high-level spells, with practicality taking a back seat.



    



    After half an hour, Aoko closed her spellbook, stretched, and stood up from her chair.



    



    ...



    



    "Touko!"



    



    A clear, cheerful voice pulled Aozaki Touko from her book and her thoughts. She took off her glasses, rubbed her eyes, and looked up to see her sister descending the stairs.



    



    "Aren't you going to school?"



    



    Touko asked in a cool tone.



    



    "You're going to be late, aren't you?"



    



    "Seriously? As my sister, you don't even know it's my middle school graduation today?"



    



    Aozaki Aoko faked indignation, frowning as she continued, "That's so irresponsible! You'll have to treat me to a meal! I want to eat at that new Italian place on Main Street!"



    



    "Besides, Reien Girl's Academy and your middle school aren't even in the same city," Touko replied with a smirk, not falling for Aoko's act.



    



    "And wasn't the food at that place just average compared to what you can cook yourself?"



    



    "I don't care!"



    



    Aoko ran over and sat beside Touko, draping an arm around her sister's shoulders while playfully tapping her chin with the other hand.



    



    "How can food I cook compare to food you treat me to? Don't you get it?"



    



    "Stop it."



    



    Touko calmly pushed Aoko's hand away.



    



    "You need to get to school. If the graduation representative is late, it'll look bad for everyone."



    



    "Sigh~"



    



    Aoko exaggerated her sigh, pulling her hand away and standing up.



    



    "Just make sure to reserve a table tonight, okay? That place is super popular!"



    



    Touko gave an impatient wave, signaling Aoko to hurry and leave.



    



    ...



    



    The graduation speech as class representative went smoothly, and Aoko's presence would remain in the history of Asagami Private Girls Academy. She skillfully managed the girls who wanted last-minute photos or dared to slip her love letters.



    



    Throughout her three years in middle school, Aoko had found her shoe locker flooded with love letters daily. She had a routine for managing the affection of her cute underclassmen and beautiful seniors, using magecraft to soothe their restless hearts without exposing the secrets of magecraft. She employed a memory-altering spell she'd learned from her sister's friend, Kuonji Alice, to leave these girls with dreamlike memories that felt real but were just vague enough to be dismissed.



    



    After wrapping up her affairs, Aoko sighed slightly, feeling a bit weary. If an all-girls school was this intense, what was co-ed Misaki High School going to be like?



    



    When the ceremony ended, Aoko took her diploma and found the family driver who had come to pick her up. Estimating the time, she gave him a few instructions before dozing off in the car.



    



    Around 5:00 p.m., Aoko arrived at the Italian restaurant. After getting out, she approached the attendant.



    



    "Do you have a reservation?" the attendant asked politely.



    



    "Yes, under Aozaki Touko," Aoko replied with a smile.



    



    "One moment."



    



    The attendant checked the list and then looked up.



    



    "Ms. Aozaki Touko has already arrived. Please follow me."



    



    The attendant led Aoko to a corner of the upscale restaurant, where Touko sat in an elegant evening gown, sapphire earrings glinting as she stared out the window in thought. Most patrons here were wealthy, and dressed formally, but Aoko's private school uniform fit the atmosphere.



    



    "Have you been here long?"



    



    Aoko asked as she sat down.



    



    "That outfit looks great on you—did you dress up just for me?"



    



    "In your dreams," Touko rolled her eyes.



    



    "I have plenty of outfits like this. I just grabbed one."



    



    Aoko chuckled, then picked up the menu. Though she knew Italian cuisine well, each chef's take on a dish had subtle differences that fascinated her. She couldn't resist trying something new at a good restaurant.



    



    The meal was enjoyable, with the sisters sharing stories about daily life and studies. Aoko even discussed some magical challenges she'd encountered. Naturally, Touko had already cast a soundproofing spell to keep their conversation private.



    



    As they neared the end of the meal, Touko's expression shifted.



    



    "What's wrong?"



    



    Aoko asked, enjoying her dessert.



    



    Touko took out an old-fashioned pocket watch and activated a small spell to check something.



    



    "Grandfather wants us to go to his workshop," she said, looking troubled. "It's probably about that matter."



    



    Aoko had hinted to Touko that their grandfather might change his mind about the Fifth Magic's inheritance. She'd tried to prepare her sister for this possibility.



    



    Touko quickly caught on, but after years of studying magecraft together, the sisters' relationship wasn't as tense as in the original timeline. Yet Touko wasn't one to abandon her life's goals, and Aoko knew this well. In many ways, they were alike.



    



    "Let's go," Touko said, signing the bill and leaving a generous tip.



    



    "Let's not keep the old man waiting."

  
    "You will inherit the Aozaki family's Magic," the old man said in an emotionless, mechanical voice.



    



    "Aoko."



    



    From the moment she was born, Aoko had awaited this moment. Even though she retained memories from her previous life and knew this outcome in advance, when the moment arrived, she still felt as though fate was rolling toward her like an unstoppable force.



    



    "Alright," Aoko responded in a surprisingly calm tone.



    



    "I understand."



    



    Across from her, Aozaki Touko, who had worked hard and grown up as an heir, didn't react as strongly as the old man had anticipated.



    



    The old man's gradually deteriorating humanity made it increasingly difficult for him to gauge human emotions, but he still understood that this last-minute change of successor would leave Aozaki Touko extremely dissatisfied.



    



    Ignoring Touko, the old man gave Aoko a series of instructions, telling her to stay at the workshop that night to prepare for the transplantation of the Aozaki family's magic crest. Aoko accepted his words with a similarly indifferent attitude.



    



    Throughout the conversation, Touko's face remained expressionless, and she didn't say a word or ask any questions. However, as someone who had long been attuned to her sister's thoughts, Aoko knew that Touko was already nearing the edge of an emotional explosion.



    



    As expected, just as Aoko and the old man were discussing the details of the succession, Touko turned and left the magus's workshop without looking back, departing from the place where all her previous efforts had been rendered meaningless.



    



    "...Aren't you curious why I made you the successor?" the old man asked after a slight pause, once Touko had left. This might have been the most human-sounding sentence he had uttered all night.



    



    "I don't think you'd tell me, Grandpa," Aoko said with a smile.



    



    "If I'm not going to get an answer, why bother asking?"



    



    "…"



    



    The old man seemed to be thinking or perhaps appeared to be sleeping, as he closed his eyes.



    



    "Let's not waste any more time. Follow me, Aoko."



    



    ...



    



    Touko walked through the cold night wind, dressed in an elegant evening gown.



    



    As the eldest daughter of the Aozaki family, raised with everyone's expectations, she had achieved all the goals that seemed impossible to others. She had accepted the benefits and praise that came with being the egg of a magus as her due, something she rightfully deserved in her view.



    



    A prestigious family background, a wealthy life, a passable relationship with her sister, and her exceptional talent—each of these was something people spent their entire lives striving for. Yet the blow Touko received today made all her efforts up until now seem utterly meaningless.



    



    Touko, who was born with Mystic Eyes, should never have had any vision problems. However, in her attempt to meet the expectations placed upon her, she had overworked herself to the point of needing to wear glasses for nearsightedness.



    



    Returning to her empty home, Touko sat on the comfortable sofa in the living room, her mind a complete mess.



    



    This Western-style house was inhabited only by Touko and Aoko. Aoko had begged their parents to buy it after she decided to follow their grandfather to study magecraft. The house was located in the countryside, not far from their grandfather's workshop.



    



    Touko had originally lived in their grandfather's workshop, but she eventually gave in to her younger sister's persistent pleas and moved into this house, where they had spent over a decade living together through a mix of joy and hardship.



    



    Touko got up from the sofa, walked to the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator, where she found a dessert stored in a glass container.



    



    It was a chocolate lava mousse cake, beautifully made by Aoko, especially for her, decorated with fruit pieces and tasty nuts.



    



    Touko took out the container and noticed a note stuck to it. In elegant handwriting, someone had written, "Don't forget to eat this, you idiot Touko."



    



    Touko sat down at the dining table, opened the container, and picked up the silver fork that had been thoughtfully placed inside, cutting herself a small piece of cake to taste.



    



    The bitterness of the chocolate was balanced by the sweetness of the sugar. The soft cake melted in her mouth, and the carefully selected nuts added a texture that kept it from disappearing too quickly.



    



    As Touko savored the cake Aoko had made, a slight expression of satisfaction appeared on her face. It wasn't that she had forgotten what had happened that night; it was simply that the dessert she was eating was too delicious.



    



    After finishing the dessert, Touko stretched lazily, her previous gloomy emotions swept away by the surge of serotonin. Her eyes now burned with determination. She decided that tomorrow she would personally confront her grandfather to demand an explanation for his actions. Then, when the time was right, she would settle things with her sister.



    



    ...



    



    The intense pain jolted Aoko awake from her unconsciousness. The last time she had experienced pain like this was when her grandfather activated all of her magic circuits. For reasons unknown, Aoko possessed far more circuits than either her grandfather or Touko—a staggering total of ninety-nine. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say she was practically a person made of magic circuits, a talent even the Aoko of the original timeline didn't possess.



    



    She struggled to sit up on the operating table in her grandfather's workshop, looking around to find her grandfather sitting with his back to her, reading a book.



    



    "I suggest you rest a little longer," her grandfather said without turning his head.



    



    "The Aozaki family's magic crest is a bit different."



    



    Just a bit different?



    



    Aoko thought silently to herself.



    



    The so-called magic crest was the crystallization of generations of magi's research and training.



    



    It could be the materialization of a unique magical mystery or the condensed and purified product of a generation of a magus's magic circuits.



    



    At its core, it represented the lineage of a magus's path—an engine that allowed spells to be cast without incantation simply by injecting magical energy.



    



    In a magus family, it was less that the magus controlled the crest and more that the magus was the vessel for the crest. The one in control was not the magus but the inherited magic crest.



    



    However, the Aozaki family's crest was different. What it passed down wasn't magecraft but True Magic.



    



    True Magic and magecraft were fundamentally different. True Magic did not follow the laws of this world. It was something beyond—a calamity that had flowed from the Root by chance. And compared to the other kinds of True Magic, the Aozaki family's was even more so.



    



    Aoko furrowed her brow, enduring the pain brought on by the magic crest's transplantation, feeling the pulse of the Aozaki family's magic crest. She injected a little magical energy, and the foreign organ in her right arm began to emit a faint glow.



    



    Aoko grimaced in pain and had to stop the flow of magical energy. She had only intended to test whether the crest her grandfather had transplanted was functioning correctly. She would wait until this gift had fully integrated with her body before testing its full capabilities.



    



    Pulling her sleeve back down to cover her still-aching arm, Aoko stepped down from the operating table.



    



    "Can I take some books with me?"



    



    Aoko asked casually while putting on her coat.



    



    "I have a feeling Touko will come here tomorrow and make a huge scene."



    



    "Take whatever you want," her grandfather said without looking up.



    



    "Just don't touch the grimoires."



    



    Without a trace of politeness, Aoko suppressed the pain and activated her imaginary number magecraft, stashing all the magical books she had long been interested in—but which her grandfather had previously forbidden her to read—into her private imaginary space. It was like a dimensional pocket that no one but Aoko could access. Normally, this kind of magecraft was extremely difficult to perform, even for skilled magi. However, Aoko had a surprisingly high aptitude for imaginary number magecraft. In addition to the Aozaki family's wind attribute, she also possessed the exceedingly rare imaginary number attribute.



    



    After this discovery, her grandfather had even gone so far as to pull some strings in the magical world to find a skilled magus with the imaginary number attribute to teach her.



    



    After stashing all the magical books of interest into her imaginary space, Aoko gave her grandfather one last glance.



    



    He remained in the same position he had held when Aoko had woken up, without any noticeable change, occasionally turning the page of his book.



    



    Aoko squinted, trying to make out the contents of the book, but she could only see the title printed at the bottom of the page.



    



    It was De Profundis by Wilde, recounting the scandalous affairs of a certain unconventional writer.



    



    Aoko had no interest in such literature, so she left her grandfather's workshop without looking back, not even bothering to say goodbye.

  
    Touko quickly packed a few belongings and left the house she had shared with Aoko for many years. She didn't take everything—just a few magical items she might need in the near future—thinking she might return soon.



    



    First, Touko decided to visit the Church. Before resolving things with her grandfather and younger sister, she wanted advice from that man. After all, the Fumizuka family had longstanding ties with the Aozakis.



    



    Touko had very complicated feelings toward Fumizuka Eiri. When she was younger, she had harbored a vague, one-sided affection for this mechanically elegant priest, though she never expressed it aloud (fearing Aoko would mock her). However, as she grew older, she found him harder and harder to understand. Although Eiri had studied magecraft under her grandfather, he lacked the talent for using it, yet this didn't diminish his combat prowess.



    



    If one were to categorize him by typical fantasy archetypes, Fumizuka Eiri would likely be either an assassin or a monk—one of those fast, stealthy, combat-oriented types.



    



    "He's probably the kind of guy who hides a long sword under his cloak," Touko thought, and she felt the likelihood was high.



    



    If she needed psychological assurance to face her grandfather, Fumizuka Eiri was undoubtedly a good choice. After all, he was the type to help others out of sheer interest, so if Touko personally sought his assistance, there was a chance he'd agree to help, right?



    



    ...



    



    After a brief conversation, Fumizuka Eiri agreed to witness the negotiation between Touko and her grandfather as an observer. Given the matter involved the succession of a magical lineage, it was a significant event, whether as the eldest son of the Fumizuka family or as a member of the Church. He had no reason to decline. Yet Touko instinctively felt he wasn't being entirely honest—he probably just thought accompanying her might offer some rare entertainment.



    



    At the entrance to her grandfather's workshop, Touko took a deep breath. She used magecraft to unlock the door and was the first to step inside, with Fumizuka Eiri following closely behind. Everything looked the same as before, she thought; nothing had changed since her grandfather had passed the succession to Aoko. Even her access to the workshop hadn't been revoked. She led an outsider directly to her grandfather's study, where he spent most of his time. Opening the door, she saw a familiar figure.



    



    "Is there something else you need, Touko?" her grandfather asked without turning his head, still seated in his favorite chair, reading a book.



    



    "Why?"



    



    Touko's voice trembled slightly.



    



    "Why wasn't it me?"



    



    Her grandfather didn't answer immediately. He continued flipping through his book at a steady pace, silent for a moment.



    



    "There's no particular reason," he said after a while.



    



    "I suppose I recently realized that Aoko is purer, so I made my decision."



    



    "Just because of such a ridiculous reason...?"



    



    Touko asked in disbelief.



    



    "Ah, yes," her grandfather replied, his tone cold and indifferent.



    



    Touko lowered her head slightly, her carefully groomed bangs covering her eyes. Two drops that looked like tears fell to the floor, but they soon absorbed into the exquisite carpet, disappearing as if they'd never existed.



    



    How did the saying go? Sometimes, when people think they've suffered a significant blow in life and are in great pain, life hits them once more. Touko felt she was in just such a situation.



    



    She had brought Fumizuka Eiri merely as a witness or for psychological comfort. But at that moment, the priest suddenly leaped into action, drawing a long sword from his meticulously arranged cloak—a sword that hardly seemed like it could have been hidden inside—and he split her grandfather in two while still seated in his chair.



    



    "You…"



    



    Touko, usually so sharp-witted, found her mind nearly shutting down. She instinctively questioned the priest, who was now wiping his sword with a handkerchief.



    



    "Why did you kill my grandfather!?"



    



    "I just felt the timing was right. I could kill him, so I did," Fumizuka Eiri responded mechanically, sheathing the sword back into his cloak, which gave no hint of what it concealed.



    



    This man had always been like this. For battle, he needed no reason, no opponent, no hatred, nor any deeper connection. When the moment was right, he could strike like a gun with its trigger pulled.



    



    The sudden, violent act by the priest of the Holy Church left the 19-year-old Touko Aozaki deeply shaken. It was her first time facing the death of a family member, and the killer was someone she had brought to her grandfather herself.



    



    The priest said nothing more, ignoring the stunned Touko as he strode toward the door.



    



    "Ah, excuse me," a young woman's voice called from outside the workshop, "Father Fumizuka, could you wait a moment?"



    



    Hearing the voice, Fumizuka Eiri froze, an inexplicable sense of unease washing over him. He immediately drew the sword he had just sheathed, ready to confront the unexpected intruder.



    



    But to everyone's surprise, the priest's actions abruptly stopped. Touko could even see the slight tremble in his body, though it didn't seem to come from fear or tension, but rather from some unseen force restraining him.



    



    Emerging from the shadows with a smile on her face was Aoko Aozaki. In her left hand, she held a beautifully bound leather book, and her right hand formed a strange gesture, glowing faintly.



    



    "Human Binding Spell," Aoko said.



    



    "Isn't it interesting?"



    



    Touko wanted to say something, but seeing the bound Fumizuka Eiri and her grandfather, now in two pieces, she remained silent.



    



    "It's been a while, Father Fumizuka," Aoko said, smiling.



    



    "To be honest, I didn't want to see you. You know, your handsome face made my dear sister daydream for a while, and I wasn't too happy about that."



    



    Aoko sighed dramatically, shaking her head.



    



    "That little rule of yours—'I felt I could kill, so I did,' huh?"



    



    Aoko questioned the immobilized priest.



    



    "To be honest, I like that rule quite a bit. But you used it on my grandfather, and I don't like that."



    



    At this point, Touko, already numb, felt a growing sense of dread.



    



    "Because 'I feel like I can kill you now, so I will,'" Aoko's tone was filled with contempt and indifference, a display of extreme disregard for life.



    



    "Wait…!"



    



    Touko barely managed to reach out, trying to stop her sister from what she was about to do. But she quickly realized it was too late. Aoko raised her right hand, mimicking the gesture of a gun, and a series of projectiles, trailing tracer-like light, flew out in eerie arcs, obliterating Fumizuka Eiri's head. Some of his blood even splattered onto Touko's face.



    



    It was Aoko's signature spell, Magic Missile, a part of her magical arsenal.



    



    "Ah, sorry, sorry," Aoko said in an apologetic tone when she saw the blood on Touko's face.



    



    "Let me clean that up for you, sis."



    



    With that, Aoko pulled out a pure white handkerchief from who-knows-where and gently, attentively wiped Touko's face clean.



    



    "That carpet was expensive," their grandfather's voice suddenly sounded from the ruined chair, his tone unusually filled with regret.



    



    "Before you leave, clean up this mess and replace the carpet."



    



    With that, their grandfather's spirit left the study, heading to the workshop's basement. The room was in disarray, with only the bodies of their grandfather and Fumizuka Eiri remaining, along with the Aozaki sisters.



    



    Hearing their grandfather's instructions, Aoko frowned slightly and conjured a body bag from thin air. She donned a mask and began methodically packing up Fumizuka Eiri's remains using magecraft. She also handed a body bag to Touko, gesturing for her to pack up their grandfather's remains.



    



    Numbly, Touko accepted Aoko's suggestion and began to work, suppressing the discomfort rising in her stomach. She felt out of place as if she were the true outsider in this family.



    



    Perhaps Aoko was more suited to be a proper Magician or even a magus. Touko thought this for no apparent reason but quickly dismissed the absurd idea, focusing on packing her grandfather's bisected body into the bag.



    



    ...



    



    The next morning (or rather, noon), Aoko, yawning and still in her pajamas, came downstairs to eat breakfast, only to find that Touko had run away from home.



    



    On the dining table was a letter addressed to her. In it, Touko explained that she was going to study abroad at the Clock Tower… and that once she returned, they would settle things as sisters.



    



    What the heck?



    



    Aoko sighed, thinking to herself, What a fool. She should have at least said goodbye in person before leaving, shouldn't she?

  
    On the fourth day after the old magus of the Aozaki family was torn apart, Aozaki Touko, while at the airport preparing to fly to London, saw the news about Misaki City in the newspaper.



    



    "A prominent local family, the Fumizuka, was attacked by an unknown assailant, leaving no survivors. The cause of death remains under investigation. The eldest son, Fumizuka Eiri, who worked at the Church, is missing. Misaki City police suspect he may have been involved in the crime and have mobilized a large force to search for him."



    



    Touko managed to fold the newspaper and put it aside, feeling a headache coming on as she pinched the bridge of her nose. At that moment, she felt out of place in strange Misaki City. The sooner she got to London, the sooner she could find relief.



    



    Opening her bag to find a painkiller, she unexpectedly discovered a letter. Frowning, she opened it and found two short sentences inside: "It's best to kill Cornelius Alba as soon as possible," and, "It's also best to kill Araya Souren." The letter was signed, "Your dear sister." As soon as she finished reading, the letter spontaneously combusted, and the pale blue flames reduced it to ashes, leaving nothing behind.



    



    ...



    



    Upon arriving at the Clock Tower in London, Touko immediately immersed herself in study and research. With her astounding talent, she quickly became a star there, even maneuvering to have Inorai Valualeta Atroholm, head of the Creation Department, become her mentor.



    



    After some time, Touko discovered that this elegant, noble old woman, while gentle on the surface, had a core of cold ruthlessness typical of magus. This realization made Touko reflect on her former self. Compared to her mentor—or even to her younger sister, whom she'd once looked down upon—Touko had undoubtedly been naive.



    



    No, Aoko and Lord Valualeta were different, she thought. Aoko was freer, doing whatever she wanted. With Aoko's inhuman number of magic circuits, magical efficiency, and unique spells, how could she ever have been an ordinary magus?



    



    But now, Touko thought firmly, I am different. I will never be weak again.



    



    Though she told herself this, after months in London, Touko still hadn't adjusted to British cuisine, and she missed Aoko's cooking, which she had once taken for granted. Now, with the prospect of a decisive battle with Aoko someday, Touko no longer felt the pathological need to kill her sister to seize her Magic, as in the original timeline. Instead, she wanted to prove to their grandfather that she wasn't inferior to her sister.



    



    Their grandfather, a true magician, remained alive in his way, even after losing his body. However, since Aoko inherited the family magic, he no longer taught her directly, arranging for her to learn magic elsewhere. They had made a pact: when Aoko could partially activate the Fifth Magic, he would grant her access to that cave.



    



    Aside from her research, Touko was troubled by Aoko's letter, which had warned her to beware of Cornelius Alba and Araya Souren. Touko's investigations revealed that Alba, who studied similar subjects, was merely a mediocrity. Yet, his occasional attempts to ingratiate himself with her were repulsive; despite nearing fifty, he used magecraft to maintain a youthful appearance. Touko wasn't opposed to delaying aging, but Alba's crude methods only created a facade of youth over aged magic circuits and bodily functions. His jealousy was palpable.



    



    Touko knew foresight powers existed and suspected Aoko might possess one, which would explain her warning about Alba's malice. Although Touko dismissed Alba as a clown, she still took precautions during interactions, never betraying any condescension.



    



    Araya Souren, however, puzzled her. He was a fellow Japanese magus at the Clock Tower, monk-like and focused solely on his bounded field magecraft, seemingly indifferent to fame or fortune. Touko even admired him for his purity. Yet, due to Aoko's warning, she remained cautious, preparing countermeasures against Alba's and Araya's magecraft systems in case either one turned hostile.



    



    At this stage, Touko had no immediate plans to kill them, despite Aoko's advice. Her position at the Clock Tower was not yet secure. While killing Araya might be manageable, killing Alba would risk retaliation from the Sponheim Abbey, his affiliated organization. Confident in her future, she felt certain that neither Alba nor Araya would pose a threat once her research reached its peak.



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, Aoko ruthlessly eradicated the Fumizuka family after Eiri Fumizuka went mad and destroyed their grandfather's body. She had used a combination of mechanical devices and arcane magic, and the retaliation was swift and merciless.



    



    After graduating from Asagami Girls' Academy, Aoko enrolled in the prestigious Misaki Private High School. Her beauty and remarkable figure quickly attracted attention, which troubled her. She dealt with admirers harshly, even sending a local businessman's son to the hospital. Using the Aozaki family's influence, she suppressed the incident, deterring other boys from approaching her.



    



    The school initially wanted to reprimand Aoko for her behavior, but her perfect scores left the principal with no excuse, allowing her to do as she pleased. Aoko also used her insight into world trends as an excuse to advise her father on investments, which brought some profit to the Aozaki family.



    



    She now lived primarily at the Kuonji Mansion, home of Kuonji Alice. The Aozakis, as managers of Misaki's spiritual leyline, maintained good relations with the Kuonjis, descendants of the First Magician. Aoko's grandfather had written to Alice, the Fairy Tale Witch, entrusting her with Aoko's education, so Aoko now lived at Alice's mansion.



    



    Kuonji Alice was a formidable magus whose Fairy Tale Magecraft possessed a level of mystery far exceeding that of most magus. However, Alice's lack of everyday skills often led to financial strain, especially given her love for fine tea. Her father, once heir to the Kuonji family conglomerate, had renounced his inheritance to marry Alice's mother, who later died after passing on her powers.



    



    Alice, the only member of her witch lineage to retain beauty in human form, lived alone in her father's mansion, harboring regrets about their strained relationship. This witch lineage, unlike others, was known for beauty—unlike some, such as the infamous werewolf Beryl Gut, whose mother was an ugly and evil fairy.

  
    After his marriage to Kuonji Alice's mother, who was a witch, Alice's father passed away shortly after her mother's death. Perhaps due to this, or possibly due to inheritance disputes, the current Kuonji consortium maintains a rather strained relationship with Kuonji Alice. Legally, Alice has a rightful claim to a portion of the Kuonji consortium's shares. However, these shares are currently managed by one of her inept uncles, and since Alice dislikes handling mundane affairs, she has yet to demand her inheritance.



    



    In appearance, Kuonji Alice does not look entirely like the fully Asian depiction Hirokazu Koyama illustrated for the game. Alice's mother was descended from Yumina, a witch from the British Isles, giving Alice significant Celtic heritage. Although Alice has short, jet-black hair as smooth and soft as high-quality silk, her facial structure is more defined than that of a typical East Asian. In this way, Aoko somewhat resembles her. When Aoko once asked her father about their resemblance, he mentioned that Aoko's grandmother (the wife of the old man) might have had European magi ancestry. Unfortunately, she passed away too early for him to know the details, as he had never met his mother.



    



    The Aozaki sisters' appearance could be described as a blend of the finest European and East Asian features. Their skin was both fair and delicate, and their facial features were more defined than typical Japanese. Aoko was pleased with this, feeling she could stand beside a beauty like Alice with confidence—each possessing a unique charm that made them a well-matched pair.



    



    However, Aoko believed her improved looks, figure, and magical talent (compared to her original timeline counterpart) were not due to any European blood but to other factors. Perhaps the transmigration factor played a role, though she felt that wasn't the only explanation. She wasn't in a rush to uncover the truth, believing the secrets about herself would eventually be revealed.



    



    Aoko valued her roommate, Alice, deeply. She secretly planned that once her skills were perfected, she would confront that uncle herself to reclaim Alice's shares. After all, how could such a delicate fairy tale princess be left worrying about her daily livelihood?



    



    In daily life, Aoko stubbornly called Kuonji Alice "Alice" instead of "Yuzu" (the Japanese pronunciation of her name) because she disliked the sound of "Yuzu." Alice didn't mind this; born in England, she likely held a stronger sense of identity with Britain.



    



    On Aoko's first day at the Kuonji residence, she won Alice's heart by preparing an exquisitely elegant afternoon tea. She spent a considerable amount to purchase authentic Darjeeling tea, paired with meticulously roasted sandwiches, classic English scones with clotted cream and jam, and puff pastries for dessert, offering Alice a traditional British Low Tea experience complete with the Union Jack.



    



    Such thoughtful service made Alice, the landlord, feel a little embarrassed by her new apprentice's efforts, and as she enjoyed the tea, she couldn't help but wonder if she or Aoko was the one truly born in England.



    



    Before Aoko moved in, Alice's meals mostly consisted of takeout from high-end restaurants, as she couldn't cook. Her fridge held little besides fruits and beverages. Without any servants, most household tasks were performed by her mother left behind—familiar constructs designed not only for combat but also equipped to handle household chores. When Alice was bored, even a robin would keep her company, a testament to her magical prowess.



    



    In terms of magic instruction, Alice was a stricter teacher than the old man of the Aozaki family. Aoko's grandfather, like a university professor, moved at his own pace, regardless of his students' understanding. Alice, by contrast, was the strictest of high school teachers, monitoring Aoko's progress closely and setting goals far beyond her current skill level to push her to improve.



    



    While Aoko was no novice in magecraft, her lack of focused practice left room for improvement, at least in Alice's eyes. As a "plus" version of herself, Aoko had a greater number and quality of magic circuits than her original timeline counterpart, allowing her to perform complex magical rituals. Like the original Aoko, she had extremely high magic efficiency, enabling her to achieve incredible rotation and output speeds for her magic bullets, resulting in effects like "light cannons" or "Gatling guns."



    



    Both Touko and Alice disapproved of Aoko's brute-force approach to magecraft, but they couldn't deny her talent for destruction, nor could they ignore her efficiency.



    



    Aoko herself didn't take pride in this destructive talent, nor did she dismiss it. She knew her ability was a result of her magic circuits' structure and her unique perspective on destruction, which had set her apart in the competition for the family inheritance.



    



    Sometimes, that's just how life is. Aoko's unmatched talent for efficient destruction hadn't led her to revel in it. Instead, she saw it as only the basic hardware needed to master the Fifth Magic. What she needed to dedicate herself to was studying and training with the fragments of otherworldly knowledge buried deep within her soul.



    



    Because of this, Aoko diligently completed the study tasks Alice set for her but did no extra. When she studied the mysteries of the Woven Fragment, she didn't avoid Alice's gaze but also didn't offer further explanation. After all, the Woven didn't follow the principle of keeping magecraft secret from others.



    



    Aoko and Alice were quite content with their close yet slightly distant cohabitation in the Kuonji mansion. They lived together comfortably for two years, during which Aoko occasionally wrote letters to Touko, who was at the Clock Tower.



    



    Whether out of shyness or stubbornness, Touko seldom wrote back. But from the letters she did send, it was clear she planned to confront one of the two individuals Aoko had warned her about. Touko was about to leave the Clock Tower, as her research had grown dangerous, and it seemed some intended to designate her for sealing, with her mentor, Lord Valualeta, leading the charge. Since she was about to go on the run, Touko decided to strike first—targeting the easier mark before returning to Japan to confront her annoying little sister, reclaim the family inheritance, and settle the score.

  
    Aozaki Touko was undoubtedly a genius of unparalleled talent. In just two short years, she earned the prestigious title of Grand Rank at the Clock Tower. Her achievement stemmed from her cutting-edge doll-making technology, which allowed her to create a replica of her own body. In the event of a fatal incident, her consciousness would transfer seamlessly to the new body, effectively replacing the original without any loss.



    



    Outsiders, however, were uncertain whether Touko's replication technology truly transferred her complete consciousness and soul into the new body, or merely copied her memories. This ambiguity led many magi, including Cornelius Alba, to scoff at her achievement, doubting that the new Touko was truly the same person. Yet, the truth was known only to Aozaki Touko herself.



    



    If not for her fixation on the Aozaki family's Magic, she would not have acquired the nickname "Scarred Red." Instead, at the Clock Tower, she might have been revered as a remarkable and highly respected genius.



    



    In addition to her prowess in doll magecraft, Touko revitalized Rune Magic for the modern era. Runes, whose potency had diminished since the Age of Gods, were revived through her expertise. It was even said that she possessed several Rune Stones from that ancient era.



    



    After achieving so many astonishing feats, Touko chose to make her escape. On one particular afternoon, just before her planned departure, she packed C4 explosives into a small mechanical spider doll she had crafted. Using imaginary number magecraft, she expanded the doll's internal space to hold a destructive quantity of explosives. Notably, the technology in the spider doll didn't include any of Touko's proprietary techniques—it was something anyone with enough resources could have created.



    



    That night, when Cornelius Alba returned to his bedroom after a long day, an explosion killed him. Alba, once considered a promising future director of the Sponheim Abbey died in his own home.



    



    The Clock Tower's Department of Policies immediately launched an investigation, but they found no evidence linking his death to another magus. If anything, it resembled the methods of the assassin Kiritsugu Emiya, who had recently gained notoriety in the Middle East for combining modern technology with traditional magecraft to eliminate magi, earning him the title "Magus Killer." Investigators suspected someone might have hired Emiya.



    



    Naturally, Touko wasn't considered a suspect, as she had no apparent connection to Alba beyond a few casual conversations. Unless the Wizard Marshal Zelretch himself investigated and traveled back in time, her crime would remain undiscovered. She had chosen this method of assassination because her sister Aoko had mentioned Emiya's exploits in a letter, warning Touko to be cautious of him.



    



    As for inadvertently framing Kiritsugu Emiya, Touko was unbothered. After some research, she discovered that Emiya's father, Norikata Emiya, had been involved in a Sealing Designation execution team led by none other than Cornelius Alba. In Touko's view, this assassination was a way of avenging Emiya—so what if he had to take the blame?



    



    With Alba dead, Touko felt a significant weight lifted from her shoulders. On the same day that Lord Valualeta proposed Touko be subjected to a Sealing Designation, she bid her teacher farewell in the morning, then packed her belongings and left the Clock Tower by the afternoon, bound for her next destination.



    



    Touko believed her sister knew enough about her and was formidable in combat. To defeat her sister head-on, Touko would need to be thoroughly prepared—perhaps by acquiring a familiar powerful enough to counter her sister's overwhelming magic bullets and unique, self-developed spells.



    



    After two years of relentless pursuit, Touko had finally identified her target. She believed that if her information was accurate, she could stand a chance against her sister, even if Aoko had fully mastered the Fifth Magic, with the help of this familiar.



    



    Touko had found clues about her target in an ancient, rare text. It spoke of a pure Phantasmal Species that had persisted into the modern world, a relic of an era when magecraft held greater mystery. In the early 18th century, a werewolf village in Europe witnessed the birth of a golden child. The villagers believed this golden child embodied the essence of their forest god, naming it "Lugh," meaning "Sun."



    



    But as time passed, they were disappointed to find that the child never grew. After assuming the form of a ten-year-old human or werewolf, it ceased to develop further and had no discernible gender. Eventually, the werewolves realized this being was not one of their own, but an entirely different entity posing as a werewolf.



    



    Touko speculated that this Phantasmal Species might have realized some aspect of the Third Magic—the materialization of the soul. If she could make this golden wolf her familiar, its connection to the Age of Gods would render modern magi powerless against it, greatly improving her chances against her sister.



    



    Touko had obtained this record long ago, but due to Aoko's warnings in her letters, she had hesitated to verify it or locate the werewolf village. Now, she sent her sister a formal challenge: Eight months from now, Aozaki Touko would return to Misaki Town to reclaim everything that once belonged to her.



    



    Touko knew this wouldn't be easy. That's why she needed to acquire the golden wolf as soon as possible. According to her carefully crafted plan, she would embark on a journey across Europe, strengthening herself while also bonding with the golden wolf, Lugh Beowulf, and improving their cooperation.



    



    Sitting on the train, a slight smile appeared on Touko's lips as she gazed out at the foreign landscapes passing by. Her mood lightened as she thought about her arrogant little sister one day begging for mercy. As long as she could secure the golden wolf and defeat her sister, everything would fall into place.

  
    By September of 1989, about six months had passed since Touko departed on her journey to Europe. At that time, Aoko had made significant strides in mastering the Arcane Magic. In two years, her mage level had risen to 8, granting her access to two 4th-level spell slots and increasing her intelligence by two points, reaching a total of 20.



    



    However, Aoko was uncertain whether her growth followed the exact system of the Player's Handbook from her previous life. Before reaching level 8, she had already acquired the Spell Mastery feat through daily meditation and research. This allowed her to prepare certain spells without needing a spellbook, and, by briefly meditating, she could ready several spells equal to her Intelligence modifier—(20-10)/2, or 5 spells. This greatly sped up her morning spell preparation.



    



    When she reached level 8, she didn't automatically gain two additional points of intelligence by choice. It appeared that her intelligence would increase naturally as she progressed, even without actively selecting it. Additionally, if she acquired a feat early through personal effort and talent, it replaced the bonus feat she would normally receive at that level. Thus, class levels served more as a safety net for Aoko. As long as she was smart enough and had the physical potential, she could acquire certain class abilities earlier than usual.



    



    In the game, limitations balanced character abilities, but this didn't seem to apply in reality. For instance, when Aoko selected Alertness as her first bonus feat, her Intelligence still increased by two points.



    



    According to Aoko's understanding, classes were merely a human interpretation of the universe's rules. Since this universe had no concept of classes, Aoko could only draw on her abilities from the Woven Fragment within her.



    



    Aoko had also mastered several 4th-level spells: Dimensional Anchor, Ice Storm, and Dimension Door, along with lower-level spells like Nondetection, Protection from Energy, Greater Mage Armor, and Dimensional Prison. These spells were all highly effective when used in the right circumstances, testing a mage's experience and wisdom.



    



    Thanks to her strong scientific background from her previous life, especially in mathematics, Aoko excelled in learning this world's mathematical magecraft. Her talent in this area even drew praise from the usually aloof Kuonji Alice. Aoko was learning mathematical magecraft from Alice because this discipline increased the efficiency of magical operations. With her already inhuman mana circulation efficiency, she wanted to push this strength even further.



    



    Using mathematical magecraft, Aoko raised her signature spell, magic bullet projection, to a level that would make even a Lord from the Clock Tower exclaim, "What a monster!" This fully unleashed her destructive potential. Mathematical magecraft was also a supportive type of magecraft, assisting with constructing spell formulas and bounded fields, making it highly beneficial. Even Alice, now Aoko's magecraft tutor, approved of her learning it.



    



    Beyond her personal growth, last year, Aoko had imported a young New Caledonian Crow, which she made her familiar. Known for their intelligence, these crows are among the most clever of birds. Once transformed into a familiar, this crow gained a supernatural ability to understand a language of Aoko's choosing, and she chose English for its practicality.



    



    With Aoko's high intelligence and level, her familiar now had an intelligence score of 10, equivalent to that of a human. She often chatted with it, and a strong bond grew between them. She named the clever little crow Stark (meaning "Strong") in the hope it would grow strong and healthy.



    



    Stark was intelligent and obedient, grateful to Aoko for transforming it from an ordinary crow into a highly intelligent familiar, and it cherished its new identity. It diligently performed all tasks Aoko assigned, fearing that if it didn't perform well, it might be replaced and reverted to an ordinary animal. Stark did not want that fate; it hoped to remain Aoko's familiar for life.



    



    In reality, Stark's worry was unfounded. Aoko viewed the New Caledonian Crow as the ideal familiar, not only for its natural intelligence but also for its linguistic abilities, which made it far more convenient than other options. She also appreciated Stark's sleek, iridescent feathers, which gave it a refined appearance.



    



    Aoko went so far as to purchase various imported nuts and specialized supplements for pet crows, ensuring Stark grew faster and healthier than its peers. Alice, too, had a familiar, a robin named Robin, left behind by her mother. While Robin could speak, as a man-made familiar, its speech patterns followed a set magus logic. Outsiders might not notice, but Alice knew Robin's personality was limited. Compared to Stark, Robin felt lacking.



    



    Moreover, Stark could share some of Aoko's spellcasting abilities, an advantage Robin didn't have. Kuonji Alice was a solitary girl, and though she said nothing, she envied Aoko's close bond with Stark.



    



    Aoko had noticed Alice sneaking snacks to Stark more than once, but she never confronted her. She simply told Stark, "If Alice leaves you snacks, feel free to eat them."



    



    Of course, Alice had one complaint about Stark, though it wasn't directed at the crow but rather at Aoko. Alice had a refined sense of taste, and upon learning that Aoko had named her precious familiar "Stark," she nearly started an argument. However, Aoko deftly sidestepped the topic, leaving Alice with no choice but to drop the matter.



    



    Perhaps Aoko would give Stark a new name someday, but for now, she was too unbothered to change it. "Stark" was just fine—after all, a humble name can help one thrive.

  
    The issue of her magical pet can be set aside for now—Aoko Aozaki is already an independent magi. Although she still studies various forms of magecraft under Alice Kuonji, this learning is more akin to an exchange between scholars in different fields. Aoko has developed unique insights into many areas of magecraft and is happy to share them with Alice, making their exchanges even more fruitful.



    



    Of course, Aoko had also attempted to learn Alice's unique Fairy Tale Magecraft, but she hit a wall trying to grasp the fundamentals, such as the magecraft of the starling familiar from The Sixpence Song. The Fairy Tale Magecraft system, built on a special magical foundation, can only be learned by descendants of the Yumina family, who retain remnants of the First Magic. This inheritance relies on a unique witch's bloodline, and after repeated attempts, Aoko confirmed this fact.



    



    "Membership-only magic, huh?"



    



    Aoko sighed. Perhaps in the future, she'd get the chance to visit Western countries and see if she could learn Thought Textures (a different system of magic entirely). However, that system is granted by the Summit Court, a council of deities, and in some ways, it might be even stricter than a witch's bloodline inheritance.



    



    "Seriously, why is magecraft in this world so exclusive?"



    



    Aoko grumbled.



    



    But truthfully, Aoko's Arcane Magic is even more exclusive. She alone can use it in this world because she possesses a Woven Fragment. She can't even teach this foreign knowledge to others. This is an Otherworldly Law, and Aoko is well aware of it.



    



    Even though she has inherited the Fifth Magic Crest of the Aozaki family and has the advantage of the Woven Fragment, facing the upcoming challenge from her sister Touko remains uncertain.



    



    After all, the golden werewolf Lugh Beowulf is a Phantasmal Species that has achieved soul materialization. Calling it a werewolf is inaccurate, as its essence is closer to that of a fae or a True Ancestor. Aoko believes Lugh Beowulf's combat power far surpasses Yu Mei-ren's, who can repeatedly self-detonate and revive. Lugh Beowulf possesses incredibly high defense and the ability to change its form at will.



    



    However, defeating Lugh Beowulf isn't impossible. Lugh Beowulf is still mentally immature, a brat at heart. In the original timeline, Shizuki Soujuurou managed to scare it off with a desperate last attack that caused it pain. Aoko figures it would be much easier for her to achieve the same result.



    



    There isn't much time left before Touko launches her assault… Aoko doesn't want to lose and ends up with Touko lording over her forever, stuck as the useless little sister with no hope of standing on her own. That's why she's been taking risks lately to gain the power necessary to beat the golden wolf head-on.



    



    In the short term, the best path forward is to open the sealed passage deep within her grandfather's workshop that leads to the Root.



    



    Despite inheriting the Fifth Magic, Aoko hasn't fully mastered its capabilities in the two years since. While she's confident in her talent, time isn't on her side. She's determined not to repeat the original timeline's tragedy, where she had to sacrifice close friends to awaken her abilities.



    



    Thus, she must convince her grandfather's soul to unlock the sealed passage. By traversing this path to the Root, she can gain full access to the Fifth Magic. When her grandfather acquired the Fifth Magic, he sealed the passage afterward. Aoko suspects this wasn't meant for future generations to reopen after making more progress, but rather because her grandfather was tired of being pestered by the forces sent by the Counter Force.



    



    Through her research and memories from her previous life, Aoko deduced that her biggest obstacle on the path to the Root would be the Primate Murderer, Cath Palug—a Beast of Alaya. This oversized version of Fou isn't overwhelmingly strong in a conventional sense, but it holds the absolute authority to kill primates and possesses the Comparative Principle, which hasn't fully matured in her timeline.



    



    Aoko once discussed the issue of the Primate Murderer with her grandfather. His response was, "It's tough to deal with, but not even the First Ancestor could kill me."



    



    Aoko remains skeptical of this. She doesn't know whether splitting her grandfather in half counts as "killed" when it was done by Ryougi Shiki, but considering how casually his soul seems to be walking around, it probably wasn't a big deal. Or maybe her grandfather was just putting on a strong face for pride's sake—otherwise, it doesn't explain why Touko could seal him inside the workshop with magecraft in the original timeline.



    



    To deal with this giant white dog, Aoko has prepared various spell scrolls like Monster Stun, Hold Monster, Misdirection, and Dimensional Door. Since the Primate Murderer is 100% native to Earth, spells like Dismissal or Banishment won't work on it, so Aoko has no choice but to face it head-on. She plans to use her Arcane Magic to stall it long enough to gain full mastery of the Fifth Magic. Once she reaches that point, neither Alaya nor the Primate Murderer will be able to touch her. Her grandfather's carefree life over the years proves that.



    



    ...



    



    After making all her preparations and getting herself into peak condition, Aoko set out for her grandfather's workshop.



    



    Before leaving, she told Alice that if she didn't come back, all her possessions in the shared Western-style house should go to Touko as per her will.



    



    Also, even if she made it back, she wouldn't be able to attend school for a while, so she asked Alice to help by notifying the school. There's a bento in the refrigerator that Aoko had prepared for Alice—just heat it and it's ready to eat.



    



    Alice silently watched Aoko leave, feeling some emotion stir in her heart for the first time in a while. Perhaps she was worried about her housemate risking her life, or maybe she was lamenting the possible loss of a long-term meal ticket.



    



    Some clever readers might wonder why Aoko didn't bring Alice along on this journey to the Root. Aoko would answer that there are two main reasons: first, Alice's Fairy Tale Magecraft is highly effective against magus, but when it comes to dealing with the Primate Murderer or a soul-materialized beast like Lugh Beowulf, it's not very useful. Alice might very well be taken out by Cath Palug in a single strike.



    



    That's why Aoko, not wanting her dear housemate to be harmed, decided to face this challenge alone.



    



    Two years had passed since Aoko last visited her grandfather's workshop. The house hadn't changed at all—not even the grass in front of the door seemed to have grown much.



    



    She took a deep breath and entered. The three floors of the house were silent, with no sign of anyone. Aoko headed straight for the entrance to the basement, where her grandfather's true workshop was located. Using the Aozaki family's magic crest, she unlocked the bounded field and descended without hesitation.



    



    Pushing open the door to her grandfather's study in the basement, Aoko saw the chair he had once sat in. On the desk beside it was an open book, though it wasn't the De Profundis she remembered from years ago. It seemed her grandfather, lacking human sentiment, didn't always read the same book.



    



    Aoko paused only for a moment before moving toward the deeper room—the true workshop that her grandfather had forbidden her and her sister from entering since childhood. She suspected that the entrance to the path she sought lay there. Her grandfather's disembodied soul had been guarding this place, preventing anyone from entering.



    



    Now, she had broken through the bounded field, and upon entering, she found her grandfather's translucent spirit.



    



    "Do you want to enter there?" her grandfather asked.



    



    "Are you sure you're stronger than me?"



    



    "Yes," Aoko replied confidently.



    



    "I'm stronger than you, Grandfather, so I'm going to walk the path to the Root."



    



    "Is that so?"



    



    Her grandfather's gaze lowered slightly, and Aoko could sense him thinking.



    



    "So far, no one who's reached there has ever returned alive."



    



    "Why?"



    



    Aoko asked, startled. "Didn't you obtain the Fifth Magic after reaching the Root?"



    



    "Yes," her grandfather replied.



    



    "The First and Fifth were both results of reaching it. But reaching it... well, the truth is, I stopped just before truly entering the gate and turned back. That's how I got this consolation prize."



    



    "So…"



    



    Aoko's eyes widened.



    



    "You only peeked into the Root, Grandfather?"



    



    "Yes," her grandfather sighed.



    



    "Whether you succeed or fail, once you truly touch the Root, there's no coming back to this side of the world."

  
    "I once made a vow that no descendant of the Aozaki family could enter 'there' unless they surpassed me," her grandfather said.



    



    "But now, it seems that vow no longer holds any meaning."



    



    "Why?"



    



    Aoko asked, surprised.



    



    "I thought I'd have to fight you first."



    



    "Hahaha," her grandfather laughed stiffly—the first time Aoko had ever heard him laugh.



    



    "Look at me now, in this sorry state. How could I possibly still be able to fight you?"



    



    "So, Eiri Fumizuka did kill you?"



    



    Aoko asked, astonished.



    



    "Is a Magician so fragile?"



    



    "Not quite," her grandfather shook his head.



    



    "I was strong when I still had my body, but I had already lost the possibility of progressing any further."



    



    "You mean you hit the limit of your potential?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    "No, I mean I went down the wrong path," her grandfather reminisced.



    



    "In my research and use of the Fifth Magic, I entered a misguided route, and there was no turning back. The cost of that mistake was gradually losing the emotions humans should possess, so I discarded my body through the hands of that Fumizuka child."



    



    "The Fifth Magic has that kind of effect?"



    



    Aoko frowned.



    



    "If that's the case, I might need to reconsider whether I want to fully claim the Fifth Magic."



    



    "You misunderstand," her grandfather said.



    



    "That wasn't a flaw of the Fifth Magic, but a flaw of mine. In approaching the root, my shortcomings led me down the wrong path. That's why I passed the magic crest to you and abandoned my physical body."



    



    Aoko thought for a moment, then asked, "So that's why you swore that only someone stronger than you could enter the cave?"



    



    "Exactly," her grandfather replied in a bright voice.



    



    "If you aren't stronger than me, then approaching the root is meaningless. It would just be a waste of time."



    



    "I obtained the Fifth Magic when I was very close to the root," her grandfather recalled, "but that was as far as I could go. I didn't quite reach the source of everything."



    



    "So, I decided to see if a descendant might appear who was stronger than me and could attempt to enter the cave leading to the root."



    



    "If you succeed and come back alive, I'll give up staying in the surface world and head to the Outside," her grandfather continued, speaking to himself.



    



    "Staying on the Inside would only dilute the authority of the Fifth Magic."



    



    "I understand," Aoko said. She had no intention of persuading her grandfather otherwise, nor did she consider asking Touko to create a new body for him.



    



    "I've decided to enter the cave."



    



    The entrance to the cave leading to the root was hidden deeper in her grandfather's workshop basement. Following her grandfather's footsteps, Aoko arrived at a plain wall.



    



    "It's right here," her grandfather said.



    



    "Hm?"



    



    Aoko was puzzled.



    



    "There's nothing here."



    



    "Use the crest you just obtained and think carefully," her grandfather tapped his head with a finger.



    



    "I fixed the timeline of the entrance. Without sufficient mastery of the Fifth Magic, you won't be able to enter."



    



    "Sounds like a legacy defense," Aoko muttered, frowning at the wall.



    



    "So, I have to disable it?"



    



    Her grandfather didn't say anything, only gesturing for her to proceed. Aoko braced herself and approached the wall, studying it to figure out what to do.



    



    She saw no magical glow nor sensed any spell traces on the wall. Running her hand over the unremarkable surface, she considered simply smashing her way through.



    



    But since her grandfather had said it was sealed with the Fifth Magic, breaking the wall wouldn't reveal the entrance behind it.



    



    With that in mind, Aoko steeled herself. She closed her eyes and, after gathering her resolve, began activating the Fifth Magic.



    



    A surge of immense magical energy, channeled through her vast number of magic circuits, flowed into the Aozaki family's magic crest. A faint glow emanated from her right arm as she touched the wall, and intricate light patterns resembling a circuit board appeared on her skin. Her consciousness ceased its interaction with the material world and plunged into the boundless astral river, while everything around her froze—everything except her grandfather, who continued observing her.



    



    Normally, a human body can barely withstand the burden of using the Fifth Magic, her grandfather mused. In the past, when he used the Fifth Magic, he endured excruciating pain—a pain born from the limitations of being human, limitations he eventually discarded along with his emotions.



    



    All Magic is an enemy of the world, and any human born of this world who attempts to wield an Otherworldly Law must endure the pain the world inflicts to erase humanity. This pain exists on a mental plane, a method designed specifically to obliterate human emotions.



    



    To go further, her grandfather had discarded his emotions. But when he reached the brink of the Root, he lost the key to his origin due to his incompleteness, hitting the limit of his existence.



    



    The descendant now before him, this girl with unknown elements mixed within her, continued to activate the magic crest while enduring this pain that threatened to erase her consciousness. The old magician couldn't help but feel a surge of expectation.



    



    Aoko, nearing the world of the Root, was being subjected to extreme pain and loneliness, but she coldly thought that such things were trivial. For some reason, at that moment, Aoko found the price she was paying to use the Magic to be utterly insignificant. These signals that seemed to be attacking her thoughts had no way of stopping her from using the Fifth Magic, let alone destroying her consciousness.



    



    Indeed, the pressure from the world's retaliation did not affect Aoko because, if the person enduring it was completely indifferent to these painful signals, then the attack was as harmless as a gentle breeze.



    



    The world's consciousness became confused. The amount of pain it had inflicted could easily destroy any human, so why was this one unaffected? Was she even human?



    



    Aoko had no idea about the world's internal struggle. She was entirely focused on approaching the Root and using a partial activation of the Fifth Magic to lift her grandfather's seal.



    



    "Subjective Axis: Release," Aoko whispered, not as a spell but as a self-hypnosis trigger.



    



    With her words, the wall in front of her began to change. A door that hadn't existed before gradually appeared on the surface, and the constant spacetime fluctuations that had been occurring at Planck-time intervals vanished.



    



    Aoko opened her eyes again, delighted to see that she had succeeded. Just as she turned to boast to her grandfather, she realized his spirit was gone. Perhaps the Fifth Magic that had been continuously activated on this door had been the anchor that kept his soul in place.

  
    Behind the door lies another world.



    



    In many novels, numerous authors describe scenes where opening a door reveals a dramatically changed environment, highlighting the shift from what came before. But for Aoko, the experience was literal—inside this cave, the environment truly felt like another world, leaving her with a strong sense of disorientation.



    



    The cave appeared to be a deep tunnel leading underground, yet a magician would sense that the further they descended into this slightly sloped passage, the more the rules governing it diverged from those of the surface world. This tunnel was, in fact, a flaw in the planet's surface—a crack that even the great system of Rhongomyniad couldn't seal. Aoko cautiously continued downward, her mind calm. She had long expected that the path to the Root would be anything but normal; otherwise, it wouldn't have required a magician to seal it off after exploring it.



    



    At that moment, Aoko noticed her mystic code gradually losing effectiveness. It hadn't malfunctioned but simply couldn't function under this environment's parameters. She worried her magic circuits might be affected as well, but after carefully channeling her magical energy, she found that her circuits and magic crests were still functioning. It seemed that her grandfather must have had descendants after becoming a magician, as only a magician's bloodline would possess some resistance to this environment.



    



    Still, there were no guarantees. Aoko discovered that none of the magic she had learned worked—not even the magic bullets she was most skilled at. Fortunately, the arcane spells from the Woven Fragments still functioned perfectly, as they were on par with the Five Major Magics of this universe, originating from beyond this cosmos.



    



    In the Nasuverse, "outside the world" and "outside the universe" are distinct concepts. "Outside the world" refers to areas beyond the planet's surface, while "outside the universe" is, as expected, beyond the observable universe.



    



    As Aoko walked, she took out her spellbook, holding it close as she remained vigilant for any potential threats. This cave was exceedingly strange. Although there was no light whatsoever, her vision was unaffected.



    



    Was there something wrong with her, or with the cave itself? Aoko inclined towards the idea that, as she approached the origin of all things, she was perceiving something closer to the information of matter itself. Here, the causal question of whether light existed or not didn't impact her ability to perceive her surroundings.



    



    Things were getting more abstract... Aoko sighed.



    



    The moment she allowed her mind a brief respite, she regretted it. At the far edge of her vision, something began "precipitating" from the environment—a white, mist-like presence, though strangely substantial.



    



    Aoko tensed, sensing mortal danger. She quickly opened her spellbook, activating the enhancement spell scrolls she had prepared and applying them in succession: the full Zoo set (except for Lion's Charge and Eagle's Splendor), Mage Armor, and Initiative. In mere seconds, several valuable scrolls were consumed, but Aoko knew that if she died, no one would be left to use them anyway.



    



    Her eyes remained fixed on the white mist, her instincts screaming that it was undoubtedly her enemy.



    



    Sure enough, in her line of sight, the mist gradually solidified into a large creature resembling a mix of fox and dog. It had soft, curly white fur that looked tempting to touch, and its long ears stood upright like those of an alert rabbit.



    



    But Aoko found nothing endearing about it. Her instincts blared warnings. The creature's eyes held bureaucratic violence, as if, in its gaze, Aoko—inheritor of the Fifth Magic notwithstanding—was no different from an ordinary girl on the street.



    



    The beast moved with graceful steps, its feline-like paws making no sound yet radiating a solid, powerful weight. Its speed escalated rapidly, closing a distance that had seemed hundreds of meters in mere moments.



    



    However, thanks to her magical enhancements, Aoko's reflexes had reached superhuman levels. Her right hand moved in a blur, and just before the creature could touch her, she vanished into smoke.



    



    The Primate Murderer tilted its head, confused by her disappearance. When it turned around, it saw the human woman crouching a short distance away, tending to a wound on her shoulder.



    



    Still too careless!



    



    Aoko frowned as she tended to the deep wound on her left shoulder, which bled profusely. She cast False Life on herself, temporarily bolstering her vitality against the blood loss.



    



    Something was wrong with this beast. Despite dodging its attack, she was still injured! And her speed had decreased by nearly a third from this single wound. Was this a result of the Primate Murderer's slaughter authority?



    



    While Aoko pondered, the creature was equally puzzled. Typically, its attacks would leave a human of her caliber grievously wounded. But this woman had only suffered a shoulder wound, with barely any reduction in her abilities. What was going on? Could she not be human?



    



    Aoko ignored the pain, took a small piece of butter, and chanted as she slapped it onto the ground, spreading an invisible wave of magic between her and the beast. Just then, the white beast leaped again, and Aoko narrowly dodged by throwing herself to the ground.



    



    But her chest was struck. Despite the protection of her Mage Armor, her clothes were torn, revealing bloodied skin beneath. A deep wound ran from her shoulder to near her abdomen, dangerously close to disemboweling her.



    



    Aoko spat out blood, mixed with bits of her organs. The searing pain reminded her of her predicament. But thanks to False Life, she had enough vitality left to keep going.



    



    With shaking hands, she opened her spellbook, ignoring the blood dripping onto its pages. The Primate Murderer struggled against the frictionless surface of her Grease spell, unable to leap and snarling in frustration.



    



    Finding the Dimension Door scroll, she activated it without hesitation. Space distorted, and Aoko appeared roughly 120 meters further down the tunnel, closer to the Root.



    



    The Primate Murderer roared in frustration. If it failed in its mission and broke its contract with Gaia, it would face severe punishment.



    



    Aoko looked back at it with a mocking smile before a violent cough forced more blood from her lips.



    



    Damn it, how could the great Miss Blue die here?



    



    Aoko pressed a hand to her wound, forming arcane gestures with her other. Several shimmering missiles launched from her hand, homing in on the Primate Murderer. Though weak, they pushed the beast back bit by bit.



    



    The Primate Murderer was incensed, trying to resist the impacts. But in its view, the woman had pulled another page from her spellbook, disappearing deeper into the cave with impossible speed.



    



    The Grease spell had worked!



    



    Despite her agonizing wounds, Aoko was drenched in sweat. The effects of False Life were fading fast, and when they ended, her body would feel the full force of her injuries.



    



    Just a little farther...



    



    Her stamina was nearly depleted, her body numb from pain and blood loss, leaving only a growing coldness. She considered shifting the time of her injuries to the future but was too weak for such magic. All she could do was press onward, undoing the seal her grandfather had placed.



    



    Was she too arrogant, thinking she had surpassed him?



    



    Briefly melancholy, Aoko quickly dismissed the thought. She had evaded the Primate Murderer—no small feat. And she could feel it—things around her were becoming more abstract. The Swirl of the Root was right in front of her.



    



    Roars echoed from behind. The beast had escaped the Grease spell and was gaining ground again. Aoko paid it no mind, dragging her body forward, resolute.



    



    The place where even nothingness ceased to exist lay before her. With the last of her strength, Aoko activated Cloak of Shadows, disappearing into smoke.



    



    The Primate Murderer's attack missed once more, though Aoko felt as if her spine had been shattered by its slaughter authority.



    



    She no longer cared. She had reached the place every magician dreamed of—the entrance to the Root.



    



    The white beast howled, helplessly watching her vanish into the Root. With the last of her strength, she even managed a final defiant gesture in its direction.

  
    What exactly is the so-called Root?



    



    According to Magus, the Root is the origin of all things, the so-called First Cause. If you were to ask Touko Aozaki, she'd say the Root is the Akashic Records she seeks. For Aoko, however, the Root is the ultimate knowledge. No matter what you wish to know, as long as you find the question's source within the Root, you can immediately derive the "effect" of the answer from that "cause." It is essentially the world's most powerful encyclopedia, containing everything—and yet, nothing.



    



    Aoko felt her "self" dissolving. In this ultimate void, she couldn't feel anything, yet it was as if she knew everything. Her pain vanished, as did her wounds; her shattered body now hovered between existence and non-existence. Aoko desperately wanted to fall into a deep sleep, but a voice within her warned her not to.



    



    If an ordinary magus reached the Root, they would be overwhelmed by its infinite causes, leading their self to be assimilated and disappear in an instant. Yet Aoko, as a "human," possessed some element that did not originate from the Swirl of the Root. It was this unknown element that preserved her sense of self, allowing her to survive within the Root.



    



    As long as she continued to "live," she would acquire more "rewards" from the Swirl of the Root... But what was it that Aoko wanted again? She couldn't quite remember. In her confusion, she glimpsed the magic crest of the Aozaki family and vaguely recalled the Fifth Magic her grandfather had cast on that door... Magic... Ah, that's right. She was a magician.



    



    Aoko immediately snapped back to her senses, and in the Swirl of the Root, she regained physical form. She reached for her wounds but found only smooth skin—the injuries had completely disappeared as if they'd never existed. She tried to see something, but it was as though she were blind—unable to see anything, yet seeing everything at once.



    



    "I need clothes," Aoko thought.



    



    In the next instant, her previous clothes were back on her body.



    



    Aoko quickly understood the mechanism of this place. She began to fully activate her magic crest, demanding all the knowledge about the Fifth Magic from the Root. Perhaps because she had shaken off the disorienting chaos here, Aoko suddenly felt a powerful rejection, as if the Swirl of the Root did not allow such a strong sense of self within it.



    



    But Aoko had already begun absorbing the mysteries of the Fifth Magic. She was determined to master this complete magic—surpassing even her grandfather's—before she was expelled from the Root! As her "inquiries" intensified, the magic crest, originally covering only her right arm, spread to her left arm as well. The crest on her right arm grew denser, with glowing patterns that became more intricate and bizarre.



    



    Excruciating pain surged through Aoko's arms as the crest etched into her nerves, but she ignored it. All she wanted to do now was laugh, and so she did. The crest of the Fifth Magic spread from her arms across her back, but just as the markings connected, Aoko was forcefully ejected.



    



    ...



    



    "Ouch!"



    



    Aoko landed on her butt. She rubbed where the Primate Murderer had broken her spine, only to find it completely healed. Her other wounds had also vanished, as if she had never been injured. She stood up, dusting herself off, and looked around. She was back in the cave, but the foul dog that had gravely injured her was nowhere to be seen.



    



    She reached for her waist—her spell component pouch was still there, and somehow, all the components had been mysteriously replenished. Her spellbook was also intact. Remembering something, she flipped through it to check the scroll pages she had used. The pages had been restored, but the spells themselves were gone.



    



    Aoko understood something. She closed her eyes and focused inward. Her body was now in perfect health—better even than before she had entered the cave. She let out a sigh of relief as she sensed the Woven Fragment was still present.



    



    As she lowered her head, her hair fell forward, and she grabbed a lock of it. Her hair had turned a fiery red. Why? Was this some side effect of the Fifth Magic? She recalled that in her "previous life," in the original timeline, her hair had also turned red after activating the Fifth Magic. But now, it remained red in her normal state. Perhaps it was a sign she had fully mastered the Magic?



    



    These were trivial matters, Aoko thought confidently. She looked back, but the entrance to the Root had vanished, replaced by the dead end of an ordinary cave.



    



    Grandfather probably won't blame me, right?



    



    Aoko thought guiltily.



    



    Making the entrance to the Root disappear—surely every magus in the world would want to kill her for that? But none of that mattered. There were probably fewer than five magus in the world who could pose a threat to her now.



    



    With a spring in her step, Aoko walked toward the cave exit, unaware that with every step she took, the cave behind her was disappearing bit by bit. By the time Aoko reached her grandfather's underground workshop, the cave had completely vanished when she looked back.



    



    It was probably something like a glitch in the world, Aoko sighed.



    



    Now that her grandfather was gone and the cave to the Root had disappeared, did that make her a prodigal? But she had obtained the complete Fifth Magic and even turned it into a fully-formed magic crest. Surely that would bring honor to the family?



    



    With this thought, the newly reborn Fifth Magician, Aoko Aozaki, no longer felt guilty. She hummed a song that hadn't been released in this era yet as she cleaned up her grandfather's magical workshop.



    



    Now that grandfather was gone, it would be a shame to leave this inheritance in a dark basement.



    



    Without the slightest guilt, Aoko packed away the remaining books and magical tools from her grandfather's workshop, planning to dig a basement in her and Touko's villa to store everything...



    



    Huh?



    



    Aoko frowned in thought. Wasn't something wrong...?



    



    Well, never mind. No need to overthink it now. Happily, Aoko continued sorting her grandfather's magical inheritance, organizing everything into neat piles in the center of the room, waiting for the right time to call a vehicle to transport it all.



    



    --- Scene Cut ---



    



    "Hey, Touko," a cute little 'boy' with golden hair walking beside Touko asked, "Is your sister really strong?"



    



    "She's inherited the crest of the Fifth Magic," Touko replied as they walked, "and she also has some peculiar magecraft of her own. Of course, she's strong."



    



    "Will we win?" the golden-haired boy asked.



    



    "Touko, will you win?"



    



    "We will."



    



    Touko's answer was firm, and absolute, as if the matter were already settled. A confident smile appeared on her graceful face as she looked ahead, as though she could already see her younger sister, who had just inherited the magic crest, being defeated by her and Lugh Beowulf.

  
    Aoko re-sealed and encrypted her grandfather's workshop with magic, then hopped on her motorcycle and headed toward the Kuonji residence on the mountain. The night wind was a bit cold, but Aoko felt perfectly comfortable. Perhaps the so-called fruits of victory were just that sweet?



    



    Thinking of this, Aoko's lips curled into a slight smile. Moments later, she couldn't hold back and burst into laughter, her bell-like laughter echoing along the mountain road.



    



    However, as they say, good fortune doesn't come in pairs, and misfortune doesn't come alone. Just as Aoko was happily heading home, a sinister shadow appeared in her line of sight. Riding her motorcycle, Aoko's heart suddenly skipped a beat, as if it had been gripped tightly.



    



    She should have expected this figure to show up. Or rather, after encountering the Primate Murder and struggling desperately to survive, she'd thought this figure wouldn't appear. That was too naive, Aoko thought with regret. She resolved never to make such a mistake again—if there was a "next time."



    



    She stared warily at the red figure. It stood alone by the roadside, several hundred meters from her motorcycle. Vaguely humanoid, its face was obscured beneath a tattered red cloak, the hood pulled low.



    



    This thing wasn't supposed to appear until I'd fully mastered magic, right? Aoko thought. Isn't it a bit late for it to come looking for me now?



    



    The red shadow remained silent, yet Aoko felt its gaze locked onto her, even though she couldn't see its eyes. She could sense the hatred in its stare—a hatred not only for magic but also for magicians. In this world, magic was the enemy of the world and, even more so, the enemy of humanity. Anyone on the verge of mastering magic would be targeted by this red shadow.



    



    As she drew within a few dozen meters of the shadow, she stopped her motorcycle and, with one leg on the ground, watched it cautiously. The shadow didn't move. It seemed to be assessing Aozaki Aoko's threat level, or perhaps its chances of defeating her.



    



    Aoko felt strange as if the figure was somehow confused, unsure of what to do next. Was it an embodiment of the Counter Force, or merely a guardian contracted by it?



    



    But since it wasn't attacking, Aoko wouldn't act rashly either. Even in her memories, she had no detailed information about this red shadow, so it would be unwise to engage it recklessly.



    



    After a few minutes of staring each other down, the red shadow gradually blurred and then, with a gust of wind, vanished entirely.



    



    "Tch!"



    



    Aoko clicked her tongue in frustration. She'd mentally prepared herself for a battle with Alaya's watchdog, only for it to disappear without incident. Maybe it sensed my current level of mastery over magic? She thought, a slight hint of arrogance flashing before she calmed herself.



    



    Magic was not omnipotent, nor did it mean a magician's combat power would surpass that of a sorcerer or a Servant. Jewel Wizard Zelretch was an example of a magician formidable in battle, while the First Magician, who left only a bloodline behind, was a cautionary tale. Magic allowed a magician to do something unique in this world, something no one else could replicate. Even after becoming a magician, plenty of fools might still come knocking, trying their luck.



    



    Fortunately for Aoko, her magic was more combat-effective than the First Magic. It essentially put her in an undefeated position, so long as she didn't become too arrogant.



    



    Aoko restarted her motorcycle, checked her helmet, and continued toward the mountaintop. After parking, she took out her keys and opened the door to the Kuonji residence.



    



    The house was silent; there was no sign of activity from her roommate. Not home yet?



    



    Aoko guessed.



    



    She took off her coat and shoes, placed them neatly aside, and changed into a pair of comfortable indoor slippers before heading to the living room. The Kuonji residence was a classical Western-style mansion compared to the modern buildings of this era. Many of the interior features retained the flavor of the last century. For instance, many homes in Misaki Town now used centralized heating or electric heaters, but the Kuonji residence still had a fireplace and chimney.



    



    Wearing her slippers, Aoko entered the living room and found her roommate, Kuonji Alice, sitting on the carpet by the fireplace, leaning against the cabinet, fast asleep. Next to her on the floor was a half-read book and an empty teacup.



    



    Aoko's gaze fell on the girl. Alice had delicate limbs and pale skin that seemed untouched by sunlight. Her hair was a shade darker than Aoko's once was, and her academy uniform always evoked a nun's black robes, though the palette suited her perfectly. If Aoko were to describe it, she'd say it suited her a little too well, giving her diminutive magic teacher an almost ethereal quality.



    



    Aoko was reluctant to break the picturesque scene, but leaving Alice there wasn't a good idea—she might catch a cold. Carefully stepping forward, Aoko lifted Alice in a princess carry, using a Mage's hand to tidy up the teacup and book and place them where they belonged.



    



    It was the first time Aoko had held the girl like this, and she was surprised at how light this fairy-tale witch felt. Perhaps her magic circuits had unintentionally enhanced her physical abilities, but even so, she couldn't help wondering, Has this girl been eating the food I've been making for her?



    



    As Aoko's mind wandered, she carried Alice toward the bedroom upstairs. Perhaps the movement woke her, as Kuonji Alice opened her eyes in Aoko's arms.



    



    She looked around in confusion, then realized she was resting against a soft, warm chest. Alice stiffened slightly, raising her head awkwardly to see Aoko smiling down at her. Alice blushed and instinctively tried to escape Aoko's hold but ended up pressing her hands against something soft.



    



    "Hey now, don't move around so much," Aoko said in a relaxed tone, masking her embarrassment.



    



    "You'll catch a cold if you sleep in the hall."



    



    "…Put me down," Alice muttered softly. Aoko, ever obliging, gently set her down on the stairs.



    



    Alice composed herself, then looked up at her roommate, noticing that Aoko's beautiful black hair had completely turned red and that her demeanor had shifted.



    



    "You succeeded?"



    



    Alice asked calmly.



    



    She knew her roommate had gone to challenge that place tonight, a daunting test indeed. She'd waited by the fireplace out of concern for her roommate, the heir to magic, though she'd never admit it.

  
    Since Alice was already awake, there was no need to take her back to the bedroom. The two returned to the living room, intending to sit on the sofa and chat for a bit.



    



    They sat in silence for a moment. Alice deliberately placed herself a little farther away from Aoko, still feeling awkward from Aoko's earlier actions, while Aoko, on the other hand, didn't seem to mind.



    



    "Let's hear it," Alice said, steadying herself.



    



    "You've fully mastered the Fifth Magic now?"



    



    "More or less," Aoko replied as she stood up to pour them both some red tea.



    



    "The old man disappeared after I opened that door, and when I returned, the cave was gone as well."



    



    Aoko noticed the tea in the pot was a bit cold, so she quietly used magic to warm it up.



    



    "...Did your grandfather die?"



    



    Alice paused as she took the teacup, feeling its warmth before sipping. "Or is it like when he was 'killed' by that priest last time?"



    



    "I don't know," Aoko said, sitting back down and glancing up at the ornate chandelier.



    



    "But I doubt the old man would die that easily. He's probably hiding somewhere, watching me deal with the aftermath with glee."



    



    "What about the situation in the cave?"



    



    Alice asked, savoring her tea.



    



    "Did you encounter any obstacles?"



    



    "I ran into a stinking white dog," Aoko said fiercely.



    



    "It broke my spine, and I was this close to being gutted."



    



    Aoko rubbed her waist, gesturing to her chest to show where she'd nearly been injured.



    



    "Well, you seem to have a strong vitality," Alice remarked.



    



    "Did you use magic to reverse your condition?"



    



    "Nope," Aoko replied nonchalantly.



    



    "I entered 'there,' thinking, 'I shouldn't be injured,' and when I came back, the wounds were gone."



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    Alice looked surprised. She turned to examine the now red-haired Aoko from head to toe as if searching for an answer in her appearance.



    



    "...Is there a problem?"



    



    Aoko asked, feeling a bit uncomfortable under her gaze.



    



    "Problem?"



    



    Alice, whose usual cold expression softened, gave a rare, slightly sarcastic smile.



    



    "You've got quite the problem, Miss Fourth Magician. No one comes back alive from the Root—not even a magician."



    



    "Didn't the First Magician, Yumina, manage to do it?"



    



    Aoko asked, puzzled.



    



    "She didn't," Alice replied firmly.



    



    "Precisely because she didn't, I exist as the One Fragment bearer."



    



    Aoko fell silent. She had assumed that Yumina, like her, had obtained the First Magic from the Root and returned, laying the foundation for subsequent magic with the Denial of Nothingness. But it seemed Yumina's fate was more like her grandfather's. She had gained the First Magic before reaching the [Root], left behind her bloodline, and entered the [Root], never to return.



    



    "My situation at the time was rather urgent," Aoko explained carefully.



    



    "If I hadn't entered, I probably wouldn't have survived another five seconds, so I chose to go in."



    



    "That place…"



    



    Aoko struggled to describe her experience within the Root. It seemed that all her words now felt inadequate, too pale to convey it accurately. "...I'm sure a part of me 'melted,' while another part rejected the Root, so I came back."



    



    "Is that all?"



    



    Alice asked thoughtfully.



    



    Aoko thought for a moment, then began to remove her outer coat. She took off her sweater, leaving only a simple white bra, exposing her well-proportioned figure to her roommate.



    



    "..."



    



    Alice stopped talking, turning her face away, looking embarrassed.



    



    "What's the big deal? We're both girls, after all," Aoko said mischievously, sitting closer.



    



    "This is what I got from the Root. Want to see?"



    



    Alice hesitated, then turned to look at her roommate, now boldly revealing her skin.



    



    Her figure was so striking that Alice couldn't help a touch of jealousy. Even when dressed, her fullness was apparent, and her skin was so white and smooth it seemed almost unreal. Now, seeing her like this, Alice felt an unusual pressure—



    



    A faint blue glow appeared on Aoko's body. Alice was astonished to see intricate and mysterious patterns covering Aoko's arms, hands, much of her back, and parts of her face. They were undoubtedly some kind of markings.



    



    Alice was no stranger to magic crests; her own body was covered in them, passed down through generations of witches. But she had seen Aoko's magic crests before, only on her right arm, and they didn't match these patterns. And the scale of them now...



    



    "Amazing, isn't it?"



    



    Aoko said, raising her left hand to examine the glowing crests linked to her magic.



    



    "When I first got them, they didn't look like this. But I've noticed they keep growing. It was most obvious after I encountered that red shadow on the mountain road—they grew significantly then."



    



    Alice remained silent. The magic crests on Aoko's body were unlike any she knew and certainly different from her own. She had never heard of any crest that could grow on its own. Normally, magus crests were hard-won, created through years of crystallizing knowledge and passing it down, generation after generation.



    



    The crests on Aoko's body were an anomaly. Thinking this, Alice couldn't help but reach out to touch the glowing markings.



    



    "Haha, that tickles," Aoko laughed, masking her embarrassment with a chuckle. She quickly grabbed Alice's hand, saying, "Your hand's cold, huh? Let's warm up with some tea first."



    



    Alice, realizing her actions, quickly pulled her hand back and resumed drinking her half-finished tea.



    



    "Tomorrow, I need to go back to my grandfather's workshop and bring out all of the old man's inheritance," Aoko said, putting her clothes back on. "Will you be home tomorrow? I might bring some of it to the Kuonji residence. It'd be great if you could help me out."



    



    "...I don't have any plans tomorrow."

  
    The next morning, Aoko had still taken the day off from school.



    



    The teachers, including Kazuki Yamashiro, couldn't do much about it. Not only was she exceptionally beautiful, but her academic performance was flawless, consistently ranking first in her grade. So, no matter how often she took days off, as long as she met the minimum attendance requirements, no one at school could find a reason to stop the second daughter of the Aozaki family from skipping class.



    



    Although she occasionally rode her beloved Interceptor (a Honda VF750F) around, it was technically unlicensed driving. Motorcycles, being smaller vehicles, were often overlooked, but if it involved transporting goods, she couldn't get away with it. So, Aoko had no choice but to call her dad to help drive the truck since it involved her grandfather's inheritance, and she couldn't trust outsiders with the task.



    



    "Heave-ho!"



    



    Aoko channeled her magical energy, lifting a ridiculously heavy-looking box and tossing it into the truck bed before clapping her hands.



    



    "Are you okay? Do you want me to help?" her father asked, sounding a bit worried. His simple values made him think the box might crush his daughter's slender waist.



    



    "No problem. This should be the last one," Aoko said, surveying the scene.



    



    "I'll go lock the door. I probably won't be coming back anytime soon."



    



    Her father nodded and got into the driver's seat. Aoko quickly climbed in from the other side, took the passenger seat, and fastened her seatbelt.



    



    Her dad was a skilled driver; the truck moved smoothly down the road without a single bump.



    



    Neither of them spoke much. Aoko rested her chin on her hand, gazing out the window. The scenery of Misaki Town looked especially nice today—no wonder the local government wanted to develop the tourism industry.



    



    "Did your grandfather… pass away?" her father asked hesitantly.



    



    "I don't think so," Aoko replied, blinking.



    



    "It's just that after I finished some things last night, I couldn't find him. You know how he's always been so mysterious."



    



    "Ah, I see," her father replied, sighing in relief with a tone suggesting, I figured that was the case.



    



    "Let's stop by the house Touko and I share first," Aoko instructed, "and then drop me off at the Kuonji residence."



    



    "No problem," her father nodded.



    



    "By the way, Touko called home yesterday. Looks like she'll be coming back soon."



    



    "…Is that so." Aoko fell silent for a moment. It seemed her stubborn older sister would be returning, likely bringing her dog along for a confrontation.



    



    "Say, have you two been fighting?" her father asked.



    



    "Maybe over your grandfather's inheritance or something?"



    



    "Don't you have inheritance rights too, Dad?"



    



    Aoko slyly retorted.



    



    "Give me a break," her father chuckled bitterly while driving.



    



    "Your grandfather gave up on me a long time ago."



    



    "Not that it's a good thing," Aoko said casually, "but that old man was kind of a jerk."



    



    "Aoko, promise me," her father suddenly said seriously.



    



    "Get along with your sister, alright? Just as a favor to your old man."



    



    "…I'm fine with that," Aoko replied, a bit exasperated.



    



    "But you know Touko is incredibly stubborn. When she comes back, I might have to fight her again."



    



    ...



    



    After unloading most of the boxes at her house, Aoko uses magic and Arcane spells to lock up the storage area. Then she and her father drove to the Kuonji estate.



    



    It was around 3 PM when the truck ascended the mountain and arrived at the Kuonji residence.



    



    As promised, Kuonji Alice was waiting for Aoko at home. Aoko's father, aware of Alice's special status, didn't linger long. After saying a few parting words to Aoko, he drove off.



    



    Alice sat nearby, watching as Aoko channeled her magic to enhance her physical strength. She then proceeded to haul the heavy boxes into the living room individually.



    



    "What's this?"



    



    Aoko asked as she began sorting through the items in the boxes. She picked up a glass jar containing a strange object soaked in a pale yellow liquid.



    



    "Some kind of cursed item?"



    



    "...It seems to be a type of spirit root," Alice identified it.



    



    "A core material used to make earth or stone golems."



    



    After hearing this, Aoko stared at it for a moment before setting the bottle aside and continuing to rummage through the box.



    



    "This stone looks familiar…"



    



    Aoko pulled out a rock glowing with arcs of varying colors, encased in resin.



    



    "A cursed beast's gallstone," Alice said.



    



    "A concentrated mass of curses found in large magical creatures. It's a valuable material for curse magecraft."



    



    "That'll be useful," Aoko said, inspecting it before placing it in the "useful" pile.



    



    "Self-restraint scroll," Aoko said, pulling out a parchment scroll and identifying it. She set it aside.



    



    "Won't need that for now."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Aoko took out something resembling a brass-cased pocket watch. Upon closer inspection, it only had letters marking four directions and a single hand.



    



    "Is this a compass?"



    



    "It's a magicometer," Alice said after studying it.



    



    "A tool used to detect large sources of magical energy. It's quite expensive."



    



    Curious, Aoko pressed the button on the top of the pocket watch, only to find the needle pointing steadily toward herself. She shook it left and right, but the magicometer's needle remained fixed on her.



    



    "...It's probably because your magic power is too immense," Alice said. "This kind of tool typically only points to the person with the highest magic power nearby."



    



    "…So it's completely useless for me?"



    



    Aoko frowned.



    



    "Here, it's yours, Alice."



    



    Without hesitation, Aoko handed the finely crafted magicometer, along with its wooden box, to Alice.



    



    Alice accepted it without comment, knowing Aoko wasn't the type to fuss over small details.



    



    Aoko sped up her sorting of her grandfather's relics, categorizing various strange devices and magical materials on the living room carpet. Alice occasionally made a comment or two. However, her grandfather's collection was so extensive that some items even Alice couldn't identify.



    



    It took Aoko more than two hours to open and inspect all the boxes in front of her. She wiped imaginary sweat from her forehead and pulled out the last metal box from the large container. It was secured with a lock featuring a complex mechanical structure, inscribed with a language she didn't recognize, and sealed with magic.



    



    Alice looked at it and shook her head, indicating she couldn't unlock it. Aoko frowned, thought for a moment, and retrieved her spellbook from the imaginary space, flipping to the page where she stored a first-level spell scroll.



    



    "Instant Locksmith," Aoko whispered. In an instant, the scroll ignited, turning to ash and disappearing without a trace. The box emitted a series of delicate mechanical sounds, followed by a click, and the lock disengaged.



    



    Aoko happily opened the lid and found a finely crafted crystal bottle with a narrow spout inside. The bottle was filled with an unknown liquid that emitted a faint blue glow.

  
    "Hmm... What exactly is this?"



    



    Aoko tried hard to recall any knowledge she might have about the blue liquid in front of her, but she came up empty. "Alice, do you have any clues?"



    



    "I'm not omniscient," Alice replied, glancing at the liquid.



    



    "But I can sense a high concentration of magic within it."



    



    "Is this some kind of drink my grandfather collected?"



    



    Aoko shook the bottle gently, observing it closely.



    



    "I feel like I recognize it, but just barely."



    



    "Forget it. Let's just store it somewhere for now. Maybe I'll figure it out after a good night's sleep," Aoko said, placing the bottle back into its box and closing the lid. The familiar sound of mechanical gears whirred as the box locked itself again.



    



    Alice didn't respond, simply sipping her tea. She found it amusing to watch Aoko work.



    



    "Alright!"



    



    Aoko stood up and stretched her back.



    



    "Finally done with all of it. Now I just need to store these things."



    



    "Mind if I borrow the storage room in the basement?"



    



    Aoko asked Alice.



    



    "Some of this stuff won't be needed for a while, and they're too large to keep here."



    



    "Do as you like," Alice said.



    



    "Just don't move anything in there, or I might not be able to find it later."



    



    "Got it!"



    



    Aoko took the key and said, "Once I finish up here, I'll cook dinner. You can start thinking about what you'd like to eat, Alice."



    



    "…Can't we just order takeout?"



    



    Alice mumbled quietly as if she were worried Aoko might be too tired today.



    



    "Ah, I'm not a takeout person," Aoko said, continuing to organize.



    



    "Takeout often has hygiene issues, like foam residue in the packaging. You can't just go for convenience or taste, you know?"



    



    "…Your cooking is better anyway."



    



    "Sorry, Alice, what did you say?"



    



    Aoko didn't hear her clearly over the noise of her organizing.



    



    "I said I want Italian for dinner," Alice raised her voice slightly.



    



    "You've made it before."



    



    "No problem!"



    



    Aoko responded with a smile.



    



    "How about gna? I've been reading up on it recently, and I promise it'll taste great~"



    



    "Hmm."



    



    Alice nodded in approval, quietly touching her stomach as she realized she was feeling a bit hungry.



    



    The word gna refers to square sheets of pasta or dishes made using such pasta sheets. When it comes to Western cuisine, Aoko's favorites are Italian and French. She and her sister, Touko, had visited Italian restaurants in the commercial district many times. Aoko particularly loved the spicy sausage spaghetti there, paired with a couple of slices of garlic bread and some apple soda—a satisfying and happy dinner.



    



    After sorting and storing all the items in the bedroom and basement storage room, Aoko grabbed her backpack and rode her little motorcycle down the mountain to a large grocery store.



    



    During the last hour before the store closed, she bought the most expensive pork belly and ribeye, along with fresh tomatoes, carrots, and parsley. She also bought a can of pre-made ketchup. After all, she wasn't a purist about natural ingredients and didn't mind using some industrial products. She purposely chose an old brand she had tasted while studying in the United States—a brand she knew had a guaranteed flavor.



    



    In addition to these, Aoko purchased flour specifically for making pasta. If she bought ready-made pasta sheets, she wouldn't be able to control the size or texture as well, and making it herself would avoid these issues. Plus, Aoko enjoyed the process of cooking.



    



    While most restaurants used Parmesan cheese for gna, Aoko had gathered feedback from Alice and knew she preferred Cheddar. So, she bought a large block of Alice's favorite cheese.



    



    By the time Aoko returned to the Kuonji residence, it was completely dark outside. She first took a slice of homemade cake from the fridge and gave it to Alice as a pre-dinner snack. After all, Aoko had sensed Alice was hungry earlier, and it would still take some time before dinner was ready.



    



    Aoko changed her clothes, washed her hands carefully, tied up her thick, silky red hair, put on an apron, and donned a chef's hat before starting to prepare the ingredients.



    



    First, she washed the vegetables and prepped the meat to remove any unpleasant odors. Then, she soaked the large cuts of meat in ice water for a while before briefly boiling them to remove excess blood.



    



    As she busied herself in the kitchen, Aoko heard footsteps approaching. Glancing back, she saw Alice walking over with a book in hand and the half-eaten slice of cake.



    



    "Impatient?"



    



    Aoko asked, still working on the ingredients.



    



    "Sorry, but it'll take a little longer before it's ready."



    



    "...No, I'm just curious about your cooking process," Alice said, sitting down at the small kitchen table and watching Aoko's movements.



    



    "Ah, I get it," Aoko smiled.



    



    "Then please enjoy the spectacle of my culinary skills, Miss Kuonji~"



    



    Aoko pulled a large glass bowl from the cupboard, poured in fine-grade tipo 00 flour, and added a small amount of semolina flour to give the pasta a firmer texture. Next, she cracked a few eggs, mixed the yolks and whites, and poured them into the bowl. She donned plastic gloves and kneaded the flour and eggs together, forming a beautiful golden dough. (Water isn't added to pasta dough, as it affects taste and texture.)



    



    Of course, while kneading, Aoko used a bit of magic to enhance her strength and infused a trace into the dough, giving it a texture and flavor unique to her cooking. Few magi in the world did this—perhaps none but Aoko.



    



    After setting the dough aside to rest, Aoko began preparing the béchamel sauce (white sauce) and Bolognese sauce (red sauce). The white sauce was made by blending butter into flour and then adding milk, while the red sauce was a traditional meat sauce from Bologna. It included a soffritto—a mix of onions, carrots, parsley, fresh basil leaves, garlic, celery, tomatoes, bay leaves, sea salt, and black pepper—combined with minced pork and beef. For many pasta lovers, this sauce was the soul of Italian cuisine.



    



    Alice watched curiously as Aoko worked, her precise and practiced movements making it seem like magic. Alice couldn't help but wonder if her housemate's true profession was magician or professional chef.



    



    Once the sauces were ready, Aoko added olive oil and sea salt to the meat sauce and briefly sautéed it. When the minced meat was just starting to cook, she quickly removed it from the heat and stored it in a container.



    



    By this point, the kitchen was filled with a delicious aroma. Alice, sitting nearby, couldn't resist the smell and swallowed involuntarily, growing even more eager for tonight's dinner.



    



    PS: I'm getting hungry.

  
    On the other side, the key to making the béchamel sauce was ensuring there was no raw flour taste and that the texture remained smooth, free from any graininess, while also achieving the right thickness.



    



    To accomplish this, Aoko stirred the roux (a flour and butter mixture, cooked for 5 minutes) while slowly adding whole milk and a pinch of nutmeg, bit by bit. She made sure to mix thoroughly to prevent any clumping at the bottom of the pot.



    



    Satisfied with her béchamel sauce, Aoko scooped up a spoonful, inspected it closely, and nodded in approval—perfectly made! Next, she flattened the dough into evenly thick sheets and used a pasta cutter with a gear-like edge to divide the dough into approximately 30 pieces, each around 5x3 cm. She then grated the Cheddar cheese into fluffy shreds, a crucial step since the texture of the cheese would affect how well it melted in the oven and the final taste.



    



    Afterward, Aoko took out a rectangular ceramic dish and began layering the ingredients in the following order: meat sauce -> béchamel -> cheese -> pasta sheets. She repeated this layering process several times, ensuring that the cheese and pasta would meld fully together for a better final texture after baking.



    



    Once everything was ready, Aoko covered the dish with foil, placed it in the oven, and set the timer for 15 minutes.



    



    While the oven worked its magic, Aoko skillfully prepared a salad. She selected vegetables and fruits that both she and Alice liked, washed them thoroughly, chopped them into bite-sized pieces, and divided them into two plates. She sprinkled sea salt and black pepper over the salad, then drizzled Caesar dressing and olive oil on top. To finish, she added some croutons.



    



    "Do you want lemon juice on your salad?"



    



    Aoko asked Alice, who was sitting nearby.



    



    "Hmm."



    



    Alice gave a slight nod, already catching the delicious smell wafting from the oven. The specifics of the salad were a minor concern compared to the enticing aroma of the main dish.



    



    Hearing Alice's response, Aoko poured about a quarter cup of chilled lemon water over both of their salads. She then sprinkled the leftover cheese shavings on top—after all, wasting food was not something she approved of!



    



    A few moments later, the oven's timer dinged. Aoko put on her thick oven mitts, pulled out the ceramic dish, and placed it on the serving cart.



    



    The lasagna's pasta sheets were baked to a golden color, with the edges slightly wrinkled and crisp—perfectly done, just how Aoko liked it.



    



    "Alright, alright, Miss Kuonji, why don't you go wait in the dining room? I'll be right there~"



    



    Aoko said to Alice.



    



    Alice nodded, picked up her book, and made her way to the dining room on the first floor.



    



    After placing the salad, plates, and a basket of toast onto the serving cart, Aoko was about to wheel it to Alice when something came to mind. With a mischievous glint in her eye, she walked over to a storage cabinet, pulled out a bottle of red wine, and added two wine glasses to the cart, smiling as she pushed it toward the dining room.



    



    The Kuonji estate's dining room was located opposite the living area. It featured a small, elegant wooden round table that exuded a vintage charm. Next to it was a large, curved balcony window that took up an entire wall, allowing plenty of natural light to flood the room.



    



    The dining room was decorated with lush green plants, tended by Alice's Ploys (her magical helpers). Recently, Aoko's familiar, Stark, had also been helping with plant care using some tricks Aoko had taught him.



    



    Speaking of Stark, where had that bird flown off to? Aoko wondered as she entered the dining room with the cart. She could have used their familiar bond to pinpoint his location, but she didn't think it necessary.



    



    Alice had already tidied the table and was sitting with her usual grace, watching Aoko—now apron-clad and still wearing her chef's hat—with growing anticipation for the meal.



    



    "Thank you for waiting, Miss Kuonji!"



    



    Aoko cheerfully began placing the dishes on the table. Using a small spatula, she served several portions of lasagna, the cheese stretching enticingly, and garnished each plate with cherry tomatoes and basil leaves.



    



    After setting all the food out, Aoko placed the wine glasses in front of Alice and herself, flashing a grin as she brandished the bottle of wine.



    



    "How about some?"



    



    Aoko asked in a teasing tone.



    



    "This is Blanc de Blancs from Weston's Vineyard, part of my dad's private collection. I sneaked a few bottles out."



    



    Neither Aoko nor Alice was of legal drinking age, but as the saying goes, if no one finds out, it's not a crime. Besides, for two top-tier magic users like them, alcohol was a trivial thing; a quick circulation of magic through their bodies could neutralize any effects.



    



    "...Sure."



    



    Alice's face turned ever so slightly pink, a detail that would go unnoticed unless you looked closely.



    



    Aoko smoothly used a magical trick to pop the cork and poured them both a glass of wine.



    



    "It's an English vineyard, but they gave it a French name."



    



    Aoko remarked as she poured.



    



    Just then, a tapping sound came from the nearby window. Aoko turned to see her familiar, Stark, who had flown off earlier, now back and tapping the window to be let in. That bird always had impeccable timing, returning just before dinner.



    



    Aoko walked over to the window, opened it, and let Stark fly in. He glanced at the food on the table, then looked at Aoko with hopeful eyes, his two shiny black eyes gleaming. (Stark was a very clean bird and always used Aoko's shared cleaning spell before coming back home.)



    



    "Caw! Is there some for me, Mistress Aoko?"



    



    Stark was a male Caledonian crow, though for some reason, his voice sounded like a high-pitched little girl, with a crisp, bright tone.



    



    "Of course, of course, no need to rush," Aoko replied, amused, as she set up a small table next to theirs, reserved for Stark. She served the crow a few pieces of lasagna and poured fresh water into her usual bowl.



    



    Once everything was ready, Aoko took off her chef's hat and apron, sitting down across from Alice at the dining table.



    



    "To celebrate me officially becoming the Fourth Magician, cheers?"



    



    Aoko raised her wine glass and looked at Alice. (Aoko is a Fifth Magic user but labeled as Fourth Magician.)



    



    "Hah... You've got a long way to go yet... But congratulations, Aoko."



    



    Alice raised her glass and clinked it against Aoko's.



    



    Outside the Kuonji estate, a light rain began to fall, the gentle patter of raindrops mixing with the sounds of knives and forks clinking against porcelain and the crackling of the fireplace. The two girls—and one crow—quietly enjoyed the peaceful atmosphere and their delicious dinner.

  
    "Ahh! So cold!"



    



    The next morning, Aoko woke up in her room, shivering as she hugged her shoulders. She struggled to get out of bed, rubbing her hands together to warm them, before remembering—she was a magician!



    



    Aoko quickly circulated her magic through the ninety-nine circuits in her body, and the chill instantly disappeared.



    



    The Kuonji residence had everything—tasteful décor, charm—but some of its facilities were a bit old-fashioned, particularly the heating, which was limited to various fireplaces. She couldn't exactly leave one burning while she slept, could she?



    



    Overall, Aoko Aozaki was someone who thoroughly appreciated modern conveniences. She and her sister Touko's house was equipped with the latest technologies: underfloor heating, central air conditioning, and fully automatic water heaters—all installed to ensure comfort. Aoko had spent quite a bit of money on these upgrades, as the locals weren't particularly keen on adopting new things.



    



    It was only after coming to Alice's house that Aoko truly understood what an old-school witch lifestyle looked like.



    



    No TV, no electric heaters, not even hot water on demand.



    



    If it weren't for Alice's Ploys handling much of the housework, it would feel like living in a modern-day version of the early 20th century.



    



    Of course, people from that century probably didn't live as comfortably as Alice did, since they didn't have her Ploys and had to rely entirely on the hard work of servants to enjoy a similar standard of living.



    



    Aoko did a quick wash at the sink and tidied herself up, glancing at the girl in the mirror.



    



    Her face was bare, without a trace of makeup, yet her youthful, smooth skin and fresh complexion outshone those who took meticulous care of their appearance. Some people are just born beautiful, huh? Aoko thought to herself smugly.



    



    After finishing her morning routine, Aoko sat at her desk, took out her spellbook, and began her morning meditation.



    



    After battling the Primate Murder and successfully evading its pursuit (read: she managed to escape), Aoko gained a massive amount of experience. This was somewhat akin to experience points in a video game but not quite the same.



    



    At first, she thought it would be simple—like in an RPG, where you could just kill some chickens, rack up experience points, and become a "Swordmaster of the Ten-Mile Slope." But after trying it out, she realized that to level up as a mage, she had to engage in regular meditation and study or fight enemies nearly as powerful as herself to make any progress.



    



    Moreover, there was no clear indication of progress at the start. Aoko had just been diligently studying her spells when, one day, a sudden flash of insight hit her—and she leveled up.



    



    Over the past two years, Aoko had been pondering how she could quantify her progress using magic or spells, creating something akin to a character status screen.



    



    However, this research hadn't been going too well. Only recently had she gained some vague ideas, though she still needed more study and research to turn those ideas into reality.



    



    Currently, she was at the level of a 9th-level mage, having gained her first 5th-circle spell slot. Her main focus now was to find suitable 5th-circle spells to prepare for Touko's impending return.



    



    Having finished her morning spell preparations, Aoko closed her eyes, her mind sinking deep within her body—or rather, deep into the Woven Fragment within her soul.



    



    The Arcane was the combined magical energy present in all things in the world, and all primal magic was a fundamental part of creation itself. These primal magics each had varying degrees of consciousness. While these conscious magic couldn't be used directly by mortals, wizards could tap into them by accessing the Woven Fragment from the strings of raw magic.



    



    Aoko understood that the Woven Fragment within her wasn't simply a fragment chipped off from the larger Woven. When she tapped into this shard, she perceived it as a vast, magnificent ocean—an endless sea of indescribable colors and knowledge that constantly reshaped her understanding of the world.



    



    To draw knowledge from this complex sea of magic, Aoko had to use her consciousness as a net to fish out useful bits of knowledge for her studies.



    



    In the past, she could only search for treasures in the shallows of the Woven fragment, but as her magical knowledge and level increased, she could now delve deeper. And she quickly realized that the deeper regions of this dazzling sea contained not only precious treasures but also unfathomable dangers.



    



    Thus, during every meditation, Aoko was careful to search only for what she needed, steering clear of the tempting magical glows whose true purposes she couldn't yet understand.



    



    After a thorough search, Aoko found three suitable 5th-circle spells.



    



    She opened her eyes, her consciousness withdrawing from the woven fragment. Still in a state of calm focus, she picked up her pen and began copying the new spells into the blank pages of her spellbook.



    



    While casting spells required concentration, the focus needed for this was different from the flow state she entered during her morning rituals. Aoko could enter the concentration required for spellcasting at any time, as long as she wasn't too severely distracted. However, achieving the flow state required preparation, which was why she meditated and prepared her spells each morning.



    



    The three new 5th-circle spells she chose were: Nezzeran's Sapphire Screen from the Abjuration school, Teleportation from the Conjuration school, and Wall of Force from the Evocation school.



    



    Although these spells belonged to different schools, they all served defensive or battlefield control purposes. After mastering the Fifth Magic, Aoko's offensive abilities in the magical realm had seen a significant boost. So, supplementing her defenses with Arcane spells was a logical next step.



    



    Of course, the Fifth Magic also had unbeatable defensive abilities, but using it came at a high cost, and Aoko didn't want to constantly attract the nuisance of the Counter Force's hounds (ahem).



    



    By around 7:00 AM, Aoko had finished copying the new spells. The actual learning and testing process would have to wait for another time.



    



    Aoko stored her spellbook, stretched her arms, and walked out of her room.



    



    She prepared a delicious and healthy breakfast for both herself and Alice (Stark managed to sneak some as well). After eating, they each got ready for school.



    



    As Aoko rode her motorcycle, helmet on, she thought about how to handle the inevitable questions from her teachers and classmates. Then she paused—why should she care about what her classmates thought? If one's heart was strong enough, one wouldn't be bothered by the opinions of others. And Aoko Aozaki was the epitome of that. Petty gossip was meaningless to her.



    



    With that realization, Aoko felt a wave of relief wash over her, and the little bit of pressure she had been feeling vanished completely.

  
    When she arrived at the school gate, it started to drizzle again.



    



    Aoko looked up. Most of the sunlight was hidden behind the clouds, with only a few faint rays sneaking through barely perceptible gaps, bringing a hint of vitality to this gloomy Wednesday.



    



    "Hey! You there, student! Riding motorcycles to school is not allowed!"



    



    A brown-haired girl with slightly wavy hair stormed over and questioned Aoko aggressively.



    



    Aoko looked down and chuckled. Wasn't this the adorable Kojika Kumari from the student council? Had she forgotten who Aoko was after just a few days of absence?



    



    Back when she attended Asagami middle school, Aoko was chauffeured by her family's car. But after entering high school, she bought a motorcycle for herself and relished the thrill of riding each day, barely skirting the edge of driving without a license.



    



    Aoko took off her helmet, revealing her long, fiery red hair, and looked at Kojika Kumari with a half-smile.



    



    "Huh?! President Aoko?!"



    



    The cute and petite girl stared at the biker, wearing a jacket over a pleated school skirt, momentarily stunned and speechless.



    



    "What? You don't recognize me after just a few days?"



    



    Aoko teased.



    



    "If you can't even recognize your president, I might have to reconsider your position as treasurer, Kumari."



    



    "You're one to talk!"



    



    Kumari huffed.



    



    "Do you even know how hard it's been for me and Vice President Tsukiji while you've been absent?! He's practically on the verge of dying from overwork, like a corporate slave!"



    



    "Is it that bad?"



    



    Aoko asked, surprised.



    



    "It's just a high school student council. How much work can there be?"



    



    "That's only when everyone's present!"



    



    Kumari pointed an accusing finger.



    



    "Our student council is already short-staffed, and with the president disappearing randomly, even I, the treasurer, have been dragged out to guard the gate!"



    



    "Isn't that fine?"



    



    Aoko replied nonchalantly.



    



    "Tsukiji loves having power, doesn't he? Me not being around should be a good thing for him"



    



    "Power is great and all, but you need to survive to enjoy it!"



    



    Kumari sighed dramatically. "You'll understand when you see the vice president. Oh, by the way, President, why did you dye your hair? Students aren't allowed to dye their hair!"



    



    "Dye? What dye?"



    



    Aoko pushed her motorcycle into the campus parking lot and feigned ignorance.



    



    "This is my natural hair color. I haven't dyed it."



    



    "Who are you trying to fool?"



    



    Kumari's expression turned into something straight out of a comic strip. "Don't treat me like an idiot. Wasn't your hair originally... huh?"



    



    The student council treasurer fell into confusion. She couldn't quite recall what color Aoko's hair used to be. It wasn't red... or was it?



    



    Seeing this, Aoko chuckled. The change in her hair color was a side effect of activating the Fifth Magic. In the original timeline, Aoko's hair only turned this color when she used the Fifth Magic. But now, after diving into the Root and fully mastering the Fifth Magic, her hair had permanently stayed red.



    



    This change was due to what was called the First Mover Effect, a phenomenon where causality itself adapts. Kumari's current surprise at Aoko's hair color was simply because the memetic effect hadn't fully altered her memories yet. In a few days, if asked again, Kumari would probably just say, "President, are you crazy? Your hair has always been red, hasn't it?"



    



    Of course, powerful magi like Touko and Alice could still remember Aoko's former hair color, as they were strong enough to resist the memory-altering effects of such a memetic infection.



    



    While listening to Kumari's incessant chatter, Aoko made her way to her classroom.



    



    She opened the door and glanced at her teacher and classmates, whom she hadn't seen in several days.



    



    Since class hadn't officially started yet, the teacher was still preparing for homeroom, and the students were chatting. But as soon as they noticed Aoko's return, the room fell silent, even the teacher on the podium momentarily lost for words.



    



    Aoko didn't feel awkward at all. She confidently walked into the room, nodded toward the teacher, and then made her way to her usual seat—second to last by the window.



    



    Yes, this was the throne of destiny for many protagonists across the multiverse (laugh).



    



    The teacher didn't comment on Aoko's hair color or her extended absence and simply continued with the usual rhythm of the homeroom session.



    



    "Today we'll be having our monthly exams, so everyone, make sure you're prepared," the young teacher, Yamashiro, reminded the class. A chorus of groans erupted from the students, many of whom had completely forgotten about the exams.



    



    Aoko didn't care in the slightest. After all, the difficulty level of the material taught at a private high school was meaningless to her. If she wanted, she could have already gone off to college.



    



    In this world, Misaki Town was located on the outskirts of Tokyo, which was why Aoko could attend Asagami Girls' Academy nearby. The famed Root of All Things was located in Fuyuki City, deep within Tokyo.



    



    Once she dealt with the messy affairs back home in Misaki, Aoko planned to apply for university entrance exams. The University of Tokyo seemed like a good choice. With her current knowledge base, plus the intelligence boost from being a magus, acing the entrance exams would be a piece of cake.



    



    Competing with regular students at this point felt like cheating.



    



    Around 9:30 AM, Aoko began the exam.



    



    Since Misaki High School was a private school, they completely ignored the Ministry of Education's policies on reducing academic pressure. As a result, the students faced a heavy workload.



    



    Aoko glanced at the schedule written on the blackboard and saw that there were at least six exams to take today.



    



    In the morning, she'd be tested on Modern Japanese, Mathematics, and Chemistry. After a one-hour lunch break, the afternoon exams would cover Physics, English, and Physical Education.



    



    Courses like Health, Home Economics, and Aoko's elective subjects of German and Latin were scheduled for tomorrow.



    



    After receiving the exam papers from the teacher, Aoko quickly skimmed through them. Without waiting for the teacher to finish explaining the rules, she began answering.



    



    Her pen danced elegantly across the paper, each answer forming perfectly in one go. Aoko's responses were flawless, and even her handwriting could be used as a model for calligraphy practice.



    



    Naturally, Aoko completed the exam far ahead of time. She confidently handed in her paper, and the teacher, already familiar with Aoko's capabilities, simply reminded her not to make noise in the hallway and disturb her classmates still taking the exam.



    



    With time to spare before the next test, Aoko left the classroom and strolled through the campus, her steps light and carefree.

  
    After a short break, Aoko returned to the classroom to continue her exams. For subjects like mathematics, given the current difficulty level at Misaki High School, she could practically write the correct answers with her eyes closed. She finished the entire exam in about a third of the allotted time; most of her time was spent on the simple act of writing down the answers.



    



    Chemistry, however, was one of the few areas where she needed to spend some time memorizing and studying, as it was a subject Aoko hadn't been particularly good at in her previous life. But thanks to her enhanced intellectual abilities, even high school-level chemistry was far from difficult.



    



    Some might wonder: isn't alchemy a part of the magical world? So why did Aoko need to study chemistry separately? The reason was that real alchemy followed a logic entirely different from chemistry, grounded in what was called occult theory. Aoko had once been curious about how alchemists could create gold through their practices.



    



    No matter how strange the mystical rules governing Earth's surface might be, once you left Earth and entered the cosmic scale, those rules became meaningless. Aoko eventually concluded that Earth's alchemists were likely using some kind of transmutation magic, swapping certain metals with gold located elsewhere on the planet to achieve the so-called turning lead into gold effect.



    



    In Aoko's view, this didn't yet qualify as magic, since these magi were essentially using shortcuts—a thought she held with a bit of arrogance.



    



    After finishing her exam early, Aoko headed to the school cafeteria alone to enjoy her lunch. Although the food there was mediocre at best, she ate with a great appetite. She ordered a bowl of beef udon and sat in a corner, eating while pondering over a new spell she had developed during her morning meditation.



    



    The Sapphire Ward, similar to the Evocation spell Emerald Burst, consumed an expensive gemstone when cast. Aoko wondered if she could use synthetic gems instead; otherwise, casting the spell would be a bit too extravagant.



    



    While confident in her ability to make money, Aoko wanted to avoid the kind of financial strain someone like Rin Tohsaka might experience. It was always wise to have affordable and effective spellcasting materials.



    



    As she finished her meal, other students began trickling into the cafeteria. Just as she was about to leave, a boy sat down directly across from her.



    



    Aoko looked up and nearly laughed aloud. Wasn't this Tobimaru Tsukiji? His usually neat, slicked-back hair was slightly disheveled, and he had dark circles under his eyes. The vice president of the student council now looked at Aoko with a pitiful expression.



    



    "President, you're not going to run away after the exams today, are you?"



    



    Tsukiji asked.



    



    "What do you mean, run away?"



    



    Aoko replied, slightly annoyed.



    



    "It's called delegation! Capable people should take on more responsibility. And since you, Vice President Tsukiji, are so good at handling student council affairs, it's only natural for you to carry more of the burden."



    



    "Then doesn't that mean you should stay and help with the student council work even more?"



    



    Tsukiji snapped back, clearly frustrated.



    



    "Do you have any idea what I've been going through? Trying to prepare for exams while also handling student council duties? I'm not a top-ranking genius who scores perfectly on every test!"



    



    "Aha! President Aoko, Vice President Tsukiji!" a cheerful voice called out from a distance. Aoko looked up to see Kumari, the student council treasurer.



    



    She jogged over with her tray of food, first glancing at the tired Tsukiji, then giving Aoko a subtle look before sitting down beside the vice president.



    



    Aoko was well aware that Kumari had been harboring a crush on the handsome Tsukiji for years. Tsukiji, on the other hand, had once been among the first group of students in the school to consider confessing his feelings to Aoko. But before he could make a move, he witnessed Aoko coldly and ruthlessly reject every boy and girl who dared to give her love letters. As a result, he backed off, abandoning his feelings before they could even begin.



    



    The more time Tsukiji spent working with Aoko on student council matters, the more he understood her true nature. She was someone so different from him, someone who didn't even seem to belong to the same world. Though Aoko was always polite, beneath her perfect facade lay unmistakable arrogance and indifference toward others.



    



    It wasn't a superiority based on wealth or status. Rather, it was as though Aoko regarded other people with arrogance on a biological level.



    



    Tsukiji sometimes questioned his judgment. After all, weren't they both human? Weren't Aoko Aozaki and Tobimaru Tsukiji just ordinary people? But perhaps it was all a misunderstanding—since Aoko herself didn't seem to notice anything unusual about her attitude toward others.



    



    To Aoko, Tsukiji might be no different from any other student or even the flowers and grass by the roadside. This realization eventually helped him calm down and let go of his feelings.



    



    While Tsukiji had moved on, Kumari had not. Her unrequited love for him had begun in middle school and reignited when she found out that Tsukiji had given up on Aoko. She promptly applied for the treasurer position and, after passing Aoko's rigorous selection process, joined the student council.



    



    In Kumari's mind, Tsukiji's hard work as vice president was an attempt to impress their frequently absent president! She was convinced he still harbored feelings for Aoko, so she made sure to keep a close eye on him.



    



    However, Kumari also understood that Aoko's interest in Tsukiji was practically non-existent. As a result, she bore no ill will toward Aoko. After all, who wouldn't admire someone as beautiful as her?



    



    Whenever Kumari saw Tsukiji and Aoko together, she would immediately rush over.



    



    "You two go ahead and eat," Aoko said, winking at Kumari.



    



    "I've got something else to take care of, so I won't be joining you."



    



    With that, Aoko stood up, tray in hand, and left the table.



    



    "Hey, wait!"



    



    Tsukiji called after her, "Don't disappear after school today, President! There's still a ton of student council work to do!"



    



    Aoko didn't turn around; she simply waved her hand and left the cafeteria.



    



    I'm leaving this precious alone time for you two, young lovers. Good luck, she thought with a grin.

  
    Aoko, under the resentful gaze of Tobimaru Tsukiji, which resembled that of a scorned woman hidden in the inner chambers, gracefully and freely rode her motorcycle off the campus.



    



    As if! How could she waste her precious time on something as trivial as high school life?



    



    If not for her ever-watchful sister Touko lurking in the shadows, Aoko would have long since run off to study at Tokyo University.



    



    That said, in anticipation of the impending showdown with Touko, Aoko had already roughly planned out her next few months.



    



    It was now October. Once Touko returned, Aoko would first give her rebellious sister a good lesson. By December, she'd have the time and energy to register early for Tokyo University.



    



    To get into a Japanese national university, one needs to take two exams.



    



    The first is the National Center Test, a standardized nationwide exam held every January, which mainly assesses the fundamental subjects covered in high school.



    



    Once the results of the first test are released, students can apply for the second test, a separate exam set by each university.



    



    Confident in her academic performance, Aoko planned to secure her place by registering early in December, allowing her to get a slight head start on the entrance exam in February.



    



    At this moment, however, Touko, who had just arrived somewhere in Misaki Town, was still unaware that her beloved younger sister Aoko had already scheduled her for a confrontation.



    



    In Aoko's view, most magi in the world were an unreliable bunch.



    



    She believed that pursuing the Root didn't necessarily conflict with preserving one's humanity and morals. However, many magi seemed to have abandoned the very essence of their species, refined through millennia of evolution and civilization.



    



    But in reality, if Aoko were to communicate with other magi aside from Touko and Alice, she'd realize that ordinary magi often didn't have the luxury to uphold moral standards.



    



    What Aoko saw as a straightforward path to the Swirl of the Root was, for other magi, a nearly unreachable utopia.



    



    Perhaps after completing her studies at Tokyo University, Aoko would visit the Clock Tower to study for a while.



    



    But for now, the allure of a national university outshone that of the Mage's Association headquarters, where she'd constantly have to guard against colleagues plotting against her.



    



    Through years of studying magecraft and Arcane Magic, Aoko had come to understand that while the principles governing magecraft and Arcane Magic differed from those of modern science, there were areas where the two overlapped — particularly in mathematics.



    



    In cutting-edge physics research, it's understood that at the most fundamental level, matter is governed by mathematics.



    



    To the average person, subatomic particles might seem like very small spheres. But in physics, the fundamental particles described by the Standard Model have no substructure — they are mathematical points without volume.



    



    In mysticism, through her studies of numerical magecraft, Aoko realized that math was indispensable for constructing spell models and improving the efficiency of magical operations.



    



    For example, the magic bullet system, which Aoko specialized in, was greatly enhanced by numerical magecraft. So, no matter how mysterious or otherworldly magecraft seemed, it still adhered to the fundamental laws governing the universe — mathematics.



    



    Even if this universe had rules differing from those of her previous life, mathematics remained an undeniable truth.



    



    So much so that Aoko had already decided her future field of study at university would be mathematics.



    



    Touko, despite her reluctance to admit it, possessed considerable academic expertise in architecture and ergonomics in the surface world, aside from her research into Magic.



    



    If not for her obsession with the Aozaki family's Magic, Touko might have become an architect or even a doctor.



    



    Well then, let me be the one to wake you up, dear sister.



    



    Aoko mused to herself. As for the Fifth Magic, leave that to your little sister.



    



    When Aoko returned to the Kuonji mansion, her housemate hadn't arrived yet. Given the distance between Reien Girl's Academy and the mansion, it wasn't surprising that Alice was still on her way back.



    



    After changing into her loungewear, Aoko returned to her room. She strummed her guitar to relax, then took out her spellbooks to begin her daily study of Arcane Magic.



    



    During her ventures into the Woven Fragment, Aoko had come across some information about the advanced class, though it was incomplete. From what she had gathered, she knew only a few advanced paths for wizards.



    



    Among these advanced professions, the one Aoko found most intriguing was the "Archmage."



    



    An Archmage is a master of metamagic feats, skilled at altering spells through other spells. Furthermore, Archmages excel at reshaping magic to fit their will.



    



    From her findings on the Woven Fragment, it was clear that even in the realm of Celestia, male Archmages were rare, making it a class dominated by women.



    



    Although Aoko was eager to become an Archmage, she didn't yet meet all the requirements.



    



    The prerequisites for becoming an Archmage generally fell into four categories: skills, feats, spellcasting ability, and special conditions.



    



    In terms of skills, a wizard aspiring to be an Archmage needed at least 4 ranks in Concentration, 8 ranks in Knowledge (Arcana), and 8 ranks in Spellcraft. Aoko had already met all these requirements.



    



    Regarding spellcasting ability, Aoko could already cast 5th Circle spells...



    



    In terms of spellcasting, Aoko had already met the requirement of being able to cast at least 3rd-level arcane spells, which was necessary to qualify for Archmage.



    



    Additionally, she hadn't chosen any opposition class so far, so the Archmage's restriction against opposing the Abjuration and Divination class didn't apply to her.



    



    However, Aoko still lacked one key requirement to advance to Archmage: a feat.



    



    Becoming an Archmage required the caster to possess at least one metamagic feat, but Aoko's current feats were Alertness and Spell Mastery. She didn't regret choosing Alertness as her first feat; without it, she might have already been taken down by some bizarre creatures, like a certain mysterious white dog or a shadow wrapped in red cloth.



    



    Now that Aoko wanted to advance to Archmage, however, she needed to acquire a metamagic feat. The next opportunity to gain a feat would come at the 10th level as a wizard. Until then, she needed to deepen her understanding and research into metamagic theory.



    



    Even though she hadn't acquired any metamagic feats yet, Aoko had already developed considerable knowledge of metamagic techniques through years of study and research.



    



    As long as she successfully defeated Touko and her dog, she would likely reach 10th level, gain a metamagic feat, and finally be able to advance to Archmage.

  
    "Hey, Touko," Lugh sitting on a rundown desk began, "When can we go find your sister?"



    



    "You've asked that question countless times already," Touko replied, irritation clear in her voice as she set up her temporary workshop.



    



    "You're strong, but don't get cocky just because you're a Phantasmal Species. If we want to win, we need to be fully prepared."



    



    "You promised me, Touko," Lugh, continued.



    



    "You promised to find me the most interesting opponent, and our contract lasts until I defeat the owner of the Fifth Magic."



    



    "That's one of the only five magicians in the entire world," Touko stopped what she was doing and looked out the window, her gaze distant.



    



    "If I took you to her right now, you'd probably lose outright."



    



    "Can I eat her?"



    



    Lugh asked with a greedy yet innocent tone.



    



    "Will she taste good?"



    



    "...No," Touko frowned.



    



    "Whether it's Kuonji Alice or Aozaki Aoko, you are not allowed to kill them."



    



    "Ugh, how boring," Lugh lost some interest and jumped off the desk. "Touko, I'm hungry."



    



    "The meat is in that box over there," Touko pointed to the corner of the room.



    



    "Help yourself."



    



    With that, Touko ignored Lugh Beowulf and focused on adjusting the external magic crests she had borrowed. These crests formed the foundation of her Rune Magic, which she would rely on to stand a chance against Aoko. She had to be meticulous in tuning them to their optimal state.



    



    Thinking about her sister, Aoko, Touko couldn't help but feel conflicted.



    



    She was by no means weak; if anything, Touko was a fairly accomplished magus. When their grandfather unexpectedly named Aoko the family heir, it infuriated her. She once swore to make the old man pay, but now that he had indeed paid the price, Touko found herself torn.



    



    In preparing to face Aoko, Touko had instinctively formulated a plan. She sought out Lugh Beowulf, who had been hiding in the forests of Northern Europe.



    



    This Phantasmal Beast, possessing human intelligence, was overwhelmingly powerful. There was no Magus alive who could defeat it. Gender and age meant nothing to it.



    



    Had it not been for Lugh's overwhelming sense of emptiness — his boredom with life to the point of nihilism — he would never have entered into a contract with Touko.



    



    But upon returning to Misaki Town, Touko found herself at a loss for what to do.



    



    If only that sister of hers were a bit colder.



    



    If only she were a bit more hateful.



    



    If... if only they weren't both from the Aozaki family, Touko thought.



    



    I won't be weak anymore, Touko's eyes grew cold again. I will take back what I want, take back what is rightfully mine. That's what it means to be a magus, and even Aoko is doing the same.



    



    Kuonji Alice had to be considered as well, Touko thought, recalling her childhood friend. A rare and extraordinary witch. Without Lugh's help, even Touko wouldn't be able to handle her easily.



    



    ...



    



    Kuonji Alice wandered through the forest.



    



    Two small pigs trotted beside her, looking like toys, though they were far from small.



    



    A shattered doll lay on the ground, its form sporting three pairs of limbs and long black hair. Rather than resembling anyone in particular, it seemed designed purely to provoke her.



    



    The Rose Hounds detected traces of an intruder. Someone had entered the territory.



    



    The Aozaki family's leyline had been entrusted to Alice by Aoko for joint management. And since Alice wasn't one to shirk responsibility, that's why she was here now.



    



    "...The bounded field stone at the leyline's node has been destroyed," Alice muttered as she examined the results of the hounds' search.



    



    "Is there a magus targeting the Aozaki family?"



    



    Alice crouched and picked up a broken rune stone from the ground, marked with deep claw marks.



    



    "Tweedle," Alice commanded, "it's time to go."



    



    "Already?"



    



    "We haven't had enough fun yet!"



    



    Before the twins could continue, Alice dismissed her Ploys, and the surrounding light brightened slightly as the twin pigs vanished.



    



    By the time she returned home, Aoko had already prepared dinner.



    



    "How did it go?"



    



    Aoko asked from the entrance hall.



    



    "Did everything go smoothly?"



    



    "Not really," Alice sighed.



    



    "I didn't catch the culprit, but the leyline's node was destroyed. I also encountered a strange doll at the scene."



    



    Aoko immediately knew who was responsible. If there were dolls at the scene, there was no other possible culprit.



    



    "Well, it's a minor issue," Aoko didn't seem too concerned.



    



    "Now that it's happened, let's eat first, okay?"



    



    Alice nodded, hung up her coat, and changed into her indoor shoes before following Aoko to the dining room.



    



    Tonight's dinner was a Japanese meal, though, at first glance, it was clear Aoko had modified it, as neither Alice nor Aoko were particularly fond of traditional Japanese cuisine.



    



    "What kind of person is the enemy?"



    



    Alice asked after chewing a piece of tofu, which was, unsurprisingly, delicious.



    



    "Well, the moment you mentioned a doll, I already knew," Aoko said, grabbing a piece of grilled fish.



    



    "It's Touko. Making a doll like that? She's probably trying to provoke me."



    



    "...I didn't mention the doll had your face," Alice said, surprised at Aoko's deduction.



    



    "Hah, Touko and I grew up together," Aoko chuckled.



    



    "I know better than anyone how nasty she can be."



    



    "Even though you've always been good to her?"



    



    "Even though I've always been good to her," Aoko replied.



    



    "The Magic of the Aozaki family is just too important to her. Or rather, the magus known as Aozaki Touko is nothing more than a slave to Magic."



    



    "...I never realized Touko was that kind of person," Alice said.



    



    "I thought she would at least talk to you first."



    



    "The Touko you remember is the one who was still an egg of a magus," Aoko responded.



    



    "But now, once she's made up her mind, she'll come for me first, and I need to defeat her fair and square."



    



    "And besides," Aoko added after a moment's thought, "she'll probably try to get rid of you first, so be careful."



    



    "...You don't think Touko can beat me, do you?"



    



    Alice asked, a little surprised. She was extremely confident in her magecraft system and believed Touko knew her strength well when it came to facing other magus.



    



    "It's not necessarily that she can beat you," Aoko considered, "but her familiar might."



    



    "Make sure you always carry the item I gave you," Aoko said, staring intently into Alice's eyes.



    



    "If you run into Touko, use it immediately. I'll come right away. Don't try to handle it on your own."



    



    In the original timeline, Touko had been a pure magus, untouched by the care of an ordinary family.



    



    Her personality was stubborn and twisted. Even though this version of Touko had been somewhat changed by Aoko, her obsession with her goals remained deeply ingrained.



    



    "...Okay."



    



    Feeling her housemate's concern, Kuonji Alice was momentarily taken aback, then responded in a barely audible voice.

  
    Shizuki Soujuurou was an ordinary boy from the mountains. He remembered his grandfather telling him before he passed away, "If you can't find a way on the mountain in the future, go down to the city. After all, humans don't truly belong to the mountains."



    



    When Soujuurou first arrived in the city, he felt extremely anxious. It wasn't the kind of fear you feel when facing a wild beast. To his eyes, the city had evolved into a kind of magical realm, where a young man like him might be swallowed whole if he wasn't careful.



    



    After a great deal of effort, Soujuurou, a country boy, finally found a place to rent. The owner of his part-time job felt sorry for him and rented out the attic cheaply. Though the environment wasn't great, Soujuurou was grateful and worked very hard. The owner ran a restaurant, which was always busy, even late into the night. Having grown up in the quiet mountains, Soujuurou initially felt out of place, but gradually he got used to the noise. After all, the clamor of people was far more comforting than the howls of beasts at night.



    



    The word "school" was somewhat unfamiliar to Soujuurou. But, following his grandfather's dying wish, he decided to enroll in high school.



    



    The teacher, Yamashiro Kazuki, was a very kind person who reminded Soujuurou of the restaurant owner where he worked. Of course, Soujuurou couldn't tell Yamashiro-sensei that he was secretly working part-time, as Misaki High School didn't allow students to have jobs.



    



    "This is a bit of a headache," Yamashiro-sensei said, rubbing his head.



    



    "I wanted to ask Aozaki from the student council to show you around the school, but unfortunately, she didn't come in today."



    



    "Aozaki?"



    



    Soujuurou was confused, but since it was his first day at school, he didn't know anyone.



    



    "She's the president of the student council, Aozaki Aoko," Yamashiro-sensei explained.



    



    "She's an outstanding person, though she's often hard to find at school."



    



    With this new information, Yamashiro led Soujuurou to the student council office. There, he met the vice president, Tsukiji Tobimaru, and the treasurer, Kumari Kojika. Both of them seemed unique, but they were also kind people who were eager to help him.



    



    "Would you like to join the student council?"



    



    Tsukiji Tobimaru asked a few days later.



    



    "We're short on people. If you join as a clerk, you'll get some extra credit."



    



    "I'm already struggling just to cover my tuition," Soujuurou sighed.



    



    "Sorry, Tsukiji, but to be honest, I'm working two part-time jobs, so I'm a bit overwhelmed."



    



    "Oh, and please don't tell anyone," Soujuurou quickly added, "since our school doesn't allow students to have jobs."



    



    "...You're having a rough time too, huh?"



    



    Tsukiji patted Soujuurou on the back with a sigh. Soujuurou was confused. Tsukiji's family seemed well-off, so why would he say that? But Soujuurou's instincts kept him from voicing his curiosity.



    



    Maybe it had something to do with the student council president, Aozaki, whom he had yet to meet, Soujuurou speculated. But that had nothing to do with him...



    



    One lunch break, Soujuurou sat on a bench in the schoolyard with a cheap bento box the restaurant owner had given him. He mulled over whether he should find a third part-time job, as he was running out of money again.



    



    Soujuurou's grades had been poor since he enrolled. For someone who had grown up in the mountains, Misaki High's curriculum was far too difficult. The subjects he had never encountered before forced him to painstakingly write down every word in his notes to study later in his rented room.



    



    As he started daydreaming, a figure passed in front of him.



    



    Soujuurou looked up. It was a peculiar female high school student, holding a motorcycle helmet in one hand, and wearing a jacket over her school uniform.



    



    She had long, lustrous red hair, and her posture was upright, exuding an indescribable aura.



    



    Soujuurou had never seen anyone so beautiful. She reminded him of the proud, aloof birds perched on treetops in the mountains.



    



    Just as he was about to lower his head and continue eating, the girl spoke. Her voice was slightly husky, but not enough to sound mature.



    



    "Didn't expect to find you here."



    



    Soujuurou was puzzled. He didn't know this girl, but from her words, it seemed like she knew him.



    



    He looked into her eyes and felt like he was being drawn into a whirlpool, gradually feeling drowsy.



    



    When he woke up, the bell signaling the end of lunch break had already rung. Soujuurou hurriedly stuffed the rest of his bento into his mouth and ran toward the school building, completely unaware that he had lost a chunk of his memory.



    



    After finishing his cleanup duties for the day, Soujuurou wearily stretched and prepared to return the cleaning supplies to the second floor.



    



    "Shizuki, there's a customer at machine 40 on the second floor. Go check on them," the owner instructed.



    



    "Something about them seems off."



    



    Soujuurou nodded and carried the supplies upstairs.



    



    This two-story structure was typical of pachinko parlors. Located in a bustling shopping district, the store did good business, which was why the owner paid Soujuurou generously. It was also the main reason he had taken this third job, despite the distance.



    



    The customers at Pachinko parlors varied widely. Besides professional gamblers who made a living off the machines, most people came to play occasionally to relax. However, some shady individuals came with the intent to cheat and make a quick buck.



    



    As Soujuurou reached the second floor, the sound of machines and blaring music combined into a deafening cacophony, and the atmosphere was even more chaotic than on the first floor.



    



    Yet, amidst the chaos, one figure stood out, completely out of place.



    



    It was a young woman who appeared a few years older than Soujuurou.



    



    She wore a form-fitting green trench coat that perfectly complemented her slender figure. Her long legs were elegantly crossed, and the black stockings she wore made her look more glamorous than a magazine model.



    



    Normally, someone like her wouldn't be found in a place like this, Soujuurou thought.



    



    He noticed that her win rate seemed unusually high. In the short time he had observed her, she had already won several times.



    



    Next to her were four large black boxes, whose contents were unknown but looked heavy.



    



    The alluring woman seemed displeased about something, bringing her cigarette to her lips. Suddenly, as if sensing something, she turned her head to look at Soujuurou. Her wine-red eyes scanned him up and down, then locked onto his gaze, as if she had discovered something.



    



    A chill swept over Soujuurou, the kind of fear he hadn't felt since encountering dangerous beasts in the mountains.



    



    His instinct was to flee, but before he could move, the woman's left eye seemed to flicker with a faint blue light. By the time Soujuurou noticed, he was already paralyzed, unable to move even a pinky.



    



    Unbeknownst to him, the second floor of the pachinko parlor had emptied, leaving no other customers.



    



    "So, it's her doing," the woman muttered. Soujuurou knew she wasn't talking to him, just confirming something.



    



    "Are you a student at Misaki High School?" the woman suddenly asked.



    



    "Yes..."



    



    Soujuurou's body responded on its own.



    



    "…I'm a new student."



    



    "I see…" the woman mused.



    



    "Do you know Aozaki Aoko?"



    



    Before Soujuurou could think of an answer, his throat moved on its own, and he spoke in a voice that wasn't his own.



    



    "Long time no see, sister."



    



    Soujuurou's mouth moved, but the voice that came out belonged to a young woman. Strangely, it was a voice Soujuurou felt familiar with.



    



    "…Aoko."



    



    The woman's expression darkened slightly.



    



    "Are you short on money these days?"



    



    Soujuurou's mouth moved again, speaking with the same unfamiliar female voice.



    



    "Has the famous Grand Puppetmaster fallen so low that she has to come to a pachinko parlor to scrape together funds?"



    



    The woman in the green coat looked as if she had swallowed something unpleasant. Soujuurou could feel the weight of her anger, making him shiver in fear, though he still couldn't move.



    



    "This has nothing to do with you!" the green-clad woman snapped.



    



    "I'm just here to reclaim what's rightfully mine!"



    



    "Come back, Touko," Soujuurou's mouth spoke gently in the female voice. "If you admit defeat, I'll even support you financially from now on."



    



    "Hmph," the woman scoffed.



    



    "No matter what you say, I will defeat you. And once I do, everything will be mine."



    



    "Ah, still so stubborn," the voice replied.



    



    "But it doesn't matter. No matter what you've prepared, you won't be able to defeat me now. We'll meet again."



    



    With that, the pressure on Soujuurou suddenly lifted, and he collapsed, coughing as he clutched his throat.



    



    In a daze, he saw the woman in the green trench coat stand up, looking down at him as if confirming something. But after a moment, she lost interest, gathered her belongings, and left.



    



    Soujuurou tried to lift his head to get a better look at her, but his consciousness faded fast. Overwhelmed by fatigue and drowsiness, he quickly passed out on the floor.

  
    The next morning, Soujuurou Shizuki woke up in his rented apartment. He rubbed his head, feeling an inexplicable emptiness, as if he'd forgotten something important. But instinctively, he shrugged it off, thinking it wasn't a big deal.



    



    "I should probably tell the boss... I'll quit the pachinko shop job."



    



    Shizuki subconsciously blamed his poor condition on working three jobs. Although the pachinko shop's salary was high, it was too far away, and the commute was draining. Nodding to himself as if to confirm his decision, he jumped out of bed and picked up his phone to call the shop manager.



    



    ...



    



    That night, Aoko climbed onto her beloved Interceptor motorcycle and sped along the highway through Misaki Town. The cold November wind stung like needles, but it didn't faze her.



    



    The magic cast on Soujuurou Shizuki had been intended as a safeguard to keep him away from her and Touko. However, the so-called "Fate inertia" proved stronger than expected. Even though Soujuurou had only met Touko for the first time last night, he was still drawn into events.



    



    The current Aoko had little interest in someone like him, a discarded tool from an assassin organization, and lacked the excessive sense of justice her counterpart in another timeline possessed. So, she reactivated the magic buried in Soujuurou, erased his memories, and implanted a suggestion for him to "quit the pachinko shop job."



    



    As for him losing a well-paying part-time job, that wasn't her concern.



    



    "Good luck, kid."



    



    The motorcycle sped on, and soon, Aoko arrived at her destination: a park. Based on intel she had discreetly extracted from Soujuurou under Touko's nose last night, the planned attack would take place at a leyline node here, aiming to destroy the bounded field set by the Aozaki family.



    



    Touko—no wonder she ended up deeply in debt in the other timeline, always strapped for cash. Destroying the grand bounded field, one of the Aozaki family's valuable assets, without hesitation showed how recklessly extravagant she could be when angered.



    



    "An unthrifty sister needs to be taught a lesson."



    



    Parking her motorcycle, Aoko removed her helmet and walked into the park. Thick clouds obscured the stars, and the howling wind couldn't lift the heavy darkness blanketing the park.



    



    In the park's center stood a clock tower, its overlapping hands pointing to midnight.



    



    "I'll just rest at home tomorrow," Aoko thought. After all, a good night's sleep was essential.



    



    She stepped forward, and a large, glowing blue magic circle crackled with electricity, spreading from beneath her feet. Violent mana surged, tearing apart the enemy's carefully woven concealment magecraft.



    



    The oppressive atmosphere shrouding the park shattered instantly, forcing hidden foes into the open. Several bizarre dolls appeared, resembling department store mannequins. But Aoko's instincts told her no mannequin would have six arms or a head resembling a crude imitation of her face.



    



    "Such poor taste, Touko."



    



    Aoko muttered under her breath but didn't act immediately as the dolls crawled toward her, insect-like.



    



    The nearest doll extended an arm like a spear, thrusting it toward Aoko's face. But it stopped short, striking an impassable barrier—Aoko's shield.



    



    She reached out and grasped the doll that resembled her, and with a crackle of electricity, its limbs spasmed before going still, its vital components charred by her electric grip. Casually tossing the charred doll aside, Aoko looked up. The remaining three dolls, seeing how quickly she'd dispatched their comrade, hesitated, then spread out to surround her.



    



    All three raised their arms from the waist, revealing hidden, curved blades, and rushed her, switching positions rapidly as they closed in.



    



    Aoko gauged their distance and speed, moving her hands fluidly in spellcasting gestures.



    



    First, Endure Elemental Damage. A flash of spiritual light signified the successful application of a protective spell, though it didn't seem immediately relevant. Without hesitation, Aoko activated her magic circuits, and as her mana flowed, her figure began to shimmer.



    



    Now, the three dolls were mere meters away, yet Aoko remained in place, casting spells without dodging. The person pulling the strings from behind began to wonder what she was planning, just as Aoko completed her spellcasting.



    



    She raised her right foot and stomped it down. Instantly, a spherical shockwave rippled outward, and within a ten-meter radius around her, the ground was instantly coated in ice. The dolls were pushed back slightly, then froze in place, immobilized by the cold, and collapsed.



    



    Aoko spun in place, surveying her handiwork. She pulled a notebook from her jacket pocket, took out a pen, and began scribbling notes.



    



    "Endure Elemental Damage… Basic Engineering Ice Temperature Control Spell… Successfully neutralized a 3rd-level Ice Burst… Test successful."



    



    After recording her results, Aoko inspected the destroyed dolls. She found the most intact one, summoned an invisible servant, and had it tie the doll to the back of her motorcycle. As for the others, she snapped her fingers, summoning blue flames to reduce their remains to ashes.



    



    She looked up at the park's clock tower, noting the destroyed bounded field stone, and frowned. From her waist pouch, she produced a new stone, used Mage Hand to lift it, and replaced the broken one.



    



    "Destroying family property, disrupting my rest, and sending your goons after the head of the family—I've taken note of it all!" she muttered. "When I catch you, I'll give you a proper lesson!"



    



    With the bounded field at the leyline node restored, Aoko returned to her motorcycle and mounted it. She cast a final glance at the park, then twisted the throttle and rode off.



    



    Even Touko wouldn't dare come back to destroy the bounded field again... right?

  
    As Kuonji Alice sat in her room reading, she suddenly heard a faint "tap-tap" sound coming from outside the window. She closed her book and looked out. A small blue bird was lightly pecking at the glass with its beak. Alice walked to the window, opened it, and let the bird fly into the room. The bird chirped and fluttered around Alice before landing on a piece of furniture, tilting its head as it observed her.



    



    Raising her wrist, as though granting someone permission to kiss her hand, Alice allowed the blue bird to perch on her fingertip. The blue robin puffed out its fluffy chest, proudly communicating with Alice in a language known only to the two of them.



    



    "I see," Alice said, "Aoko has already dealt with the problem, huh."



    



    Despite her seemingly indifferent demeanor, Kuonji Alice had sent the Robin without Aoko Aozaki's knowledge. Perhaps even Alice herself hadn't realized that upon learning Aoko had successfully driven away the enemy and repaired the leyline node, her expression softened just a little.



    



    The Robin looked at its owner in confusion, uncertain of what she was thinking, and then flew off on its own. Click, click—the sound of a key turning in the door echoed from downstairs. Alice estimated the time; it seemed Aoko had returned. She placed her book aside, stood up, and headed downstairs.



    



    "I'm back~"



    



    Aoko called out as she unlocked the door to Kuonji Mansion with her key, switching into her fluffy indoor slippers. Alice wasn't on the first floor. Aoko blinked, noticing her housemate's absence. She hung up her jacket and motorcycle helmet, rubbed her hands together, and walked toward the living room on the first floor.



    



    "Did you take care of everything?"



    



    A cool, clear voice came from the direction of the stairs. Aoko looked up and saw Alice had been upstairs all along.



    



    "Yep," Aoko replied with a cheerful smile.



    



    "Touko sent a whole batch of dolls to ambush me this time."



    



    "What about the bounded field stone at the leyline node?"



    



    Alice asked, sitting down on the sofa and picking up a cup of tea.



    



    "I replaced it with a new one and repaired the bounded field," Aoko said, leaning back on the sofa.



    



    "But I have a feeling Touko might be running out of money. The dolls she sent this time were much more poorly made compared to the ones you encountered before. She even swapped out the core gems for cheaper alternatives."



    



    Alice didn't respond; she was, after all, in the always-out-of-money camp herself. If it weren't for her housemate Aoko taking care of meals, her dining standards would have probably dropped by now, let alone being able to enjoy fine tea and continue her magical research. Speaking of which, why was Aoko so good at making money? After all, she and Touko came from the same family, didn't they?



    



    "Touko probably won't challenge me directly until she's fully prepared," Aoko mused.



    



    "Even though we haven't seen each other in two years, she still knows part of my previous abilities since we trained together under our grandfather for a long time, right?"



    



    "Then solve the problem quickly," Alice said, closing her eyes.



    



    "It's not good that your sibling conflict keeps dragging me into it."



    



    "Alice, you're our dear friend~"



    



    Aoko said playfully, scooting closer and wrapping her right arm around Alice's slender shoulders.



    



    "Since it's a conflict between sisters, naturally, you, as a friend to both of us, should help out, right?"



    



    Alice gave Aoko's hand a disdainful look but didn't push it away.



    



    "If you want my help, it'll come at a price," Alice said in a haughty tone. "And my prices aren't low."



    



    "I get it, I get it!"



    



    Aoko quickly replied.



    



    "What sweets do you like recently? I'll make them for you myself!"



    



    "Don't think you can get away with just some sweets!"



    



    Alice retorted, her face flushing slightly.



    



    "...We're out of scones recently."



    



    "Sweet ones? Or savory?"



    



    "...Sweet."



    



    Although Aoko was confident she could take on Touko and her dog head-on, there was a saying: "A lion uses all its strength even when hunting a rabbit." To quickly and thoroughly crush her older sister's pride, only then would Touko truly give up and return to the Aozaki family.



    



    Based on her past life memories, Aoko knew that around this time, Touko would likely set up a workshop at the old school building. However, Aoko decided to let Touko complete most of her preparations before confronting her. This time, Aoko intended to seize full control of the conflict. She would wait until Touko was nearly finished with her preparations—smug and ready to strike—and then launch a sudden attack, shattering her pride head-on.



    



    How delightful it would be to see Touko's ego come crashing down in front of her! As Aoko indulged in these thoughts, she busied herself making scrolls with precious materials. In a Mage's arsenal, a stockpile of scrolls is crucial. When spell slots are limited, stocking up on scrolls is the best solution.



    



    Against Lugh Beowulf, that filthy dog with a materialized soul, defeating it usually wasn't possible with just one or two spells. While Aoko could use the Fifth Magic defensively like Uchiha Obito's Kamui, to truly defeat this dog, she needed a reliable stock of spells unaffected by the resurgence of Age of Gods magic.



    



    After all, she was quite looking forward to the experience points this dead dog might provide her. Aoko could almost see the Archmage title beckoning her.



    



    ...



    



    Maybe Touko was rattled by Aoko's sudden ambush at the leyline node, or maybe she felt she had done enough. For the week following that battle, Touko didn't stir up any major trouble in Misaki Town. Aoko had sent Stark out to patrol, and while he occasionally encountered some of Touko's scouting familiars, Stark—who could share Alice's magical abilities—easily dealt with them. Neither Touko herself nor Lugh Beowulf made an appearance.



    



    After two days of casually preparing scrolls, Aoko returned to Misaki High School to resume her classes. Her classmates were used to the student council president's occasional disappearances, so they didn't gossip about her behavior. Judging by the results of the recent midterms, Aozaki Aoko still held her position as the top student in the school, with a gap so vast between her and the second-place student that no staff member dared criticize her.



    



    On Thursday afternoon, Aoko made a rare appearance in the student council office. As soon as she opened the door, she saw Soujuurou Shizuki diligently cleaning the large office under Kumanari's direction. Tsukiji, despite the heavy dark circles under his eyes, was also hard at work processing student council paperwork.

  
    "…Oh? So our esteemed president still remembers her position as the student council president?"



    



    Tsukiji remarked sarcastically, his tone detached.



    



    "Haha, stop joking around," Aoko brushed off the vice president's grumbling as she plopped into the president's seat.



    



    "I still have to attend school and take classes, you know. I'm aiming to get into Tokyo University, after all."



    



    "Then at least finish your share of the work!"



    



    Tsukiji immediately dumped a large stack of documents onto Aozaki Aoko's desk, grumbling with dissatisfaction.



    



    "While you were away, students kept submitting all sorts of strange applications," he continued.



    



    "Like a ridiculous club proposal for a 'Wild Bird Enthusiasts Club.' There's absolutely no need for clubs like that—all they do is waste the school's budget!"



    



    "Then why didn't you just reject those applications?"



    



    Aoko asked, skimming through the documents.



    



    "No point dragging things out with them, right?"



    



    "Good question!"



    



    Tsukiji huffed.



    



    "But as the vice president, I don't have that authority! If you find it so troublesome, why not just hand over the president's position to me?"



    



    "Not happening," Aoko replied, grabbing a pen and processing the paperwork at a speed nearly impossible to follow. Glancing at Tsukiji, she added, "I'm not the type to give up power so easily."



    



    "I thought so…"



    



    With a sigh, Tsukiji reluctantly returned to his seat, flipping through the remaining files.



    



    "By the way, did we recruit a new member for the student council?"



    



    Aoko asked as she continued to review documents.



    



    "Shizuki Soujuurou," Tsukiji explained.



    



    "He's a new student who just enrolled this semester. Diligent and hardworking, so I had him join as the general affairs officer."



    



    "Oh."



    



    Aoko didn't inquire further. For her in this timeline, this young man's role was largely complete. Even if he joined the student council, it wouldn't have much impact on her.



    



    "Phew!"



    



    Shizuki Soujuurou paused from cleaning, wiping the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. Only then did he notice a red-haired girl, who appeared to be working intently, sitting in the president's seat.



    



    Is that the student council president, Aozaki? He hadn't been paying attention to the earlier conversation between Tsukiji and her. Since he hadn't seen the president since joining, it was a bit odd to finally see her now.



    



    But he wasn't one to be overly curious. Out in the mountains, curiosity could get you killed.



    



    "Good work, Shizuki-kun."



    



    Kumanari handed him a freshly brewed cup of oolong tea. After he accepted it, she went to pour tea for Tsukiji and finally for the red-haired girl, the student council president.



    



    "Thank you."



    



    Soujuurou didn't pay much attention as Kumanari walked away. He simply followed the rules he had learned. His grandfather had taught him that receiving someone's kindness required a proper expression of gratitude; it was the key to community life.



    



    After finishing his cleaning duties, Soujuurou sat down at the general affairs desk, took out his study materials and notebook, and began his daily catch-up routine.



    



    Time had flown by—over two months had passed since he left the deep mountains. Since enrolling, Soujuurou's life has been tough, both in terms of work and studies. However, he was fortunate to have supportive people both at school and at his part-time job, which helped him keep up despite his lack of experience. For that, he was very grateful; he understood that these people didn't owe him anything, helping purely out of kindness, and he deeply appreciated it.



    



    The only sounds in the student council office were the rustling of pages and the scratching of pens on paper.



    



    About half an hour later, Aoko let out a sigh and tossed her pen into the holder beside her.



    



    "All done," she said, interlocking her fingers and leaning back in her chair. "This pile is approved, and that pile is rejected."



    



    "So fast?!"



    



    Tsukiji couldn't believe it. He immediately stood to inspect Aoko's work, fearing she had been slacking off. But as he reviewed the documents, he found each application meticulously processed. The rejected forms had well-reasoned explanations, leaving no room for complaint.



    



    Tsukiji couldn't help but be impressed. He truly admired Aozaki Aoko.



    



    Despite her frequent absences, she maintained top ranks in school exams, far ahead of her peers. Her efficiency in handling these applications was proof that her academic prowess was no fluke.



    



    What made her even more remarkable was that she was also stunningly beautiful. Life truly wasn't fair.



    



    That's what Tsukiji thought to himself.



    



    If Aoko had known what he was thinking, she would have laughed at how out of touch he was.



    



    After all, Tsukiji himself was also a beneficiary of life's unfairness. Coming from a wealthy family—a typical child blessed by fortune. Though the Tsukiji family wasn't as powerful as the Kuonji family in Misaki, they were one of the top-tier conglomerates in town.



    



    However, Tsukiji was an illegitimate child, which made his childhood in the family difficult. He'd often been bullied and ostracized by his siblings.



    



    But Tsukiji was tenacious. Through relentless effort and natural talent, he was eventually recognized by the head of the Tsukiji family as the heir to the family business. From then on, his once-bullying siblings became fearful and avoided him. This experience had made him extremely cold and distant when he first entered high school, earning him a reputation as one of the school's most aloof and handsome students.



    



    Now, Tsukiji was much more approachable. At least, he no longer looked down on others. He even showed empathy, going out of his way to help someone like Shizuki Soujuurou, a guy who supposedly came from the mountains. It was touching!



    



    But who had made Tsukiji more understanding of ordinary people's lives?



    



    Aoko blinked, unable to remember the tearful complaints of boys she had once ruthlessly rejected and publicly humiliated after their confessions. Tsukiji had witnessed those events as a freshman, watching the tragic fate of his seniors.



    



    Oh well, it couldn't have been me, right? Haha.

  
    Sitting in the student council office, Aoko suddenly heard a commotion outside the window. She stood up and looked out, noticing a group of male students loitering in the shadows near the school gate, making the area much noisier than usual.



    



    What are these monkeys up to?



    



    Aoko frowned, thinking to herself. She squinted and soon saw the reason. There, standing in the middle of the road at the school gate, was a girl. She wore a black cape over clothing that closely resembled a nun's habit. Aoko recognized the outfit instantly—it was the uniform of the famous all-girls Reien Girl's Academy. Upon closer inspection, she realized it was none other than Alice.



    



    What's Alice doing here at Misaki High?



    



    Naturally, the boys from Misaki were drawn to her, first because of Reien Girl's Academy's elite reputation, and second because Alice, standing there looking so delicate and forlorn, seemed as charming as a figure out of a painting.



    



    "Idiots," Aoko muttered, glaring at the crowd around the gate.



    



    "Tsukiji, Kumanari, the rest is up to you. I have something to take care of, so I'm leaving."



    



    Before the other student council members could react, Aoko grabbed her jacket and motorcycle helmet and strode out of the office.



    



    ...



    



    "Hey, hey, isn't that the student council president?!"



    



    "Her hair's dyed red—so scary… Is she going to eat that girl alive?"



    



    "What do you mean, dyed red? Her hair's always been red."



    



    "Is she going to chase that girl away? How heartless… That poor girl—"



    



    Aoko shot a glare at the boys near the gate, and they scattered like frightened animals. Then, she put on her helmet, went to the parking shed, and rode her motorcycle over to where Alice was standing.



    



    "Get on," Aoko said, motioning with her thumb to the seat behind her, indicating that Alice should hop on.



    



    Due to her Reien Girl's Academy, Alice couldn't straddle the seat, so she sat side-saddle with a witch-like grace on the back of Aoko's motorcycle. Then, she extended her slender arms and wrapped them around Aoko's waist.



    



    "Ahh?!—"



    



    The boys watching from afar let out a collective groan as if something inside them had shattered.



    



    Aozaki Aoko kept her gaze forward, twisted the throttle of her Interceptor, released the clutch, and in a cloud of dust, she and Alice sped off, leaving the students of Misaki High in awe.



    



    "Damn it! Aozaki Aoko! Can't you leave us with even a shred of hope in our high school lives?!"



    



    …That's how the boys wailed. Tsukiji, who had been standing by the office window, sighed as he heard them, then closed the window and returned to his seat.



    



    ...



    



    "…You're quite popular at school, Aoko," Alice said from the back seat of the motorcycle.



    



    "How can you tell?"



    



    Aoko replied.



    



    "I skip school all the time. How could I possibly be popular?"



    



    "…That male student who came into contact with Touko," Alice said coldly, ignoring Aoko's question.



    



    "Why didn't you kill him?"



    



    "Who?"



    



    Aoko pretended to think for a moment, as if she didn't know, then answered, "Oh, you mean that poor guy I placed a suggestion on?"



    



    "You're not a beginner. You should understand the secrecy principle of magus, right?"



    



    Alice pressed, her tone unrelenting. Aoko felt Alice's arms around her waist tighten.



    



    "I've already erased his relevant memories," Aoko replied in a relaxed tone.



    



    "But if you insist, I could make him commit suicide right now if you like."



    



    The wind rushing past as the motorcycle sped down the road made their hair a bit disheveled. Alice reached up to smooth her hair but didn't immediately respond to Aoko's comment.



    



    "…Do as you please," Alice finally said.



    



    "But when you cause trouble, don't drag my name into it."



    



    Hearing Alice's response, Aoko, still wearing her helmet, smiled like she'd just heard something amusing.



    



    "Let's go grab a drink at Dawn, Alice," Aoko suggested.



    



    "You've discovered something, haven't you?"



    



    "Yes," Alice admitted.



    



    "I'll explain it in detail later."



    



    ...



    



    Inside the café, Aoko and Alice each sipped their freshly served coffee. Alice took a small sip of her espresso, savoring the rich flavor provided by the thick crema, followed by the slight bitterness of the extract. She looked up at Aoko, who continued to spoon sugar into her caramel macchiato and couldn't help but wonder if this girl would end up with a sugar-related illness.



    



    "You like sweet things, don't you?"



    



    Alice couldn't resist commenting.



    



    "Are you a child?"



    



    "Life is bitter, so I like sweet things."



    



    Quoting borrowed wisdom, Aoko took a big gulp of her coffee and hummed happily.



    



    "I found a trap," Alice said, placing her cup back on the table.



    



    "It looks like it's meant to lure us in."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Aoko's face showed surprise.



    



    "What kind of trap? Has Touko lost her mind? Does she think she can fool us with something like that?"



    



    "Kistynd," Alice said, naming an English word.



    



    "Have you heard of it?"



    



    "Ah, I know it," Aoko said, taking another sip of her coffee, and recalling the name.



    



    "That's the amusement park that went bankrupt and shut down a few years ago, right?"



    



    "That's right," Alice nodded.



    



    "That's the place."



    



    "You're saying Touko set a trap there?"



    



    Aoko asked, confused. In her past life memories, as long as she and Alice didn't fall out over Shizuki Soujuurou, there was no reason to go to that place.



    



    "What's so special about it? I don't remember any leyline nodes or anything like that being there."



    



    The table where Alice and Aoko sat was surrounded by a subtle magecraft bounded field, ensuring that none of their conversation about magical would be overheard by ordinary customers.



    



    "…That place was my testing ground," Alice explained.



    



    "I had previously set up one of the exits for The Mirror of Slumber there, as well as a Ploy to guard the mirror. But now, both have been hijacked by Touko."



    



    Aoko understood why Alice considered the abandoned amusement park valuable. Alice's fairy-tale magecraft was based on fairy tales from the early Industrial Revolution era, and Kistynd, a human-made and later abandoned artificial paradise, was a perfect fossilized relic of such tales. Some of Alice's Ploys could operate at two hundred percent efficiency in a place like that.



    



    "It seems like Touko wants to take out my support first," Aoko sighed. "Sorry, Alice, for dragging you into this."



    



    "…It's fine," Alice shook her head, showing no anger.



    



    "It seems Touko has forgotten what I'm capable of. This time, I'll make sure she remembers."

  
    Aoko carefully discussed with Alice at the café her plan to lure out Touko. Aoko's idea was straightforward: she would smash through all of Touko's defenses, forcing her to come out in a fit of rage and confront Aoko directly.



    



    Alice, however, disagreed. Since the situation involved her property, she preferred to transform the entire amusement park into an alternate realm. This way, if Touko was hiding somewhere within it, Alice could immediately find and capture her.



    



    ... Isn't she just as solitary as I am? Aoko thought with a hint of exasperation. She realized she'd forgotten that Alice, much like herself, was a lone wolf. Despite their shared goal of trapping Touko, they were each approaching it independently, showing no sign of cooperation.



    



    However, upon further thought, Aoko realized this might work. Touko, though typically calm, could be provoked into losing her composure if pushed the right way. With Alice acting alone and Aoko lying in wait on the sidelines, their plan seemed to have potential.



    



    To that end, Aoko took out a teleportation spell scroll she'd created using a 5th-ring spell slot. As soon as Touko appeared—or if Alice found herself in danger—Aoko could immediately jump in and join the fight.



    



    Once the plan was finalized, Aoko briefly explained it to Alice, who was silent for a while before expressing surprise at Aoko's ability to use spatial transfer magecraft. She asked if it was part of the Fifth Magic.



    



    "It's not," Aoko replied.



    



    "Although the Fifth Magic can achieve similar things, the cost is significantly different and much less efficient."



    



    Satisfied with the explanation, Alice agreed to the plan.



    



    The action was set for tonight. Kistynd was relatively close to Misaki High School, which explained why Alice had come to Aoko's school that day. However, Aoko suspected it might also be out of curiosity, as she'd shared some fun stories about Misaki High that had likely piqued Alice's interest.



    



    The operation was set for after 11 p.m., leaving them with plenty of time. Since Aoko couldn't use her spell slots to create new scrolls, she decided to spend the afternoon shopping with Alice.



    



    After parking her motorcycle, Aoko took the initiative to link arms with Alice as they walked down the street. Their presence drew the attention of passersby, as both Aoko and Alice were strikingly beautiful. Their contrasting styles only enhanced the harmony between them, as if they were part of a painting by a master artist. It was a beauty that transcended gender, attracting glances from both men and women.



    



    At first, Aoko enjoyed the attention, relishing being the center of it. Usually, she didn't draw this much notice when she was alone. However, now that she was with Alice, the crowd's reactions had grown unusually intense.



    



    Aoko glanced at Alice. Although her expression remained characteristically stoic, Aoko sensed her growing displeasure. Alice, after all, preferred a quieter atmosphere, and the attention made her uncomfortable.



    



    Sensing this, Aoko extended her hand, subtly channeling her magical energy. With a snap of her fingers, an invisible wave rippled outward, and suddenly, people around them seemed to remember something urgent and quickly dispersed.



    



    "Is that a suggestion?"



    



    Alice asked.



    



    "It's quite delicate."



    



    "Well... it's more like a type of bounded field," Aoko explained.



    



    "There's a book in my grandfather's inheritance on Thought Engraving magecraft. One technique described is a 'concealment' bounded field. I used some of its principles to develop this simplified version, which is triggered by a specific sound."



    



    "Of course, since I can't connect it to a Thought Engraving, my version is just a crude imitation and can only affect ordinary people."



    



    Aoko shrugged, feigning helplessness.



    



    Alice nodded slightly, recognizing Aoko's skill. This method of repelling onlookers was indeed more practical than traditional suggestion magecraft or large-scale expulsion bounded fields and she acknowledged Aoko's growing talent.



    



    "Oh, right," Aoko remembered, "I found a nice shop earlier. Want to check it out together?"



    



    [Scene Break]



    



    In her effort to remove her sister's potential allies, Touko had chosen an old friend's workshop as her target. After a familiar she sent for reconnaissance confirmed that a crucial magical tool was still there, Touko knew her friend would come in person to investigate if she openly took the item.



    



    The leyline node that had been destroyed earlier had already been repaired by her sister, and the doll guarding it had been easily defeated. This, however, was expected; Touko had used the opportunity to gauge her sister's combat skills.



    



    From what she could observe, her sister's magecraft couldn't yet rival Lugh's, but Touko was uncertain if she had fully mastered the Aozaki family's Magic. This unknown factor was what concerned her most. She needed to force her sister to reveal the truth of her Magic, which meant eliminating her sister's allies first.



    



    With this in mind, Touko quickened her pace. To be safe, she planned not only to send Lugh that night but also to prepare special tools to ensure Kuonji Alice wouldn't interfere before she could take on Aozaki Aoko.



    



    She was only halfway through her preparations when the bird-shaped familiar returned. Touko removed the memory storage device from it and loaded it into an old, projector-like device to review the footage.



    



    When she saw her sister and Kuonji Alice strolling down the street arm-in-arm, Touko clenched her hand, accidentally crushing the familiar.



    



    [Scene Break]



    



    At midnight, Alice arrived at the entrance of Kistynd in her signature attire. Raising her wrist, several starlings landed on her fingertips, chirping as if delivering a report.



    



    "...I see," Alice murmured, her expression turning cold.



    



    "The segment of the Mirror of Slumber has been destroyed..."



    



    ===



    



    PS: The Second Ticket: Mirror of Slumber is a Ploy Kickshaw that Alice's mother made in collaboration with Touko Aozaki by refurbishing an old mirror with a separate world inside that was broken for a long time.

  
     



    



     



    



    As the cat-shaped sapphire pendant slipped from Alice's palm, it merged into the ground as if sinking into the water.



    



    "High diddle diddle, the cat and the fiddle..."



    



    Alice softly sang the nursery rhyme as she walked deeper into Kistynd. Once-bustling amusement rides now stood rusted and decayed, and gray starlings fluttered around her, beating their wings as they kept watch for any sign of danger on behalf of their master.



    



    "The cow jumped over the moon, the little dog laughed..." she murmured. The abandoned amusement park had long lost the glow of its glory days. It was as though a witch of fairy tales had devoured the last remnants of twilight, transforming the place into a feast of night, a playground belonging solely to her.



    



    Typically, any magus who dared enter would face a severe disadvantage in this environment. This was an undeniable fact. But, thanks to a friend's warning, Alice was especially cautious tonight. She had brought all her combat-type PLOYs and remained on high alert from the start.



    



    "To see such craft, and the dish ran away with the spoon..."



    



    "Growl, growl, we're hungry!"



    



    "Should we eat everything?"



    



    "Where is the guest?"



    



    "Shall we eat the guest?"



    



    Two strange figures emerged from Alice's shadow. They looked like toys, but the words they uttered were chilling.



    



    "Go further ahead!"



    



    "Let's go, let's go!"



    



    The twin piglets urged their master to move faster, but Alice kept her steady pace.



    



    "Get the dice ready! Get the dice ready!"



    



    "Just make sure not to roll a six!"



    



    A premonition flickered through Alice's mind. She raised an eyebrow and released the Rose Hounds she had been carrying. The numerous gray starlings that had been scouting had vanished, a sign the enemy was close.



    



    The Rose Hounds, though only resembling dogs, were skilled in their work. Fog-formed, they sniffed the air, making snuffling sounds as they searched. Red, glowing eyes began to emerge from the darkness, though closer inspection revealed them to be artificial—mechanical "eyes" on the bodies of numerous dolls.



    



    Alice narrowed her eyes, observing. These dolls were similar to ones she'd faced before: humanoid but crawling like insects, with nimble fingers awkwardly equipped with blades.



    



    Alice scoffed as her Rose Hounds bared their fangs and surged forward. Physical attacks could not harm these fog creatures, but if any part of a doll was consumed, it was lost forever. One of the Rose Hounds bit into a doll's head, reducing it to a pile of parts with a sharp crunch.



    



    More red lights appeared in the darkness around her—at least thirty dolls had surrounded her. Though weaker in combat than the Rose Hounds, they outnumbered them overwhelmingly.



    



    While Alice was a powerful witch, her strength relied on her PLOYs; her physical agility was limited, a flaw her roommate Aoko often complained about. Even a single doll slipping past her defenses could mean her defeat, as her Mystic Eyes did not affect inorganic beings like these dolls. Nonetheless, she activated them, her left eye glowing red to match the dolls'.



    



    The dolls charged, disregarding the Rose Hounds' attacks and aiming directly for Alice, sacrificing some of their own to let others reach her. This clever tactic betrayed the presence of a magus controlling them, but the Rose Hounds were ruthlessly efficient, tearing the dolls apart with ease.



    



    Just as Alice thought the dolls would be vanquished, something unexpected occurred. Both the active dolls and the shattered remnants began to float. Runes—Runic magic—appeared all over their bodies.



    



    Alice reacted instantly, summoning the two nearest Rose Hounds to form a fog shield around her. The remaining dolls and their dismembered parts began to glow intensely, channeling their energy into a massive explosion.



    



    The blast echoed around her, with doll parts turned into deadly shrapnel scattering in all directions. Without the Witch on the Holy Night, this attack would have been lethal. However, Alice's powerful PLOYs easily countered the dolls' self-destruction, their mystery far superior to the dolls' mystery. Apart from feeling slightly unsettled, she emerged unharmed.



    



    As Alice scanned her surroundings, a golden shadow approached silently. With fur of pure gold emitting a faint glow, it slipped past her Rose Hounds' defenses and came close to her.



    



    "What...?!"



    



    Unprepared, Alice acted quickly. She transformed all her remaining Rose Hounds into a fog shield and commanded the twin pigs to attack. Yet the golden beast merely grinned. In that instant, she saw it clearly: an enormous golden wolf, a creature of breathtaking beauty.



    



    This was no illusion or magical creation but a true sacred being. Its essence was ancient, from the Age of Gods, and Alice realized at once—against such a creature, her magecraft was powerless.

  
     



    



     



    



    *Lugh Beowulf nickname is Beo



    



    ====



    



    Through the lens of her surveillance familiar, Aozaki Touko saw Kuonji Alice's mist shield easily torn apart by Lugh Beowulf.



    



    Kuonji Alice's abdomen was slashed wide open by the attack, and visible chunks of her internal organs splattered out. The girl's thin, frail body fell like a rag doll.



    



    This caused Touko to gasp for breath momentarily.



    



    "Beo!"



    



    Touko's voice echoed from all directions.



    



    "What did I tell you before?! You are not allowed to kill Kuonji Alice or Aozaki Aoko! You've violated the contract!"



    



    "You're so noisy, Touko," the golden wolf bared its fangs, saliva dripping between them. Its eyes were filled with desire—lust, bloodlust, and overwhelming greed. While staring at Alice's body on the ground, Beo said to Touko, "I didn't break the contract. Look closely at this little magus. She's not dead."



    



    Hearing this, Touko adjusted the focus of her familiar and looked again at Kuonji Alice lying on the ground.



    



    Indeed, she had shed a lot of blood, but for someone nearly cut in half, it was not enough blood.



    



    Alice's body emitted a faint blue light, and in an instant, it exploded into a flurry of blue feathers, disappearing from the spot.



    



    "A substitution spell?"



    



    Touko's low voice echoed in the abandoned amusement park. "I underestimated you, Alice."



    



    "That's my line," Kuonji Alice appeared on a crescent-shaped sculpture atop a nearby building, no one noticing when she got there.



    



    "Aoko warned me that you might have found a rather powerful familiar, but I still underestimated your abilities."



    



    Alice looked down at her hand, where a small blue bird lay.



    



    The once cheerful chirping was no longer heard, and its beautiful blue feathers were now disheveled. A gaping wound had opened up on the Robin's belly, nearly severing it in two.



    



    Then, the bird's blue feathers gradually lost their color, turning gray and pale, and finally, it became a strange, shattered statue.



    



    Alice carefully took out a pouch, gently placing the broken statue inside and stowing it away.



    



    "Surrender, Alice," Aozaki Touko's voice called out.



    



    "You've seen Beo's strength. You have no chance of winning. If you sign a Self-Geis Scroll not to interfere in my fight with Aoko, I'll let you go without trouble."



    



    "You're truly heartless, Touko," Alice sighed.



    



    "And if I refuse to sign, what will you do?"



    



    "Heh," Touko chuckled coldly.



    



    "A witch shouldn't say such things. If you don't sign, I'll have Beo defeat you, and then I'll seal your magic completely until I finish off my arrogant little sister."



    



    "And then?"



    



    Alice asked calmly.



    



    "After sealing my magic, will you leave me here to feed the wild dogs?"



    



    "…"



    



    Touko said nothing.



    



    "That's why I say, compared to Aoko, you're the truly heartless one."



    



    Alice sighed again and carefully pulled a small flask from her cloak as if it were something extremely precious.



    



    She gave it a gentle shake, and the contents inside swirled like some kind of green mist.



    



    Touko, observing Alice's movements from a distance, immediately changed her expression upon seeing the flask in Alice's hand.



    



    "The situation has changed. Stop Alice at once. Don't let her use that thing!"



    



    Touko's voice shouted out a command. Beo transformed back into a whirlwind of gold and surged toward the girl perched high above.



    



    At the same time, Touko activated her hidden trump card buried within the abandoned amusement park, the very reason this place was considered a trap.



    



    It was a series of runes personally engraved by Touko, ancient divine runes painstakingly replicated from the depths of history.



    



    Three hundred thousand characters, all related to the power of the sun, were activated by Touko's will.



    



    In an instant, the "night" of the amusement park was replaced by "day." Kuonji Alice's Diddle Diddle: Banquet of the Night was naturally dispelled, for where there is light, there can be no night.



    



    "How rough, Touko," Kuonji Alice remarked, "You and your sister truly are blood relatives."



    



    The twin piglets, who had just narrowly escaped death, let out strange "cackling" laughs and fearlessly blocked the path of the golden wolf, trying to stop it from advancing further.



    



    "Get out of my way, you broken toys!"



    



    Beo roared, tearing the twin piglets apart. However, even in their shattered state, the remnants succeeded in delaying the golden wolf for just a brief moment—long enough to fulfill their mission.



    



    The piglets' remains let out eerie, fragmented final laughs, as if mocking Beo's failure, before turning back into broken castanets and staplers.



    



    Beo's form twisted, becoming some kind of soft fluid, rushing toward the girl on the moon sculpture.



    



    But just as Beo's unstoppable claws were about to reach Alice's body, a soldier blocked its path.



    



    It was an impossible occurrence. Beo couldn't comprehend how something so broken could stop it, a top-tier phantasmal species.



    



    Yet it happened. A toy soldier in a ridiculous tuxedo, holding a shattered tray as a shield, blocked the full-force strike of the legendary golden wolf, Lugh Beowulf.



    



    When Beo tried to leap up again, it was already too late. Things had become too difficult to handle, as it could no longer reach the black-haired girl.



    



    The crescent moon statue beneath Alice's feet had turned into the real moon.



    



    A crescent moon, like a small boat, gently carried the sole master of this domain, slowly rising into the sky, overlooking the earth.



    



    No matter how powerful a three-thousand-year-old phantasmal species may be, without wings, it could not reach the girl at this moment.



    



    No, to say it was unreachable would be incorrect. Beo, with its body, Materialization of the Soul, could theoretically transform into any lifeform on Earth, including a bird.



    



    But having been raised among a tribe of werewolves, Beo was most familiar and comfortable with the forms of wolves and great beasts. Without training, it had no idea how to transform into a flying creature.



    



    "Retreat, Beo! We're not prepared for this today, and we can't deal with that—"



    



    Aozaki Touko's anxious voice echoed around, trying to command Beo to withdraw.



    



    But it was too late. The stopper on the magical flask had already been opened.



    



    The golden wolf felt the caress of a gentle breeze.



    



    This was a miracle that most magi would never experience, the revival of things long dead and rusted.



    



    The sunlight generated by the runes was once again veiled in mist; "daylight" reverted to "night," and the broken carousel horses transformed into pure white unicorns, while the wooden puppets began playing cheerful melodies.



    



    Kuonji Alice's slender fingers gently brushed past, and the abandoned amusement park returned to a state it had never known.
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    Beo's form twisted, becoming some kind of soft fluid, rushing toward the girl on the moon sculpture.



    



    But just as Beo's unstoppable claws were about to reach Alice's body, a soldier blocked its path.



    



    It was an impossible occurrence. Beo couldn't comprehend how something so broken could stop it, a top-tier phantasmal species.



    



    Yet it happened. A toy soldier in a ridiculous tuxedo, holding a shattered tray as a shield, blocked the full-force strike of the legendary golden wolf, Lugh Beowulf.



    



    When Beo tried to leap up again, it was already too late. Things had become too difficult to handle, as it could no longer reach the black-haired girl.



    



    The crescent moon statue beneath Alice's feet had turned into the real moon.



    



    A crescent moon, like a small boat, gently carried the sole master of this domain, slowly rising into the sky, overlooking the earth.



    



    No matter how powerful a three-thousand-year-old phantasmal species may be, without wings, it could not reach the girl at this moment.



    



    No, to say it was unreachable would be incorrect. Beo, with its body, Materialization of the Soul, could theoretically transform into any lifeform on Earth, including a bird.



    



    But having been raised among a tribe of werewolves, Beo was most familiar and comfortable with the forms of wolves and great beasts. Without training, it had no idea how to transform into a flying creature.



    



    "Retreat, Beo! We're not prepared for this today, and we can't deal with that—"



    



    Aozaki Touko's anxious voice echoed around, trying to command Beo to withdraw.



    



    But it was too late. The stopper on the magical flask had already been opened.



    



    The golden wolf felt the caress of a gentle breeze.



    



    This was a miracle that most magi would never experience, the revival of things long dead and rusted.



    



    The sunlight generated by the runes was once again veiled in mist; "daylight" reverted to "night," and the broken carousel horses transformed into pure white unicorns, while the wooden puppets began playing cheerful melodies.



    



    Kuonji Alice's slender fingers gently brushed past, and the abandoned amusement park returned to a state it had never known.

  
     



    



     



    



    "It's a bit of a pity," Alice said.



    



    "You're not physically here."



    



    Still hiding in the old school building, Aozaki Aoko bit her lip in silence, continuing to watch Kuonji Alice in the sky through the eyes of her familiar.



    



    "I originally wanted you and your little dog to have some fun in this amusement park—but what a shame."



    



    "—Do you think you can make it through tonight?"



    



    The last sentence was directed at Beo, and Alice's words were filled with delight.



    



    It was an invitation from the fairy-tale witch, inviting the resurrected miraculous beings to visit a kingdom that would exist only for one night. Kistynd, the long-abandoned amusement park, had returned to its former glory. Neon lights illuminated the night, and loud, festive music blared through the speakers. The Ferris wheel spun once more, and laughter echoed from the carousel.



    



    If this were a grand magecraft like a Reality Marble, it could be explained, but the miracle Alice had unleashed was something else entirely. It was a mystery deeper and stronger than anything linked to phantasmal species. Toy soldiers, mounted on wooden horses, arranged themselves in battle formation. They raised their ridiculous lances and charged at the golden wolf.



    



    To an observer, this scene might appear absurd, but for Beo, the target of this assault, there was no time for amusement. Seeing the animated amusement park creatures launch an attack on him, Beo roared and retaliated.



    



    Though not powerless, these strange entities were no longer the weaklings Beo had easily crushed earlier. Gradually, the once-pristine, dazzling golden fur became stained with grime, and even this embodiment of modern phantasms—which supposedly couldn't be harmed—began to show signs of injury. Having never experienced pain before, Beo found itself maddened by the irritation of these pesky wounds.



    



    These injuries weren't life-threatening, but they were undeniably uncomfortable. Beo's instincts warned it that among these seemingly ridiculous and bizarre creations, there was something that could deliver a fatal blow…



    



    The giant lobster model on a seafood restaurant sign also came to life, snapping its massive claws at Beo. With a fierce roar, the giant wolf bit into the lobster's shell, creating large cracks, but it couldn't break through. The two colossal creatures became entangled, locked in a brutal struggle.



    



    Meanwhile, Aozaki Touko found herself in complete disarray. This was not how her plan was supposed to unfold. Beo was undeniably strong, and modern magi stood no chance against it—but its strength was not absolute.



    



    It had overwhelmed Kuonji Alice initially, inflicting significant damage. But neither Touko nor Beo had anticipated that Alice would have two lives. Back when Touko and Alice had been friends, Touko had learned about Alice's witch bloodline—a lineage tracing back to the ancestor of all witches, the First Magician, Yumina.



    



    Yumina, born on the eve of the year 1 AD, found a shortcut to the Root the day after and obtained the First Magic. To Aozaki Aoko, this story mirrored the way she and Touko's grandfather had acquired Magic, by discovering a cave leading to the Root. Unlike others, witches of Yumina's family line did not fall or regress as others did.



    



    In the Botany Department of the Clock Tower, many witches had contributed to establishing the First Magic. As a result, their essence transcended human traits, evident in the supernatural abilities Alice displayed. An old witch had once bitterly said, "I hate that mainstar, that little brat. Does being a direct descendant of a magic user mean you can do as you please?"



    



    She was referring to bloodlines like Alice's and her friend, the Soot Witches, who managed to preserve their uniqueness while continuing their lineage, partly due to the First Magician's blood. Contrary to common belief, the Third Magic was older than the First Magic. However, after the Age of Gods ended, the Third Magic wasn't rediscovered until Justeaze appeared.



    



    Twenty years after the First Magician's birth, the First Magic returned, allowing access to Ether and sustaining mysteries. This ultimately became the cornerstone of modern magical systems, particularly the unique nature of the First Magic.



    



    In magecraft theories, Ether is considered the "fifth true element," one of the five recognized magical attributes and a singularity that formed the basis of subsequent systems. But unlike the elements of earth, water, wind, and fire, Ether inherently didn't exist in this world. Only the First Magician, Yumina, who could "negate nothingness," was capable of creating such nonexistence.



    



    While studying at the Clock Tower, Touko met Alice's friend, May Riddell Archelot. The relationship between Alice and May mirrored that of the Aozaki sisters, with both being potential heirs to the First Magic. From scattered hints, Touko pieced together that Kuonji Alice might possess an artifact from the First Magic, though its function remained unknown.



    



    On this strange night, the Grand Puppeteer found herself facing the most bizarre enemy she had ever encountered. Cold light and mist enveloped the amusement park, while Beo, furious and frustrated, continued to fight against the endless waves of enemies. The giant golden wolf howled, its roar echoing through the eerie green night.



    



    "Look up at the sky," Touko thought, "you innocent bloodline without supernatural powers."



    



    What she saw was a glimpse of the magical heavens, the pinnacle of phantasms—a fragment of the First Magic, known as the Flat Snark: Oil of the Moon.



    



    Through her familiar's eyes, Aozaki Touko realized that her side had no chance of victory. A grinning green skull hung high in the sky, mocking the mortals below. The lingering scent of the First Magic shattered her confidence.



    



    "Why has Magic always been an obstacle in my life?"



    



    Touko asked herself, angered by the unfairness of fate. She also felt resentment for the things she'd once possessed but lost. Just a fragment of Magic was enough to halt her. How would she ever face her sister, who possessed complete Magic?



    



    Despondent, Touko thought that perhaps it was time to call for Beo's retreat…



    



    "Beo—"



    



    Touko's voice called out once more.



    



    "Retreat."



    



    "What—?!"



    



    Beo replied in shock.



    



    "Are you kidding me? This goes against the terms of the contract—"

  
     



    



     



    



    "It's a bit of a pity," Alice said.



    



    "You're not physically here."



    



    Still hiding in the old school building, Aozaki Aoko bit her lip in silence, continuing to watch Kuonji Alice in the sky through the eyes of her familiar.



    



    "I originally wanted you and your little dog to have some fun in this amusement park—but what a shame."



    



    "—Do you think you can make it through tonight?"



    



    The last sentence was directed at Beo, and Alice's words were filled with delight.



    



    It was an invitation from the fairy-tale witch, inviting the resurrected miraculous beings to visit a kingdom that would exist only for one night. Kistynd, the long-abandoned amusement park, had returned to its former glory. Neon lights illuminated the night, and loud, festive music blared through the speakers. The Ferris wheel spun once more, and laughter echoed from the carousel.



    



    If this were a grand magecraft like a Reality Marble, it could be explained, but the miracle Alice had unleashed was something else entirely. It was a mystery deeper and stronger than anything linked to phantasmal species. Toy soldiers, mounted on wooden horses, arranged themselves in battle formation. They raised their ridiculous lances and charged at the golden wolf.



    



    To an observer, this scene might appear absurd, but for Beo, the target of this assault, there was no time for amusement. Seeing the animated amusement park creatures launch an attack on him, Beo roared and retaliated.



    



    Though not powerless, these strange entities were no longer the weaklings Beo had easily crushed earlier. Gradually, the once-pristine, dazzling golden fur became stained with grime, and even this embodiment of modern phantasms—which supposedly couldn't be harmed—began to show signs of injury. Having never experienced pain before, Beo found itself maddened by the irritation of these pesky wounds.



    



    These injuries weren't life-threatening, but they were undeniably uncomfortable. Beo's instincts warned it that among these seemingly ridiculous and bizarre creations, there was something that could deliver a fatal blow…



    



    The giant lobster model on a seafood restaurant sign also came to life, snapping its massive claws at Beo. With a fierce roar, the giant wolf bit into the lobster's shell, creating large cracks, but it couldn't break through. The two colossal creatures became entangled, locked in a brutal struggle.



    



    Meanwhile, Aozaki Touko found herself in complete disarray. This was not how her plan was supposed to unfold. Beo was undeniably strong, and modern magi stood no chance against it—but its strength was not absolute.



    



    It had overwhelmed Kuonji Alice initially, inflicting significant damage. But neither Touko nor Beo had anticipated that Alice would have two lives. Back when Touko and Alice had been friends, Touko had learned about Alice's witch bloodline—a lineage tracing back to the ancestor of all witches, the First Magician, Yumina.



    



    Yumina, born on the eve of the year 1 AD, found a shortcut to the Root the day after and obtained the First Magic. To Aozaki Aoko, this story mirrored the way she and Touko's grandfather had acquired Magic, by discovering a cave leading to the Root. Unlike others, witches of Yumina's family line did not fall or regress as others did.



    



    In the Botany Department of the Clock Tower, many witches had contributed to establishing the First Magic. As a result, their essence transcended human traits, evident in the supernatural abilities Alice displayed. An old witch had once bitterly said, "I hate that mainstar, that little brat. Does being a direct descendant of a magic user mean you can do as you please?"



    



    She was referring to bloodlines like Alice's and her friend, the Soot Witches, who managed to preserve their uniqueness while continuing their lineage, partly due to the First Magician's blood. Contrary to common belief, the Third Magic was older than the First Magic. However, after the Age of Gods ended, the Third Magic wasn't rediscovered until Justeaze appeared.



    



    Twenty years after the First Magician's birth, the First Magic returned, allowing access to Ether and sustaining mysteries. This ultimately became the cornerstone of modern magical systems, particularly the unique nature of the First Magic.



    



    In magecraft theories, Ether is considered the "fifth true element," one of the five recognized magical attributes and a singularity that formed the basis of subsequent systems. But unlike the elements of earth, water, wind, and fire, Ether inherently didn't exist in this world. Only the First Magician, Yumina, who could "negate nothingness," was capable of creating such nonexistence.



    



    While studying at the Clock Tower, Touko met Alice's friend, May Riddell Archelot. The relationship between Alice and May mirrored that of the Aozaki sisters, with both being potential heirs to the First Magic. From scattered hints, Touko pieced together that Kuonji Alice might possess an artifact from the First Magic, though its function remained unknown.



    



    On this strange night, the Grand Puppeteer found herself facing the most bizarre enemy she had ever encountered. Cold light and mist enveloped the amusement park, while Beo, furious and frustrated, continued to fight against the endless waves of enemies. The giant golden wolf howled, its roar echoing through the eerie green night.



    



    "Look up at the sky," Touko thought, "you innocent bloodline without supernatural powers."



    



    What she saw was a glimpse of the magical heavens, the pinnacle of phantasms—a fragment of the First Magic, known as the Flat Snark: Oil of the Moon.



    



    Through her familiar's eyes, Aozaki Touko realized that her side had no chance of victory. A grinning green skull hung high in the sky, mocking the mortals below. The lingering scent of the First Magic shattered her confidence.



    



    "Why has Magic always been an obstacle in my life?"



    



    Touko asked herself, angered by the unfairness of fate. She also felt resentment for the things she'd once possessed but lost. Just a fragment of Magic was enough to halt her. How would she ever face her sister, who possessed complete Magic?



    



    Despondent, Touko thought that perhaps it was time to call for Beo's retreat…



    



    "Beo—"



    



    Touko's voice called out once more.



    



    "Retreat."



    



    "What—?!"



    



    Beo replied in shock.



    



    "Are you kidding me? This goes against the terms of the contract—"

  
     



    



     



    



    Just as Aozaki Touko, hiding behind the scenes, was unsettled by Alice's Flat Snark and about to command Beo to retreat from the battlefield, Kuonji Alice was also in poor condition.



    



    Having used her familiar, the blue robin "Robin," as a substitute for herself earlier, Alice had expended a considerable amount of magical energy. Moreover, she possessed only one Robin PLOY. Until Robin could be repaired, Kuonji Alice was in a fragile state. If Beo were to launch another attack, she would undoubtedly face true defeat, or possibly even death.



    



    More crucially, Alice's strongest asset, the immense power of the Flat Snark, depended on keeping its true form hidden and the environment enveloped in perpetual night.



    



    Since the two had been fighting for a prolonged period, Alice could use Flat Snark to generate true ether and exhaust the fully materialized golden wolf. However, once night passes and the real sun rises, Alice would lose all her advantages, and the battle against Touko would be entirely reversed.



    



    Hesitating, Alice pulled out a rune stone from her cloak's pocket—a communication stone Aozaki Aoko had left her. By infusing it with magical energy and crushing it, she could alert Aoko to her situation, prompting her immediate intervention.



    



    Day or night, that soul-materialized phantasmal beast would never tire…



    



    With this thought, Alice seemed to make up her mind and tightened her grip on the communication stone.



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, the dispute between Touko and Beo was nearing its conclusion. Ultimately, even a phantasmal being of the earth had to yield to the deep, soul-binding power of Touko's contract. Beo conceded and agreed to retreat.



    



    At that moment, Touko's surveillance familiar landed on Beo's fur-covered back. Ordinarily, Touko wouldn't bother retrieving even this familiar, but given the substantial cost of crafting mystic codes and puppets for this battle against her sister, preserving resources—including the familiar—was prudent.



    



    However, agreeing to retreat does not always mean one can leave the battlefield successfully.



    



    Although the abandoned amusement park was shrouded in night, illuminated by Flat Snark, the lights now inexplicably began going out in the same direction, as though something lurking in the darkness was devouring them one by one.



    



    Beo became instantly alert, staring into the pitch-black area it planned to flee toward.



    



    Curiously, as a phantasmal species, Beo had night vision and could see clearly in the darkest wilderness. Yet in this particular darkness, it saw absolutely nothing.



    



    Still, Beo felt no fear; it knew that few things in this world could harm it, let alone kill it. Moving forward with caution, it advanced step by step, trying to decipher what lay hidden within the darkness.



    



    With each step, the strange darkness retreated, causing the giant wolf to show a disdainful, almost human-like smirk.



    



    Yet for some reason, the toy soldiers and odd creatures that had been attacking it earlier now kept their distance. Confused but relieved by their withdrawal, Beo noted that its wounds had already started to heal.



    



    It took another step forward, and the darkness retreated once again. Just as Beo felt satisfied with its strength, it saw something unsettling where the darkness had receded.



    



    A human body—no, only half of one—the upper half, stood upright on the ground. Its arms were posed in a Buddhist gesture of prayer, palms pressed together, while the lower half was embedded in the ground not far away.



    



    Beo was puzzled. What was this thing?



    



    "That's one of my puppets," came Aozaki Touko's serious voice from the familiar on Beo's back.



    



    "Be careful. I can't control the core of these puppets anymore."



    



    Weary from its previous encounters with Flat Snark's strange creations, Beo approached the strange puppet cautiously rather than charging forward as it normally would. It began to back away, planning to escape in another direction.



    



    Yet before it had taken more than a few steps, an intense chill crept up from its tail.



    



    Leaping forward, Beo spun around to see a wall at least dozens of meters wide blocking its path. This "wall" appeared unstable, swirling with dark mist.



    



    If it had been an ordinary wall, Beo would have easily smashed through it with a headbutt. But this thing was not ordinary.



    



    The longer Beo stared at the pitch-black wall, the more hesitant it felt to move forward.



    



    "What's wrong, Beo?"



    



    Touko's voice was tinged with anxiety.



    



    "Just jump over that spooky thing! It's not even that tall, is it?"



    



    That may have been her command, but as a beast, Beo trusted its instincts. Throughout its long life, these instincts had guided it to success—and now, they urged it to flee from this strange "wall."



    



    Obeying, Beo turned to run, leaping over the eerie puppet posed in prayer and sprinting toward the direction where the darkness had retreated.



    



    However, the further it ran, the more broken puppets it encountered. Each was posed in the same praying stance, with the upper and lower halves separated.



    



    In neat rows, these praying puppets formed a path leading into the darkness.



    



    Unfazed by these malfunctioning puppets, Beo pressed onward, determined to escape this cursed amusement park.



    



    Just as it neared the end of the puppet-lined path, the darkness gathered in one place, swirling like a slow-moving tornado before dispersing.



    



    Of course, Beo had no intention of stopping. Unlike a curious human, it charged directly toward the black "whirlwind," confident that nothing could stop its advance.



    



    Yet as it approached, the darkness dissipated, revealing a woman with long red hair, staring at Beo and Touko's familiar with a smile.

  
     



    



     



    



    Born in an isolated werewolf village deep in the mountains of Northern Europe in the 18th century, Beo had never known or understood fear since the day it was born. It would not weaken, would not age, and would not die.



    



    As a perfect life form, it had always pondered the nature of life, flaws, and death in its small world. But of all these concepts, fear had never crossed Beo's mind. However, at this moment, it seemed to be experiencing a strange, unfamiliar feeling.



    



    The biological structure Beo simulated—the amygdala—sent a strong signal to its consciousness, concluding, "This red-haired woman in front of you is extremely dangerous."



    



    But Beo didn't understand why. To it, humans (including Touko) were flawed, fragile creatures, and even those so-called "magus" were only slightly more troublesome than ordinary humans.



    



    Yet this presence before it was entirely different, or so Beo's instincts told it. The red-haired woman extended her right hand toward it, and darkness, like the tentacles of some cephalopod, surged from her hand, spreading toward Beo. For the first time since its birth, the golden wolf was paralyzed by the sensation of "fear."



    



    Its autonomic nervous system, brainstem, hippocampus, and hypothalamus are all activated simultaneously, triggering a series of physiological reactions. The wolf's face displayed a very human-like expression of fear. Its heartbeat pounded like a drum, so loud it could be heard even from several meters away.



    



    "Beo?! Beo? Why did you stop?"



    



    Touko's voice came from the familiar on the golden wolf's back, but the giant wolf gave no response. Its pupils dilated, and its muscles tensed as if they were made of steel. If struck with a sword at that moment, sparks might have flown.



    



    It was the embodiment of invisible, decaying, indescribable fear. Its instincts didn't believe it could overcome or defeat it; it could only sit and wait for the boundless darkness to swallow it. In this world, nothing was more terrifying for the being known as Beo than the red-haired woman before it.



    



    Aozaki Touko noticed that Beo Lug's strong, massive body was trembling violently. Even through the surveillance familiar, she could feel the intense fear radiating from the phantasmal creature. Touko realized her ambush had failed because her greatest asset, Beo, had inexplicably fallen into a state of terror and was unable to move. This was some kind of unknown magic.



    



    But Touko was deeply puzzled. What magic in this world could affect the golden wolf—an entity shrouded in three thousand years of mystery? It was something she had never considered possible. As she puzzled over it, her perspective suddenly tilted to the side before she fell to the ground.



    



    Beo's massive body had collapsed, lying motionless on its side, its eyes rolled back. Its mouth, full of sharp teeth, hung open, with its tongue lolling out and drool pooling on the ground. Touko quickly sent the familiar flying over to Beo's head, only to discover that its pupils were completely dilated, and the heartbeat that had sounded like a drum was no longer heard. It was dead.



    



    "How ironic, Touko."



    



    Aozaki Aoko emerged from the shadows nearby, looking at Touko's familiar and the "corpse" of the giant wolf on the ground.



    



    "Aoko," Touko said in a low voice.



    



    "How did you manage to kill Beo? As far as I know, the Aozaki family's magic doesn't work that way."



    



    "Ah, that's a little corporate secret of mine. I'm afraid I can't share it with you, sister," Aoko responded with a curtsey, her tone full of feigned apology.



    



    "But it's clear that your little dog had a serious flaw, and I exploited it to defeat it."



    



    "...I'll admit this round was my failure," Touko's voice came from the familiar.



    



    "Until next time."



    



    With that, the familiar burst into blue flames and quickly turned to ash, scattering into the air. Only then did Aoko let out a breath, stretching her body slightly. Defeating a creature like Lugh Beowulf wasn't easy, even for her.



    



    Kuonji Alice had landed from the sky at some point and carefully put the Flat Snark back into its small bottle, which she then cautiously tucked into her cloak before walking toward Aoko.



    



    "…How did you do it?"



    



    Alice asked Aoko, aware of how terrifying an opponent the golden wolf was.



    



    "That beast… was scared to death," Aoko replied.



    



    "Or more accurately, it believed it had been 'scared to death,' which caused it to enter a state of suspended animation."



    



    "…?"



    



    Alice tilted her head slightly, finding her roommate's explanation hard to grasp.



    



    "It had never experienced fear before, so I gave it fear," Aoko explained. "Defeating a beast of this caliber head-on would be difficult, even for me. So, I tried a different approach—something more cunning."



    



    "By manipulating the environment and setting the atmosphere, I triggered its maximum threshold of fear," Aoko said with a wink.



    



    "And using a few of my personal 'little tricks,' I entered its mind and implanted the image of fear, leading to this result."



    



    "...What do you plan to do with it?"



    



    Alice asked.



    



    "Will it come back to life?"



    



    "If it wants to, it should be able to 'revive' itself," Aoko mused, stroking her chin.



    



    "But I suspect it might not make any moves for the next few hundred years."



    



    "Let's just use it as a cursed object," Aoko said, looking at the golden wolf's body with the same gaze one might use to eye a piece of meat on a chopping block.



    



    "That's its punishment for looking at you with that kind of gaze."



    



    As a witch and magus, Alice understood what Aoko meant by that kind of gaze. She rolled her eyes at Aoko and then stood aside, watching to see what Aoko would do with the phantasmal creature that had fallen into a state of apparent death.



    



    Aoko pulled out her spellbook and a teleportation scroll.



    



    "I know a good place to imprison this thing," Aoko said to Alice.



    



    "Grab my left hand."



    



    Alice removed her glove, walked over, and took hold of Aoko's left arm. Aoko pressed her right hand against the giant wolf's body, then activated the teleportation scroll, disappearing from the spot along with Alice and the wolf's body.

  
     



    



     



    



    Scaring a phantasmal creature of Lugh Beowulf's caliber to death is not an easy task.



    



    Aoko admitted that when she laid out the puppet remains, there was a playful, dark sense of humor involved. But she also cast a silent illusion spell on the remains to make them appear even more eerie. Additionally, she used a slightly modified fog spell, dyeing the fog black, to create the pitch-black wall that prevented the giant, baby-like golden wolf from escaping. Finally, the fourth-circle spell Phantasmal Killer delivered the fatal blow.



    



    Of course, all the other spells aside from Phantasmal Killer were primarily meant to increase the success rate of that final strike. Each subtle manipulation she made to induce fear was intended to lower the creature's resistance. Although this approach did involve some risk, it undoubtedly saved her from having to use the Fifth Magic.



    



    While Aoko herself doesn't bear the cost of using the Fifth Magic (which harms the world), using it could attract the Red Archer, a development that would complicate an otherwise straightforward situation. So she decided to try illusion-based arcane magic to see if it could scare this beast, one that Soujuurou Shizuki had once driven off in a similar way in another timeline. Looking back now, the results were excellent.



    



    Since Phantasmal Killer doesn't originate from this world's mysteries, it bypassed the golden wolf's mythic-level resistance. The spell directly targeted its inherently cowardly nature, leading to a much stronger effect than expected. Had she used something like Hold Monster or an enchantment spell, it would likely have been resisted by the creature's physical or mental fortitude. That's why, after observing the battle between Alice and Beo, Aoko decided to rely on illusion arcane magic.



    



    So, rather than saying it was scared to death, it's more accurate to say it was killed by an entity entirely foreign to this planet's mystical rules. If any other magus skilled in creating illusions or inducing fear had faced Beo, it's unlikely they would have achieved the same result as Aoko.



    



    Thus, Aoko was quite pleased with the outcome of the battle. Touko had always called her a brute who only knew how to destroy things, despite Aoko demonstrating several magical techniques in front of her. Why did Touko still think of her as some kind of battle mage? Perhaps it was because the magecraft Aoko demonstrated was always combat-oriented. For now, at least, she wasn't as skilled as Touko in crafting magical tools and puppets.



    



    With a flash of magical light, Aoko, Alice, and Beo's body appeared in a dark place. Teleportation magecraft... Alice felt a newfound respect for Aoko's abilities. Magcraft at this level surpassed mere spells and approached the level of Magic.



    



    Aoko snapped her fingers, and the dispersed mana immediately lit up the surrounding lights, allowing Kuonji Alice to see their environment. This appeared to be some kind of basement, Alice thought—a room filled with books and magical devices, like a workshop or laboratory.



    



    "This is my grandfather's workshop basement," Aoko said, enhancing her physical abilities with mana.



    



    "I brought the creature's body here because there's an imaginary space prison my grandfather created in this place."



    



    She pointed to a magic circle in the center of the room.



    



    "This thing was probably used by the old man to store dangerous items back in the day," Aoko explained.



    



    "But when I checked, it was empty. The old man must have moved the contents somewhere else. Now it's the perfect place to store Touko's dog."



    



    With that, she rolled up her sleeves and, with some effort, began dragging Beo's body across the floor. The rough scraping of the golden wolf's tough fur against the ground produced a squeaking sound.



    



    After dragging it to the center of the imaginary space prison's magic circle, Aoko carefully inspected the area around it. Then she walked to the control point of the circle, channeled her mana, and crouched down to place her hands on the ground.



    



    Aoko's magic circuits activated instantly, and mysterious blue glowing patterns appeared on the exposed skin of her arms and face. As bolts of magical energy flashed through the magic circle, Beo's body sank into the ground, disappearing from the physical world.



    



    "Touko can't get in here, can she?"



    



    Alice asked as if something had suddenly occurred to her.



    



    "She can enter the basement, but she can't activate this imaginary space prison," Aoko said, clapping the dust from her hands as she stood up. "The activation requires the Aozaki family's magic crest of Magic, and right now, I'm the only one who can use it."



    



    Alice nodded at Aoko and then fell silent.



    



    With her motorcycle not nearby and her grandfather's workshop still sealed off, Aoko decided to use her remaining fourth-circle spell slots for the day. She took Alice's hand with practiced ease, recited an incantation, and activated Teleport. A flash of magical light enveloped the two of them, and the next moment, they found themselves standing in a parking lot near the abandoned amusement park.



    



    Aoko put on her motorcycle helmet first. She had previously asked Alice if she wanted to wear one, but Alice had said her hat was a magical item with far better protective capabilities than a helmet, so she didn't need one. Aoko mounted the motorcycle first, then gestured with her thumb at the seat behind her, signaling Alice to hop on.



    



    Alice smoothed down her skirt and, as before, sat sidesaddle on the back seat. Without a word, she wrapped her arms around Aoko's waist.



    



    "Hold on tight," Aoko said.



    



    "Let's head home."



    



    ...



    



    By the time they got home, it was already around two in the morning.



    



    Though magi can use mana to alleviate fatigue, working this late would tire anyone out. While Aoko and Alice could both pull all-nighters and maintain their energy, they both enjoyed the refreshing feeling of rest after an exhausting night. So, most of the time, they preferred to sleep at the proper time. However, nights like tonight, where they were forced to return home so late due to unexpected events, were extremely rare.



    



    "How about we take a bath together before bed, Alice?"



    



    Aoko asked, speaking in a very natural tone as if she had been planning this all along.



    



    Alice paused in her movements, her back to Aoko, seemingly lost in thought.



    



    "...Okay."

  
     



    



     



    



    The bathroom at the Kuonji residence was a luxurious space with a distinctly European flair. The floor was paved with warm-toned marble, adorned with elegant floral patterns. Above the sink hung a large rectangular mirror, framed with intricately carved waterproof wood.



    



    In the corners of the bathroom stood various vases of different shapes, each containing real, living ornamental plants held in place by magic. These plants included both European-style flowers and pruned plum branches arranged in an Eastern style—a seamless blend created by a skilled professional who clearly understood the art of arrangement.



    



    At the center of the room was an enormous bowl-shaped bathtub with a circular opening, surrounded by wooden steps for easy access and convenience. Brass pipes and faucets stood neatly exposed beside the tub, lending an avant-garde, almost steampunk quality to the design. When Aoko first saw this style, she decided to replace all the pipes in her and Touko's home with similar ones.



    



    Aoko had heard that Alice's father, the designer of this Western-style house, was responsible for this unique bathroom. She couldn't help but admire his taste and artistic sense, which made it unsurprising that he had married someone as extraordinary as Alice's mother, a witch, despite being an ordinary person.



    



    Humming a tune, Aoko entered the bathroom wrapped in a white towel. She approached the bathtub, bent down, and turned on the faucet to fill it with water. Under the pull of gravity, her ample chest created a deep cleavage, while her slim waist seemed to bear a weight not often seen at her age, evoking a slight concern that it might break under the strain.



    



    As the bathtub filled, Aoko rummaged through the cabinet beside it. While a simple bath would suffice, she knew that a few special touches were necessary to fully relieve her fatigue. She took out a bag of bath salts and emptied the contents into the tub. Then, reaching for her favorite lemon essential oil, she carefully dripped eight drops into the water.



    



    Testing the temperature with her hand, Aoko found it to her liking.



    



    "Alice, the hot water's ready!" she called out, raising her voice to be heard outside the bathroom.



    



    "You can come in now~"



    



    Moments later, she heard the soft rustling of clothes at the door, which then slid open as Alice entered, wrapped in a towel. Alice's slender figure contrasted with Aoko's curves, making her look younger and more delicate. Her narrow shoulders and smooth, pale skin hinted at a fragile, almost translucent quality, likely from limited sun exposure.



    



    As the steam thickened, Aoko nonchalantly removed her towel, setting it aside as she stepped into the bathtub. Her long, graceful legs crossed as she sat, creating a misty silhouette that invited the imagination.



    



    "Come on in," Aoko encouraged, "If you don't get into the hot water soon, you'll catch a cold!"



    



    At her urging, Alice approached the tub. For the first time in her life, she was about to share a bath with someone else. Though her vague childhood memories held a distant recollection of her mother bathing her, this was different. Even as a fellow woman, Alice found Aoko's perfect figure captivating, a realization that deepened the blush on her cheeks.



    



    Suppressing her embarrassment, Alice carefully stepped into the bathtub, hugging her knees in one corner.



    



    "Eh~?"



    



    Aoko teased, eyeing Alice playfully as she scooted closer. With a mischievous grin, she reached over and removed the towel wrapped around Alice.



    



    The usually composed, almost fairy-tale-like witch let out a surprisingly cute yelp, while Aoko chuckled, hanging the towel nearby.



    



    "Who takes a bath with a towel on, anyway?"



    



    Aoko said, feigning casualness.



    



    "We're both girls, so there's nothing to worry about if I see you, right?"



    



    Flustered, Alice crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the grinning Aoko. But her gaze soon drifted downward to Aoko's ample chest, which only made her blush deepen.



    



    Sensing she had teased enough, Aoko changed the topic.



    



    "How about a drink?" she suggested after a pause.



    



    "Some wine will help you sleep better."



    



    Seeing no objection from Alice, Aoko snapped her fingers, summoning a Ploy servant to bring a tray with a bottle of red wine and two glasses. Uncorking the bottle, she poured a small amount of Bacchus White wine grape into each glass—this time, from the collection of her grandfather, far more exquisite than the cheap wine her father usually kept.



    



    Handing a glass to Alice, Aoko raised hers in a toast.



    



    After a moment of hesitation, Alice accepted the glass and clinked it lightly against Aoko's.



    



    "Ahaha, cheers to us beating Touko's dog!"



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, in a makeshift workshop hidden within an old school building, Aozaki Touko sat alone, recovering from her first-round defeat. A cheap cigarette someone had given her dangled between her fingers as she brooded.



    



    After losing countless dolls and failing with 300,000 words of rune traps, even her ultimate creature, the legendary Lugh Beowulf, had been inexplicably defeated. What chance did she have left?



    



    Surrender?



    



    The thought crossed her mind briefly before she dismissed it. She was too stubborn to give up without trying again. Aoko's magical talents matched her own, and she had inherited the Aozaki family's Magic—a formidable skill, even if she couldn't fully wield it. Aoko also possessed strange, inexplicable tricks beyond conventional magic theory.



    



    Touko stubbed out her cigarette, rubbed her forehead, and lay back on a narrow bed, pulling off her jacket. Memories of her childhood with Aoko surfaced—their laughter, their arguments, and their shared magical training. Then, the moment their grandfather unexpectedly named Aoko as the successor—a choice that left a bitter feeling Touko couldn't shake.



    



    "I'm not like that idiot," she muttered to herself, turning over.



    



    "I won't be weak."

  
     



    



     



    



    Aoko didn't wake up until noon the next day, slowly getting out of bed. She rubbed her head, unsurprised by the late hour—she had exhausted herself the night before, finishing off with some wine. Sitting dazedly on the bed for a moment, she suddenly remembered she hadn't done her meditation for the day. She quickly jumped out of bed, washed up, and dressed swiftly.



    



    Sitting at her desk, Aoko picked up her fountain pen and refilled it with special ink. Then she opened her spellbook, focused inward, and began communicating with the Woven Fragment within her. The strange, colorful scenery of the Woven Fragment reappeared before her eyes. She maintained a firm grip on her sense of self as she examined the rewards she had gained from defeating Lugh Beowulf.



    



    First, she discovered that her wizard level had increased from 9 to 10. Her intelligence had also risen, from 22 to 24—an incredibly formidable level for a human. Even among wizards surrounded by monsters, her intelligence was exceptional. This higher intelligence meant a deeper connection with the Arcane, and Aoko had gained an additional 4th-level spell slot and a 5th-level spell slot, allowing her to prepare more scrolls each day.



    



    Through this deeper connection, she had earned the right to learn a new feat. According to her previous plans, Aoko wanted to progress to the rank of Archmage, and the only barrier was obtaining metamagic feats. From the many options, she chose Heighten Spell as her first metamagic feat.



    



    Why not choose Quicken Spell? For one, Quicken Spell required a spell slot four levels higher than the original spell. Since she could currently only cast 5th-level spells, it wasn't practical. Moreover, by preparing her scrolls in advance, she could still achieve quick spell releases. So, at this stage, the Heighten Spell was more useful and versatile than options like Quicken Spell or Empower Spell.



    



    A rush of knowledge filled Aoko's mind, leaving her momentarily dazed. She now understood everything about the Heighten Spell metamagic feat. Though mastering it would take some time, Aoko was confident in her ability to quickly integrate this new power, further enhancing her combat capabilities.



    



    The excitement of gaining a new feat made her feel a sense of progress more satisfying than even outwitting her sister's dog…



    



    In addition to the feat, Aoko also fished out two new spells from the Woven Fragment: Ball Lightning, a 5th-level evocation spell, and Xymb's Spell Matrix, a 5th-level transmutation spell. The former was a standard evocation spell that boosted her firepower as magical artillery. The latter, however, was unique and versatile. The matrix could store a spell of up to 3rd level, which she could activate with a simple gesture when needed.



    



    A remote-controlled bomb, she thought. I could store a Fireball in it, hide somewhere far away, and blow it up with just a gesture. Is there anything more satisfying?



    



    However, there was a downside. Activating the matrix with a gesture would harm the caster. According to what Aoko had learned, this injury seemed to manifest as a loss of vitality in the real world. Although she had a strong life force, she instinctively disliked anything that would weaken her. As a result, she decided to reserve this double-edged spell for special occasions.



    



    After confirming the new spells, Aoko began her main focus for today's meditation: advancing her class. She immersed her consciousness deeper into the Woven Fragment, reaching a place she had never been able to explore before. Using the knowledge she had gained about the Archmage class, she synchronized with this deeper part of the Weave.



    



    Previously, whenever Aoko attempted this, she was met with resistance. But this time, the Weave responded, pulling her into a deeper immersion. As her connection deepened, Aoko became excited, realizing that previously inaccessible knowledge and abilities were being gradually fed into her mind. At the same time, a mechanical-like will seemed to ask what she was willing to give up in exchange.



    



    If possible, Aoko didn't want to give up anything. But the answer to this unyielding will was clear: she would have to sacrifice something to gain the power of an Archmage. Aoko immediately understood this was a consequence of the Archmage's school specialization ability. She would need to abandon one school of magic, aside from divination and abjuration, as her opposition school, losing the ability to learn or research new spells from that school (though her existing spells would remain unaffected).



    



    After careful consideration, Aoko decided to forsake necromancy, choosing it as her opposition school.



    



    Once she made her decision, the influx of knowledge and power accelerated. Simultaneously, something seemed to change within her physical body back in the real world.



    



    ...



    



    When Aoko finally opened her eyes, her meditation had ended, and she withdrew from the deep connection with the Woven Fragment. She raised her hands, clenching and unclenching them repeatedly, carefully feeling the power she had just obtained. A wave of joy washed over her.



    



    In short, she had gone from being an ordinary wizard to becoming an Archmage, reaching her first level in the class. If there were a character sheet, Aoko's class levels would now show: Wizard (10th level) + Archmage (1st level), bringing her total character level to 11. Unlike multiclassing into other casting classes, which didn't increase one's maximum caster level, gaining a prestige class like Archmage allowed her arcane caster level to increase cumulatively.



    



    In other words, Aoko had effectively gained two character levels in a single meditation session—a significant boost in power.



    



    As she carefully sensed the changes in herself, the first thing she noticed was that she now had access to a 6th-level spell slot! However, since she didn't yet know any 6th-level spells, she would have to wait until her next meditation session to fish out some spells of this level from the Woven Fragment.

  
     



    



     



    



    Aside from the attribute and spell slot bonuses with her level increase, Aoko also gained two additional daily spell preparation slots. This expands her daily spell pool, giving her more options for handling various situations—a definite cause for celebration.



    



    In terms of feats, since she gained a level in the Archmage class, she acquired an additional metamagic feat. She subconsciously selected this feat before disconnecting from the magic network. After careful consideration, she realized that her second metamagic feat was Spell Empowerment. This feat allows her to increase the damage of any spell with variable power by half when using Spell Empowerment, though it requires a spell slot two levels higher than usual.



    



    For example, if her Fireball spell originally requires a 3rd-level spell slot to deal 10 points of damage, after applying Spell Empowerment, she can cast it with a 5th-level spell slot to unleash a Fireball with 15 points of damage. Combined with the Heightened Spellcasting feat she previously obtained, she can now empower Fireball, then use heightened casting with a 6th-level spell slot, creating a "super Fireball" that deals even more damage and has a wider area than the empowered version. Despite these enhancements, the spell remains fundamentally a Fireball.



    



    However, such metamagic techniques come with a trade-off. If the empowered attack fails to eliminate her enemies, the increased resource cost may pose a significant endurance issue in prolonged battles.



    



    With her new level in the Archmage class, Aoko also gained a unique ability. Since her Archmage level is only 1, she receives just one ability from this class: School Specialization. This ability enables Aoko, as an Archmage, to forgo further study in necromancy spells, enhancing her learning capabilities and speed in other magic schools. As Aoko didn't select a specialized or opposed school before becoming an Archmage, necromancy is her only opposed school—an ideal starting condition.



    



    Beyond these quantifiable abilities, Aoko senses that her body has undergone some indescribable changes. After careful examination, she couldn't pinpoint the specifics. She wonders if these changes reflect an increase in one of her base attributes other than intelligence, which she can quantify from her daily spell preparation and class level. Could it be that her perception or constitution has strengthened? Or perhaps her strength?



    



    With such questions in mind, Aoko began her daily spell preparation routine.



    



    [Cut Scene]



    



    About twenty minutes later, Aoko stepped out of her room and entered the living room on the first floor of the Kuonji residence. She immediately noticed Alice sitting on the sofa, sipping tea and casting a rather resentful gaze in her direction.



    



    "Did I do something to upset Alice?"



    



    Aoko wondered, quickly searching her memory for any secrets that might have been exposed. Their awkward silence lingered until Aoko caught a barely audible sound from Alice's direction—a faint "gurgle."



    



    "I'll go prepare breakfast right now!"



    



    Realizing why her friend looked so put out, Aoko hurried to the kitchen, donned an apron, and started making breakfast.



    



    After checking the fridge, she decided on a simple yet satisfying menu to avoid further delaying her hungry friend. About half an hour later, a delicious breakfast spread was ready: coffee, toasted sandwiches (fried eggs, lettuce, ham, mayonnaise, and American cheese), hash browns, and half a pot of milk. Though calorie-dense, this was hardly a concern for two mages with high energy demands.



    



    Aoko took off her apron and wheeled the breakfast cart into the dining room, where Alice sat in her usual spot. Alice wordlessly closed her book and looked out the window, still visibly sulking.



    



    Smiling slightly, Aoko wasn't fazed by Alice's minor temper. Compared to when they first met, Alice had become much gentler toward her; gone was the prickly, distant girl of the past. Of course, achieving this change hadn't come easily. Aoko had employed her culinary skills and a constant stream of delicious meals to win over her often lonely, takeout-dependent friend. Thinking back on those days, she mused about how far they'd come.



    



    Lost in thought, Aoko set the fragrant breakfast on the table, pouring coffee for both herself and Alice. Sugar and milk were placed nearby for Alice to adjust to her taste. They began eating in a comfortable silence, sharing an unspoken understanding.



    



    "Today's breakfast is a bit plain…"



    



    Alice thought, a hint of dissatisfaction in her mind. Still, since both had stayed up late the previous night, a simpler breakfast was understandable—plus, she was quite hungry.



    



    "It's delicious, so I'll forgive Aoko," Alice decided as she took small bites of the hash browns.



    



    Aoko's eating style was always hearty—not lacking in manners but rather showing a perfect balance of speed and grace, like an efficient professional. Watching her eat was oddly satisfying, and Alice found herself sneaking glances as Aoko tackled her sandwich, making her hunger grow.



    



    Aoko seems a bit different today…? Alice pondered. Is there something unusual about her?



    



    Akoi's every move seemed more elegant and captivating than usual. Though her appearance hadn't changed, Alice's thoughts darkened as she considered an incorrect conclusion: since Aoko appeared fine, could the problem be with herself?



    



    With this unsettling idea, Alice furrowed her brow, lost in serious self-reflection.

  
     



    



     



    



    In summary, Aoko Aozaki and Alice Kuonji spent a relaxing afternoon at the Kuonji mansion. The two maintained a tacit understanding, as neither mentioned Aoko's sister, Touko Aozaki, who was likely preparing to confront them.



    



    On the third day after imprisoning Lugh Beowulf in an imaginary space prison, Aoko approaches Alice.



    



    "Alice, I need your help with something," Aoko said seriously to Alice, who was seated beside her on the sofa.



    



    "I'd like you to help me use the Mirror of Slumber."



    



    Alice sipped her tea unhurriedly, not immediately responding to Aoko's request. After a brief pause, she turned her head to look at Aoko.



    



    "Just so you know, the Mirror of Slumber is not fully repaired," Alice said. "So using it to find something won't be one hundred percent accurate."



    



    "I understand," Aoko replied.



    



    "I have a rough idea of where Touko is hiding. Using the Mirror of Slumber is just for secondary confirmation."



    



    "Let me confirm—you're planning to use the Mirror of Slumber to find Touko?"



    



    Alice asked, her tone more serious.



    



    "I'm not the type of person who regrets my decisions," Aoko said calmly. "Trust in my abilities."



    



    "If you fail, the place where Touko is hiding could become your prison," Alice warned gravely.



    



    "In this world, it's not that easy to trap me."



    



    The two made their way to the place where the Mirror of Slumber was kept. Alice didn't try to dissuade Aoko further; she could see Aoko's determination and held a certain level of understanding of her abilities.



    



    Alice placed the mirror flat on the table, gently brushing the surface with her hand, which produced a soft plop sound, like water. The image in the mirror shifted from blurry to clear, finally settling on a forested area near the old school building. The scope of the image was vast, and if someone else had to search within that range, it would likely take a considerable amount of time.



    



    "Touko has placed countermeasures against the Mirror of Slumber. This is the best I can do for the location," Alice said, frowning.



    



    Originally, there was a Reality Marble inside the Mirror of Slumber, but since it was incomplete, it didn't serve much purpose. However, Alice's mother had invited the young Touko years ago to help reconstruct and repair the mirror, fusing the Reality Marble with it, so Touko was quite familiar with this ploy. Now, the Mirror of Slumber had become a tool that could soften and distort the laws of physics within a bounded field.



    



    "No problem," Aoko shook her head.



    



    "The mirror's result confirms my suspicions. Just keep going."



    



    At this, Alice took out something resembling a chess piece and placed it on top of the Mirror of Slumber. The mirror sank into a thick fog and disappeared from the table. The chess piece also melted away, transforming into the Nameless Forest that enveloped the area around the old school building.



    



    "I'll be back soon," Aoko smiled at Alice, then, without looking back, walked through a door that had appeared inside the mansion.



    



    Using the Nameless Forest was Aoko's idea, as she didn't want to involve ordinary people in her battle with Touko. As for concerns about the secrecy of magic, she didn't care. Within the range of the Nameless Forest, any non-magi human would be compelled by a magical suggestion: "There's no need to go any further," effectively driving them away. Aoko could cast this kind of magecraft herself but not on the same scale as the Nameless Forest.



    



    By using the mirror's inner world, she could both pinpoint the location and perform a spatial transfer—entering through one door and exiting through another near her destination. This was a capability the original Mirror of Slumber didn't have; it was something Aoko had asked Alice to modify and had spent a lot of time developing after she arrived at the Kuonji mansion.



    



    However, achieving such a seemingly simple yet powerful function wasn't easy. Aoko combined knowledge she had learned from the Woven Fragment, specifically about other realms and planes, ultimately enabling the mirror's transfer function for her exclusive use. Anyone else entering the mirror would become disoriented and, after a while, be ejected back near their original entrance.



    



    Aoko now found herself in a wilderness some distance from the old school building. Calling it a "wilderness" wasn't entirely accurate, as she had stepped out of something resembling a small wooden cabin in a field. Before her was a vast expanse of white, with November snow blanketing the landscape. Looking toward the distant old school building, Aoko smiled and flew into the sky.



    



    Her red hair fluttered in the cold wind as she, dressed in a burgundy dress paired with black tights, descended gracefully from the sky, landing firmly in front of the old school building's entrance. The moment she touched the ground, something unusual happened.



    



    From the spot where her feet landed, countless runes instantly appeared, densely packed together. Many of them were designed to bind any target that stepped into the trap, while others represented combustion. The arrangement of these runes was intricate. Hundreds of thousands of characters were interconnected, mimicking the nuclear fusion processes of stars (specifically the proton-proton chain), attempting to unleash as much power as possible in a short time.



    



    Numerous threads of magic, like strings, began crawling up Aoko's body, locking her in place. An overwhelming burst of light and heat followed as the magical fire ignited by the runes engulfed Aoko.



    



    Touko Aozaki, long prepared for this confrontation, stepped out of the old school building's doors, staring fiercely at the spot where Aoko had descended. Thick smoke filled the surroundings, and under normal circumstances, no living creature could survive such intense flames.



    



    But Touko remained on high alert; she knew that Aoko wouldn't be defeated by something as simple as this trap. During their childhood, when they studied magecraft, Touko sensed that her younger sister's talents were no less than her own, despite Touko being hailed as a prodigy by others.



    



    In Touko's eyes, Aoko's carefree attitude stemmed from her profound understanding of the world. Two years ago, Aoko had sent Touko a letter advising her to eliminate Alba and Souren Araya, which only solidified Touko's suspicions about her sister.



    



    Touko's return to Misaki City wasn't just about seizing the Fifth Magic. It was also fueled by frustration with Aoko's seemingly indifferent attitude. If Aoko had already known the outcome of today's events, why hadn't she told her earlier? If she had known everything all along, what had all of Touko Aozaki's efforts been for?



    



    Touko was furious—with their grandfather, with Aoko's frivolous attitude, with their childhood friend who had sided with Aoko, and with herself. The flames of anger burned quietly within Touko. Perhaps she had long known how this battle would end, but she still gave it her all, trying to prove something.

  
     



    



     



    



    Thick black smoke filled the air, obscuring the view and making it impossible to see into the distance. Touko Aozaki was on full alert, with all the runes around her set to a near-activation state.



    



    Suddenly, a gust of wind appeared from nowhere, and a circular blue magic array spun outward from the black smoke. The previously dissipating smoke was gathered by an unseen force into a whirlwind, only to explode outward once again. Standing at the center of the scorched ground before Touko was Aoko, her long red hair nearly brushing the ground. Her figure and appearance hadn't changed, but the length of her hair and the aura she exuded were subtly different.



    



    "Well, well, what a warm welcome, sister," Aoko teased Touko in a lighthearted tone.



    



    "How's your stock of runes holding up?"



    



    "Hmph, as long as I can kill you, I can summon as many runes as I need!" Touko snarled.



    



    "You wound me with words like that," Aoko said, her tone unwavering and her expression warm.



    



    "Is it because your pride's been hurt?"



    



    "I don't believe that level of rune combustion could be defended against by some strange magecraft," Touko countered, avoiding Aoko's question.



    



    "So, is that the Aozaki family's Magic?"



    



    "That's hard to say," Aoko replied.



    



    "You could always try again."



    



    Touko intended to. She closed her right eye and activated the Mystic Eyes in her left. Her Inherited Mystic Eyes, enhanced through over a thousand reflections, had sacrificed mystery for sheer power. It was a masterpiece—a pair of Mystic Eyes she'd crafted atop her natural ones. Even in the original timeline, Alice, whose Mystic Eyes far surpassed Touko's, had fallen to this technique.



    



    "So this is what it's like to be seen through your Mystic Eyes, Touko."



    



    Aoko clenched her fist, feeling her movements slow slightly, though it was clear the effect wasn't what Touko had intended. Touko stared, her kaleidoscopic Mystic Eyes reflecting disbelief.



    



    "You... dissipated the Mystic Eye's effect?!"



    



    Touko exclaimed.



    



    "You summoned multiple versions of yourself from different points in time and placed them all on the same timeline?!"



    



    "Impossible!" she immediately dismissed her guess.



    



    "Time travel is the domain of the Second Magic. The Aozaki family's Magic can't be that simple!"



    



    "Your guess is pretty close, Touko," Aoko said, one hand resting on her waist.



    



    "I just temporarily unified multiple versions of Aoko Aozaki from parallel worlds into one. That way, even if your Mystic Eyes reflect thousands of times, it won't affect me because the effect is diluted."



    



    Touko gritted her teeth as she listened, mentally calculating her remaining trump cards.



    



    "But just taking hits without fighting back isn't my style," Aoko said, fixing her gaze on Touko.



    



    "A sister who does bad things needs to be punished. Are you ready?"



    



    As Aoko finished speaking, specks of light, like dewdrops after rain, slipped from her hair, glistening in the air. In an instant, Aoko activated all her Magic Circuits, intricate markings covering her arms, torso, neck, and face. The dewdrops hovered in the air before hitting the ground, shining brightly.



    



    Like planetary rings, a multitude of glowing magic orbs, each radiating a cross-shaped brilliance, began orbiting Aoko, rotating slowly and poised to strike.



    



    "This isn't the Aozaki family's Magic crest! What are you—"



    



    Before Touko could finish, four black-and-white swords appeared from four angles, targeting Aoko's vital points. The swords collided, emitting a blinding light and triggering an explosion even more intense than the one caused by Touko's runic flames.



    



    Touko was at a loss. By all accounts, she had sealed the battlefield with Alice's Mirror of Slumber and Nameless Forest; no one should have been able to enter. Yet, the duel between the Aozaki sisters had been interrupted by a third party—one Touko did not recognize.



    



    Just as she steadied herself amid the aftermath, a figure clad in tattered red cloth rushed through the smoke. In that split second, she glimpsed the red figure wielding two black-and-white swords. But almost immediately, the figure was thrown back with far greater force, crashing into the ground and leaving a long trench in the earth.



    



    "Subjective Axis: Fixation."



    



    Aoko appeared before Touko, unharmed and pristine, her face bearing an expression of anger Touko had never seen before. The snowy field around them had transformed into a sea of flowers, with blue blossoms spreading across the hills.



    



    Aoko's attention was no longer on Touko. Instead, she glared with murderous intent at the red figure lying on the ground.



    



    "I've never liked your family," she said, her words strange to Touko. "Especially you."



    



    "If neither you nor your master knows when to quit, then you might as well die!"



    



    With that, Aoko snapped her fingers, and the starlight surrounding her erupted, all of it directed at the red figure. A series of sharp explosions followed as the radiant magic orbs detonated one after another. Countless cross-shaped bursts of light filled the air instantly.



    



    Whoever that red figure was, Touko doubted they could survive such a concentrated barrage of firepower. As she expected, after the explosion, nothing remained of the red figure except a massive crater, several meters in diameter.



    



    "Well, Touko, the annoying fly has been dealt with," Aoko said, her calm smile returning.



    



    "Now, it's time to settle our private business as sisters."



    



    As she finished, countless starlights gathered around Aoko once again, more numerous than when she'd destroyed the red figure. Intricate, three-dimensional magic arrays formed around her, delicate as finely crafted glasswork. The starlight magic was drawn into these arrays, compressing, rotating, and accelerating the energy like a jet engine.



    



    The massive, otherworldly Magic Circuits covering Aoko's body grew brighter as her ninety-nine Magic Channels voraciously siphoned mana from the Root.



    



    "Numerical Patterns, Engage."



    



    Aoko spread her arms, and the magic arrays connected to the markings on her body.



    



    "Aether Charging, Complete."



    



    Beneath her calm tone was a barely concealed thrill at finally going all out.



    



    "Struggle, sister. Show me what you've achieved in these past two and a half years—Incineration Mode: Blue!"



    



    Ps: Emiya ga shinda!

  
     



    



     



    



    It all happened in an instant.



    



    Touko Aozaki immediately understood that her sister had unleashed a Magic—one that should never be revealed in modern society.



    



    Without hesitation, Touko played her trump card: a collection of magecraft she had painstakingly gathered during her travels across Europe.



    



    Countless runes whirled and rearranged themselves behind her, blooming into golden flowers as intricate as the finest craftsmanship, resembling the wings of an angel.



    



    These were magic crests meant to be inscribed into a magus's skin—ones Touko could never inherit. They were legacies of many prestigious Western European families, passed down through generations.



    



    In the blinding torrent of light that engulfed the sky, Touko's final trump card wavered like a lone boat caught in a storm. The magic crest magic, refined over centuries or even millennia, was activated in full force, shielding her as a disposable barrier against the colossal disaster.



    



    Yet, despite their immense power, they were no match for the wielder of an otherworldly law. The radiant array of magical engravings behind Touko, her golden wings, began to melt—quite literally.



    



    Among the many uses of the magic crest, employing these precious crystallizations of magecraft as mere shields was undoubtedly the most wasteful.



    



    But Touko had no choice. Survival demanded sacrifice, and these magic crest were her only hope to endure the onslaught.



    



    What would happen once the magic crest was exhausted? She didn't dwell on it—there was no room for such thoughts.



    



    Her magic circuits, once highly efficient, were now strained to their limits, and pain racked her body. Her life force ebbed with every passing moment. Yet Touko stubbornly continued to draw on it. If she didn't, it wouldn't matter how much life she had left—she would be obliterated instantly.



    



    After what felt like an eternity, the torrent of light subsided.



    



    Touko's once tender, fair skin was now burned and raw, her once-beautiful face charred and ruined. Her elegant attire had been reduced to ashes, with only the most protected parts—shielded by an external magic crest—barely intact.



    



    She collapsed to the ground, mustering the last of her strength to survey her surroundings.



    



    The old building that had stood there was now a pile of rubble, smoking remnants of wood still quietly burning. The small hill behind the school was gone entirely, leaving a molten chasm where it once stood, lava flowing as the only testament to its existence.



    



    "Still holding on, Touko?"



    



    A cheerful voice echoed in her ears. Touko strained to identify its owner with her blurry vision, now useless without her glasses.



    



    "I didn't want it to come to this," the voice continued, sounding almost regretful.



    



    "But you knew I've hated dogs since childhood, yet you still brought something like that to deal with me and Alice. That was tasteless."



    



    "So, I threw it into a prison where nothing exists," Aoko said gleefully. "That filthy mutt will spend the rest of its life tortured by nothingness. I'll never let it out."



    



    She paused, leaning closer to her fallen sister.



    



    "And as for you, my dear sister..."



    



    "Are you... going to kill me?"



    



    Touko muttered weakly, her voice barely audible.



    



    "Glorious purpose... In the end... I still lost to you." (TL: Loki reference)



    



    She tried and failed to sit up, settling back into a more comfortable position.



    



    "Can I... ask you one question?" she said, her voice trembling.



    



    "As a final request... between sisters."



    



    "Go ahead," Aoko replied with mock generosity.



    



    "I've always been a generous person."



    



    "Aoko... your magic—is it a means or a result? Which is it?"



    



    Touko asked laboriously, awaiting her sister's answer with bated breath.



    



    "Of course, it's the result," Aoko answered without hesitation.



    



    "I've reached a place even the old man couldn't. There. I almost lost my sense of self, but these magic crest you see now? They're the spoils I brought back."



    



    "Oh, and by the way," she added with a smirk, "I ran into a white dog on the shortcut—nearly got killed by it. Maybe that's why I hate dogs even more now."



    



    "...The Fifth and the First share the same coordinates," Touko whispered faintly.



    



    "The weight of sin grows heavier... The Second and Fourth are mere means to reach that place... Like repels like, and one day, you and the First will devour each other. The inheritance of magic is... the inheritance of a path. The Root's entrance... is here, after all?"



    



    "You're too obsessed, Touko," Aoko replied, gazing at the starry sky.



    



    "The Fifth Magic is about elimination and consumption. The First represents creation and negation. In that sense, we complement each other perfectly—how could we ever be enemies?"



    



    "For someone like you, steeped in Norse culture, it's a wellspring of wisdom. For me, it's just a gold mine waiting to be plundered. It's boring, Touko."



    



    "It's a path that vanishes the moment it's completed," Aoko continued. "Once I succeeded, it disappeared—along with our grandfather."



    



    "I see..."



    



    Touko murmured weakly.



    



    "It's really... incomprehensible..."



    



    Her voice faded, her breathing growing fainter. Her body, ravaged by heat and light, struggled on. Remarkably, she remained conscious, her magic circuits converting the last remnants of her life into energy to keep her alive—but not for much longer.



    



    "Don't think I'll let you die just like this," Aoko said, crouching beside her sister with a mischievous grin.



    



    "You still owe me debts to repay. You need to face punishment."



    



    What is this girl saying?



    



    Though Touko could no longer speak, she glared at Aoko with all the disdain she could muster, clinging to her fading consciousness.



    



    Then, Aoko reached behind her back and produced an elegantly decorated glass bottle, its slender form glowing faintly blue. She waved it teasingly in front of Touko's face.



    



    With a cheerful "pop," she uncorked it and unapologetically poured the liquid down her sister's throat.



    



    Touko: "!"

  
     



    



     



    



    The reason Aoko Aozaki can wield such outrageous Magic, which she has named Incineration Mode: Blue, lies in her use of the Fifth Magic to temporarily unify all versions of herself across different timelines.



    



    This technique is distinct from Zelretch's Second Magic. Aoko's method is more akin to Goetia's. By burning a small portion of the universe's lifespan, she forcibly pulls otherwise unrelated parallel world timelines together, centering them on Aoko Alter.



    



    As a result, Aoko doesn't need to worry about her alternate selves affecting her personality. After all, she's essentially treating her other versions as temporary ammunition—and bullets don't possess the shooter, right?



    



    With one light cannon shot, she burned a hole clean through a mountain. At that moment, Aoko felt ecstatic, like she was on cloud nine. No wonder so many people in this world are obsessed with light cannons.



    



    That said, Aoko believes the Fifth Magic shouldn't be used too frequently. Each large-scale usage seems to attract strange beings claiming to uphold justice, who then fight her to the death—a recurring nuisance that gives her no end of headaches.



    



    In comparison, the power she currently derives from the Woven Fragment might be far weaker than that of a true magic user, but it's a safer, cumulative system with no side effects.



    



    As long as her archmage level remains high enough, paired with regular magecraft, she feels confident she can handle most opponents.



    



    When Aoko fought Touko, it might have seemed like an effortless victory, but in truth, Aoko was extremely cautious about managing the output of her Fifth Magic. She had no intention of killing her sister. Even the light cannon she unleashed at the end was aimed away from Touko—more for intimidation and to make her suffer just a little.



    



    In the original timeline, Touko Aozaki had been completely twisted—trained by that old man to the point where she had no morals or familial bonds. Her occasional fits of madness had been terrifying.



    



    However, in this timeline, thanks to Aoko's efforts, Touko is no longer the cold and ruthless Scarred Red. Though still far from normal, she had become much more adorable—and far more tolerable as a sister.



    



    Even so, Aoko wasn't entirely satisfied with her correction results. So this time, she decided to employ some special methods.



    



    ...



    



    Pushing open the door of a nearby building at the battle site, Aoko activated the Mirror Slumber and instantly returned to the Kuonji Mansion's living room.



    



    She tossed the cocoon-shaped bundle she'd been carrying over her shoulder onto the sofa before collapsing next to it like a worn-out office worker.



    



    "Did you win?"



    



    Alice Kuonji, descending the stairs, immediately asked upon seeing Aoko's return.



    



    "That's just Touko. It was a piece of cake!"



    



    Aoko boasted, flashing a triumphant "V" sign.



    



    "And this?"



    



    Alice asked, gesturing toward the bundle on the sofa.



    



    "That's Touko," Aoko replied nonchalantly. She pulled back one end of the cocoon, revealing a cute, unconscious face inside.



    



    "...What happened to her?"



    



    Alice asked curiously, leaning in to pinch Touko's tender cheek.



    



    "I gave her some of my exclusive membership mysterious drink!"



    



    Aoko announced proudly, grinning as if she'd just executed a brilliant plan.



    



    Aoko's noisy declaration eventually woke the unconscious Touko. Letting out an adorable "Ngh," she groggily opened her eyes—only to find Aoko and Alice staring at her with amusement. Their schadenfreude-filled gazes jolted her into full alertness.



    



    She tried to jump up but quickly realized she was tightly bound in cloth. The animated ropes restraining her wriggled like snakes.



    



    "Aoko!"



    



    Touko shouted in a high-pitched, childish voice.



    



    "What is going on?!"



    



    "Ahaha," Aoko teased, looking down at her sister.



    



    "We're going to have some fun."



    



    "But first," she added, her grin widening, "you need to address me properly. From now on, you'll call me Big Sister Aoko."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Touko's expression screamed, What is this girl even talking about?!



    



    Aoko didn't bother explaining. With a snap of her fingers, the ropes binding Touko unraveled themselves and coiled neatly to the side.



    



    Finally free, Touko scrambled out of the cloth wrapping her—only to realize she was completely naked.



    



    Her face flushed crimson as she quickly crossed her arms over her chest, glaring at Aoko with a mix of shame and anger. But to her surprise, neither Aoko nor Alice reacted with any embarrassment.



    



    Instead...



    



    Touko hesitated, then lowered her arms and looked down at her chest.



    



    It was flat. Completely flat.



    



    While Touko's figure was never as curvaceous as Aoko's, she was by no means small. Yet now, she found herself utterly flat-chested.



    



    Standing on the carpet, she realized she had to crane her neck to meet Aoko and Alice's eyes.



    



    Touko raised a hand to examine her tiny, tender fingers, and her short limbs. Panic set in as she grasped the horrifying truth—she had reverted to her childlike form.



    



    "What did you make me drink?!" the miniature Touko demanded, grabbing the discarded cloth to wrap herself again. Naked or not, some dignity had to be preserved.



    



    "This is your punishment, Touko," Aoko said, holding up the suspicious glass bottle, its contents now half-drained.



    



    "This was the old man's precious collection. So, how do you like it?"



    



    Touko's face darkened as she mentally pieced together what had happened. She recalled a substance from her extensive knowledge of myths and legends. Could this be the legendary elixir of youth from Mesopotamian mythology?! How did that old geezer even get his hands on something like this?!



    



    "Why would you do this?"



    



    Touko asked, her tiny, delicate face striving for seriousness despite the absurdity of her situation.



    



    Aoko smirked as Alice giggled. Who would've thought Touko could be this adorable?



    



    "Because I think you grew up wrong," Aoko declared with mock solemnity. "It's my fault for not teaching you properly."



    



    She sighed theatrically.



    



    "So, I've decided to become the older sister and re-educate you. I'll help you become a better person!"



    



    This sibling relationship is completely deranged.



    



    Sipping her tea calmly on the sidelines, Alice Kuonji thought to herself, pretending none of this concerned her.



    



    PS: Loli Touko!

  
     



    



     



    



    After being reverted to a loli, Touko's physical age was determined to be around eight years old through Alice's magic.



    



    Although Touko's experience and knowledge remained at the level of an adult magus, her body had shrunk to that of a child. This drastic change in her physiology led to shifts in hormone secretion and sensory inputs, fundamentally altering how her brain processed information.



    



    Aoko vividly remembered how bratty Touko had been as a child, constantly using magecraft to mess with her. However, this version of Touko, with an adult consciousness housed in a loli's body, was notably different from her past self.



    



    In the Nasuverse, humans possess souls, but consciousness and personality aren't entirely dictated by the soul alone. A fascinating example of this can be seen in Servants. During the Holy Grail War, the beings summoned by Masters are not the actual Heroic Spirits recorded in the Throne of Heroes but rather specific aspects of them.



    



    These aspects often reflect different stages of the Heroic Spirit's life, leading to variations in personality. Are these differences solely the result of life experiences?



    



    Aoko didn't think so. She recalled a paper she had read in her past life (Self-Awareness and Cardiac Activity, Babo-Rebelo, M., Richter, C. G., & Tallon-Baudry, C. (2016)), which argued for a close connection between a person's consciousness and their cardiac activity.



    



    If even subtle changes in heart activity could influence consciousness and personality, what would happen when the entire body regressed to a much younger state?



    



    The answer, of course, was obvious. Just looking at the current Touko made it clear.



    



    Aoko was certain the old Touko would never have gotten huffy and hidden away just because Alice had dressed her in one of her old frilly childhood dresses. (Of course, the camera Aoko gleefully produced to take a dozen pictures of Touko in that dress might have contributed to her reaction—but that was beside the point.)



    



    Although Touko retained her magic circuits and skills, her reduced physical age limited her combat power. To ensure no mischief, Aoko forced Touko to sign a contract of geis that prohibited activating her prepared adult clone body, committing suicide, harming Alice or Aoko in any way, or enlisting others to do so.



    



    However, Aoko wasn't entirely heartless. She allowed Touko to create and transfer her consciousness into a clone body of the same age, preserving a semblance of her pseudo-immortality—albeit in a less threatening, loli form.



    



    By the time Aoko finished battling and bringing Touko back, it was already late. Explaining everything stretched the night even further, and it was nearly 2 a.m.



    



    Now an eight-year-old, Touko couldn't resist the wave of drowsiness overtaking her. After exchanging a few words with Aoko and Alice, she finally collapsed onto the sofa and fell into a deep sleep.



    



    "Kids sure do sleep soundly!"



    



    Aoko remarked cheerfully, clearly amused. Alice, watching from the sidelines, chuckled softly.



    



    "You can put Touko in the room on the second floor, at the far end," Alice suggested after a brief hesitation.



    



    "It should be just right for her now."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Aoko looked puzzled.



    



    "What's special about that room?"



    



    "That was my childhood room," Alice explained.



    



    "It's too small for me now, but it should be perfect for Touko."



    



    As she spoke, Alice glanced meaningfully at the slumbering Touko.



    



    "Sounds good."



    



    Aoko scooped up the sleeping loli and headed upstairs.



    



    "Wait here. I'll be back after I tuck her in."



    



    Carrying Touko, Aoko climbed to the second floor and entered the bedroom at the end of the hall.



    



    The moment she opened the door, she understood why Alice had chosen this room for Touko.



    



    It was adorable.



    



    Every piece of wooden furniture had rounded corners to prevent accidents. The bed was a charming bunk style, with a study desk below and the sleeping area above—a setup that would make any child ecstatic. Plush toys filled the room, and a giant stuffed bear sat prominently on the bed.



    



    Even the wardrobe was a custom-made, short model, designed for a child's reach. It was clear that Alice's father had poured his love into preparing this room for her return to Japan.



    



    Just imagining how Touko would react upon waking in this room nearly made Aoko burst into laughter. Her mouth twisted into an exaggerated "S" shape as she tried to hold it in.



    



    She quickly used a simple spell to clean Touko, dressed her in one of Alice's old nightgowns, and tucked her snugly into bed.



    



    Before leaving, Aoko discreetly placed a surveillance spell to capture video. She was determined to record Touko's reaction in the morning and keep it as leverage for the future.



    



    Quietly closing the door, Aoko returned to the living room.



    



    This time, she couldn't hold back her laughter. The Kuonji Mansion's excellent soundproofing ensured Touko wouldn't hear a thing as Aoko cackled gleefully.



    



    "Hahahahaha~"



    



    Aoko practically wheezed.



    



    "Alice, you're so wicked! That room is way too cute—our little Touko-chan is going to be overwhelmed!"



    



    For once, even Alice joined in, covering her mouth as she laughed softly. It was clear that come morning, only one person in Kuonji Mansion would be unhappy.



    



    "Alright, Alice, you go get some sleep," Aoko said, finally calming down.



    



    "And you?"



    



    Alice asked.



    



    "Why aren't you going to bed yet?"



    



    "I'm going to make breakfast for you and Touko, of course," Aoko replied, stretching.



    



    "I need my eight hours for my beauty sleep, but what if you two get hungry in the meantime?"



    



    "...I can wait until you wake up to eat," Alice said quietly.



    



    "Thanks, but skipping breakfast isn't healthy," Aoko teased.



    



    "I'll get it ready quickly—go ahead and sleep."



    



    Although Alice didn't argue further, she stubbornly followed Aoko into the kitchen, watching her skillfully prepare breakfast for the next day.

  
     



    



     



    



    Aoko woke up around ten in the morning.



    



    As soon as she opened her eyes, she used magic to check on the situation in Touko's room. What she saw made her laugh. Touko had terrible sleeping habits as a child, and now that she had reverted to a younger form, her habits were just as bad.



    



    Her belly was exposed, and her blanket—adorned with cute little bunnies—had been kicked to the side. She was curled up on her side, sleeping with an air of vulnerability, though her breathing was steady.



    



    After confirming that Touko was still asleep, Aoko smiled slightly. She quickly used magic and arcane spells to change her clothes and freshen up. Then, as she did every morning, she sat down at her desk and began her meditation without fail.



    



    After defeating the evil villain Touko, Aoko had indeed gained a significant amount of experience points. However, compared to her current spellcaster level of 11, those points felt like a drop in the ocean—not nearly enough to level up.



    



    As her consciousness connected with the Woven Fragment, Aoko made a surprising discovery: she could now choose how to allocate her experience points, either as a Wizard or Archmage. This new feature was something she had never encountered before.



    



    It might have been because this was her first meditation after leveling up. Only now was she noticing this option for allocating experience points.



    



    For Aoko, though, experience points remained an imprecise concept. To her, this substance that enhanced her power was like a handful of sand—slippery and difficult to measure exactly, only estimable.



    



    Since she hadn't accumulated enough to level up yet, Aoko decided to set aside thoughts of experience points for now. Instead, she focused on fishing for new spells from the Woven Fragment.



    



    Although she was already a formidable magician capable of making waves in this world, Aoko understood that such power, reliant on the universe's fundamental principles, might not be as effective in other realms.



    



    On the other hand, arcane magic from the Woven Fragment transcended those limitations. This puzzled Aoko. If she ever had the chance to travel to other universes, the Arcane magic would undoubtedly be her greatest asset.



    



    This notion might seem fanciful to others, but for Aoko, a hybrid with otherworldly origins, the existence of other worlds was a proven fact. Moreover, her knowledge of the Woven Fragment included techniques related to interdimensional travel.



    



    Among her current spells—Blink, Dimension Door, and Teleport—none allowed her to traverse planes. In the cosmology of the Crystal Spheres, she would need to cross the Phlogiston Sea to leave this universe. Yet, she couldn't even confirm its existence, making such a goal distant and unattainable for now.



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Even in deep meditation, Aoko gasped softly. She had struck gold!



    



    After years of fishing for spells in the Weave, she had finally reeled in the most destructive spell she had ever encountered: Disintegrate, a signature 6th-level Transmutation spell.



    



    This spell was a hallmark of a powerful Archmage. Mastering it would vastly increase her destructive capabilities. Without specific protections, anyone struck by Disintegrate would almost certainly meet instant death.



    



    The spell's potential was even more absurd against inanimate objects. It could disintegrate up to ten cubic feet of material in a single round, provided it was in the spell's path.



    



    Elated, Aoko exited her meditation and immediately copied Disintegrate into her spellbook. She planned to study it further during her spell research session.



    



    After spending 20 minutes preparing her spells for the day, Aoko left her room and headed to the kitchen on the first floor of the Kuonji mansion.



    



    The large Western-style mansion was quiet at this hour. Neither Alice nor Touko seemed to be awake yet.



    



    Aoko opened the fridge, took out the breakfast she had prepared the night before, and heated it. She added fresh fruits and vegetables to make a refreshing salad, drizzled with dressing.



    



    Once everything was ready, Aoko hummed a tune as she pushed the breakfast cart to the dining room.



    



    When Kuonji Alice entered, yawning and rubbing her eyes, she found her housemate had already prepared everything. Aoko sat by the window, quietly reading a book.



    



    The morning sunlight poured in like golden silk, casting a warm glow on Aoko's elegant face. Her fair skin took on a rosy hue in the light, making her look even more radiant.



    



    Alice stared, momentarily dazed, before quickly regaining her composure. She coughed softly to hide her embarrassment.



    



    "Ah, Alice, you're up?"



    



    Aoko set her book aside and greeted her with a smile.



    



    "Let's have breakfast first!"



    



    "What about Touko?"



    



    Alice asked, remembering their extra guest.



    



    "She should be awake by now," Aoko mused, stroking her chin.



    



    With that, Aoko poured water into a wide-mouthed soup cup, dipped a finger into it, and whispered a chant to activate a spell.



    



    Ripples spread across the water, revealing an image and faint sounds. The scene showed a flustered Touko Aosaki, newly awake, letting out a small moan as she took in her bunny pajamas and the cutesy room.



    



    Aoko had set up a surveillance spell in Touko's bedroom!



    



    This wasn't just mischievous—this was downright villainous.



    



    Aoko chuckled as she watched the flustered Touko, only to notice Alice suppressing her laughter, her face slightly flushed.



    



    Moments later, footsteps echoed from the stairs. They quickly dispelled the spell.



    



    Dressed in bunny pajamas, Touko entered the dining room, glaring resentfully at Aoko and Alice, who sat at the table with innocent expressions.

  
     



    



     



    



    "Touko-chan, your seat is over here, okay?"



    



    Aoko mischievously brought over a high chair from the corner, one she had specially prepared. With a swift, almost dance-like movement, she appeared behind Touko and scooped her up in an instant, her hands moving so fast they were hard to follow.



    



    "W-What are you doing?!"



    



    Touko's voice was panicked as her small feet flailed around.



    



    Aoko, of course, ignored Touko's protests. She securely placed her in the high chair, fastening the safety belt with precision.



    



    Touko was in shock. Just how twisted did this woman's mind have to be to do something so humiliating? Even the forks and knives on the table were child-safe, their sharp edges dulled! The thought sent a cold sweat down Touko's back, her hand trembling as she gripped her fork.



    



    "Relax," Aoko said nonchalantly, eating her breakfast.



    



    "I'm not like you, Touko-chan. I'm not nearly as cruel."



    



    At that, Touko stopped trembling and instead glared at Aoko with dead-fish eyes.



    



    "Gaining magic and defeating you, Touko-chan, has always been part of my plan," Aoko continued, unbothered.



    



    "Or should I say, it's part of my life's roadmap."



    



    "...Are you saying I'm insignificant in your life?"



    



    Touko asked flatly, though Aoko could detect a hint of hurt in her voice.



    



    "How could that be?"



    



    Aoko responded.



    



    "It's just that there are some things I can't start doing until I defeat you. First on the list is lifting your Sealing Designation," she added, taking a bite of her waffle.



    



    "The Mage's Association doesn't respect the Aozaki family. We're a family with a Magician lineage, for crying out loud."



    



    "Hmph. Lord Valualeta isn't the type to back off just because I'm related to a magician," Touko said coldly.



    



    "She's a magus among magus."



    



    "I don't care if she's a magus or a lord," Aoko said, shaking her head dismissively.



    



    "Anyone who messes with me or my family is going to pay. I'll make sure that old hag understands that."



    



    "Of course, after dealing with Touko-chan's issues, I'll help you too, Alice," Aoko added, turning to Kuonji Alice, who was quietly eating her breakfast nearby.



    



    "If you want, I'll personally visit all those annoying relatives of yours from the Kuonji family."



    



    "...That won't be necessary," Alice said expressionlessly, continuing to eat, giving no hint of what she might be thinking.



    



    Hearing her sister's words, Touko's feelings were mixed. The things she had once been so fixated on now seemed trivial in Aoko's eyes. Her values were less like a magus's and more like a regular person's. Maybe that was the perspective of someone who had attained true Magic.



    



    "I've already bought the plane tickets for next Monday," Aoko said.



    



    "A direct flight from Tokyo to London. We'll wrap this up quickly."



    



    Thinking it over, Touko realized that in her current condition, Aoko's plan wasn't such a bad one. Aside from the embarrassment of her old classmates and teachers seeing her in this youthful form, many people would probably be envious of her...



    



    Without a word, Touko nodded, then focused on the French toast in front of her. Yum, it was delicious!



    



    "Besides, I still have to take my entrance exam for Tokyo University in December," Aoko said casually, crunching through her salad.



    



    "I can't afford to leave this unfinished."



    



    "You're still planning to attend Tokyo University?"



    



    Touko asked in surprise.



    



    "What about managing the Aozaki family's ley lines? Don't tell me you're going to leave that all to Alice?"



    



    "Once your current body matures a bit more, I'll transfer the ley line management crest to you," Aoko replied easily.



    



    "The warped ley lines are of little use to me anyway. Now that I've obtained full-fledged Magic, I don't need that stuff."



    



    "You're serious?"



    



    Touko was numb from the morning's events, but Aoko's words still made her ask in disbelief.



    



    "Look," Aoko said, activating a part of her magic crest. An emerald glow shimmered across her palm, the crest's lines growing more intricate.



    



    "For some reason, the magic crest I obtained from Root keeps expanding, like a plant. The ley line control magic crest made by the old man is becoming a hindrance."



    



    "I see."



    



    Touko squinted, observing the magic crest on Aoko's hand, which looked almost parasitic.



    



    "Indeed. If you don't transfer the other parts of the magic crest soon, it could hinder your growth."



    



    "Alice can perform the transplant when the time comes," Aoko said.



    



    "Of all the Tuners I know, Alice is the most trustworthy."



    



    Alice silently nodded in agreement.



    



    ...



    



    Though Aoko had decided to transfer the ley line management magic crest to Touko, many of the Aozaki family's other magic crests—including the one controlling the imaginary prison where Touko's dog was sealed—remained in Aoko's hands. She had no intention of giving Touko the chance to release that thing.



    



    With the trip to London set for next Monday, Aoko now had some time to take care of other matters.



    



    First, she needed to make an appearance at Misaki High School. Even though she was the student council president, staying away from school for too long would result in some serious black marks on her record, even for someone of her caliber.



    



    Second, after extensive investigation, Aoko had finally located the near-bankrupt Fujou family on the outskirts of Tokyo. She had learned that the two most talented children of the current generation were named Fujou Hisui and Fujou Kohaku.



    



    With this information in hand, Aoko didn't hesitate. After making her rounds at school, she visited the Fujou family's old mansion in Tokyo.



    



    Though the Fujou family—one of Japan's four great exorcist families—had fallen into decline, their knowledge of the magical world was still far beyond that of ordinary people. At the very least, the Aozaki family's famous name was still well-known to them.



    



    Upon learning that the current head of the Aozaki family had come to visit, the Fujou family quickly put on their best manners to welcome Aoko.



    



    "I want to adopt the two Fujou sisters, Kohaku and Hisui," Aoko said bluntly, sipping her tea.



    



    "This..."



    



    The current head of the Fujou family hesitated, torn between the potential benefits and losses. In his eyes, the two sisters were the key to reviving the family, so he needed to ensure he got a good deal for them.



    



    "I'll offer you a deal you can't refuse," Aoko said decisively. "And if necessary, I'll also provide protection for the Fujou family."



    



    PS: Yay! Kohaku's Fate is Saved!

  
     



    



     



    



    After weighing the pros and cons, the Fujou family eventually accepted Aoko's proposal, gladly taking the check she offered. From that day forward, the Fujou family officially became subordinate to the Aozaki family, agreeing to follow their orders.



    



    After some polite conversation, the head of the Fujou family instructed someone to bring out Hisui and Kohaku. The Fujou sisters, shy and reserved, appeared shortly after. They looked to be about the same age as the loli Touko—both very cute—with slightly pinkish-red hair.



    



    The woman accompanying them was their mother. She appeared worn out, her face haggard, as though life had treated her unkindly. The two girls wore simple, plain yukatas and wooden sandals, holding their similarly attired mother's hands as they were led out to meet Aoko.



    



    Perhaps their mother had long known that her two unusually gifted daughters would one day be used as bargaining chips by the head of the Fujou family. It seemed each day had been a painful ordeal for her because of that looming reality.



    



    "Hello," Aozaki Aoko greeted the three with a warm smile.



    



    "I'm Aozaki Aoko, the current head of the Aozaki family."



    



    The two girls, feeling timid, hid behind their mother. Their mother, however, understood the significance of the Aozaki name and quickly had her daughters bow respectfully with her toward Aoko.



    



    "No need to be afraid," Aoko said gently.



    



    "I've heard about the extraordinary talents you two possess, and I've come here to offer you education in magecraft."



    



    The girls' mother froze momentarily at these words, her expression a mix of disbelief and relief. Then her face lit up with joy.



    



    To become apprentices of the foremost magical family in Japan—even if not direct disciples—was a chance to escape their tragic fate! Moreover, the young and beautiful Aozaki family head didn't seem the type to exploit their ESP: Synchronization for sinister purposes. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to change their destiny.



    



    Overcome with emotion, the girls' mother dropped to her knees, embracing her daughters and sobbing uncontrollably. Sensing her emotions through their strong Synchronization abilities, Hisui and Kohaku also broke down, clinging to their mother. The room soon filled with the sound of their weeping, while the head of the Fujyou family smiled awkwardly at Aoko, unsure of what to say.



    



    "Alright, alright," Aoko said soothingly.



    



    "You're making it seem like I'm some kind of terrible villain."



    



    She turned to Kohaku, who seemed the more composed of the two.



    



    "Don't worry. I won't forbid you from seeing your mother. My home is in Misaki Town, not far from Tokyo, so you'll be able to visit her whenever you have free time."



    



    Kohaku looked up in surprise, carefully studying the woman who was about to adopt them. The young woman before her appeared around seventeen or eighteen years old, with long, vibrant red hair flowing to her waist. The color was similar to the sisters' own, but Aoko's was brighter—like flowing flames. Her face was stunningly beautiful, and to Hisui and Kohaku, she seemed flawless. In their short lives, Aozaki Aoko was easily the most beautiful person they had ever seen.



    



    "I want to make one thing clear," Aoko said firmly.



    



    "I'm adopting Kohaku and Hisui, and teaching them magecraft, not out of charity but to nurture talents who can support the Aozaki family in the future."



    



    "I understand," their mother replied.



    



    "For the Aozaki family head to recognize their potential is a great blessing. As their mother, I'm deeply grateful for your generosity."



    



    With that, their mother performed a full dogeza—a traditional kneeling bow—which left the free-spirited Aoko somewhat taken aback. Still, she didn't stop her, understanding that the gesture came from genuine gratitude. Interrupting it might make the woman feel unsettled.



    



    "One more thing," Aoko added before departing with the sisters.



    



    "If Tohno Makihisa ever comes looking for them, tell him they've been adopted by me, Aozaki Aoko, and to just give up."



    



    The head of the Fujou family readily agreed, relieved. Aligning with the Aozaki family offered a powerful shield against the Tohno family, who had been pressuring them for the twins. While the Fujou patriarch had been willing to sell the sisters, he had preferred not to hand them over to someone like Tohno Makihisa.



    



    Before leaving, Aoko gave her phone number—linked to Kuonji Manor—to the girls' mother, assuring her that she could visit them on weekends.



    



    Given the Fujou family's dire financial situation and their plan to sell the sisters, Hisui and Kohaku had few personal belongings. Their life had been one of extreme frugality. Before Aoko led them away, their mother gave each girl a protective charm she had prayed over. After hugging them one last time, she let go, watching as her daughters left the old Fujou mansion.



    



    As they walked away, Hisui and Kohaku kept looking back at their mother, their hearts filled with a mixture of hope and trepidation. Aoko gently squeezed their small hands and smiled reassuringly.



    



    "Alright," Aoko said.



    



    "It's time to take you both home. Close your eyes for a moment."



    



    Obediently, the sisters closed their eyes. They heard Aoko speaking in a strange, melodious language they didn't recognize. Suddenly, they felt light-headed, a wave of dizziness washing over them. Instinctively, they tightened their grip on Aoko's hands.



    



    "All done. You can open your eyes now," Aoko said.



    



    When the sisters opened their eyes, they found themselves standing in the courtyard of a grand, beautiful Western-style mansion.



    



    Was this what their mother meant by "magician"? Their worldview shattered. They had never imagined someone could transport them so effortlessly from the Fujou mansion to this manor.



    



    And judging by the surroundings, they weren't even on the same mountain anymore.



    



    "Aoko-nee, was that magic?"



    



    Kohaku asked, her eyes sparkling with wonder.



    



    "Of course!"



    



    Aoko replied proudly.



    



    "Your big sister here is a magician, after all!"

  
     



    



    Kuonji Mansion



    



    "So, that's your reason for suddenly running off and adopting two little girls?"



    



    Touko stared angrily at Aoko, then glanced at the two timid, red-haired girls standing by her side.



    



    "Kohaku and Hisui are incredibly gifted children," Aoko said, stroking the girls' soft hair.



    



    "If they couldn't join the Aozaki family, I'd be heartbroken."



    



    "And do you have the time to teach them?"



    



    Touko zeroed in on the key issue.



    



    "Preparing for your university exams, pursuing your magical research, and dealing with all sorts of other nonsense—the esteemed head of the Aozaki family seems to have plenty of time on her hands."



    



    Aoko wasn't fazed by Touko's sarcastic tone. Instead, she smiled and motioned for the timid sisters to sit on the couch.



    



    "That's what you're here for, isn't it? My dear little sister, Touko-chan?"



    



    Aoko teased, clearly amused.



    



    "Surely the grand magus of the Clock Tower can handle teaching two apprentices?"



    



    "Ha?"



    



    Touko puffed up her cheeks in frustration.



    



    "Why should I teach these two brats? That wasn't part of our agreement!"



    



    Kohaku and Hisui clung to each other nervously. This scowling girl, who looked about their age, was apparently Aoko's younger sister. Were they going to be bullied by her from now on?



    



    "You absolutely must teach them," Aoko declared cheerfully yet mercilessly.



    



    "Otherwise, I won't cook for you anymore."



    



    "Urgh..."



    



    Touko-chan was no match for the great Aoko in this battle of wills. No matter how skilled she was at magecraft, surviving in society as a minor was an uphill struggle.



    



    "I'll help out too," Alice chimed in calmly, sipping her tea.



    



    "But only if they're willing to learn seriously and follow my instructions."



    



    Compared to the sulking Touko, Kohaku and Hisui found the elegant, doll-like girl in black far more agreeable—especially Kohaku, who was already looking up to her.



    



    "Fine," Touko finally relented, though she added a condition.



    



    "I'll teach them, but I want to test their abilities first."



    



    "No problem," Aoko agreed.



    



    "Understanding your students is a crucial part of being a teacher, after all~"



    



    ...



    



    "What did you say?"



    



    Tohno Makihisa sounded alarmed over the phone.



    



    "You're saying those sisters were adopted? By whom?"



    



    "The head of the Aozaki family, Aozaki Aoko, Mr. Tohno," replied the Fujou patriarch with a flat tone. But the sisters' mother, seated nearby, detected a faint hint of mockery.



    



    "We had an agreement before, didn't we? Have you thought through the consequences of this, Mr. Fujou?"



    



    Makihisa's tone turned sharp, shedding his earlier courteous demeanor.



    



    "Haha, you jest, Lord Tohno," the Fujou patriarch replied in a placating tone.



    



    "The Fujou family is but a small fry, incapable of standing up to either the Tohno family or the Aozaki family. Here's an idea—I can give you Aozaki Aoko's contact information. Perhaps you'd like to speak with her directly?"



    



    Silence fell on the line. Makihisa found himself caught in a dilemma.



    



    It was clear the Fujou family had chosen to surrender to the Aozakis. Pressuring them further might force them to reach out to Aozaki Aoko, which could spell disaster for the Tohnos. Yet, calling Aozaki Aoko would undoubtedly invite her wrath.



    



    Unlike the Tohno and Fujou families, who struggled to survive on the fringes of the mystical world, the Aozakis was a force that commanded respect even in its deepest recesses. Even with only one family member remaining, they were far beyond the reach of scavengers like themselves.



    



    But time was running out for Makihisa. As the head of a family steeped in demonic blood, he was increasingly unable to suppress his inversion impulse.



    



    He had painstakingly uncovered information about the Fujou twins' powerful synchronization abilities, which could supposedly stabilize his human persona through a specific exchange. But at the critical moment, the opportunity was snatched away.



    



    Clenching his fists so tightly his palms bled, Makihisa was consumed by despair. Was the Tohno family destined to fall in his generation?



    



    His eldest son, Tohno SHIKI, suffered from an even more severe inversion impulse. His daughter, Tohno Akiha, appeared fine for now, but her bloodline was so concentrated that her future descent into madness seemed inevitable.



    



    What was he to do? Attempting to take the twins from the Aozaki family was out of the question; even with reinforcements from branch families, they couldn't stand against a Magician—let alone the Aozakis.



    



    Suddenly, an idea struck him. The Fujou sisters' mother... Wasn't she still alive?



    



    Despite her disgrace in breaking family taboos and causing the Fujou family's decline, she likely shared some abilities with her daughters.



    



    Without hesitation, Makihisa picked up the phone and began contacting the Tohno branch families.



    



    "Hurry! Call Aozaki Aoko!" the Fujou patriarch barked at the twins' mother. "That old snake Tohno Makihisa is planning something. If he can't have Kohaku and Hisui, he'll turn his sights on the rest of us!"



    



    The mother shuddered and immediately thought of the records about that demonic family. With a chill running down her spine, she grabbed the phone to call Aoko.



    



    "Wait!" the Fujou patriarch interjected suddenly as if struck by another idea.



    



    "First, contact the Nanaya family. Tell them I have a job for Nanaya Kiri."



    



    "Use half the money we got from Aozaki Aoko today as payment!"



    



    The patriarch's expression twisted with pain, as though making a decision that physically hurt him.

  
     



    



     



    



    After Touko and Alice conducted their evaluations, they confirmed that Kohaku and Hisui possessed outstanding magical aptitude. Kohaku, the elder sister, had 16 magic circuits, while Hisui had 15. Both sisters' magic circuits were of exceptionally high quality (though still not as good as Touko's) and operated efficiently. In any magical family, they would be regarded as rare talents, worthy of significant investment and training.



    



    Coincidentally, both sisters' magical attributes were wind, identical to the Aozaki family's hereditary magical attribute.



    



    As twins, they had an additional unique trait: their magic circuits were complementary. This meant that, with proper training, Kohaku and Hisui could collaborate to execute complex joint magical rituals. These rituals would not only be far more efficient than those performed by ordinary magi but would also yield superior results—a textbook case of synergy, where the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.



    



    This trait might have been a byproduct of the Fujou family's natural synchronization ESP, a gift squandered by their lack of proper magical knowledge. Their abilities, honed purely through intuition, had gone largely untapped.



    



    "How on earth did you find these two little ones?"



    



    Touko asked Aoko in amazement as she examined the sisters.



    



    "Their talents are incredibly rare. Even at the Clock Tower, families would fight tooth and nail for them."



    



    "Don't underestimate the information network of a true Magician," Aoko replied with a confident smirk, placing one hand on her hip while wagging her finger.



    



    "Are they qualified to be your apprentices?"



    



    "More than qualified~"



    



    Touko replied cheerfully, though the eager glint in her eyes sent chills down the sisters' spines.



    



    "Don't scare the kids!"



    



    Aoko sighed, rubbing her temples. Touko's obsession with magical research was well-known, and the sight of such extraordinary talents like Kohaku and Hisui naturally fueled her enthusiasm.



    



    "What are you saying?"



    



    Touko retorted, seemingly resigned to her new role.



    



    "You're supposed to be our 'elder sister,' right? Take a good look; we're the same age!"



    



    This self-deprecating outburst nearly made both Aoko and Alice burst into laughter.



    



    Aozaki Touko, how could you fall from grace this quickly?!



    



    As the trio discussed plans for Kohaku and HIsui's training, the phone at the Kuonji residence suddenly rang.



    



    "Hello? This is Aozaki Aoko. Who's calling?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    As the caller spoke, both Alice and Touko noticed Aoko's expression turning serious.



    



    "Are you certain?"



    



    Aoko frowned.



    



    "Understood. I'll come by tonight."



    



    She hung up, deep in thought, before settling back onto the sofa.



    



    "What's going on?"



    



    Alice asked calmly.



    



    "It's the Fujou family," Aoko explained.



    



    "They said the family that originally wanted to buy Kohaku and Hisui seems to be planning a raid on them tonight."



    



    "That must be the Tohno family," Touko scoffed.



    



    "Those hybrids with non-human blood can't even control their impulses. They're probably desperate because someone in their family is about to snap. I wouldn't be surprised if they're planning to use the sisters' mother as a substitute."



    



    "Are you planning to go yourself?"



    



    Alice asked.



    



    "Do you need any help?"



    



    "You and Touko-chan stay here," Aoko replied casually.



    



    "It's not a big deal—I'll handle it quickly."



    



    ...



    



    The snowstorm of November had subsided, leaving the air crisp and clear. Tonight, the moonlit scenery was breathtaking.



    



    Tohno Makihisa sat in his luxurious car, staring at the solitary light glowing from the Fujoi family's old mountain home. Beside him sat a tall, muscular man with slightly curled hair and a single eye. The man, silent and brooding, folded his arms as if awaiting Makihisa's command.



    



    "The remnants of the Fujou family won't go down without a fight," Makihisa muttered.



    



    "As former exorcists, they might have used the money they got from Aozaki to hire other exorcists."



    



    "The worst-case scenario is that they've hired those assassins," Makihisa continued after a pause.



    



    "Be vigilant, Kouma. Other than the woman I need, kill everyone—men, women, and children. Leave no one alive."



    



    The man, Kouma Kishima, was the head of the Kishima branch of the Tohno family. Like the Tohno family, the Kishimas carried the so-called demonic blood, granting them superhuman physical capabilities and extraordinary durability.



    



    Kouma's particular gift was sheer brute strength. He could crush solid rock as if it were tofu. Despite being ostracized for his overly potent bloodline, this raw power earned him the position of head of the Kishima family.



    



    Receiving the order, Kouma said nothing. He opened the car door and began walking toward the Fujou estate, followed by a group of heavily armed private soldiers.



    



    These soldiers, recruited from the Tohno family's branches, carried traces of demonic blood—not enough to grant special abilities but sufficient to enhance their physical strength beyond ordinary humans. Combined with modern weaponry, they were as formidable as an elite special forces unit.



    



    The Tohno family's extermination squad was on the move.



    



    Led by Kishima Kouma, the Tohno private soldiers fanned out immediately upon entering the forest, moving to surround the Fujou estate from all directions. Their orders were clear: leave no survivors except for the target.



    



    To these highly trained and powerful fighters, the Fujou family—whose bloodline abilities had long since declined—seemed utterly incapable of resisting. They viewed this operation as no more difficult than taking candy from a child.



    



    Even though Tohno Makihisa had repeatedly warned them about the possibility of encountering other exorcists coming to the Fujou family's aid, the soldiers paid little heed.



    



    In their eyes, the impoverished Fujou family, reduced to selling their children to make ends meet, could never afford to hire professional exorcists.



    



    However, the reason surprises are called surprises is because they strike when least expected.

  
     



    



     



    



    At first, it was just a faint, dull thud, followed by a brief, strange whimper—not a scream or a groan, but more like a reflexive, involuntary response, akin to a knee-jerk reaction.



    



    One of Tohno's private soldiers crumpled silently to the ground. His fate mirrored the countless animals that had perished in the mountain forest over millennia—his body stained and buried in the damp soil, destined to rot and return to nature, unnoticed by anyone.



    



    But unlike those who died naturally or fell prey to wild beasts, this fully armed hybrid soldier bore only a single wound. Someone had bypassed his helmet's protection and shattered his skull from the front, ensuring his death after only a few seconds of struggle.



    



    In those final moments, he tried to use the remnants of his fading consciousness to warn his comrades. But the attacker had anticipated this, leaving him incapable of action. His comrades spread thinly in a dispersed encirclement, were too far away to notice his unnatural demise.



    



    Or perhaps, this silent death was exactly what the assassin lurking in the shadows had orchestrated.



    



    The dull thud came again, and another soldier met the same fate. He died as silently and meaninglessly as a mouse caught in a trap.



    



    A shadow landed beside the once-proud hybrid soldier's lifeless body. The figure, a young man, bore a bright, carefree smile. His short hair was neat and practical, easily manageable for his line of work.



    



    Undoubtedly, this was a human—a human who, in mere moments, had dispatched two fully armed hybrids. In his hand was not a gun or blade, but a cold, unassuming weapon: a short club-like rod with no sharp edges. Its gray-black surface glinted faintly with a metallic sheen.



    



    The man ignored the faint traces of life lingering in his victim and moved on to his next target.



    



    Like a phantom in a nightmare, the assassin systematically dispatched the soldiers Tohno Makihisa had meticulously trained. Within minutes, more than half of the invaders in the forest had been slaughtered.



    



    This unnatural silence sent a chill through Tohno Makihisa, who sat in his car at the foot of the mountain. Uneasy, he attempted to contact the leader of his soldiers via radio. The response was troubling—there was nothing unusual to report, save for temporary radio interference, likely due to the forested terrain.



    



    Tohno Makkihisa clenched his teeth, immediately suspecting the work of their old enemies: the demon exorcists.



    



    "I should have wiped them out long ago," he thought bitterly. Once this was over, he resolved to start with Fujou.



    



    Urgently, he contacted Kouma Kishima, who was advancing directly through the mountain and pressed him to quicken his pace. Kouma responded with a terse, "Mm."



    



    Meanwhile, the young assassin had eliminated all but one target: Kouma Kishima. Yet he felt no triumph, only a vague thought: Today's work is nearly done.



    



    He had deliberately saved Kouma Kishima for last. The towering, one-eyed hybrid was someone he recognized—a child he had encountered years ago during a mission to exterminate a hybrid family.



    



    Nanaya Kiri, the top assassin, was about to confront his end for the first time.



    



    He knew that the boy before him, now a formidable warrior, was destined to kill him one day. So he had struck first, maiming the child by destroying one of his eyes but sparing his life. Unlike his deranged kin, Nanaya Kiri found no joy in killing. For him, assassination was a craft, an art form to be perfected.



    



    Unwittingly, he had surpassed everyone around him, becoming the head of the Nanaya clan. Yet the memory of sparing Kouma haunted him.



    



    Now, perched silently in the trees like a spider, Nanaya Kiri watched the one-eyed hybrid below.



    



    "Nanaya Kiri," Kouma Kishima said at last, his voice calm. He had recognized the assassin's name.



    



    Through his enhanced Pure Eyes, Nanaya Kiri saw Kouma's crimson aura—a feral intensity born from generations of inbreeding within the Kishima family to train destructive power.



    



    At less than ten years old, Kouma had gone mad, slaughtering his entire family. Imprisoned deep in the mountains, he had grown into a living weapon.



    



    Without further words, Kouma attacked.



    



    He lunged with terrifying speed and strength, shattering the tree where Nanaya had been perched. Before it fell, Nanaya had already leaped into the air, twisting in ways that defied human limitations.



    



    Kouma's attacks lacked technique, relying instead on raw power and speed. A single missed punch left Nanaya's cheek stinging from the sheer force of the displaced air.



    



    Undeterred, Nanaya countered, stabbing his iron rod into Kouma's muscular arm. But the strike had no effect; it was as though the rod had struck solid steel.



    



    Unfazed, Nanaya flipped away, evading another devastating blow that obliterated a nearby rock. Using the flying debris as cover, he became a shadow, positioning himself at Kouma's blind spot—the right side, where the hybrid's damaged eye could never see.



    



    From this vantage, Nanaya attacked relentlessly, striking the same spot on Kouma's neck dozens of times. Yet not a single wound appeared.



    



    Kouma swung wildly, his massive hand missing its mark as Nanaya evaded with inhuman precision.



    



    For the first time that night, Kouma felt the icy grip of fear. Death loomed closer with every calculated strike from the assassin.



    



    "Just a little more," Nanaya thought, his grip tightening on his weapon. "Just a little more, and I can kill this monster."

  
     



    



     



    



    However, life often has a way of going against one's wishes.



    



    On an otherwise ordinary night, the assassin Nanaya Kiri met his end.



    



    The crimson demon roared, igniting the air around him.



    



    Every strike carried searing flames, his movements growing faster and faster, gradually catching up to the assassin, who had been as light as a shadow.



    



    Kouma Kishima endured the dull pain in his neck, using all his strength—something he had never done before—and landed a punch on Nanaya Kiri's abdomen.



    



    Bright red blood splattered onto the ground. Nanaya's side was a bloody mess, though he had narrowly avoided the full force of Kouma's attack at the last moment.



    



    But clearly, the situation had now surpassed the limits of what a human body could endure.



    



    He collapsed onto the ground, gazing up at the clear sky where the full moon cast its pure light. Perhaps this outcome wasn't so bad, he thought.



    



    His only worry was Shiki... The assassin's thoughts blurred as blood loss dulled his consciousness and his body grew colder.



    



    Heavy footsteps drew closer—the sound of the monster, Kouma Kishima, approaching. In his final moments, Nanaya Kiri saw Kouma raise his foot, preparing to bring it down on his head.



    



    But death didn't come as he expected.



    



    Kouma seemed to freeze mid-motion as if someone had pressed a pause button. Even his foot hung in the air, inches from Nanaya's face.



    



    "...Smells awful," Nanaya managed to say with all his remaining strength.



    



    He struggled to look up. In the sky above the forest, a young woman with bright red hair floated, her right hand extended in a strange gesture. A faint glow emanated from her fingers as she pointed toward Kouma.



    



    "Non Movere!"



    



    The words, like a spell, reached Nanaya's ears. If he hadn't been alive, he might have thought it was a hallucination.



    



    The crimson-haired woman froze the demon in place as if commanding him. Then, in Nanaya's blurred vision, a bolt of lightning appeared in her hand.



    



    With a gentle toss, the lightning shot forward like the sharpest, fastest spear, piercing Kouma's head.



    



    A crackling sound echoed as the lightning seared Kouma's head repeatedly, filling the air with the faint smell of charred flesh. His tall, muscular body collapsed with a heavy thud, scattering leaves.



    



    "Nanaya Kiri?" the woman called out.



    



    By then, Nanaya no longer had the strength to respond, managing only a faint grunt.



    



    The woman descended to his side, placing her hand over the wound on his abdomen. A greenish light enveloped his body, and he immediately felt relief.



    



    "Who... are you?"



    



    Nanaya struggled to ask, realizing that even a hopeless killer like him could be saved by someone.



    



    "Aozaki," she said, offering a surname that sounded vaguely familiar. "Aozaki Aoko."



    



    As the wound healed with incredible speed, pain—previously numbed by blood loss—resurfaced, causing Nanaya to groan. He noticed Aoko's gaze shift toward the road at the bottom of the hill.



    



    "Well then," Aoko said, pausing her healing, "you should be able to make it to a hospital on your own now, right?"



    



    Instinctively, Nanaya touched his side where Kouma's attack had struck. It was fully healed, leaving only faint, fresh scars.



    



    So this is what a magus is? Nanaya had heard of them before—those who study the principles of the past—and now he understood their power.



    



    The magus named Aozaki Aoko flew back into the sky, raising her wrist. Blue starlight flowed from her crimson hair, gathering at her fingertip, which pointed toward the road below.



    



    A torrent of light shot forth, illuminating the forest.



    



    Nanaya saw the car below explode into a heap of scrap metal. That must have been the leader of those hybrids, right?



    



    "Aozaki!"



    



    Nanaya shouted, struggling to stand.



    



    "If you ever need an assassin, come find me—I'll give you a discount!"



    



    With a grin, he pulled a wrinkled business card from his pocket and threw it toward her with the precision of a throwing knife.



    



    The card halted mid-air before Aoko caught it. She glanced at it briefly—there was only a name and phone number. Nodding, she flew toward the old Fujou estate on the mountain.



    



    Nanaya sighed and began limping down the mountain, leaving the place behind.



    



    I should take fewer jobs like this in the future, he thought. Spend more time with Shiki... that kid never likes to talk much.



    



    ...



    



    Aoko didn't know if the person in the car was Tohno Makihisa, but she didn't particularly care. If Kouma had been sent, it was likely Makihisa who had ordered the attack on the Fujou family. With Kouma's death, Makihisa wouldn't dare send anyone else.



    



    Saving Nanaya Kiri had been an unexpected outcome. She hadn't anticipated that the Fujou family would hire him as a bodyguard—clearly, they had gone to great lengths. After visiting the Fujou household, where the family profusely thanked her for dealing with Tohno Makihisa's lackeys, Aoko didn't linger. Before leaving, she handed a rune stone to Kohaku and Hisui's mother, instructing her to shatter it in case of danger.



    



    Nanaya Kiri had washed his hands of assassination, so why had he taken this job? Was it an old friendship with the Fujou, once part of the Four Great Demon Exorcist Clans?



    



    Aoko didn't ask. She simply used a teleportation spell to leave.



    



    She kept Nanaya's business card, thinking it might come in handy someday. One of her principles was to let professionals handle professional work.



    



    Aoko stood before the gate of the Kuonji estate. Checking her watch, she sighed with relief. She'd finished early. Quite the cause for celebration!

  
     



    



     



    



    After a flurry of activity, Aoko finally resolved the identity issues of the two young girls—meaning she organized the necessary information and handed it over to her father to finalize. Hisui and Kohaku were officially adopted as the foster daughters of Aoko's father, changing their surnames from "Fujou" to "Aozaki," and legally becoming the younger sisters of Aoko and Touko.



    



    By now, it was late November. Aoko had begun making light preparations for the first round of entrance exams and early applications for the University of Tokyo in December. However, given her intelligence and breadth of knowledge, there was no need for her to study as intensely as other students. All she needed to do was review the relevant material.



    



    It was Sunday, and by 7:00 AM the next morning, she would accompany Touko to the Tokyo airport to catch a 9:00 AM flight to London. That meant an early bedtime tonight to leave room for meditation and preparing breakfast.



    



    When Aoko wheeled the serving cart into the Kuonji mansion's dining room, the four people inside were already seated, ready for breakfast.



    



    Aoko cheerfully placed the food on the table, took off her apron, and sat down to enjoy breakfast with everyone.



    



    Although Kohaku and Hisui came from a prominent family, the Fujoui clan had been in decline for a long time, so the daily meals they had growing up were far less rich and delicious than the ones now offered at the Kuonji residence.



    



    The two young sisters, captivated by Aoko's cooking skills, were thoroughly won over by the flavors. Their eyes sparkled with a "Kira★Kira" glow as they stuffed their cheeks full of food, looking like two little hamsters.



    



    "Don't eat so fast," Aoko said gently, "or you'll choke. And don't forget to drink your milk, okay? That's how you'll grow up strong and healthy."



    



    "If I drink milk, will I grow as big as you, Sister Aoko?"



    



    Hisui suddenly posed this profound question while staring intently at Aoko's chest, making her a little embarrassed.



    



    Alice ignored the interaction, calmly eating her meal, while Touko looked smug, seemingly confident in her own "future" size.



    



    As Aoko was about to educate the sisters on human growth potential, Stark flew in from the window.



    



    "Today's paper! Today's paper!"



    



    Stark chirped. The clever raven delivered the morning papers from the mailbox to the designated box in the dining room.



    



    "Mine too!"



    



    Stark demanded, its shiny eyes gleaming as it looked at Aoko, much like the two little sisters had moments before.



    



    "Of course, I've got your share," Aoko said, standing up to prepare Stark's food. She placed it on a special perch, and the raven eagerly began feasting.



    



    Kohaku and Hisui exchanged astonished glances, clearly fascinated by the talking raven with its beautiful feathers.



    



    "Sister Aoko really is a magician. Even her raven is this smart!"



    



    Touko, also curious, analyzed the familiar. Unlike Alice's completely artificial creations, Stark seemed to be an animal transformed into a familiar. Usually, such familiars required constant control by a magus and weren't particularly intelligent. Creating one as clever as Stark was a rare feat.



    



    As Touko pondered this, she continued eating at a brisk pace, prompting a sense of urgency in the two young girls. Watching their beloved pancakes disappear into Touko's hands, they suddenly felt competitive and began eating even more voraciously.



    



    "Don't rush; there's plenty of food," Aoko reassured them while opening the morning paper.



    



    "Famous Tokyo entrepreneur, Tohno Group Chairman Makihisa Tohno, died Friday night in a gas pipeline explosion near the roadside."



    



    Hearing this, Touko froze.



    



    "You took out the head of the Tohno family too?" she asked curiously.



    



    "Not sure," Aoko shrugged nonchalantly.



    



    "I didn't see him personally, but I did destroy a suspicious vehicle monitoring the area. Maybe Makihisa Tohno was in it."



    



    "According to reports, Tohno Group shares have been transferred to Makihisa Tohno's only daughter, Akiha Tohno. The company's affairs are temporarily under the board's management."



    



    "The eldest daughter?"



    



    Aoko mused. If Akiha was the eldest daughter, then SHIKI Tohno was probably locked in the basement due to his inversion impulses...



    



    After some thought, Aoko decided not to deal with SHIKI for now. He was likely to become Roa's host in the future, and having a clear target would make things more convenient later.



    



    "What's on your mind?"



    



    Alice asked, noticing Aoko's contemplative state.



    



    "Just thinking about the Tohno family's vast empire and considering starting something of our own," Aoko replied.



    



    "Hah, that's just mundane money," Touko scoffed.



    



    "We're magus!"



    



    "Magus need money too, don't they?"



    



    Aoko countered, looking at Touko.



    



    "Aren't you still in a ton of debt?"



    



    "That's because—!"



    



    The mention of her debts flustered Touko. In her quest to defeat Aoko, she borrowed extensively and stole many Mystic Codes from Magus families. She planned to repay them all someday but for now...



    



    "That's a small matter," Aoko said with a meaningful smile.



    



    "I'm confident when it comes to making money."



    



    Alice nodded knowingly. Aoko's knack for generating income significantly improved Alice's life. As a reclusive witch, Alice spent a fortune on magecraft research and Ploy creation, not to mention her other costly little hobbies.



    



    Since Aoko had moved in, a significant portion of Alice's expenses had been covered by her, making life much more comfortable. Moreover, Alice had noticed that Aoko seemed to be making investments through her father, earning an increasing amount of money.



    



    "By July next year, I'll be 18," Aoko said as she added copious sugar cubes to her coffee.



    



    "Then I won't need to go through Dad anymore for investments. I'm planning to start my own company."

  
     



    



     



    



    "Do you think you have time to manage all that yourself?"



    



    Touko raised an eyebrow as she asked.



    



    "Of course, I don't have that much time," Aoko replied nonchalantly.



    



    "But I can always hire a professional manager, can't I? I'd provide guidance on the key strategies."



    



    "And Japan's economy is about to collapse," Aoko added gleefully.



    



    "I'm going to make a huge profit off this opportunity!"



    



    Hearing this, Touko frowned slightly.



    



    "Aoko, do you… have foresight about the future?"



    



    "Not exactly foresight," Aoko thought for a moment before replying.



    



    "You could say I've learned, through certain channels, what would have happened. So, I can use this information to plan my moves accordingly."



    



    As her sister spoke, Touko immediately entered a speculative mode. Aoko saying something like this—could it mean she had seen this world's history within the Swirl of the Root?



    



    Aoko didn't elaborate further, but seeing Touko sitting there with her tense little face, lost in deep thought, made her want to laugh. She was delighted.



    



    "By the way, if you're interested in foresight, I do know someone I can recommend to you," Aoko said, stirring her coffee with a spoon.



    



    "She possesses absolute foresight—it's just a matter of whether she'd agree to meet you."



    



    "Someone like that still exists after the Age of Gods?"



    



    Touko was visibly surprised. To her knowledge, such an advanced level of foresight, often referred to as Clairvoyance, was one of the rarest talents even among magus from the Age of Gods.



    



    "Yes, she should currently be in Mifune City," Aoko said after sipping her coffee.



    



    "Appearance-wise, she's an ordinary old woman. People call her the 'Mother of Mifune,' and her fortune-telling stall is quite famous in that area."



    



    "Forget it," Touko said with a hint of resignation.



    



    "In my current state, I'm not in any condition to travel far on my own."



    



    "Aoko, you'd better take responsibility," Touko mumbled through a mouthful of fried potato cakes.



    



    "Take responsibility for looking after me."



    



    "Otherwise, if I get caught by my creditors, I might spill all your secrets!"



    



    "That day will never come," Aoko assured her.



    



    "At least not after we arrive at the Clock Tower."



    



    ...



    



    After breakfast, Aoko brought Kohaku, Hisui, and Touko to her villa. Touko still had a workshop there, and she needed to start teaching the two sisters in that space.



    



    Meanwhile, Alice remained at home, carefully repairing the mechanical robin, Robin. It was meticulous work that required considerable time.



    



    At Aokos villa, she had already set up rooms for Kohaku and Hisui. Though the furniture wasn't designed for children yet, the sisters seemed to like the arrangements regardless.



    



    Aoko also revisited her workshop in the villa, where she resumed her magical studies. She finally made some progress in mastering the Disintegration Spell.



    



    She had been working on this spell for a while. Although she hadn't yet reached the level of proficiency where it could be considered second nature, she had prepared sufficiently to use it now.



    



    In her underground magical testing facility, Aoko planned to use the Disintegration Spell for the first time to test its capabilities.



    



    After a series of preparations, Aoko performed the spell through a magical ritual. Before her was a cubic stone block, and not far behind it, a bound rabbit that couldn't move.



    



    She wanted to see if the spell could pass through obstacles to harm the living target behind them.



    



    Before casting, she donned a high-grade gas mask, just in case the spell released any harmful substances.



    



    "Frange!"



    



    Aoko softly recited the incantation, channeling magical energy into the mental model of the spell. She extended her right index finger, and a beam of green light shot forward, striking the cubic stone in an instant.



    



    The stone dissolved rapidly as if butter melting under intense heat.



    



    Approaching the stone's former location, Aoko inspected the remains. All that was left was a pile of unidentifiable powder. However, the rabbit in the same attack trajectory remained unscathed, lively as ever.



    



    Aoko was a bit disappointed. She had imagined the spell would function like a directed energy weapon. Instead, it seemed to be limited to a single-target effect.



    



    Nevertheless, the spell's destructive power was immense—it could instantly disintegrate a 10-cubic-foot object into dust or deal devastating damage to a single creature. It was a spell that deconstructed its target at a fundamental level, unlike Aoko's magical bullets, which relied on raw magical energy to produce impact, heat, and light.



    



    The casting speed was decent. Aoko thought it would become even more effective if she mastered silent casting, making it harder for opponents to defend against sneak attacks due to the spell's likely near-light-speed trajectory.



    



    With the test complete, Aoko's sixth-circle spell slot for the day was expended. She returned to her workshop and spent the remainder of her spell slots crafting scrolls. The more prepared she was for her confrontation at the Clock Tower, the better. Even though Aoko could activate the Fifth Magic to achieve a pseudo-invincible state, conserving the universe's lifespan was wise. After all, if the Counter Force sent a Grand Servant to fight her, things could get tricky.



    



    Her studies and experiments continued until dusk. By the time the sky darkened, she decided to head back to the Kuonji mansion, not wanting to leave Alice alone.



    



    Since she had used up all her spell slots, teleportation was out of the question. And using an expensive scroll for a simple commute wasn't worth it.



    



    Around 6 PM, Aoko and Touko's dad arrived by car to pick them up.



    



    As they walked out of the villa to board the car, Aoko noticed her dad staring at Touko, utterly dumbfounded.



    



    "?"



    



    Aoko paused briefly, then realized she had forgotten to explain Touko's rejuvenation. Even though her dad wasn't deeply involved in the mystical world, as a father, he'd surely remember what Touko looked like as a child...

  
     



    



     



    



    After some persuasion (or rather, coaxing) from Aoko and Touko, their dad finally stopped fretting over why his grown daughter had suddenly shrunk. Instead, he nostalgically chatted about Touko's childhood with the sisters while driving them back to the Kuonji estate.



    



    As for explanations? What explanations? Something about rejuvenation? When it comes to magic, mystery is the rule—no need to explain everything too clearly!



    



    In short, their dad indulged in some reminiscing, Aoko and Touko got through their ordeal successfully, Kohaku and Hisui received pocket money from him, and everyone looked forward to a brighter future.



    



    Upon returning to the Kuonji estate, Aoko prepared a sumptuous dinner for everyone. Unlike her usual routine of immersing herself in research and studies, she turned in early that night.



    



    The next morning, after her meditation, Aoko carefully prepared her spell configurations based on possible scenarios. After breakfast, she and Touko got ready to set off.



    



    "...When you arrive at the Clock Tower, be cautious," Alice said, standing with Kohaku and Hisui before Aoko and Touko.



    



    "The magi of the Clock Tower are completely different from you. Do not treat them as ordinary humans."



    



    "Hmph, don't worry about me," Touko said with mock disdain.



    



    "Even if those Clock Tower fools assassinate me, this one here won't come to any harm!"



    



    "Hey, Touko-chan, saying that hurts my feelings," Aoko replied, feigning a sorrowful expression.



    



    "I would never let anything happen to you."



    



    "...Stop that. You're making me nauseous," Touko said, turning her head away to avoid Aoko's theatrical display.



    



    "All right then," Aoko said to Alice and the others.



    



    "We won't be gone long. We'll bring back souvenirs for you!"



    



    Regarding concerns about flying to the UK, Aoko wasn't worried in the slightest. With plenty of teleportation and dimensional door scrolls on hand, getting herself and a loli out of danger in an instant was child's play. Moreover, she had flight arcane magic. In extreme cases, she could even physically fly over the ocean to the nearest landmass. While ordinary magi might find themselves trapped, Aoko's versatility as an Archmage gave her a distinct advantage.



    



    For now, Aoko's complete mastery of the Fifth Magic remained a secret. Outsiders only knew that Touko intended to confront her sister, who had taken the Magic inheritance that was rightfully hers. As for how things would turn out, no one knew yet.



    



    Eiri Fumizuka, despite appearances, wasn't a member of the Holy Church. He couldn't use any magecraft or holy chants. The Misaki Church itself was just a minor branch of Catholicism without any personnel from the Vatican. It was entirely run by local powers. And when locals were in charge, they inevitably fell under the influence of the Aozaki and Kuonji families.



    



    Aoko and Alice had both expended significant effort to conceal her mastery of the Fifth Magic. This allowed Aoko to maintain an intelligence advantage upon arriving at the Clock Tower and to keep the Holy Church's pests at bay. Still, during this London trip, Aoko planned to reveal this information at the right time to maximize her leverage. She also intended to disclose the disappearance of the shortcut to the Root guarded by the Aozaki family. After all, dealing with relentless magi was exhausting—they were like flies, impossible to kill off completely. Aoko's grandfather had suffered frequent attacks because of that shortcut.



    



    Anyway, as long as the Mystic Vein remained under Aozaki's control, even if the Clock Tower foolishly launched a full-scale assault, Aoko had the terrain advantage. The only question was how much she might lose—not whether she could win.



    



    Looking out of the plane's window, Aoko pondered how many tasks she could accomplish during her London trip. Touko had incurred substantial debts in Europe while targeting her, and once the Clock Tower issue was resolved, Aoko planned to settle those matters as well.



    



    Besides Touko's issues, Aoko had two other objectives in Europe:



    



    First, she needed to visit Germany to find the Einzbern castle and use Touko's partial mastery of the Third Magic as leverage to ally with this family, now reduced to operating through homunculi. The Einzbern legacy didn't appeal much to Aoko herself, but she believed granting her sister access to the Third Magic could resolve Touko's inner conflicts. This would smooth their relationship in the future.



    



    Whether or not the Einzberns had already reached out to Kiritsugu Emiya by late 1989 didn't matter. Even if they had, Aoko wasn't one of the Clock Tower's conservative old fossils. Kiritsugu's expertise as a magus killer wouldn't faze her. Furthermore, if Kiritsugu had already connected with Irisviel, it could even be a good thing—without Kiritsugu, there'd be no Illyasviel, after all.



    



    No matter how events unfolded, Kiritsugu's eventual failure was inevitable on this worldline. Aoko had already claimed the Einzbern and this Holy Grail War's victory as prizes for herself and Touko. A Magic User and a Grand Magus—who else could even compete?



    



    The second matter required her to visit the Cistercian Order. Determined to rewrite the tragedies of this messed-up world, Aoko couldn't ignore Caren Hortensia. Considering that Fate/Hollow Ataraxia took place when Caren was about 15, and her special constitution was discovered by the Church when she was 9, Caren must have just been born around this time. Moreover, her mother, Claudia Hortensia, had yet to commit suicide.



    



    Claudia marrying Kirei Kotomine had to be the worst stroke of bad luck imaginable. Not only did she meet a tragic end, but her daughter also suffered greatly. Aoko believed she could leverage her connections with the Misaki Church to bring Caren and Claudia to Misaki. By doing so, Caren's cursed constitution could remain undiscovered by the Holy Church. Aoko might even find a way to remove or seal that ability, allowing the girl to live a normal life.



    



    Moreover, Aoko suspected Caren's troubling personality might be linked to a hereditary mental illness. With professional treatment, it might be possible to cure her.



    



    While mulling over her plans, Aoko suddenly felt a weight on her shoulder. Touko, succumbing to drowsiness, had fallen asleep with her head resting against Aoko's shoulder. Smiling, Aoko gently pinched Touko's cheek before asking a flight attendant for a blanket. She carefully covered Touko with it.

  
     



    



     



    



    After a 14-hour flight, Aoko stepped off the plane with Touko, who, despite her young age, had already complained of back pain after taking two naps during the journey.



    



    After catching a shuttle bus to central London, Aoko brought Touko to Browns Hotel, where they had previously booked a room. Located on Albemarle Street, the hotel is surrounded by galleries, upscale restaurants, parks, and various intriguing shops. With over 180 years of history, this legendary establishment exudes quintessential British charm, evident in its understated yet luxurious Victorian-style decor and its courteous, attentive staff.



    



    "Wow, I didn't expect you to have such good taste," Touko remarked, swinging her free hand as she walked alongside Aoko. Dressed in an adorable black dress, she added, "This is London's first-ever hotel—quite famous, you know?"



    



    Touko indeed knew London well, having lived there for two and a half years. Between her magical studies, she had plenty of time to explore the city.



    



    "I just picked it at random," Aoko replied nonchalantly.



    



    "I saw it in a travel magazine once, so I impulsively called to book a room."



    



    "Do you know Lord Byron?"



    



    Touko asked in a knowing tone.



    



    "The poet?"



    



    Aoko mused.



    



    "The one who wrote Don Juan and Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, right?"



    



    "Exactly!"



    



    Touko said.



    



    "After Byron passed away, his estate was given by his wife to his valet, James Brown."



    



    "That's surprising," Aoko said, puzzled.



    



    "Why would she leave all her husband's possessions to a servant?"



    



    "It's hard to understand," Touko nodded in agreement.



    



    "But that valet had quite a business head. Using the house from Byron's estate and four additional properties on Dover Street, he opened London's first 'high-class inn' in 1837, which eventually evolved into this hotel."



    



    "Inn?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    "How is that different from a hotel?"



    



    "It's smaller in scale," Touko explained with a wave of her hand.



    



    "This hotel has changed ownership several times over the years, but each owner has maintained its style and philosophy, shaping it into what it is today."



    



    "And this hotel is famous for its privacy, you know?"



    



    Touko teased, looking mischievously at Aoko.



    



    "It's even hosted quite a few magus from prominent families."



    



    "Wow, you're so knowledgeable, Touko-chan," Aoko said, patting her on the head and pulling a lollipop from her magical pocket. She popped it into Touko's mouth, cutting off her chatter for the moment.



    



    "Do you have a reservation, ladies?" the hotel's front desk manager asked politely in English.



    



    "Yes, the Hellenic Suite," Aoko replied, pulling her passport from her pocket and handing it over.



    



    "One moment, please."



    



    The manager checked the reservation list and soon found their names.



    



    "The credit card you used for booking?" the manager asked.



    



    Aoko handed over her card and patiently waited. After a brief moment, the manager returned with a key and directed her to the elevators with a professional smile.



    



    "Enjoy your stay!"



    



    Upstairs, the sisters followed the signs along the walls to their luxurious suite. Aoko unlocked the door, and Touko immediately let go of her hand, running joyfully through the rooms like a freed spirit.



    



    "This looks great," Touko said, bouncing from one room to another.



    



    "But I suggest you check everything thoroughly. Some magus can be nasty, leaving unpleasant spells in places like this."



    



    "No problem," Aoko agreed.



    



    "Let's split up and search."



    



    Aoko activated her magic crest, a green glow shimmering faintly through her shirt and giving her an air of mystique. With a gesture, a wave of emerald light spread outward from her fingertips, scanning her section of the suite.



    



    Finding no traces of magic, she returned to the living room and sat on the sofa to wait for Touko. Before long, Touko joined her, hopping onto the soft couch and kicking off her shoes.



    



    "Anything?"



    



    Aoko asked, silently summoning a Ploy servant to tidy their shoes and coats, replacing them with slippers.



    



    "Nothing here," Touko hummed contentedly, clutching a pillow.



    



    "You?"



    



    "Same here," Aoko replied.



    



    "Have you stayed here before?"



    



    "No," Touko said, a bit sulkily.



    



    "When I was studying at the Clock Tower, money was tight, so I couldn't afford places like this. This time, I plan to enjoy myself!"



    



    "By the way, do you know who stayed in the suite you booked?"



    



    Touko asked, swinging her legs playfully, trying to bait Aoko into grabbing her foot.



    



    Aoko obliged, catching her foot swiftly, which earned a comical glare and a playful struggle from Touko.



    



    "Of course not," Aoko laughed.



    



    "Do enlighten your clueless sister about the suite's history."



    



    "Hmph," Touko pulled her foot back and began her explanation.



    



    "You've heard of Agatha Christie, right?"



    



    "The one who wrote Murder on the Orient Express?"



    



    Aoko asked, surprised by the mention.



    



    "She stayed here?"



    



    "Yes!"



    



    Touko nodded.



    



    "The Queen of Mystery based Bertram's Hotel, featuring Miss Marple, on this hotel and wrote it in this very suite!"



    



    "Wow," Aoko said, though she added, "I'm not really into mystery novels. I prefer Arthur Conan Doyle to Agatha Christie."



    



    "How commoner," Touko critiqued before darting off to the bedroom.



    



    Unbothered by Touko's judgment, Aoko summoned a box from thin air. She retrieved warm food she had prepared in advance, wary of British cuisine. Using her magical Leomund's Secret Chest for storage, Aoko ensured everything stayed fresh and smuggled in her more unconventional belongings.

  
     



    



     



    



    At night, Aoko and Touko sat at the dining table in their suite, enjoying the food Aoko had brought for dinner while discussing their plans for the following day.



    



    "Is this the structure of the Clock Tower?"



    



    Aoko asked, studying the map Touko had drawn.



    



    "It's larger than I expected."



    



    "I haven't been to every corner of the Clock Tower myself," Touko replied after taking a bite.



    



    "But you can think of it this way: the largest academic building houses the general foundational disciplines, disguised as a regular university. The other departments, disguised as university-affiliated facilities, are scattered across different blocks."



    



    "Inorai Valualeta Atroholm is part of the Creation Department?"



    



    Aoko asked with interest, her eyes scanning the map.



    



    "Correct," Touko said, pointing to a spot on the map.



    



    "This is where the Creation Department building is. But Lord Valualeta doesn't necessarily stay there all the time."



    



    "It doesn't look like a very sturdy structure," Aoko remarked, examining a photograph of the Creation Department building that Touko had pasted onto the map.



    



    "Planning to blow it up outright?"



    



    Touko shot her a glance.



    



    "That's so in line with your destructive tendencies."



    



    "Don't think of me as a brute," Aoko said, a bit exasperated.



    



    "But taking out that old hag directly does have its appeal. If one of the Lords of the Great Magus Families were to die suddenly, it would shake things up in the Clock Tower."



    



    "Judging by your tone, you don't intend to do that?"



    



    Touko asked, a bit surprised.



    



    "Besides, that wouldn't make the Carillon Observatory revoke my Sealing Designation. Lord Valualeta and the Carillon Observatory aren't in a simple superior-subordinate relationship."



    



    "Doesn't matter," Aoko replied.



    



    "If necessary, we'll start with the Creation Department and make our way to the Carillon Observatory. I've heard it's located deep within Spiritual Tomb of Albion?"



    



    "That's correct," Touko confirmed, frowning slightly.



    



    "But Albion is typically sealed off and inaccessible."



    



    "That's a bit of a hassle," Aoko mused.



    



    "What about the Sealing Designation Enforcers? Are they based in the Observatory as well?"



    



    "No," Touko said, taking up a marker and circling an area on the map.



    



    "The Sealing Designation Enforcers, being a division of the Observatory that interacts with the outside world, have their headquarters on the Clock Tower's campus. It's just a bit out of the way."



    



    "Out of the way is good," Aoko said with a mischievous grin.



    



    "If Lord Valualeta isn't around, I think I'll pay them a visit."



    



    ...



    



    The next morning, Aoko and Touko left the Brown Hotel without checking out of their room. They found a secluded spot, concealed themselves, and took to the skies using a flight spell.



    



    Touko had always been intrigued by Aoko's ability to fly using magecraft. She dismissed Aoko's claim that "this magecraft is beyond you" as a flimsy excuse, suspecting her sister was simply guarding her secret to avoid being outmatched.



    



    After some time, they arrived at an area warded by some kind of magical concealment bounded field.



    



    Aoko looked down to see Victorian-style buildings filling the surrounding streets. The area was bustling with a mix of ordinary people and magi radiating faint traces of magical energy.



    



    "Are we starting now?"



    



    Touko asked excitedly.



    



    "As a 'wanted criminal,' being back at the Clock Tower is giving me quite the thrill~"



    



    "Not yet," Aoko said, holding back the impatient Touko.



    



    "Let's scout out the Clock Tower first."



    



    They descended to a quiet spot, deactivated their invisibility, and casually strolled into the streets.



    



    The Clock Tower's security system wasn't advanced enough to instantly detect and alert authorities of Sealing Designation targets. However, lingering too long would trigger warnings from the Observatory, leading to the dispatch of enforcers.



    



    "We should be near the Mineralogy Department," Touko remarked, scanning her surroundings.



    



    "Should we head to the Creation Department now?"



    



    "Let's meet an old acquaintance first," Aoko said.



    



    "Opportunities like this don't come often."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Touko looked puzzled.



    



    "You know someone in the Mineralogy Department?"



    



    "Sort of," Aoko replied ambiguously.



    



    "Not sure if they're around at this time. Do you know the El-Melloi Classroom?"



    



    "Ah, you mean that lemon-head's classroom?"



    



    Touko said with a smirk.



    



    "That guy's pretty famous around here—talented, in a way."



    



    "Why? Has the great Aoko Aozaki fallen for a young Clock Tower magus?"



    



    Touko teased with a devilish grin.



    



    "No, I'm just curious to see what he's like before things go south for him," Aoko answered calmly.



    



    "You're serious, aren't you?"



    



    Touko sighed.



    



    "To people like you, most others' efforts must seem like a joke."



    



    The sisters easily entered the Mineralogy Department's main building. It wasn't so much a lack of security as the Clock Tower's casual approach to education, similar to that of an ordinary British university. Students could attend lectures freely, but the rights and rules beyond that depended on the professors.



    



    After wandering through the Mineralogy Department, Aoko and Touko eventually found themselves on the third floor, in front of the famed El-Melloi Classroom.



    



    Currently, the El-Melloi Classroom wasn't part of the Modern Magecraft Department, nor was it run by a certain El-Meloi II. Instead, it was under the purview of a brilliant Clock Tower instructor.



    



    Aoko peeked into the classroom through the back door. It was a tiered lecture hall with about thirty or forty students, chatting noisily as they waited for the instructor.



    



    "Get out of the way! The El-Melloi Classroom isn't for small fry!" a gruff voice barked from behind them.



    



    They turned to see a burly magus with brown hair, likely in his late twenties, glaring at Touko.



    



    Without a word, Touko's left eye gleamed briefly. The rude magus froze in place, immobilized and silenced entirely.



    



    Unfazed, Aoko and Touko walked into the classroom and took seats in the back row.



    



    The students noticed the commotion but, after observing the intruder's fate, returned to their conversations. In the Clock Tower, the golden rule was simple: mind your own business.

  
     



    



     



    



    About ten minutes later, a sharply dressed young man with golden hair slicked back and an arrogant expression entered the classroom, taking his place behind the podium. He scanned the room briefly, but when his gaze fell on the back row where Aoko and Touko Aozaki were seated, he froze.



    



    Kayneth El-Melloi Archibald's expression stiffened slightly. Though difficult to believe, someone of Kayneth's caliber immediately recognized the true nature of the two young women seated there. A powerful sense of "otherness" radiated from them—a rejection instinct imposed by the Counter Force. Only a magus of Kayneth's level could detect such a distinct anomaly.



    



    These were the bearers of an ultimate mystery, a Magic that stood against the world itself, sitting calmly in his classroom awaiting his lecture.



    



    Kayneth suddenly felt a dryness in his throat. He loosened his collar and took a sip of water from the cup on the podium, attempting to steady his nerves.



    



    Young women, Magic, and East Asian features.



    



    These three clues allowed Kaynneth to deduce their identities. They must be connected to the Fifth Magic's inheritance incident that had recently caused a stir. Most likely, the one possessing that complete Magic was Aoko Aozaki.



    



    Kayneth had long admired Touko Aozaki, the so-called "egg of a Magician" who had once studied at the Clock Tower. Though he wasn't personally acquainted with her, he thought highly of her genius, considering her a kindred spirit. Genius recognizes genius, after all.



    



    However, after Touko fled and was marked with a Sealing Designation, she disappeared from Kayneth's world. Rumors from Northern Europe occasionally reached him, but he dismissed them, refocusing on his research.



    



    He'd heard that Touko had returned to Japan to compete with her sister for the Fifth Magic's inheritance. Now, sitting here with the unmistakable aura of a Magic, was not Touko but Aoko.



    



    Kayneth's gaze shifted slightly to the young girl beside Aoko. He found himself puzzled.



    



    Who was this? Could she also be related to the Aozaki family?



    



    Before Kayneth could dwell on it further, a slim, soft-spoken boy with a somewhat androgynous hairstyle interrupted.



    



    "Professor Kayneth? Is something wrong?"



    



    "Mind your own business, Waver," Kayneth snapped with a hint of haughtiness, regaining his composure.



    



    "I was merely thinking. Now, let's begin the lecture."



    



    Chastised, Waver shrank back, obediently pulling out his textbook and notes.



    



    Meanwhile, Aoko listened intently to the esteemed Lord El-Melloi's lecture on Mineralogy, her demeanor that of an ordinary student. Touko, however, found the material dull and repetitive; it was knowledge she had long since mastered. Halfway through the lecture, she succumbed to boredom, laying her head on the desk and falling into a peaceful slumber.



    



    The lecture lasted about two hours.



    



    As it concluded, Kayneth hesitated, glancing toward Aoko and Touko. Ultimately, he chose to gather his notes and leave the classroom without saying a word.



    



    Aoko, satisfied with the experience of seeing the renowned "Blond Lemon Head" and the young version of the future workaholic El-Melloi II, pulled her still-drowsy sister out of the room.



    



    But just as they turned a quiet corner in the hallway, a voice called out.



    



    "Please wait, Miss Fourth Magician."



    



    Fortunately, this wasn't some fantastical world of chaos, Aoko mused to herself with mild amusement.



    



    She turned to see Kayneth El-Melloi Archibald approaching.



    



    "Lord El-Melloi, what can I do for you?"



    



    Aoko asked with practiced calm.



    



    "You wouldn't have come all the way from Japan just to attend my lecture, would you?"



    



    Kayneth said, catching his breath after hurrying over.



    



    "As the Lord of the Mineralogy Department, I am obligated to inquire about your purpose at the Clock Tower."



    



    Aoko exchanged a glance with Touko before sizing up Kayneth, who seemed slightly uneasy.



    



    "While your lecture was indeed intriguing, Lord El-Melloi, we're here for something else," Aoko admitted.



    



    "My primary concern involves Touko."



    



    As expected!



    



    Kayneth mentally praised his deduction skills. He had already suspected that if the young girl beside Aoko was indeed Touko, then resolving her Sealing Designation would be a priority after their apparent reconciliation.



    



    "I see," Kayneth nodded.



    



    "So you're here to request the cancellation of Miss Touko Aozaki's Sealing Designation?"



    



    "More or less," Aoko replied vaguely.



    



    "But before that, there are other matters we need to attend to. After all, certain people have committed certain acts and must now face the consequences—"



    



    Kayneth's heart sank as he realized what the Aozaki sisters intended to do.



    



    As a magus who, despite his arrogance, retained some semblance of ordinary moral values, Kayneth had felt uncomfortable when he first heard about Lord Valualeta's actions in designating her student. He would never treat a disciple that way.



    



    "Lord El-Melloi," the crimson-haired Magician interrupted his thoughts, "do you know where my sister's mentor, Lord Valualeta, is currently located?"



    



    Kayneth hesitated. The smile on Aoko's face was half-illuminated by sunlight and half-shrouded in shadow. The aura of the Magic she carried, embodying the principle of Erasure/Consumption, seemed to deepen.



    



    "...Lord Valualeta is currently at her workshop in the Department of Creation," Kayneth finally said, his tone measured.



    



    "Thank you for your honesty," Aoko said with a smile.



    



    "Once this matter is resolved, my sister and I will be sure to repay your assistance."

  
     



    



     



    



    Aoko, standing before Kayneth, pulled out her spellbook (and scroll pouch) and, alongside Touko, cast a single Gate spell. In an instant, they disappeared right before Kayneth's eyes, leaving the Mineralogy Department building behind.



    



    "Sp… Space transfer?"



    



    Kayneth's mind spiraled into overdrive. Utterly flabbergasted, he began theorizing, rapidly moving from the most advanced magical principles to the various rumors surrounding the effects of the Fifth Magic. Yet, no matter how he reasoned it, he realized the methods employed by the Aozaki sisters were far beyond the capabilities—or countermeasures—of a magus at his level.



    



    Kayneth sighed, composed his tumultuous emotions, and turned to leave the now-empty hallway.



    



    ...



    



    Aoko and Touko landed on a patch of grass near the Creation Department building.



    



    The weather was gloomy, and the grass underfoot was still adorned with dewdrops, dampening their shoes. Light on their feet, the sisters bypassed the detection-bounded fields of the Creation Department and arrived at the front entrance via the backyard lawn.



    



    Their shoes had picked up some mud along the way, so Aoko waved her hand, and a magical trick cleaned them both up in an instant.



    



    In the world of magecraft, directly approaching the front door of a powerful noble's domain to cause trouble was generally discouraged. However, Aoko's existence did not adhere to the rules. The mechanism of her arcane spell, Invisibility, was unlike anything else in this world.



    



    Even those with Mystic Eyes capable of piercing illusions would find it impossible to see the concealed Aozaki sisters as they entered the Creation Department's main entrance.



    



    Aoko glanced around curiously, while Touko took the lead, holding Aoko's hand and guiding her straight toward Lord Valualeta's private workshop.



    



    Incidentally, holding hands was necessary because even the sisters couldn't see each other under the effect of the spell. Touko had personally confirmed this with her own Mystic Eyes. Perhaps only the Pure Eyes of Nanaya Kiri could barely trace their presence at this moment.



    



    Unlike the Mineralogy Department under El-Melloi's control, Lord Valualeta, as a member of one of the three great noble families, was wealthier and more powerful. This was evident from the alchemical devices and magical barriers spread throughout the building.



    



    Had the Aozaki sisters not been extraordinary in their ways, they likely would have been forcibly restrained as soon as they entered the front door—and sent to an underground prison under a sealing designation.



    



    Aoko followed her sister casually as they reached the very top floor of the Creation Department building, which was entirely occupied by Lord Valualeta's private workshop.



    



    Touko stopped in front of the door, took a deep breath, and struck a particularly ladylike "after you" pose.



    



    Aoko, without hesitation or politeness, pushed the door open and strode confidently into the office.



    



    The first thing Aoko saw was an elderly woman dressed in a long green robe, wearing a dome-shaped hat adorned with black lace. Her thick, gray-white hair was meticulously styled.



    



    Seen from behind, though advanced in age, this mysterious individual still exuded a sense of vitality that was almost unnerving.



    



    On the workshop's desk lay a Walkman from the Sony brand. Despite being a senior magus, the woman had a surprising interest in modern technological gadgets.



    



    "Sigh," Lord Valualeta sighed helplessly.



    



    "Didn't I say not to disturb me before two in the afternoon?"



    



    However, the Lord of the Creation Department hadn't anticipated that the visitors to her office this time weren't her students.



    



    After waiting a moment without hearing the timid responses she expected from her apprentices, Lord Valualeta sensed something amiss. She turned around and saw a young woman with long, fiery red hair cascading past her hips.



    



    The young woman wore a khaki trench coat over a white blouse, accessorized with a shiny silver pendant. Her slim-fitting black trousers and a dual-row brown belt around her waist accentuated her flawless figure.



    



    As Aoko stepped forward, her boots clicked rhythmically against the office floor, heightening Valualeta's sense of vigilance.



    



    "And who might you be, young lady?"



    



    Valualeta asked calmly, her expression unchanged.



    



    "Is there a special request that brought you to the Creation Department?"



    



    "It's not me who has a request for you, Lord Valualeta," Aoko said, her smile enigmatic.



    



    "The connection between us isn't one of 'requests' but rather 'cause and effect.'"



    



    "Oh?"



    



    Valualeta was intrigued. She didn't recall any magus connected to her who looked like this young woman. Yet, the red-haired beauty radiated a palpable charisma that piqued her curiosity.



    



    "Care to elaborate?"



    



    "I have no ties to the Clock Tower, nor to the Creation Department or the Valualeta family," Aoko said theatrically, before pulling Touko, who had been hiding behind her, into view. Placing a hand on her sister's shoulder, she continued: "But my sister has been wronged, and I find that unacceptable. So I came today to seek justice from the famous Inorai Valualeta Atroholm."



    



    The smile on Valualetai's face faltered slightly. She looked down at the young girl beside the red-haired woman. Initially confused, she quickly connected the child's wine-red hair to certain unpleasant memories.



    



    "...Touko?"



    



    Valualeta exclaimed in surprise.



    



    "Well, this is unexpected. Your current state—is it the result of losing a fight over succession with your sister? If that's the case, I must admit I'm envious…"



    



    "No need for such hollow pleasantries, my dear mentor," Touko replied in a slightly caustic tone.



    



    "Being branded with a sealing designation overnight as your 'gift' is certainly a testament to your generosity."



    



    "I trust my judgment, Touko," Valualeta said, looking at her former student as one might admire a rare treasure.



    



    "You must also recognize your value. You're worthy of the highest treatment afforded by a sealing designation."



    



    "Enough with the empty formalities, Lord Valualeta," Aoko interjected, spreading her hands.



    



    "Surely someone of your caliber understands that I would never allow anyone to brand a member of the Aozaki family with a sealing designation."



    



    "So, you're my student Touko's younger sister, and this generation's wielder of the Fifth Magic?"



    



    Valualeta sighed.



    



    "I'm the older sister now," Aoko corrected with utmost seriousness.

  
     



    



     



    



    "Afraid I must disappoint you on this matter, Miss Magician," said Lord Valualeta, her expression deeply regretful as she addressed the Aozaki sisters.



    



    "Oh?"



    



    Aoko replied, raising an eyebrow.



    



    "So, you're refusing to lift the bounty on Touko's head for her sealing designation?"



    



    "No, you've misunderstood me," Lord Valualeta continued, her tone even. "I'm afraid, as the Newest Magician, you might not yet grasp how the Clock Tower operates internally. It seems my lovely apprentice hasn't shared much about it with you."



    



    She folded her hands calmly.



    



    "The Secret Judgment Division, Carillon Observatory has already issued the sealing designation ruling. It's beyond the power of us Lords to interfere. The moment my suggestion for Touko's sealing designation was accepted by the Secret Judgment Division, it was out of my hands."



    



    "Then there's nothing to be done," Aoko sighed, closing her eyes.



    



    "Truly unfortunate..."



    



    "Indeed, truly—"



    



    Before Lord Valualeta could finish her agreement, Aoko raised a hand, silencing her.



    



    "While I regret you can't help lift Touko's designation," Aoko said, her voice dropping to a dangerous calm,



    



    "I never said I wouldn't hold you accountable."



    



    Here it comes.



    



    Inorai Valualeta Atroholm, a cunning and seasoned monarch of the Clock Tower, knew from the moment she learned of Aoko's identity that this woman was no pushover. What caught her off guard, however, was that despite Aoko's victory, she hadn't severed ties with her sister, Touko—a dynamic Valualeta had misjudged, based on Touko's abrasive personality.



    



    "And how, Miss Magician, do you plan to hold this old woman accountable?"



    



    Valualeta asked in a neutral tone. Yet, she was already bracing herself, mentally preparing for conflict.



    



    "I want to see you subjected to a sealing designation by the Secret Judgment Division, Carillon Observatory, Inorai Valualeta Atroholm."



    



    Aoko stated her demand with such casual nonchalance it was as though she were ordering tea.



    



    "That won't do," Valualeta sighed, her voice tinged with faint amusement. "This old woman still has many unfinished affairs to tend to. I'm afraid I cannot comply with such a request."



    



    "Is that so?"



    



    Aoko's lips curled into a sly smile, playful yet sharp—like a mischievous rabbit toying with its prey.



    



    "To be honest, I was waiting for you to say that. Now, let's see what one of the Clock Tower's three great noble houses is truly capable of, shall we, old hag~?"



    



    Valualeta didn't respond. Instead, she wordlessly retrieved a small handbag from seemingly nowhere.



    



    "Watch out!"



    



    Touko shouted suddenly, her eyes wide.



    



    "That's her Mystic Code—it contains sand—"



    



    Before Touko could finish, BValualeta opened the handbag. A torrent of golden sand poured out, blotting out the sunlight in the massive workshop and rushing toward the Aozaki sisters.



    



    The deafening roar of the sand filled the air as the spot where the sisters had stood was buried under an immense, shifting mass. This sand, charged with Valualeta's immense magical energy, was far denser and stronger than ordinary desert sand. Anyone engulfed in it would inevitably be turned into a sand painting, forever trapped without escape.



    



    Even so, Valualeta remained cautious. She couldn't believe that someone capable of defeating her most exceptional apprentice, Aozaki Touko, could be dealt with so easily. She waved her hand, commanding the sand to part.



    



    As expected, the spot where her attack had converged was empty, save for the crushed and cracked floor beneath. The Aozaki sisters had evaded what should have been an inescapable blow.



    



    Just as Valualeta raised her awareness, preparing for an ambush, the sharp sound of glass shattering reached her ears.



    



    With reflexes that belied her age, Valualeta turned toward the source. What she saw was a small, orange fireball breaking through the magically reinforced glass window.



    



    Valualeta hesitated for a split second before commanding her sand to intercept the seemingly insignificant fireball. Yet—



    



    A massive explosion erupted from the top floor of the Department of Creation's building, unleashing immense flames, light, and heat that swept through the workshop.



    



    Across the Clock Tower grounds, magi heard the resounding thunderclap of the explosion. Many turned to look toward the Department of Creation, and those closer to the scene found their windows shattered by the shockwave.



    



    "Ara, ara~," Aoko remarked casually, stretching as she floated midair alongside Touko not far from the damaged building.



    



    "A powerful Supernova Fireball is such a rush. Sometimes, you just need a big bang to blow off some steam."



    



    "I doubt that alone will take down my teacher," Touko replied, her gaze fixed on the ruined top floor of the building, where thick smoke and lingering flames obscured the view.



    



    "I suggest staying on guard."



    



    Before Touko had finished speaking, two crescent-shaped blades made of sand shot out from the smoke, targeting the sisters from different angles.



    



    Aoko extended her hands, summoning two basketball-sized spheres of blue energy. The spheres flew toward the incoming sand blades, rapidly expanding and releasing dense threads of magic upon contact. These threads swirled inward, forming collapsing vortexes that consumed the sand entirely.



    



    Flipping through her spellbook, Aoko quickly chanted:



    



    "Ut Ventus!"



    



    At her command, a sudden gale tore through the battlefield, dispersing the smoke and revealing a massive sphere of sand within the ruins. This sphere, undoubtedly, had shielded Valualeta from the earlier blast.



    



    "Who are you, Gaara?"



    



    Aoko muttered with a snarky grin.



    



    As the sand shield dissipated, Valualeta emerged. She was no longer the elegant figure from before. Her hat was gone, her ash-white hair blew wildly in the wind, and her green robe hung in tatters. Burns marred her skin, but her posture remained firm. She stared at Aoko with undiminished resolve, her eyes sharp and unyielding.

  
     



    



     



    



    Lord Valualeta didn't waste words. For a magus of her caliber, faced with someone determined to kill her, begging for mercy was never an option. That would only invite humiliation—and as one of the three great nobles, she could never allow herself to stoop so low.



    



    She extended a hand and pressed downward with her palm. Yellow sand gushed out of her green handbag, forming a colossal hand in midair. It swept toward the Aozaki sisters like an overwhelming tidal wave. Even for someone like Lord Valualeta, standing at the pinnacle of magecraft, controlling such an enormous mass of magical sand was an arduous task. Her teeth clenched, her hand trembled slightly, yet she maintained her downward grasping posture, attempting to ensnare the sisters with the enormous sand hand.



    



    "Such theatrics," Aoko scoffed disdainfully. Her crimson hair began to grow rapidly, extending from just past her hips to lengths far beyond her legs.



    



    The majesty of the Fifth Magic revealed itself in the heart of the magical community, drawing countless visible and hidden gazes toward Aoko.



    



    "Subjective Axis · Fixation."



    



    As the chant of self-suggestion was spoken, Aoko's entire magic circuit lit up. An immeasurable amount of magical energy converged upon her from different temporal axes. She raised her right index finger horizontally, then drew a line from right to left.



    



    Above her, countless points of starlight appeared out of nowhere, poised to strike. As Valualeta's sand hand approached, Aoko snapped her fingers lightly, and the starlight behind her erupted into an infinite brilliance.



    



    "Incineration Mode."



    



    Watching this unfold, Touko twitched at the corner of her mouth. She had once been defeated by this exact move. At this moment, she clung tightly to Aoko's thigh to avoid being caught in the collateral damage.



    



    It was a tidal wave of light. An immeasurable magical bombardment engulfed the enormous sand hand. Its resistance was feebler than the magic circuits Touko had once stolen from Northern Europe. In an instant, the sand hand was vaporized.



    



    With its disappearance, Aoko gently pressed her palm downward. The continuous stream of light shifted directions accordingly, slicing downward into the Department's building, melting it like a blowtorch carving through butter. Just as Aoko prepared to reduce the entire building to glass, a voice reached her ears.



    



    "Fc!"



    



    Almost simultaneously, a bizarre object shot toward Aoko's head at extreme speed—a weapon with a spear-like tip and a spherical end. However, Aoko, in the state of Fifth Magic's Subjective Axis Fixation, instantly understood its nature before it could hit her.



    



    It was a weapon capable of twisting causality, launching itself in response to an enemy's attack but ensuring it struck first. Known as the Sword of Retrograde, it was a relic from the Age of Gods.



    



    Aoko nonchalantly extended her hand, caught the Noble Phantasm with precise force, and crushed it in her grip. A burst of magical lightning erupted, and the Fragarach disintegrated into dust.



    



    "What?!"



    



    A shocked voice came from somewhere on the lawn below. Aoko looked down to see a dashing woman in a sharp suit and clean short hair, cradling the maimed Lord Valualeta, who had lost both legs and an arm.



    



    "Bazett Fraga McRemitz," Aoko's voice rang clear for all to hear, "This is a personal matter between the Aozakis and Valualeta. If you don't want to get involved, put her down and leave."



    



    Bazett started to argue but was stopped by the weakened Valualeta.



    



    "The Fifth Magic... the ultimate mystery of heat consumption..."



    



    Valualeta murmured.



    



    "Even... Fragarach, which defies causality, cannot surpass her transcendent law..."



    



    "Let me go, Bazett," Valualeta said with a tone of resignation.



    



    "Leave this place and inform Lord Barthomeloi to convene a Grand Meeting to discuss how to handle this."



    



    Bazett frowned, recognizing the young girl beside the wielder of the Fifth Magic as her target for a Sealing Designation. Yet, under the circumstances, it was impossible to carry it out. Realizing there was no compelling reason to save Valualeta, Bazett gently placed her on the grass and used enhancement magic to retreat swiftly.



    



    "Inform the Enforcer," Aoko's voice echoed to the fleeing Bazett, "Lift Aozaki Touko's Sealing Designation, or you'll meet the same fate as the Department of Creation."



    



    With that, Aoko refocused on the frail, elderly woman lying on the ground. She had no interest in people who claimed to face death gracefully. Under absolute power, such individuals merely died with more composure. Aoko had no desire to torment her. Granting her a swift death was the extent of her mercy.



    



    "If possible... cough cough..."



    



    Inorai Valualeta Atroholmm said weakly, "Please leave my magic crest... for my family..."



    



    "I refuse," Aoko replied coldly.



    



    "If your Sealing Designation Enforcer had captured Touko, even if she made the same request, you would not have agreed."



    



    Hearing this, Lord Valualeta closed her eyes in pain.



    



    "Arde."



    



    As the incantation echoed through the Clock Tower's district, a cruel elemental spell called Shroud of Flame manifested a net of high-temperature flames, enveloping Valualeta's broken body. In no time, Touko's former mentor was reduced to a charred corpse without uttering a scream. The precious magic crest passed down for centuries, perished with her.



    



    "Don't be upset, Touko," Aoko said indifferently.



    



    "Even the self-proclaimed noble magus are nothing more than dust in the end. I never understood where they get the confidence to dictate others' fates."



    



    "For every action, there's a consequence. Some acts demand a price," Aoko continued lightly.



    



    "Unless, of course, they're as strong as me."



    



    "Tch," Touko turned away, refusing to look at the scorched corpse. "Someone is an insufferable narcissist."



    



    PS: A beauty but the girl get it done.

  
     



    



     



    



    Since Aoko had just taken down Lord Valualeta, one of the three major aristocratic lords, and expended considerable spell slots, there was no immediate reason for her to remain within the Clock Tower's territory.



    



    After suffering such a severe blow, Aoko speculated that the magi of the Clock Tower might react in one of two ways.



    



    The first possibility was a complete lockdown of London, refusing to rest until Aoko and Touko were found. This would be an extreme response, and considering the current level of combat power stationed at the Clock Tower, fully antagonizing a Magician capable of wreaking havoc within its walls would hardly be a rational decision.



    



    The second, more likely scenario involved maintaining a facade of calm while secretly tracking down the Aozaki sisters and attempting to contact them discreetly. This possibility, which Aoko and Touko agreed was most probable, stemmed from the magi's foremost principle of secrecy. Aoko's seamless clean-up combo left no trace, an advantage that could hardly be ignored.



    



    The smartest move for the Clock Tower now would be to rescind the Sealing Designation bounty on Touko and send envoys to negotiate with Aoko. This would please everyone except the ruined Valualeta family, whose head and estate were both wiped out.



    



    After all, magi are inherently selfish, ruthless, and cunning. In this era of declining mystery, the fall of a great aristocratic house meant more cake for the rest to divide.



    



    Moreover, the Valualeta family, despite being one of the three great aristocratic houses, aligned themselves with the democratic faction. Thus, with this aristocratic traitor eliminated, the ones who stood to benefit the most were undoubtedly the aristocratic faction led by Lord Barthomeloi. As the faction holding the most resources, they would seize the opportunity presented by the democratic faction's loss to strike and expand their influence. Reaching out to Aoko would undoubtedly be part of their strategy.



    



    However, the Aozaki family, as a Japanese magical lineage, had long been deliberately overlooked by the Clock Tower's aristocrats—out of a mix of envy, contempt, and self-satisfaction regarding their glorious past.



    



    ...



    



    After teleporting away, the sisters returned to their luxury suite at the Brown Hotel and stayed put. For magi, spending long periods indoors conducting research was standard practice, so neither felt the least bit bored.



    



    While Aoko and Touko were fine, her magical pet, Stark, grew restless from being cooped up. Thus, Aoko's first task every morning was to open the window and let Stark out for a walk.



    



    Defeating Lord Valualeta and destroying the Sword of Retrograde had provided Aoko with a substantial amount of experience points. Although she wasn't entirely sure how the experience decay mechanism worked, defeating an opponent with a light application of the Fifth Magic appeared to have netted her rewards equivalent to overcoming an evenly matched foe.



    



    Through meditation at the hotel, Aoko regained some spells and used her progress to learn new arcane magic, steadily accumulating experience points. She barely managed to gather enough to level up, allocating all her gains to her Archmage class. This brought her Archmage level to 2, raising her total caster level to 12.



    



    With the class upgrade, Aoko gained her first exclusive ability, Banishment (Ex). This ability gave Archmages an edge in dealing damage to, repelling, and dispelling spells against outsiders. Essentially, any being marked as "foreign" faced severe penalties against an Archmage's powers.



    



    While it had limited use against ordinary magi, Aoko understood that in the Type-Moon world, filled with monsters and entities, "outsiders" were everywhere—including herself, in a strict sense. This made the passive ability highly versatile.



    



    In addition, her spellcasting level-up granted her an extra 5th- and 6th-level spell slot, which was a cause for celebration. Although the boost in health from leveling up felt negligible given Aoko's already robust vitality, every little bit helped.



    



    While Aoko studied new spells, Touko kept herself busy. With her body reverted to youth and her creation of adult clones blocked by Aoko, she focused her efforts on crafting familiars.



    



    Inspired by a film projector, Touko finally completed a cat-shaped familiar she had been developing since her Clock Tower days. Though cat-shaped, the familiar's core was a heavily modified artifact—a film projector.



    



    The projector projected a feline image, which acted as an untouchable summon. As long as the projector remained intact, the cat could attack at incredible speed indefinitely, making it highly unfair in combat. However, the cat had no independent will. Its actions and reactions were entirely pre-programmed by Touko, making it a mimicry rather than a true being.



    



    The sisters sparred a few rounds in their suite using this creation, but fearing damage to the hotel property, they couldn't push it to its limits.



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, the Clock Tower, previously stagnant, was now a hive of activity as factions scrambled to claim the power vacuum left by the Valualeta family's downfall.



    



    Lorelei Barthomeloi, the de facto leader of the Clock Tower, found herself with mixed feelings. On the one hand, she was delighted to see her old rivals, the Valualeta, suffer. On the other, Aozaki's raid felt like a stinging slap to the Clock Tower's face.



    



    This was an unprecedented experience for her, as Magicians rarely clashed openly with the Association. Even the likes of the Jewels Marshal Zelretch recognized the aristocracy's authority.



    



    The bloodline inheritor of the First Magic was essentially part of the Clock Tower's inner circle. Yet the Aozaki sisters, who had stumbled upon the Root through sheer luck, disregarded the aristocracy's rules and launched the fiercest of counterattacks.



    



    What offered Lorelei some consolation was that the new Magician, Aoko, seemed to be targeting specific enemies—primarily Lord Valualeta and the Department of Creation—rather than lashing out indiscriminately at other departments within the Clock Tower.



    



    This, at least, was a small mercy amidst the chaos.

  
     



    



     



    



    One-third of the Department of Creation's facilities had been destroyed by the Fourth Magician, and even the Lord of the prestigious Valualeta family—one of the three great noble houses—had perished. This was undoubtedly earth-shattering news within the Clock Tower.



    



    Even someone as insignificant as Waver Velvet felt the ripple effects. His professor, Lord El-Melloi, was preoccupied with matters concerning the Department of Creation and its late lord, leaving him with no time to teach. As a result, Waver and his classmates were left to self-study in the classroom or attend substitute lessons from other magus.



    



    "Hey, Waver," came the voice of his mischievous friend, interrupting Waver's earnest studies.



    



    "Those two beautiful sisters who came to audit our class last time—if only we had a chance to get to know them!"



    



    "If I were you, I wouldn't think that way," Waver replied, glancing briefly at his friend.



    



    "Do you remember that unlucky guy who stood outside the classroom for an entire afternoon? He was hit by a high-level Mystic Eye. I'd rather not mysteriously turn to stone one day, no matter how beautiful the girl is."



    



    "You're such a boring guy with no dreams, Waver."



    



    His friend shook his head, patting Waver's shoulder in mock disappointment.



    



    "Most magus with Mystic Eyes come from exceptionally powerful magical families. Connecting with them could only help our future prospects."



    



    "Dreams are all well and good, but the reality is harsh," Waver said with a resigned shake of his head.



    



    "Instead of daydreaming here, Melvin, you should focus on improving yourself."



    



    "Besides, as a Trambelios, do you need connections?"



    



    Waver asked curiously.



    



    "How shallow." Melvin wagged his finger with a cryptic smile.



    



    "First, the Weins family is merely a branch of the Trambelios lineage. Second, those girls aren't as simple as they seem, Waver."



    



    "What's so special about them?"



    



    Waver's curiosity was piqued. After all, he was still a teenager, with an innate eagerness to uncover mysteries.



    



    "Have you heard of the title 'Grand Puppeteer'?"



    



    Melvin asked mysteriously.



    



    "Grand?"



    



    Waver furrowed his brows.



    



    "You mean the genius magus who was in sealing designation and fled the Clock Tower?"



    



    "Exactly!"



    



    Melvin exclaimed.



    



    "'Grand Puppeteer' Touko Aozaki, once known as a 'Magician in Egg.' She allegedly left home after the Fourth Magician temporarily changed heirs. When she came to the Clock Tower, her accomplishments were so outstanding that the Department of Creation's Lord proposed her sealing designation."



    



    "What does someone like that have to do with us?"



    



    Waver asked, puzzled.



    



    "Weren't we talking about the auditing students?"



    



    "Didn't you notice the little girl with the red-haired girl beauty?"



    



    Melvin leaned closer.



    



    "Doesn't she resemble the Grand Puppeteer?"



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Waver looked even more perplexed.



    



    "Are you saying that little girl is the younger sister who inherited the Fifth Magic?"



    



    "That's not what I'm saying, Waver. You're misunderstanding," Melvin corrected.



    



    "What if that little girl is the Grand Puppeteer?"



    



    "What?"



    



    Waver gave his friend a baffled look.



    



    "Wasn't she close to twenty years old?"



    



    "Ah, but we're talking about Magic here, Waver," Melvin said, his tone meaningful.



    



    "Reverting to childhood isn't impossible with Magic."



    



    "Wait."



    



    Waver suddenly connected the dots.



    



    "If that girl is Touko Aozaki, then the red-haired one must be…"



    



    The two fell silent, neither willing to voice the obvious conclusion.



    



    "You've heard about what happened to the Department of Creation, right?"



    



    Melvin broke the silence after a while.



    



    "...Is there anyone in the Clock Tower who hasn't?"



    



    Waver replied.



    



    "If someone didn't know about a Lord's death and the partial destruction of the department, that would be news."



    



    "Exactly," Melvin agreed.



    



    "And the Lord's death occurred right after our class that day, after those two women left."



    



    Waver Velvet, though untalented in magical aptitude, was a brilliant analyst and researcher. His mind quickly pieced together Melvin's implied logic.



    



    The Fifth Magic's succession had concluded. The Aozaki sisters had come for revenge, killing the Lord and destroying a third of the Department of Creation.



    



    Waver suddenly felt a pang of anxiety. Though he often thought of himself as underappreciated, being nearly entangled in the affairs of such significant figures unsettled him deeply.



    



    "By the way, a little insider info for you, Waver," Melvin added nonchalantly.



    



    "The Grand Council is about to convene. Even McDonell Trambelio Elrod is attending."



    



    "Probably to redistribute the spoils, I'd guess," Waver said with a sigh, closing his book.



    



    "Not that it has anything to do with a small fry like me."



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, in a luxurious hotel, Aoko and Touko Aozaki remained sequestered. Deep within the Clock Tower's underground, in the Dragon's Heart chamber, the Grand Council convened.



    



    Although the Heart of Albion had long ceased to beat, the vast amounts of Age of Gods ether it contained rendered the chamber impervious to outside magic. Discussions held here were guaranteed confidentiality.



    



    The first agenda was redistributing the benefits left vacant by Lord Valualeta's death. The second was determining the handling of the new Fourth Magician, Aoko Aozaki, and the sealing designation of her sister, Touko Aozaki.



    



    All departmental Lords were present except the late Valualeta, the reclusive Kischur Zelretch Schweinorg, and Animusphere, who was reportedly engrossed in critical magical experiments. Even the young Lord El-Melloi Archibald, despite his inexperience, maintained his aristocratic composure as he sat in his seat, looking slightly tense.



    



    PS: Aozaki Aoko is often called the Fourth Magician, despite mastering the Fifth Magic, because there is no record of a Fourth Magic user. It was only confirmed by Zelretch that Fourth Magic indeed exists.

  
     



    



     



    



    Although Kayneth was an exceptionally talented magus, even he found the pressure overwhelming in an environment saturated with the Age of God Ether. The fact that he could move freely within the Albion's Heart region at such a young age was a testament to his extraordinary skill.



    



    For modern magus, true ether from the Age of God is akin to poison. The magical energy within the Albion's Heart, while not identical to that of the Age of God, is likely quite similar. Even the slightest deficiency in a magi's abilities would result in immediate poisoning, leading to rapid deterioration of bodily functions and eventual death.



    



    Albion represents not only ancient times but also regions untouched by the influence of the Human Order. In other words, its history follows an alternate path where the Age of God never ended, and the separation between humans and gods never occurred—a "what-if" for pan-human history. This is the greatest legacy of the London Mage's Association and the foundational premise for its existence.



    



    Beyond the corridor formed by the magic circuits of a long-dead dragon lies the meeting room for the Grand Council. A massive circular chamber, illuminated by strange magical light, houses a round table made of indiscernible material—not something brought from the surface. Over the centuries, this table has borne witness to countless meetings of the Clock Tower lords, each decision sealing the tragic fates of many magus.



    



    Now, all the participants had arrived, and the Grand Council was about to commence.



    



    Seated on the left side of the table were the lords representing the democratic faction, led by McDonell Trambelio Elrod, Lord of the Department of Fundamentals. An empty seat beside him once belonged to Lord Valualeta, who is now deceased—a key topic of today's meeting.



    



    On the right side sat the lords of the aristocratic faction: Kayneth El-Melloi Archibald of the Department of Mineralogy, Rufleus Nuada-Re Eulyphis of the Department of Spiritual Evocation, May Riddell Archelot of the Department of Botany, and Lord Gaiuslink (full name unknown) of the Department of Zoology. The Lord of Astromancy, Marisbury Animusphere, was absent due to an important experiment, delegating his voting rights to Lord Barthomelo, Lord of the Department of Policies, also of the aristocratic faction.



    



    The neutral faction lords occupied the front of the round table, though several were absent, including the enigmatic Lord of the Department of Curses, Lord Jigmarie.



    



    Presiding over the Grand Council was Barthomeloi Lorelei, head of the Barthomeloi family. Though she appeared as a mere teenage girl, none of the assembled lords dared underestimate her. She was unequivocally recognized as the pinnacle of contemporary magus.



    



    Without possessing any particularly unique magical type, Lorelei excelled as a traditional magus, mastering all aspects of the magecraft with a universal magical attribute. Her magic circuits, in both quantity and quality, represented the zenith of human potential. Born as a "complete product," she was the ultimate heir of the Barthomeloi family. The family's unique method of nurturing heirs ensured that only perfection left the family—a process that made Lorelei an embodiment of nobility, indifferent to familial bonds or affection.



    



    Yet, she was not a malicious exploiter. In Lorelei's view, the ruling and working classes were essentially the same; she cared only for an individual's abilities and attributes. Thus, when she learned that Aoko, a fledgling Magic user, had slain Lord Valualeta, she was struck with profound curiosity.



    



    Lorelei deeply understood Lord Valualeta's cunning strength. Even for her, eliminating that old fox would have been no easy feat. That Aoko succeeded so decisively earned Lorelei's genuine recognition—this was no mere reckless successor of the Fifth Magic.



    



    The only dissatisfaction Lorelei harbored about the incident was Aoko's decision to leave immediately afterward without consulting her, the Clock Tower's leader, a slight that tarnished the organization's dignity. Otherwise, the outcome was a boon for the Barthomeloi family, and Lorelei could only regard it as favorable.



    



    "As always, the same old faces gather for these meetings," remarked Lord Trambelio, his tone tinged with lament.



    



    "It's hardly ideal for us elders to keep holding these seats, wouldn't you agree, Lord Eulyphis?"



    



    "Hmph," scoffed a hunched, gray-haired elder with yellowing teeth. "What nonsense are you spouting, McDonell?"



    



    "Oh, I was simply suggesting that if Lord Valualeta were still alive, she might have expressed similar sentiments," Lord Trambelio replied nonchalantly.



    



    "She always believed that even magus needs a cycle of renewal, did she not?"



    



    "And now she's dead, leaving her position vacant," Lord Eulyphis sneered darkly.



    



    "In a way, she stayed true to her beliefs—one could say she died fulfilling her ideals."



    



    "That's quite disheartening," Lord Trambelio sighed theatrically.



    



    "Still, as her colleague for many years, I offer her my respect on behalf of the Department of Fundamentals."



    



    "I despise that about you democrats," Eulyphis retorted disdainfully. "Your hypocrisy."



    



    "Enough!"



    



    Lorelei's voice cut through the room, silencing the bickering lords. "Let's not waste time with idle chatter. The Grand Council begins now."



    



    At the leader's command, the lords ceased their squabbling and turned their attention to Lorelei.



    



    "The first agenda item," she announced gravely, "concerns the redistribution of cursed body quotas following the death of Lord Valualeta. Please speak in turn."

  
     



    



     



    



    After lengthy exchanges filled with bureaucratic pretenses and back-and-forth debates, the various Lords of the Clock Tower finally reached a consensus.



    



    Considering the delicate balance among factions, it was decided that the newly vacated 50% share of magical resources would be allocated to the Democratic faction. In other words, this share would go to the family of Lord Trambellio, currently the sole member of the Democratic faction.



    



    The remaining shares were distributed as follows: 30% to the neutral factions and 20% to the aristocratic factions. Although the aristocratic families were displeased, they understood the importance of maintaining the balance of power in the Clock Tower. If the Democratic faction became too weak, the neutral faction might rise to take its place. At the very least, Trambellio had no qualms about joining forces with them.



    



    Moreover, with the death of Lord Valualeta, the position of the Department of Creation's Lord became vacant. During this Grand Council, a temporary caretaker was required, as the Valualeta family, having lost their primary magic crest and retaining only minor branches, was unqualified to continue.



    



    After another intense round of debates, the responsibility of acting Lord for the Department of Creation was temporarily assigned to Lord Trambellio until a Democratic family capable of upholding the title of Lord could emerge within the Clock Tower.



    



    "Next agenda item," Lorelei Barthomeloi addressed the assembly. "Shall we confer the title of 'Blue,' one of the Three Primary Colors, upon the Fourth Magician, Aoko Aozaki?"



    



    Voting began.



    



    Lord Trambellio, representing the disadvantaged Democratic faction, voted against—not out of personal animosity, but simply to safeguard their interests.



    



    Kayneth El-Melloi Archibald, after some hesitation, cast a vote in favor, as did the majority of the aristocratic faction. Lorelei Barthomeloi, as the leader, also voted in favor. She admired Aoko Aozaki and had benefited from Aoko's actions, making her support a natural choice.



    



    After observing the votes of the most influential Lords, the remaining members cast their votes.



    



    "The motion is passed," Lorelei declared after surveying the room. "We officially confer the title of 'Blue' from the Mage's Association's Three Primary Colors upon the Fourth Magician, Aoko Aozaki."



    



    "Now, the final agenda item," Lorelei continued.



    



    "Shall we lift the Sealing Designation on the Grand Puppeteer, Touko Aozaki?"



    



    On this matter, the votes differed significantly from the previous decision.



    



    While the prior vote was overwhelmingly in favor—with only one opposing vote from the Democratic faction—this time, the votes were nearly evenly split, with a slight majority favoring lifting the designation.



    



    This outcome had little to do with Touko Aozaki's reputation within the Clock Tower. Instead, it stemmed from her unparalleled achievements. It was no coincidence that her mentor, Lord Valualeta, had originally applied for her Sealing Designation.



    



    In the Clock Tower, where preserving and passing down mysteries is paramount, the ability of Touko Aozaki to replicate both bodies and souls was invaluable. Every Lord wanted this technology, ensuring the possibility of one day reaching the Root.



    



    In this process, Touko's interests became irrelevant. As long as her brain, eyes, spine, nervous system, and magic circuits were preserved, the "magus" Touko Aozaki could be considered securely archived. Whenever her doll-making expertise was needed in the future, the preserved "Touko Aozaki" in the Sealing Designation could be utilized to replicate her results.



    



    However, considering the potential retaliation from the Fourth Magician, the final vote leaned slightly in favor of lifting the Sealing Designation. After all, the magus may lack humanity, but they are not devoid of fear.



    



    "The motion is passed," Lorelei announced solemnly.



    



    "We agree to lift the Sealing Designation on the Grand Puppeteer, Touko Aozaki. Notify the Sealing Designation Enforcer."



    



    Although the Enforcer could resist the Lords' orders to some extent, they could not defy the results of a Grand Council—not even the Secret Judgment Division, Carillon Observatory could intervene.



    



    "This concludes the Grand Council," Lorelei stated as she rose from her seat.



    



    "Thank you all for attending."



    



    With that, she was the first to leave the meeting room. After a brief exchange of glances, the remaining Lords followed suit, albeit hesitantly.



    



    Some Lords expressed mild dissatisfaction with the limited scope of the agenda following such a turbulent period in the Clock Tower. However, seeing the lack of objections from the leading factions, they refrained from voicing their concerns. After all, matters involving Magicians were best left untouched.



    



    The Clock Tower might appear united, but it was merely a fragile coalition of magus with conflicting interests. Expecting them to avenge a fallen colleague was utterly unrealistic—they were a group driven solely by profit.



    



    ...



    



    After spending several idle days in their hotel, Aoko and Touko decided to venture out due to sheer boredom.



    



    As a seasoned Londoner, Touko naturally took on the role of tour guide, introducing Aoko to various eateries, attractions, and sights.



    



    Aoko soon discovered that while London had many excellent restaurants, their standout dishes were rarely British. Instead, French cuisine, Italian food, and Japanese meals dominated the scene.



    



    Besides the infamous "Stargazy Pie," Touko also introduced Aoko to Scotland's renowned dish, haggis—a concoction of sheep's heart, lungs, and liver, minced and encased in a sheep's stomach, served with gravy and mashed potatoes. Aoko firmly refused, repelled by its unsettling appearance and the idea of eating it.



    



    As they continued their stroll, a owl familiar swooped down, delivering a message cylinder to Aoko.

  
     



    



     



    



    Aoko opened the cylinder in front of Touko and poured out its contents—three documents.



    



    One of them was handwritten by Barthomeloi Lorelei herself, informing Aoko of the voting results for the Grand Council, as well as the granting of the title Blue Magician.



    



    The second document was a magically-bound certificate granting the Blue title, issued in the name of the London Mage's Association.



    



    The third document was from the Sealing Designation Enforcement Division, notifying Touko Aozaki that her sealing designation had been completely revoked.



    



    "These guys aren't too inefficient, after all," Aoko said as she handed the documents to Touko for review.



    



    "Though it doesn't look like there's any material compensation—just a fancy but meaningless title."



    



    "For the Mage's Association, that's already quite generous," Touko remarked sarcastically.



    



    "The only reason they caved this time is because of your status as a Magician and your destructive capabilities. Otherwise, they'd never have lifted my sealing designation."



    



    "Well, at least there's a result," Aoko said, casually stuffing the documents back into the cylinder and tossing them into her imaginary pocket.



    



    "Now, let's get moving to our next stop. I'll be relying on you to guide me around Europe."



    



    "You better make sure I stay protected," Touko said, scrutinizing Aoko.



    



    "Last time, just dealing with you made me offend plenty of people…"



    



    ...



    



    According to longstanding records in the world of Magecraft, the First Magic is called the "First" because it forms (or created) the foundation of mysteries in the observable world. By rejecting the concept of nothingness, it created and substantiated the abstract element of Ether, enabling magi to continue their magecraft after the Age of Gods ended.



    



    In truth, however, the oldest Magic is not the First Magic but the Third Magic, which allows for the materialization of the soul.



    



    For unknown reasons, the Magician of the Third Magic left this world around the turn of the Common Era. As a result, the Third Magic was lost (it is speculated that the Magician may have used the Third Magic to reach the Root).



    



    The Magician's disciples remained in their master's workshop, attempting to follow in their footsteps. But what makes a Magician is precisely their ability to achieve the impossible.



    



    To replicate their master's miracle, the disciples devised an alternative approach: they would create an individual modeled after their master and have this individual reproduce the Third Magic.



    



    The magi of the Einzbern family labored for a thousand years to create the homunculus closest to the Third Magician—Justeaze Lizrich von Einzbern—and nearly achieved parity with their master's capabilities.



    



    However, while Justeaze attained an ageless state, her body was extremely fragile and incapable of leaving the Einzbern Castle—Winter Castle—hidden in a forest in Germany.



    



    This bittersweet outcome left the Einzbern magi dissatisfied. Rather than crediting their efforts, Justeaze's existence seemed more like an accidental creation during their flawed attempts to replicate the Magician's body and soul. Fundamentally, Justeaze's creation had little to do with their skill or effort.



    



    Justeaze's Third Magic was a one-time, single-generation event. Even using the Third Magic to materialize a single human soul required many years, let alone achieving ascension for all humanity.



    



    Unwilling to accept this outcome, the disciples continued their experiments, hoping to recreate the circumstances that led to Justeaze. However, limited by their talents, this goal remained unfulfilled.



    



    Disheartened, the disciples gradually left the Einzbern workshop, abandoning the homunculi they had created in pursuit of the Third Magic.



    



    These homunculi, however, continued their creators' dreams with mechanical determination. Long after the original magi had perished, the homunculi pressed forward, generation after generation, using Justeaze as their template to sustain the Einzbern legacy.



    



    Eventually, 500 years after the magi abandoned Winter Castle, the homunculi devised a new plan: to turn Justeaze into a "Third Magic Wide-Area Operational Device."



    



    The homunculi broke down Justeaze's magic circuits and transformed them into Heaven's Feel, known later as the Greater Grail.



    



    The essence of the Greater Grail is an expanded version of Justeaze's incomplete Third Magic, designed to achieve ascension for all humanity.



    



    However, the homunculi realized they couldn't execute this plan on their own. The complexities of the human world were beyond their capacity, and they lacked the resources to perform the Third Magic ritual.



    



    At this time, an ambitious and still-youthful Zouken Matou, obsessed with eradicating humanity's malignancy, visited Winter Castle. He aligned with the homunculi, and together they initiated the Heaven's Feel Project.



    



    By the late 18th century, Zouken and Justeaze were forced to flee Europe to evade the Holy Church, ultimately settling in Japan—a region beyond the Church's reach at the time.



    



    There, they met the local magus Nagato Tohsaka, a disciple of the Second Magician, Zelretch. Through their discussions, Nagato revealed his desire to use the "hole" opened by the Heaven's Feel to reach the Root.



    



    Their shared interests led to an alliance, marking the birth of Fuyuki's Three Founding Families.



    



    Notably, after the Holy Grail War system was established, Zelretch himself visited Fuyuki—not to interfere but to ensure no other Magicians meddled in the ritual. He participated as a witness to this unprecedented experiment.



    



    However, a simple deduction raises the question: besides Zelretch himself, the only other Magician capable of disrupting the ritual would have been the Fourth Magician. The identity of this "other Magician" becomes evident upon reflection.



    



    Meanwhile, Aoko Aozaki, who now eyes the Greater Grail and Einzbern's legacy, remains unaware of this critical information...

  
     



    



     



    



    The Aozaki sisters, now clad in stylish winter attire, were driving an off-road vehicle along the Rhine River. They had been in Europe for three days, and somehow, news of their arrival had leaked. This resulted in over ten attacks from European magus and mercenaries (some of whom were also magecraft users). Word had spread about Aoko's rampage at the Mage's Association.



    



    But why would these people dare to come after her, knowing she was a Magician?



    



    "How's our navigation?"



    



    Aoko asked her sister, Touko, who was poring over a map in the passenger seat, her hand steady on the steering wheel.



    



    "'In a forested mountainous area near a river in Germany, where it snows year-round,'" Touko replied, quoting the information they'd gathered. She circled a spot on the map with a marker and said, "If this intel is correct, the Einzbern workshop should be somewhere in this forest. We're about ten minutes from where we'll need to park."



    



    Aoko nodded, adjusted their course slightly, and drove toward their destination.



    



    The Einzbern castle lay deeper in the forest. Its inhabitants, homunculi who rarely ventured out, didn't require conventional transport. A single narrow path connected the forest to the outside world. Supplies for the workshop's operations were transported by special autonomous dolls, making the path unsuitable for vehicles.



    



    Reaching a high clearing on the forest's edge, the sisters parked their off-road vehicle and stepped out. Aoko fetched a telescope from the trunk and peered into the forest's depths, while Touko drew rune symbols with cloaking properties onto the vehicle.



    



    "There's a massive bounded field ahead; I can't see inside," Aoko said, pointing toward the forest's center.



    



    "Let's prepare to enter from above."



    



    With that, Aoko used flight arcane magic, carrying Touko with her, and ascended above the hemisphere-shaped barrier surrounding the Einzbern territory.



    



    Once above the bounded field, Aoko adjusted Touko onto her shoulder to free up one hand. After calculating their position relative to the bounded field, Aoko began casting a spell with one hand, creating a portal to bypass the bounded field entirely. She avoided breaking the bounded field because, once everything was settled, this place would belong to the Aozaki family. Damaging their future assets wouldn't be wise.



    



    "Can't you carry me like a normal person?"



    



    Touko complained indignantly, squirming on Aoko's shoulder, her little butt uncomfortably close to Aoko's hand.



    



    Aoko patted Touko's bottom lightly, eliciting a sound she hadn't expected. It seemed thermal tights made a unique noise when smacked.



    



    Touko began trembling, on the verge of an outburst, forcing Aoko to quickly shift to a more conventional princess carry.



    



    "Look," Aoko said, changing the subject, "that should be the Einzbern castle, the Winter Castle. It's quite grand, isn't it?"



    



    "Hmph!"



    



    Touko huffed, still irritated.



    



    "It does look big. These homunculi are surprisingly wealthy!"



    



    "Well, they are from the family of the Third Magic user," Aoko said with mock seriousness.



    



    "Besides, they've had plenty of benefactors transferring funds to them over the years. It'd be odd if they weren't rich."



    



    "…So, are you saying my chance to acquire the Third Magic lies with the Einzbern?"



    



    Touko asked hesitantly.



    



    "To be precise, you're already close to the Third Magic, sister," Aoko replied as they flew.



    



    "The misunderstanding about the Third Magic stems from its previous user."



    



    "What do you mean by that?"



    



    Touko frowned, staring at Aoko.



    



    "When did I have anything to do with the Third Magic?"



    



    "When I first acquired the Fifth Magic Crest, it wasn't complete," Aoko explained.



    



    Touko nodded, remembering her initial plan to defeat Aoko and take the Magic Crest back for herself.



    



    "Even our grandfather, who was a magician, didn't fully grasp the Fifth Magic," Aoko continued.



    



    "If he had, the path to the Root would have been closed."



    



    "Wait, are you saying…"



    



    Touko caught on, her interest piqued.



    



    "But that doesn't make sense. The Third Magic was designed as a means to reach the Root. It should be complete, shouldn't it?"



    



    "The Third Magic user only completed part of the Third Magic and then reached the outside of the world," Aoko said.



    



    "According to my research, the Third Magic likely has three components: soul materialization, soul replication, and soul transfer."



    



    "People in the past have managed soul transfer," Aoko added.



    



    "But they usually relied on internal devices or created vessels to 'compress' the soul. That's hardly true soul transfer."



    



    "And your work with creating perfect replicas," Aoko said, giving Touko a meaningful glance, "is essentially soul replication. You've dismantled, reconstructed, and digitized your sense of self, haven't you?"



    



    "Yes, so what?"



    



    Touko said confidently.



    



    "You don't think that means I'm not me, do you?"



    



    "That's just baseless worry from ordinary people," Touko scoffed, grinning smugly like a mischievous child.



    



    "No, I think it's impressive," Aoko said earnestly.



    



    "Unlike me, inheriting family assets, you've nearly reached the height of Magic on your own. You deserve praise!"



    



    "So, you're saying my method of soul replication is, in a sense, close to soul materialization?"



    



    Touko asked, her tone brimming with pride.



    



    "Exactly," Aoko said.



    



    "If you can infinitely replicate your soul, how different is that from a materialized, eternal soul? It's all the same to me."



    



    "That's why I'll use your technology as a stepping stone to claim the Einzbern legacy…"



    



    Aoko's tone turned ominous.



    



    "That sounds suspiciously like the mindset of a traditional magus, Aoko," Touko said mockingly, wiping away fake tears.



    



    "As your sister, I'm so proud."



    



    "I've never claimed to be a normal person, but I'm no traditional magus either," Aoko replied.



    



    "Also, I have a different perspective on our 'sisterly' relationship…"

  
     



    



     



    



    The Aozaki sisters, after some bickering and playful exchanges, soared into the skies above the gates of the Winter Castle and gracefully landed in front of its entrance.



    



    As soon as Aoko and Touko touched the ground, it was as if some detection mechanism had been triggered. From the pathways on either side of the gate, dozens of white-haired, red-eyed maids armed with cold weapons surged forth, glaring at them with predatory eyes.



    



    "Tell Acht," Aoko said, tossing a letter to the maid at the forefront, "that the Fourth Magician has come to pay a visit."



    



    The maid caught the letter floating mid-air, glanced at Aoko, and silently walked through a side door into the castle. Another maid seamlessly took her place, raising her weapon in vigilance toward Aoko and Touko.



    



    After about twenty minutes, the lead maid returned to the gate, bowing toward Aoko and Touko with perfect precision. This time, she was unarmed. The other maids, seeing the head maid's posture, sheathed their weapons and formed two neat rows, clearing a path for the visitors.



    



    "Please follow me," the head maid said.



    



    "Acht-sama will see you."



    



    Aoko and Touko followed the group of homunculi maids through the gates of the Winter Castle.



    



    Upon entering, they were greeted by an opulent interior so lavishly decorated that Aoko briefly felt as though she had stepped into a royal palace.



    



    Of course, the Einzbern family were no royalty, and this castle was no palace.



    



    In the grand hall of the castle, elaborate crystal chandeliers emitted a cold light, casting heavy shadows from the towering walls onto the luxurious carpets below. The figures in the paintings on the walls seemed to stare at the visitors, creating an unsettling atmosphere.



    



    Over the two-thousand-year history of this castle, they have conducted numerous renovations and reconstructions. However, since Makiri Zolgen and Justeaze had left the Winter Castle, the homunculi had made no stylistic changes to its design, merely maintaining and preserving its original grandeur.



    



    Stepping across the finely polished marble floor, they ascended the central staircase to the second floor. Following the maids through a labyrinthine network of corridors, they eventually arrived at a conference room with enormous floor-to-ceiling windows. At the far end of the long table sat an elderly man, his hair and beard as white as snow, dressed in an ornate robe.



    



    Seated on either side of him were two figures: a young woman who appeared to be in her twenties, a homunculus of the Einzbern lineage, and a middle-aged Japanese man in a black trench coat with an unkempt beard.



    



    Emiya Kiritsugu?



    



    Aoko smirked inwardly but showed no outward sign, calmly taking the seat opposite Acht. Touko sat beside her. (Though, due to her shorter stature, she looked rather adorable sitting there.)



    



    "So, what brings the Fourth Magician to visit our Einzbern family?"



    



    Jubstacheit von Einzbern inquired dryly.



    



    "Why is there an outsider present in this discussion between Magus families?"



    



    Aoko glanced dismissively at Emiya Kiritsugu, her voice cold and detached.



    



    "Kiritsugu..." murmured Irisviel von Einzbern worriedly as she looked at her husband.



    



    "He is merely a bodyguard I've hired," Acht explained.



    



    "Given that we're dealing with a Magician, taking precautions is only prudent."



    



    "Ara~"



    



    Aoko laughed as if she'd just heard a joke.



    



    "Are you serious, Mr. Acht? Even if every homunculus in your castle charged at me together with this mercenary, none of you could even scratch me. What's the point of having him here?"



    



    "...Leave us," Acht ordered after a moment of thought. Kiritsugu glanced at his wife and then at Aoko before rising and leaving the room.



    



    He recognized the reality of the situation: as the heir of a Magus family, he was fully aware of what kind of monstrous beings Magicians were. Although Kiritsugu was a famed magus killer, he was utterly outclassed against a wielder of the Five True Magics.



    



    "I've come here to propose a collaboration," Aoko began after Kiritsugu had exited the room.



    



    "I need all your documentation on the construction of both the Greater and Lesser Grails, as well as the Command Seal system."



    



    "Impossible," Acht immediately rejected her request.



    



    "Those are the foundation of the Einzbern family's existence."



    



    "Don't be so quick to refuse," Aoko said playfully.



    



    "At least hear the terms of our offer."



    



    "No matter the terms, we will never relinquish the secrets of the Holy Grail War ritual," Acht declared firmly.



    



    "I advised you to leave."



    



    "Is that so?"



    



    Aoko remarked, scrutinizing the artificial intelligence disguised as an old man.



    



    "Not even a part of the Third Magic?"



    



    For the first time since the Aozaki sisters entered the room, Acht's expression wavered.



    



    "...Are you serious, Fourth Magician?"



    



    Acht's voice trembled slightly.



    



    "Isn't it said that each Magician can only master one Magic?"



    



    "As the Fourth Magician, I do not need to deceive you," Aoko replied. "And my sister is a Grand-ranked Magus certified by the Clock Tower."



    



    "...Moreover, you misunderstand, Mr. Acht," Aoko added.



    



    "It's not that I've mastered part of the Third Magic, but rather that my sister's research has achieved a portion of it. She can flawlessly replicate a soul."



    



    As someone deeply familiar with the details of the Third Magic, Acht knew that replicating a soul was extraordinarily close to the essence of materializing the soul—the core of the Third Magic.



    



    "How can you prove this?"



    



    Acht asked eagerly.



    



    "If you can prove it and help us achieve our millennia-long wish, everything the Einzbern possess will be at your disposal!"



    



    "Just lend us your alchemy laboratory," Touko interjected.



    



    "I can replicate the soul and body of any one of your homunculi, provided there are sufficient magical materials and equipment."



    



    "No problem!"



    



    Acht exclaimed, rising to his feet.



    



    "I will make the arrangements immediately! Irisviel, come with me to the underground alchemy lab!"



    



    "Please, this way," Acht said, his tone now deferential, as he personally opened the conference room door for Aoko.

  
     



    



     



    



    Standing blankly at the doorway, Kiritsugu Emiya suddenly noticed the conference room door opening. Normally cold and rigid, Acht appeared almost smug at this moment, respectfully escorting a woman—a Magician—and her sister out of the room.



    



    Following closely behind Acht was Kiritsugu's wife, Irisviel von Einzbern.



    



    Noticing a trace of worry on Irisviel's face, Kiritsugu quickly stepped forward to inquire further.



    



    "Iri, what happened?"



    



    Kiritsugu asked, his voice laced with concern.



    



    "Kiritsugu, the Einzbern family..."



    



    Irisviel hesitated, seemingly unsure how to explain.



    



    "...The Einzbern family might soon belong to the Aozaki sisters."



    



    "?!"



    



    Kiritsugu was instantly alarmed. Grasping his wife's hand, he pressed on, "What do you mean? Did those two women force Acht into this?"



    



    "It's not like that," Irisviel shook her head.



    



    "Miss Aozaki Touko, she's—"



    



    "Irisviel! Keep up!"



    



    Acht's stern voice interrupted before she could finish. Irisviel glanced at her husband, then hurried to follow Acht.



    



    Kiritsugu stood frozen, watching his wife walk further and further away, heading toward a place he could never reach. A surge of complex emotions welled up in his heart.



    



    Touko and Aoko Aozaki, along with Acht and Irisviel, arrived at a massive underground alchemical laboratory belonging to the Einzbern family.



    



    This expansive space seemed to be the true heart of the Einzbern legacy. It was here that disciples of the Third Magic User had created Justeaze, and where all the Einzbern homunculi, including Irisviel and Acht, were born.



    



    The Aozaki sisters wandered about, curiously inspecting the alchemical equipment scattered across the workshop.



    



    "Miss Aozaki Touko, is there anything specific you need?"



    



    Acht inquired, rubbing his hands together, his usual aloof demeanor completely absent.



    



    "The facilities here are quite comprehensive," Touko nodded with an air of approval, crossing her arms.



    



    "However, some materials will need to be procured. I'll also need to modify these alchemical devices. Additionally, I'll require Miss Irisviel's cooperation to use her soul as a template for the replication process. Is that acceptable?"



    



    "Just provide me with a list, and we will prepare everything immediately," Acht replied. He then turned to Irisviel.



    



    "Irisviel, from now on, you are to follow Miss Aozaki Touko's orders. Understood?"



    



    "Yes, father," Irisviel obediently replied.



    



    She cast a mix of curiosity and trepidation toward Touko, who was much shorter than her. Such a young girl, yet already a Grand Magus and someone close to mastering the Third Magic?



    



    She looked... rather cute. Perhaps she could become friends with Illya…



    



    Noticing Irisviel's peculiar gaze, Touko immediately shot her a sharp glare.



    



    "Irisviel, was it?"



    



    Touko spoke in a slightly harsh tone.



    



    "Come here and lie down. I need to inspect the Lesser Grail's structure."



    



    Obediently, Irisviel lay on a surgical table in the center of the room, allowing Touko to examine her.



    



    "Hmm... interesting," Touko murmured as she worked.



    



    "A clever design... She's modeled after the body of the Third Magic User, isn't she?"



    



    "Indeed," Acht nodded.



    



    "Strictly speaking, Justeaze was the closest replica of the Third Magic User. Irisviel is the best approximation we could create with our current capabilities."



    



    Sitting off to the side, Aoko found a chair and watched Touko and Acht's exchange with amusement. It was evident that Touko was deeply intrigued by the Einzbern's technology and its connection to the Third Magic.



    



    "I'll need three days to create a replica of Irisviel, including her soul, mind, and body," Touko declared.



    



    "Of course, when I start depends on how quickly you gather the materials."



    



    "Understood!"



    



    Acht affirmed.



    



    "Once you demonstrate your capabilities, we will discuss the specifics of our collaboration for the Holy Grail War."



    



    "...If our millennia-long wish can be fulfilled, the entire Einzbern legacy will be yours, Miss Aozaki Touko."



    



    ...



    



    Three days passed swiftly.



    



    During this time, Aoko and Touko enjoyed the opulent lifestyle of the decadent aristocracy. A host of white-haired, red-eyed homunculus maids tended to their every need, rekindling memories in Aoko of her past life as a transmigrator.



    



    While Touko worked in the alchemical workshop during the day, Aoko roamed the massive castle at her leisure. At night, they shared a room to guard against any underhanded attempts by Kiritsugu.



    



    During one of her explorations, Aoko encountered Illya, who was happily wandering the halls. The adorable girl was curious about the young, beautiful sister, but before she could approach, Kiritsugu dashed in with a wary expression and whisked her away.



    



    Just you wait, Kiritsugu Emiya. Your reckoning will come.



    



    Smiling outwardly, Aoko's expression remained calm, but her mind was already crafting a series of elaborate plans to utterly humiliate this middle-aged edge lord during the Holy Grail War in two years.



    



    Hehehe.



    



    Aside from Illya's charm, Aoko and Touko also indulged in the Einzbern's luxurious baths, receiving massages and scrubs from two homunculus maids who bore a striking resemblance to Sella and Leysritt.



    



    Aoko suspected their identities but couldn't confirm them due to the homunculi's similar appearances and the headscarves obscuring their hair. She had to rely on the size of their assets for identification.



    



    Their massage skills, however, were exceptional. It seemed the magi who designed them had embedded extensive service knowledge into their programming.



    



    Once Touko gains control of the Einzbern, I'll bring two homunculus maids home to enjoy a life of decadent luxury. The pair serving them now seemed like good candidates...Hohohoho (laughing queen.gif).

  
     



    



     



    



    In the blink of an eye, it was already the third day. Today, Aoko didn't wander idly around the Einzbern castle. Instead, she accompanied Touko to the Einzbern alchemy laboratory.



    



    During this time, Touko focused most of her efforts on creating a new body for Irisviel, leaving the ritual for copying the soul to the final day. Irisviel's emotions shifted over time.



    



    From initial curiosity to a strange unease as she watched a body identical to hers slowly take shape. This was followed by embarrassment when the naked body was displayed on the operating table for all to observe. (Acht wasn't present—he was only required for the final step of the soul transfer.)



    



    Touko's techniques for creating Irisviel's duplicate body were entirely distinct from the Einzbern alchemical methods used to create homunculi. It could be said that her methods formed a completely independent system. Confident in the uniqueness of her craft, Touko allowed Irisviel and Aoko to observe her work. Even if they watched closely, she was certain they wouldn't understand or be able to replicate it. There was no risk of her secrets being leaked.



    



    Her confidence was well-founded. While Aoko could learn if she applied herself, she lacked interest in biomechanics and paid little attention to Touko's operations. Irisviel, on the other hand, was steeped in Einzbern alchemical knowledge, which was fundamentally incompatible with Touko's innovative techniques from the Clock Tower. Her logical framework simply couldn't grasp Touko's methods.



    



    To them, Touko's creation of the homunculus duplicate appeared as a series of counterintuitive, almost magical black-box operations. All they could do was clap and cheer, exclaiming, "Amazing!"



    



    Once the duplicate was complete, Touko sent Irisviel to fetch Acht to witness the soul-copying ritual.



    



    Acht arrived at the lab carrying an ornate box, his excitement evident. Upon reaching the alchemy laboratory, he placed the box on the floor and spent over ten minutes unlocking several intricate alchemical seals. When he opened it, its contents were revealed.



    



    Inside was a set of lightweight ceremonial clothes and a crown-like headpiece.



    



    "This is the Dress of Heaven once worn by Justeaze von Einzbern," Acht said reverently.



    



    "At this important moment, Irisviel, put on this outfit for the ritual."



    



    "Yes, father…"



    



    Irisviel obeyed Acht's command and reached for the Dress of Heaven.



    



    "Wait," Touko interjected, frowning as she approached the Dress of Heaven for a closer inspection.



    



    "What is the core material of this ceremonial outfit?"



    



    "As expected of a Grand—someone close to the realm of True Magic," Acht praised her almost sycophantically.



    



    "The main function of this Dress of Heaven is to allow the Lesser Grail wearing it to control the Greater Grail. But it is also a supreme ceremonial outfit, modeled after Justeaze's attire, and its primary material is a divine relic from ancient myths—the Rheingold!"



    



    "Pristine white, untouchable by anyone but the pure or sinless fairies, correct?"



    



    Touko said in disbelief.



    



    "What exactly were you people thinking? Are you trying to get yourselves killed?"



    



    "Wh-what do you mean?"



    



    Acht stammered, flustered by Touko's critique. He had no idea what he had said to offend the Loli Grand.



    



    "Anyone who's read The Nibelungenlied knows the most famous characteristic of the Rheingold. What is it?"



    



    Touko challenged the bewildered Acht.



    



    "The Rheingold, in a sense, is a self-replicating treasure that never depletes," Acht explained confidently.



    



    "The Einzberns have maintained their prosperity for centuries because of this treasure."



    



    "In other words, the Dress of Heaven was created using portions derived from the original Rheingold, correct?"



    



    Touko continued.



    



    "Then my suggestion is that you discard both the Rheingold itself and this Dress of Heaven."



    



    "W-why?"



    



    Acht was taken aback. This treasure was the foundation of the Einzbern family's ability to host and participate in the costly Holy Grail Wars for generations. The idea of discarding it without reason was unthinkable.



    



    "Because the most famous thing about the Rheingold isn't its wealth—it's its curse, Mr. Acht," Touko said mercilessly.



    



    "Every single owner of the Rheingold has met with a tragic end—without exception," Touko continued coldly.



    



    "What makes you think your Einzbern clan can escape its curse and fulfill your ambitions?"



    



    "I believe the reason your Einzbern family has been unable to recreate the Third Magic all this time is likely due to the Rheingold," Aoko added.



    



    "Otherwise, why would magi capable of accidentally creating someone like Justeaze fail to fully replicate the Third Magic? The Counter Force likely got involved. It deliberately allowed the Einzberns to obtain this cursed gold because it doesn't see materializing the souls of all mankind as a favorable outcome."



    



    Aoko's words were not baseless speculation. In a certain parallel world, Irisviel (Caster) described the Dress of Heaven as "a cursed ceremonial gown in the shape of a dress."



    



    Hearing the Aozaki sisters' evaluation of the Rheingold and the Dress of Heaven, Acht's face turned pale.



    



    As an artificial intelligence, he quickly assessed the likelihood of the sisters' statements. It was alarmingly high. Furthermore, his intimate knowledge of Einzbern's family history left him with no room to refute their claims.



    



    Reviewing the family's glorious history, Acht noted a pattern: every time the Einzberns came close to achieving something significant, they inexplicably failed—such as their losses in the first three Holy Grail Wars.



    



    "I… understand," Acht said, making his decision.



    



    "I will arrange for the Rheingold and the Dress of Heaven to be hidden far from Einzbern territory."



    



    "A very wise choice, Mr. Acht," Aoko affirmed with a nod.



    



    "I believe this ritual will be the one to realize your wish. There won't be a Fifth Holy Grail War."



    



    "You're right," Acht slumped into a chair, exhaustion evident on his face.



    



    "Let there be no Fifth…"

  
     



    



     



    



    Due to concerns that the Rheingold might interfere with the ritual for soul duplication, Acht decided to temporarily halt the process. He ordered the homunculi to remove all items in Winter Castle related to the Rheingold, including the artifact itself, and have them sent out of the territory.



    



    Aoko and Touko voiced no objections to this decision. After all, failure would bring them no benefit, and waiting a little longer didn't bother them.



    



    Even with the loss of the Rheingold, Einzbern's thousand-year accumulation of resources wouldn't be depleted so easily. Moreover, Aoko was confident that once she took over the Einzbern family's assets, she could leverage this start-up capital to profit significantly during pivotal moments, such as the collapse of Japan's economic bubble and the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Elevating the Aozaki family to a new social class in the mundane world would be an effortless endeavor.



    



    Since this detour was deemed necessary, Aoko and Touko went to have lunch. Once the maid tasked with discarding the gold returned to the castle, everyone reconvened in the alchemy laboratory.



    



    The operating table in the lab had been moved aside, replaced by an enormous magic circle drawn by Touko. The text within the circle was written in modernized runes, reconstructed by Touko herself. The intricate script filled every corner of the magic circle, spanning tens of thousands of words.



    



    The general shape of the magic array resembled the mathematical symbol for infinity (∞). Within the left closed structure lay Irisviel, while her duplicate body occupied the right. The two bodies were positioned head-to-head, with their heads closest to each other and their feet farthest apart.



    



    The new body, though identical in appearance, was created entirely with Touko's technology, using Einzbern's techniques only as a reference. Internally, it was entirely different from the original.



    



    Standing at the central point of the ∞-shaped circle, Touko extended her fingers and began inscribing a series of runes in midair while chanting incantations to activate the magic array. As the ritual commenced, the entire array emitted a brilliant white light. Irisviel, lying on the left, suddenly felt a tingling sensation throughout her body, as though something was delving deep inside her, scrubbing her soul inside and out.



    



    The sensation was indescribably strange—not painful, but carrying a sense of profound vulnerability, as though all her secrets were being laid bare. Just as Irisviel reached her limit, the ritual ended.



    



    "You can get up now, Irisviel," Touko's slightly exhausted voice called out. With some effort, Irisviel stood up from the floor. As she turned to look at the other side, she saw her duplicate mirroring her actions, staring back at her.



    



    It was like looking into a mirror.



    



    That was Irisviel's first thought.



    



    "Oh, oh, oh!"



    



    Acht's eyes widened as he immediately approached the duplicate Irisviel. Using various alchemical techniques, he inspected the soul of the duplicate to verify the success of Touko's duplication process. The results were flawless.



    



    Acht, whose understanding of Einzbern homunculi souls was unparalleled—even surpassing the still-living Makiri Zolgen—concluded that there was no discernible difference between the two. Even Jubstacheit von Einzbern, the foremost expert on homunculi, would be unable to detect any flaws or traces of duplication in the duplicate Irisviel's soul.



    



    If not for the fact that one body served as the Lesser Grail while the duplicate lacked that functionality, both could be defined as Irisviel von Einzbern. Even their origin concepts were identical.



    



    Was this the terrifying power of the Grand Puppeteer?



    



    Acht felt the vast gulf between genius and mediocrity more acutely than ever.



    



    "Einzbern has now witnessed the extraordinary capabilities of Lady Aozaki Touko," Acht said respectfully to the smug Touko and the seated Aoko.



    



    "Now, we can begin discussing the specifics of our collaboration."



    



    "...However, I still have one small question," Acht added, pausing.



    



    "Why didn't you replicate the Lesser Grail's functionality?"



    



    "Because it's meaningless," Touko replied after taking a sip of the potion Aoko handed her.



    



    "Why would you make the Lesser Grail in the form of a human? Is it to make it easier for a homunculus soul to control the Greater Grail? Without the Heaven's Dress as your controller, what's the point?"



    



    "You must understand, Mr. Acht that any task conducted by humans carries a risk of failure," Aoko added meaningfully.



    



    Acht had no rebuttal for the sisters' reasoning. Even as an artificial intelligence, he couldn't deny their logic. The existence of Irisviel von Einzbern as a humanoid Lesser Grail had already lost its purpose.



    



    ...



    



    Elsewhere.



    



    Kiritsugu Emiya paced back and forth anxiously, a situation that reminded him of waiting for his daughter's birth with Irisviel. Despite his infamous reputation as the Magus Killer, Kiritsugu was powerless against Acht and the wielder of the Fifth Magic.



    



    No matter what methods he employed, there was no way for him to stop Acht or the young magus from experimenting on his wife. After all, both Irisviel and their daughter were creations and possessions of Einzbern. What right did he have to interfere?



    



    Kiritsugu, the man, was lost. What meaning did "the salvation of humanity" hold if he couldn't even protect his wife and daughter? How could he continue to pursue humanity's salvation?



    



    He didn't understand complex magical theories. His knowledge of the Einzbern Holy Grail ritual and its connection to the Third Magic was only superficial. The only thing Kiritsugu understood was that the omnipotent, wish-granting Holy Grail could save him from his painful, empty life.



    



    Throughout his life, Kiritsugu had witnessed too much suffering and too many evils. These experiences had shaped him into the man he was. To him, there was only one way to free the world from this endless whirlpool of suffering: to make a wish upon the Holy Grail.



    



    But the cost of that wish was his wife.

  
     



    



     



    



    While Kiritsugu Emiya paced anxiously, like an ant on a hot pan, the group finally emerged from the alchemy laboratory.



    



    Kiritsugu immediately rushed toward Irisviel, eager to reunite with his wife. Irisviel, too, stepped forward to meet him. But before they could embrace, a certain someone intervened.



    



    The clone Irisviel, created by Touko Aozaki, was suddenly grabbed by Aoko Aozaki, who restrained her effortlessly.



    



    "Don't get the wrong idea, Miss," Aoko said to the clone.



    



    "You are neither Kiritsugu Emiya's wife nor the homunculus of the Einzbern family."



    



    "You belong to us—my sister Touko and me," Aoko added, lifting the clone Irisviel's chin with her finger.



    



    "You are a human being, a perfect creation, entirely fabricated by my sister and imbued with a soul."



    



    "And you're practically brand-new," she quipped with a mischievous smirk.



    



    "No husband, daughter, and only one affiliation—our Aozaki family."



    



    With that, Aoko glanced at Kiritsugu, who stood frozen, holding Irisviel's hand in disbelief. Her gaze carried a hint of playful malice, clearly amused by his reaction.



    



    Kiritsugu's pupils dilated in shock. After confirming that Irisviel was unharmed, he now faced the staggering sight of another Irisviel.



    



    What had these women done to his wife? Why did this other Irisviel look at him with the same expression as his own Irisviel?



    



    Which one was the real Irisviel?



    



    Overwhelmed by doubt, Kiritsugu unconsciously let go of Irisviel's hand and stepped back.



    



    Noticing his hesitation, Irisviel took his hand again, ignoring his reaction, and led him away from the scene.



    



    ...



    



    "Now then," Aoko said, sipping her tea as she addressed Acht, "let's discuss the arrangements for the Fourth Holy Grail War two years from now. I trust your family has prepared sufficiently?"



    



    "Indeed," Acht replied gravely.



    



    "To ensure victory, we've secretly excavated the sheath of King Arthur's sword, the holy relic Avalon, from Cornwall."



    



    "So, you plan to use that mercenary as the Master for this ritual?" Aoko asked, glancing briefly at Kiritsugu, who sat silently to the side.



    



    "Considering his record against magi, Kiritsugu Emiya's résumé is impressive," Acht admitted.



    



    "That's why I chose him."



    



    "That won't suffice. The plan needs adjustment," Aoko said, shaking her head. Kiritsugu couldn't help but feel an ominous premonition at her words.



    



    "Please elaborate," Acht said.



    



    "My sister Touko requires a spot in the war," Aoko declared.



    



    "So, Avalon is ours. I suggest you assign Kiritsugu a different relic—Arthur is unsuitable for someone like him."



    



    Acht nodded, finding her reasoning compelling. Aozaki Touko, a Grand Magus nearing the Third Magic, needed to personally participate to claim the soul-materialization aspect of that Magic after victory.



    



    "I understand. We'll hand over Avalon to Miss Touko," Acht agreed.



    



    "As for Kiritsugu, we'll find another relic for him. He can then assist Miss Touko from the shadows to secure her victory."



    



    Acht did not consider Kiritsugu's opinions, nor did he care about his fervent desire to save humanity.



    



    Sitting silently, Kiritsugu clenched his fists. Beside him, Irisviel looked at her husband with concern.



    



    The path to his ideal had now encountered a colossal obstacle—Grand Magus who had already glimpsed the Root.



    



    Kiritsugu had never felt this unsettled before. While confident in his skills as a magus killer, he knew his limits. Against ordinary magus, he stood a strong chance. But against Magus of their caliber, it was an impossible task.



    



    No… not impossible, he thought, regaining composure. The Aozaki family, renowned in Japan, had a reputation for disregarding mundane threats like weapons and assassins. This was his area of expertise.



    



    The dismissive attitude Aoko had displayed toward him only confirmed that he wasn't on her radar—a critical advantage.



    



    If he could exploit that and hit one of the Aozaki sisters with an Origin Bullet at the right moment, he might force the other to surrender. Difficult, but not without hope.



    



    Kiritsugu resolved to begin gathering intelligence on the Aozaki family immediately. He decided to dispatch Maiya to Misaki Town soon.



    



    In mere moments, Kiritsugu had devised a plan to counter the Aozaki sisters. But he was unaware that Aoko, seated across from him, had already seen through his duplicity and schemes.



    



    "Make sure the information on the Lesser Grail and Greater Grail is ready," Aoko instructed Acht.



    



    "Once we have it, we'll return to Misaki Town."



    



    "By the way, those two maids who gave my sister and me massages the other day were quite good. Let them accompany us," she added with a smirk.



    



    "Of course," Acht replied readily.



    



    "We'll prepare Avalon and the documents by tomorrow. Sella and Leysritt will join you in Japan."



    



    ...



    



    Later, Aoko privately sought out Acht for another conversation, deliberately avoiding Kiritsugu and the two Irisviels.



    



    This discussion focused on the Extra Servant summoned during the Third Holy Grail War: Avenger, Angra Mainyu.



    



    Acht candidly admitted that Einzbern had indeed summoned the entity in a desperate gamble, only for it to fail miserably. The war ended on the fourth day because Angra Mainyu, far from being a Zoroastrian deity, was a fraud with negligible combat abilities.



    



    "I have a bad feeling about this Avenger," Aoko said seriously to Acht, her sharp gaze unyielding.

  
     



    



     



    



    "Based on the information you've provided, it seems the Angra Mainyu summoned by the Einzbern family during the Third Holy Grail War was not the Zoroastrian deity," Aoko remarked, pointing to the top page of a thick stack of documents.



    



    "As he described himself, he was 'just a normal young man persecuted by his village.'"



    



    "Is that a problem?"



    



    Acht questioned, a puzzled expression crossing his face.



    



    "That rogue Servant died on the fourth day anyway, proving our strategy last time was flawed. We'll just avoid the same mistake this time."



    



    "Have you considered," Aoko replied calmly, "that this 'Extra-Class' Anti-Hero may have had his wish granted?"



    



    "Impossible," Acht almost chuckled.



    



    "No one understands the Holy Grail better than we Einzberns. Wishes can't be granted until the ritual is complete."



    



    "I'm only speculating," Aoko admitted, "but I think there's a possibility the Grail processed the wish carried by that Anti-Hero. The previous war didn't end properly, and the Lesser Grail was destroyed prematurely."



    



    At this, Acht fell silent, folding his arms and frowning as he pondered the possibility.



    



    "Based on my understanding of the Lesser and Greater Grails," Touko spoke up, her tone sharp, "the likelihood of this is quite high. That Anti-Hero didn't seem to have any personal desires, but he carried the collective malice and wish of his village—to designate him as 'All the World's Evil.'"



    



    "In that case, the Grail's purpose could have been skewed," Touko continued, her ambition to become the Fifth Magic User evident in her meticulous explanation.



    



    "That Anti-Hero might still reside within the Greater Grail, and the villagers' collective wish—transforming an ordinary young man into true Evil Incarnate—could have been realized by the Grail."



    



    "How ironic," Aoko remarked, a wry smile tugging at her lips.



    



    "It's entirely possible," Acht admitted grimly.



    



    "We haven't inspected the Greater Grail under Fuyuki City in years. That task was always left to the Matou and Tohsaka families."



    



    "Does the Einzbern family have a contingency plan for this?"



    



    Aoko pressed.



    



    "If so, it needs to be enacted before the Grail is fully prepared; otherwise, it will be hard to fix."



    



    "No, we don't," Acht replied dryly.



    



    "The Holy Grail War was supposed to be flawless... We never anticipated something like this."



    



    "Then leave it to us," Aoko said decisively.



    



    "Touko and I will find an opportunity to visit Fuyuki before the next war begins. Make sure to notify the local Einzbern homunculi ahead of time."



    



    "No problem," Acht said with a sigh of relief.



    



    "I'll arrange it immediately. When you arrive in Fuyuki, you can stay at the Einzbern castle."



    



    "Then we'll take our leave," Aoko said, rising to her feet.



    



    "We still have matters to attend to in Europe."



    



    As they were about to depart, Aoko added a parting warning to Acht. "Don't let Irisviel (the original) or Emiya Kiritsugu know about this issue with the Grail."



    



    She smiled mischievously as she left, implying her amusement would be spoiled if Kiritsugu found out too soon.



    



    ...



    



    After leaving the Einzbern Winter Castle, Aoko and Touko, along with the homunculi Irisviel(Copy), Sella, and Leysritt, headed to the edge of the forest to retrieve their rune-concealed off-road vehicle. Fortunately, despite days of disuse, the vehicle was in excellent condition—thanks to Touko's effective rune magic. After brushing off some snow, they set off.



    



    Unlike their arrival, the car was now a bit cramped. Aoko had neglected to prepare child safety seats, so Irisviel held Touko in her lap in the passenger seat, while Sella and Leysritt sat in the back.



    



    Although it wasn't strictly safe, Aoko wasn't overly concerned—none of them were ordinary humans. Touko, however, was visibly annoyed, especially since the car's headlight reflection kept reminding her of her child-like form.



    



    After a few hours of driving, they returned the rented vehicle to the airport and boarded a flight to Finland. This stop was a last-minute decision by Aoko to establish contact with the Edelfelt family, anticipating future dealings with Sakura Matou.



    



    The homunculi's identities had been carefully arranged by the Einzbern family, allowing them to travel legally. (And, of course, the first-class tickets were courtesy of the Einzberns.)



    



    Arriving in Finland that evening, they stayed overnight at a hotel. The next morning, after a quick breakfast, they made their way to the Edelfelt estate. Sella and Leysritt remained stoic as ever, but Aoko believed they just needed time to adjust. Meanwhile, the copy Irisviel, curious about the outside world, bombarded Touko with questions about Finnish culture.



    



    Despite her impatience, Touko indulged Irisviel with explanations, showcasing her extensive knowledge of Nordic traditions, rune systems, and puppetry magecraft.



    



    After several hours, they reached the Edelfelt manor and met the current family head. It wasn't the poised Luvia Edelfelt Aoko remembered but a shy young girl with unmistakable golden drill-like curls that made her instantly recognizable.



    



    The Edelfelt family had received Aoko's visiting card ahead of time, delivered by her assistant, so the middle-aged patriarch was prepared for the arrival of the Fourth Magician. Steady and composed, he welcomed them into the manor.
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    "Adopt one of Tokiomi Tohsaka's daughters?"



    



    The Edelfelt family head looked at the Fourth Magician with a curious expression.



    



    "May I ask why?"



    



    "First, I know the Edelfelt family is distantly related to the Tohsaka family," Aoko began calmly.



    



    "Second, I can tell you this much: both of Tokiomi Tohsaka's daughters possess extraordinary magical talent, but Tohsaka himself is too mediocre to nurture them both properly."



    



    "That does sound enticing," the Edelfelt head mused.



    



    "In this generation, only Luvia has exceptional magical potential, while her sister is relatively untalented. As a result, we've been wasting resources. Adopting a talented daughter from the Tohsaka family would indeed benefit our lineage."



    



    "So, we have an agreement?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    "Well... I have one more question, if I may, Magician," Luvia's father said sincerely.



    



    "Go ahead."



    



    "As someone with no prior connection to the Edelfelts or the Tohsakas, why are you doing this?"



    



    "It's simple," Aoko replied straightforwardly.



    



    "As a Magician, I 'saw' a tragic future for one of Tohsaka's daughters and decided to intervene."



    



    "That's it?" the Edelfelt head asked in surprise.



    



    "That's it," Aoko said with a smile.



    



    "Magicians are like that, aren't they? At least, I am. I act when I feel like it and don't let bothersome considerations hold me back."



    



    This statement left young Luvia, sitting silently nearby, deeply shaken.



    



    Since childhood, Luvia had detested Japanese magi, knowing of the betrayal her family suffered during the Third Holy Grail War. But this Magician standing before her was nothing like the deceitful, dishonorable Japanese she had imagined.



    



    Although young, Luvia had been raised to understand the greatness of Magicians. As a descendant of the Second Magician, Kischur Zelretch Schweinorg, and practitioner of Jewel Magecraft, her family upheld an esteemed magical heritage. It was clear to her that this Magician was in a league far above ordinary Japanese magi.



    



    At this moment, Luvia felt a mix of curiosity, admiration, and respect for this seemingly young Magician.



    



    "I understand," the Edelfelt family head finally said with a sigh.



    



    "I will personally travel to Fuyuki to discuss the matter with the Tohsaka head. Before that, I'll send a letter to confirm this proposal."



    



    "Then, on behalf of Tokiomi Tohsaka's daughters, I thank you for your assistance," Aoko said with a cheerful smile.



    



    "Because of you, an innocent and talented girl will escape a cruel fate."



    



    The discussion with the Edelfelts had gone surprisingly smoothly, much to Aoko's surprise.



    



    Her usual stereotype of magi as selfish, calculating individuals didn't align with the Edelfelt family head, who, though proud, retained a strong sense of morality. It explained how he had raised someone like Luvia.



    



    The entire family was refreshingly straightforward. Aoko thought that, if given the chance, collaborating with the Edelfelts in the future might be worthwhile.



    



    With the Edelfelt matter settled, the next step was to visit a monastery affiliated with the Church in Yugoslavia.



    



    Both Touko and Irisviel questioned the wisdom of this choice. However, knowing Aoko's formidable strength, they didn't try to dissuade her. Touko, however, couldn't help but wonder what kind of magus family in Yugoslavia was worth the attention of a Magician.



    



    Aoko didn't elaborate, leading the group through this unfamiliar land until they arrived at a church.



    



    "The Holy Church?"



    



    Touko asked skeptically.



    



    "Do you even have any connections with them? I thought you hated those guys."



    



    "I do hate the Holy Church," Aoko admitted without hesitation.



    



    "But I don't hate certain individuals within it. My problem is with the organization as a whole."



    



    "And your purpose here is…?"



    



    Touko still didn't grasp her sister's intentions.



    



    "Similar to why we visited the Edelfelts," Aoko answered succinctly.



    



    "I can't stand certain arrangements."



    



    People?



    



    Who?



    



    Touko's confusion only deepened. Still, she relished the thought of her sister causing trouble for the Holy Church, which had hounded her during her escapades in Europe.



    



    The Holy Church's mystical defenses were laughable against the Magician/Magus of Aoko and Touko's caliber. They effortlessly breached the barriers and entered the church.



    



    The Executors inside reacted quickly, drawing Black Keys to confront them. Aoko, unimpressed, cast a sleep spell, sending them all into a dreamless slumber.



    



    Touko watched in fascination, unable to discern how Aoko's magecraft bypassed the Church's spiritual equipment and neutralized everyone so effortlessly.



    



    After exploring the residential quarters, they finally found a small, plain room where a silver-haired, golden-eyed girl was sitting.



    



    "What's your name?"



    



    Aoko asked, crouching to meet the girl's gaze.



    



    "Is your mother here?"



    



    "Are you a kidnapper?"



    



    The girl's blunt question caught Aoko off guard.



    



    "In a way, I am," Aoko replied, nodding slightly.



    



    "But I'm taking you to your father's homeland. Once there, you'll be free."



    



    "...I'm Caren," the girl said quietly.



    



    "Caren Hortensia. My mother is dead, and my father doesn't want me."



    



    Her words made Irisviel feel a pang of sadness, but Aoko saw no trace of sorrow in the girl's expression.



    



    It was hard not to think that she was the daughter of Kirei Kotomine.

  
     



    



     



    



    Caren Hortensia's mother was already dead—a fact Aoko hadn't entirely anticipated.



    



    Based on the information she had deduced, Kotomine Kirei might not have yet confessed his insanity to his wife. On the surface, they should still have appeared to be the model couple of the Holy Church. So how had this happened so suddenly?



    



    Not that Caren's mother being alive or dead was a major issue. The real question was whether Caren's Masochistic Spiritualist Constitution had awakened.



    



    Aoko activated her magic circuits, grasped Caren's arms, and carefully examined the little silver-haired girl's body with magic. This made Caren, who had no understanding of magic, a bit frightened.



    



    "What are you doing, you creepy old lady? Let me go, or I'll scream!"



    



    But screaming wouldn't have done her any good. All the staff in this chapel under the Holy Church had already been neutralized by Aoko. At this point in war-torn Yugoslavia, not even divine intervention could stop her.



    



    After a thorough check, Aoko confirmed that Caren's Masochistic Spiritualist Constitution had not yet awakened. For now, she was just an ordinary, slightly undernourished little girl.



    



    "How old are you this year?"



    



    Aoko asked, staring into Caren's eyes.



    



    "E-Eight," Caren stammered, intimidated by this glowing older sister. Could she be a demon? Or an alien?



    



    Her usual caretakers—the priest and the nuns—were nowhere to be seen. Surely this person had eaten them! Poor Caren whimpered internally as her thoughts spiraled.



    



    While Caren was lost in her imagination, Aoko calculated that the awakening of her Masochistic Spiritualist Constitution would likely occur around age nine. Since Caren was only eight now, the Holy Church hadn't started persecuting her yet. Everything was still manageable.



    



    "Alright, Caren," Aoko said.



    



    "Let's pack your things. We're taking you to your father's country."



    



    Caren didn't feel like talking. She had no fondness for her biological father—she knew he wasn't a good person, just as she was aware she wasn't exactly an innocent child herself. But she wasn't going to say that to this strange older sister.



    



    What if she wasn't a good person either?



    



    Smart little Caren obediently led the strange sister to her small room and gathered what few possessions she had.



    



    Truthfully, Caren didn't own much: a dirty-looking teddy bear, a spare set of nun's clothing, and a photo with her parents. That was it. Even the Bible in her room was Church property, not hers.



    



    Aoko swept the room one last time with magic to erase all traces of their presence.



    



    Caren then quietly joined the children's lineup—in other words, she stood next to Touko and stared at her.



    



    "What are you staring at, brat?"



    



    Touko, unsettled by the silver-haired girl's gaze, warned her to show some respect.



    



    "?"



    



    Caren tilted her head.



    



    "Why call me that? Aren't you shorter than me?"



    



    Touko felt a flicker of understanding about Caren's sharp tongue, but being mocked about her height?



    



    Unforgivable!



    



    "See that person over there?"



    



    Touko pointed at Aoko, who was busy using magic.



    



    "That's my little sister."



    



    "Impossible," Caren replied flatly.



    



    "Don't try to trick me just because I'm young."



    



    Touko's irritation flared.



    



    Being bullied by Aoko was bad enough, but now a random little brat was mocking her too?



    



    Before she could retaliate, a soft, warm sensation enveloped her.



    



    "No fighting!"



    



    Irisviel, with a motherly smile, hugged both Touko and Caren.



    



    "Touko and Caren are both good kids. Fighting is bad!"



    



    For a fleeting moment, Caren's thoughts wandered to her late mother. Her unusual emotional structure wavered slightly.



    



    Meanwhile, Touko's cheeks turned crimson—not entirely from embarrassment but partly out of frustration at being treated like a child again. She couldn't afford to act out, though. If she did, Aoko would surely seize the opportunity to tease her.



    



    Hmph. Just wait until I become a wielder of the Third Magic, Touko thought to herself. Then I'll show all of you!



    



    Aoko, suppressing laughter, mused that if the police knew everyone's real ages here, Touko might get arrested.



    



    After securing Caren, Aoko promptly bought plane tickets for the group, leaving Yugoslavia.



    



    The journey to the airport was surprisingly uneventful; it seemed Aoko had scared off any remaining magus with her earlier rampage. After all, who wouldn't fear a lunatic who not only defeated her enemies but also obliterated their magic crests?



    



    ...



    



    The group finally returned to Misaki Town in Japan.



    



    Kuonji Alice wasn't too thrilled about the sudden influx of people into her home. It wasn't that she minded outsiders living there—it was that Aoko hadn't consulted her first.



    



    Aoko better has a good explanation for this, Alice thought. And she's paying for all their rent!



    



    Meanwhile, Touko flopped onto the sofa in a perfect imitation of a worn-out office worker. Considering her actual age, the sight was oddly adorable.



    



    Aoko gave a quick rundown of the work expected from Sella and Leysritt and instructed them to help teach clone Irisviel proper maid skills.



    



    Alice, despite being a noble young lady, had never enjoyed the luxury of having maids serve her due to family circumstances. She was secretly fascinated by the three beautiful, elegant, and professional maids now residing in the Kuonji household. At least two of them seemed qualified enough to meet her exacting standards.



    



    "Phew~"



    



    Aoko flopped onto the sofa, shaking Touko in the process.



    



    "Home is still the best!"



    



    "To celebrate our successful trip to Europe, let's have a feast tonight!"
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    Aoko's original plan was to place Caren and her mother under the protection of the Aida Church. This arrangement would have allowed both Caren and her mother to adjust more easily after leaving the Holy Church's environment. It would also have spared them from further persecution, simplifying matters for Aoko herself.



    



    However, after learning that Claudia Hortensia had already committed suicide, Aoko decided to keep Caren by her side. The girl's personality was quite twisted—partly innate, but undoubtedly exacerbated by the toxic environment of the Holy Church. Since the clone Irisviel showed potential as a maternal figure, Aoko thought it fitting to have her look after Caren. As for Caren's legal identity, that would require calling in a favor from Aoko's father to sort out her citizenship.



    



    Aoko was not particularly skilled at caring for children unless they were unusually easygoing ones, like Touko, Hisui, or Kohaku. Dealing with a sharp-tongued, mischievous child-like Caren was another matter entirely. Thankfully, Irisviel's natural maternal demeanor proved effective against Caren's defiant tendencies.



    



    Over the next few days, Caren became noticeably more well-behaved under Irisviel's care. Even her sarcastic remarks were tempered by a newfound consideration for others' feelings. Aoko considered this a success.



    



    Meanwhile, Alice was quite pleased with Hisui and Kohaku's progress in learning magecraft. For some reason, she also prepared two black-themed dresses for the twins, making them look like miniature versions of herself. Aoko saw this as a positive development. Alice had always been a bit too introverted, stubborn, and reserved, but the twins' companionship seemed to have brightened her disposition considerably.



    



    With everything settled at the Kuonji residence, Aoko turned her attention to her matters—namely, registering for the University of Tokyo's entrance exams. Technically, as a second-year high school student, she didn't need to take the exam yet. However, her exceptional academic performance at Misaki High School made her a prime candidate for the school's "genius student" publicity campaign. This meant Aoko would take the entrance exam in January, paving the way for an early graduation and subsequent enrollment at the university.



    



    To prepare, Aoko uncharacteristically devoted herself to studying. Instead of attending classes with her usual second-year peers, she joined the senior-year cram class. At first, the cram class students resented the idea of a second-year student joining their ranks.



    



    Who was this underclassman to keep up with their rigorous pace? Their initial plan was to ostracize and ignore her.



    



    But within a day, their strategy backfired spectacularly. They realized it wasn't Aoko being bullied by the class—it was Aoko cold-shouldering them. As a member of the influential Aozaki family, Aoko commanded considerable respect in Misaki City. No teacher at Misaki High would risk offending her, let alone allow petty things like skipped assignments or cold treatment in class.



    



    Petty acts like ignoring her, hiding her books, or placing thumbtacks on her chair?



    



    Aoko dismissed them as trivial. To her, the immature schemes of these teenagers were as transparent as streaking in broad daylight. After publicly calling out and reprimanding a few of the ringleaders, the class quickly fell in line.



    



    The student council vice president, Tobimaru Tsukiji, found the whole situation amusing. Upon hearing about the attempted bullying, he chuckled and called his grandfather—the school director. The offending students were quietly expelled.



    



    Bullying might be a common problem in schools worldwide, but Aoko saw no reason to tolerate it. If she was strong enough, she could bully everyone else instead.



    



    Unsurprisingly, the expelled students bore a grudge. They rallied a group of thugs to ambush Aoko after school. Unfortunately for them, Aoko arrived on a magically enhanced motorcycle, mowing down several attackers before they even realized what was happening. The rest fled in terror, leaving their injured comrades behind.



    



    The incident barely made a ripple in local news, and no one suspected the elegant student council president of being involved.



    



    After dealing with the school drama, Aoko remembered two girls in Mifune City who might still need her—or Touko's—help. After some consideration, she dug out the business card of Kiri Nanaya and made a call to the top assassin in Japan.



    



    "Hello? This is Aoko Aozaki," she said curtly.



    



    "I have a job for you."



    



    ["I didn't expect to hear from you so soon,"] replied a cheerful male voice.



    



    ["Who do you want me to kill?"]



    



    "The current head of the Asagami Group. Do you know them?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    ["The branch family of the Asakami clan?"]



    



    Kiri mused.



    



    ["I thought they were just ordinary people now."]



    



    "The Asagami had adopted a child with rare blood from the Asakami line," Aoko explained.



    



    "He's after something he shouldn't be, which is why I'm asking you to deal with him. I'm busy right now."



    



    ["Understood,"] Kiri agreed without hesitation.



    



    "Also, after you deal with him, check on his adopted daughter, Asagami Fujino," Aoko continued.



    



    "If she's still taking a certain medication, make sure she stops. That stuff is harmful to her."



    



    ["Sounds straightforward enough,"] Kiri said thoughtfully.



    



    ["Since this isn't a supernatural or hybrid case, I won't charge you. Consider it repayment for last time."]



    



    "Good to know you Nanayas care about your reputation," Aoko remarked.



    



    "I hear you've switched professions?"



    



    ["Yes,"] Kiri sighed.



    



    ["Mostly working as private security now. But it's better this way. I don't want Shiki turning out like me."]

  
     



    



     



    



    Aoko had little interest in contemplating Kouzou Asagami's moral standards. Whether his actions stemmed from ignorance or fear, his ultimate decisions led to the tragic fate of Asagami Fujino in the original timeline. Whether or not he was a good husband or stepfather made no difference to Aoko, who had no qualms about spending money to hire someone to rescue Fujino from that hellish future.



    



    Also on her hit list was the small-time gang leader of Mifune City, Keita Minato. By conventional standards, this boy should currently be an ignorant and naive child. However, Aoko's moral boundaries were always flexible. She didn't mind giving Nanaya Kiri an additional job request—after all, she wasn't overly virtuous. That said, considering Kiri had spared the life of someone destined to kill him—Kouma Kishima—it was clear that the King of Assassins was reluctant to harm children. To avoid straining their good relationship, Aoko decided against involving him.



    



    Instead, she dispatched her magical familiar, Stark. Under normal circumstances, Stark couldn't share her spells when far from her. However, Aoko recently discovered that creating small magical items didn't permanently drain her life force. Typically, a magi would experience a permanent loss of vitality and physical aging when crafting magical items. Aoko speculated that her ability to recover this lost vitality after a good night's sleep might be due to two reasons:



    



    Her Fifth Magic had long fixed her physical state, preventing external factors like magic items from altering her body.



    



    Her constitution. Even before becoming a magician, Aoko rarely felt fatigued and had extraordinary stamina. Her lesser source was also significantly stronger than ordinary magus, so the minor life force expenditure might simply go unnoticed.



    



    Nevertheless, Aoko refrained from mass-producing magical items. This experiment was merely to test Stark's long-range capabilities, something her familiar was quite enthusiastic about. Aoko crafted a silver anklet and clasped it onto Stark's left paw. To the casual observer, it would appear as if Stark was a wild animal marked by a zoologist, drawing little attention.



    



    The truth, however, was that the anklet was enchanted with three daily uses of the Acid Arrow spell. Aoko ensured that young Keita Minato would meet a most unpleasant end.



    



    Hehe.



    



    Thinking about it made Aoko chuckle. While she despised the detached moral compass and values typical of Magus, it seemed her principles weren't much better.



    



    ...



    



    About a week later, Aoko received a reply from Nanaya Kiri. Kouzou Asagami was found dead in his office, a steel needle piercing his skull. His death was surprisingly peaceful. Meanwhile, Fujino had stopped taking the pain-numbing medication. Following Kiri's strong suggestion, she visited the local hospital for a thorough check-up, where a spinal inflammation condition was reportedly diagnosed. She is currently undergoing treatment.



    



    The Asagami Group had plunged into internal chaos, but Fujino and her mother remained unharmed. It seemed the family's reception of them was relatively tolerant for now.



    



    Around the same time, Aoko spotted a news article about a bizarre incident in Mifune City. An 11-year-old boy named Keita Minato had died mysteriously. Investigations revealed that his body had been destroyed by a highly corrosive liquid, leaving him in a gruesome state. Looking at the pixelated image of his remains in the newspaper, Aoko couldn't help but burst out laughing. The censorship had somehow made the scene appear comically absurd, and she couldn't stop giggling.



    



    Aoko thought of herself as kind-hearted for stopping Keita's descent into depravity before he became a true scoundrel. Her actions were simply those of a benevolent young lady unwilling to let good kids turn bad.



    



    With this, all the items on her recent to-do list were complete.



    



    In her free time, Aoko half-heartedly attended school while dedicating most of her efforts to researching magecraft and arcane magic. During this period, the only particularly useful spell she discovered was Trigger Magic. This spell marked a turning point in a Wizard's power. A Wizard who meticulously prepared Trigger Magic or Chain Trigger Magic daily became extraordinarily difficult to kill. This was one reason Wizard was so formidable.



    



    Aoko configured her Trigger Magic to cast Gate the moment she was struck, instantly teleporting her away from danger. This was a classic use of Trigger Magic, ideal for self-preservation-oriented Wizard. Aoko implemented it as a failsafe in case she couldn't react quickly enough to activate the Fifth Magic manually.



    



    Though practical, this was the only useful spell Aoko had discovered recently; the rest were strange and impractical. She found little motivation to learn them.



    



    At the end of December 1989, Aoko submitted her application to Tokyo University by mail, completing the first step of the process. Confident in her abilities, Aoko believed that acing the first round of standardized high school exams would easily secure her a spot for the second phase, allowing her to enroll at Tokyo University by April. Life gradually settled into a routine for Aoko.



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, Kohaku and Hisui balanced learning magecraft under Alice with attending a local private school in Misaki, arranged by Aoko and Touko's father. After all, understanding basic knowledge was essential before delving deeper into magical studies.



    



    Caren wasn't exempt from being sent to school either. Officially, she was a distant relative's child from overseas with Japanese ancestry, and she was enrolled in the same school as Kohaku and Hisui. Sella and Leysritt handled their daily commutes.



    



    The two homunculi quickly adapted to their new task, and they even began showing hints of humanlike emotions. Intrigued, Touko spent some time studying how Einzbern's homunculi developed such sentiments.



    



    As Einzbern's original homunculus, Irisviel already possessed emotions, her clones weren't ideal research subjects, leaving Touko focused on Sella and Leysritt.



    



    By January 1990, Aoko's high school in Misaki held its first round of standardized exams. On the day of the test, Aoko casually rode her beloved motorcycle to the exam site, bringing only essential stationery and identification.
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    The equivalent of a high school graduation knowledge test—the first central exam—went very smoothly. Aoko handled the questions, which weren't even slightly beyond the syllabus, with effortless ease, like a college student tackling elementary school homework.



    



    The entire exam series lasted three days, but Aoko left the exam room early each day, leaving the proctors nervously dabbing sweat with their handkerchiefs, worried that the notoriously free-spirited student council president might suddenly cause trouble.



    



    However, Aoko felt little attachment to this high school. Given her psychological maturity, she found the sweet-and-sour antics of high school students uninteresting. Only a few acquaintances from the student council left her feeling a faint sense of nostalgia.



    



    After finishing all her exams, Aoko spent some time in the student council office, chatting with the three officers who were still actively engaged in their duties.



    



    "So, you're finally graduating from Misaki High?"



    



    Tobimaru Tsukiji sighed, fixing his gaze on Aoko, who was sitting at the president's desk.



    



    "Where are you heading next?"



    



    "Aren't you going to ask how I did on the exams?"



    



    Aoko paused in packing up her belongings and curiously questioned the vice president.



    



    "Don't joke," Tsukiji frowned.



    



    "In your two years of high school, when were you not at the top of the class? Asking that is pointless."



    



    "Hahaha!"



    



    Aoko's graceful laughter echoed through the office, even drawing a glance from Soujuurou Shizuki, who was wrestling with a math assignment.



    



    "What can I say? I'm just that much of a genius!"



    



    "Sigh, sometimes you're contradictory, President," Kojika Kumari said with a mix of envy and frustration.



    



    "You're enviable, even admirable, but thinking about it… if I were in your shoes, I'd probably collapse under the pressure in no time."



    



    "Don't say that," Aoko chuckled.



    



    "I don't feel any pressure. My advice? Stop worrying so much about what others think. One of our country's flaws is excessive conformity."



    



    "Don't go around teaching people life philosophies they can't apply," Tsukiji retorted.



    



    "That kind of advice only works for you!"



    



    "I've registered for the entrance exam at Tokyo University," Aoko said, dodging the topic.



    



    "The second test is in March, and classes start in April."



    



    "Huh, thinking about not seeing you around as president when we're in our third year makes me a little sad," Kumari said ambiguously.



    



    "But considering how often you skipped out anyway, it might not make much difference."



    



    "Hey, watch your mouth," Aoko said, a bit annoyed.



    



    "Some thoughts are better left unsaid—they're unpleasant to hear!"



    



    "Wait, you can get annoyed?"



    



    Tsukiji raised an eyebrow in surprise.



    



    "I thought you were always the calm and composed type."



    



    "If you saw the seniors I've beaten up, you'd think otherwise," Aoko quipped, stuffing the last of her items into her bag before standing up. "Alright, I'm done here."



    



    "You're like a gust of wind," Tsukiji said wistfully.



    



    "Coming and going in a flash, gone before we know it."



    



    "I'll recommend you as the next president, Tsukiji. Let Kumari be your vice president—I can tell she's been eyeing that position for a while." Aoko smiled.



    



    "Goodbye."



    



    "I'll become president with or without your recommendation!"



    



    Tsukiji shouted.



    



    "See you around someday."



    



    Without lingering, Aoko left the office with her backpack. She didn't bother with a formal goodbye, simply waving to her former council members as she walked away, disappearing in an instant.



    



    Tsukiji frowned, lowering his head to focus on student council work only after Aoko's vivid red hair had completely vanished from view.



    



    Kumari said nothing, quietly moving closer to Tsukiji's desk.



    



    Of the three, only Soujuurou Shizuki remained unaffected by Aoko's departure—likely because his grades this term weren't great, and he was still battling the top-tier torment of math. For someone like Soujuurou, steeped in pragmatism, youthful exuberance was a luxury he couldn't afford.



    



    ...



    



    After the exams, Aoko spent a peaceful period at home. Aside from studying arcane magic and magecraft, she devoted time to improving her cooking and practicing guitar. She crafted a variety of visually appealing and delicious desserts. Even Caren, the mischievous little imp with a hint of masochism, couldn't resist Aoko's Black Forest cake, timidly begging her to make more.



    



    Aoko didn't mind, but the clone Irisviel had recently been reading a lot of parenting books and had grown stricter with Caren, limiting her to just two of Aoko's desserts per week. Caren was initially disheartened but soon transitioned to a peculiar phase of deriving joy from her frustration, transforming her dissatisfaction into some twisted pleasure.



    



    Aoko could only shake her head, bemused. As someone who considered herself normal, she couldn't understand such masochistic tendencies. She hoped Irisviel could properly educate Caren and decided not to ponder the questionable dynamics of a three-year-old wife figure raising a nine-year-old girl.



    



    Incidentally, Caren was learning the Einzbern family's alchemical magecraft from Irisviel and was progressing well, showcasing considerable talent—likely inherited from her father, whose aptitude for magecraft was above average.



    



    In early February, Aoko made one last visit to Misaki High. She glanced at the exam rankings and, seeing her name at the top, paid it no further attention. She had known when writing her answers that she'd achieve a perfect score.



    



    As the valedictorian and former student council president, Aoko declined the principal's invitation to deliver a graduation speech. She collected her diploma from her homeroom teacher and officially left the school.



    



    As usual, Aoko donned a motorcycle jacket and helmet. Under the longing gaze of her juniors, she rode off on her motorcycle from the school gates, leaving behind only a fading silhouette and an air of mystery.

  
     



    



     



    



    After graduating from high school, Aoko called her dad and returned to her hometown with Touko, who was busy studying the Einzbern Heaven's Feel ritual. They shared a meal with their parents and discussed Aoko's plan to attend university in Tokyo.



    



    Aoko's mother was initially heartbroken that both her daughters had devoted themselves to the study of magecraft. However, Aoko's more grounded worldview, which retained some semblance of normalcy, provided their parents with a measure of comfort.



    



    Touko, on the other hand, was emotionally detached from their parents, showing no real feelings toward them. Aoko believed this emotional void was one of the primary reasons behind Touko's distorted personality.



    



    After a heated argument that Aoko initiated to knock some sense into her sister, she began periodically bringing Touko home to reconnect with their family. Touko resisted at first but couldn't withstand their mother's overwhelming maternal affection, which surged upon seeing Touko's reverted, childlike form. Their mother loved holding Touko, much to her annoyance. Eventually, they established some boundaries to keep things under control.



    



    During dinner, Aoko discussed investment trends with her father, leveraging her knowledge of historical events from her previous life to provide him with valuable insights.



    



    Originally, Aoko's father was an ordinary mid-level manager at a company. While the Aozaki family had been relatively well-off, they were far from wealthy. However, following Aoko's advice in recent years, her father has made significant profits through various investments. His dad generously gave Aoko half of his earnings, ensuring she was financially secure.



    



    Since then, he has resigned from his company and established his investment firm, focusing on projects guided by Aoko's major event timeline predictions. His business thrived, and the family home had been renovated to a level of luxury comparable to the villa that Aoko and Touko had built.



    



    In short, with Aoko's future knowledge and her father's hard work, the Aozaki family flourished in this generation. Even Touko, among other family members, benefited from these developments (though not including the older generation).



    



    Aoko and Touko spent the night at their childhood home. They each stayed in their old rooms, which had remained unchanged. Aoko felt a wave of nostalgia as she looked around. Despite her memories of a past life, she deeply cherished the family she had grown up with.



    



    The harsh nature of magus and magic users had twisted what should have been an ordinary, happy family of four. Without the current Aoko, their parents' fate might not have differed from losing both daughters, given the secrecy and isolation magecraft imposed. The tragic example of Asagami Fujino, cursed with Mystic Eyes, served as a stark reminder.



    



    Aoko felt immense gratitude for the power and resolve to break this so-called "Fate." Through her efforts, she had partially fixed Touko's cold, twisted personality and turned someone who could have been an enemy, like Alice, into a close friend.



    



    This sense of accomplishment brought a warm comfort to Aoko as she lay in her childhood bed, strengthening her resolve to continue on this path.



    



    ...



    



    The next morning, Aoko joined her mother in the kitchen to prepare a lavish breakfast. They exchanged cooking tips, bonding like any ordinary mother and daughter.



    



    When breakfast was ready, Touko was still in bed. To avoid awkwardness between her sister and their mother, Aoko went upstairs, dragged Touko out of bed, and brought her downstairs after a quick wash-up.



    



    Perhaps due to her young physical age, Touko seemed perpetually groggy in the mornings, as though she might fall back asleep at any moment. Aoko forbade her from drinking coffee, leaving Touko struggling to stay awake as she nibbled at breakfast.



    



    After breakfast, Aoko and Touko bid their mother goodbye and returned to the Kuonji residence in their father's car. Upon arriving, Touko headed straight to her room for a nap, waking up just in time for lunch.



    



    "You wake up to eat, eat to sleep, then wake up to eat again. Do you realize what you look like now?"



    



    Aoko teased, ruffling Touko's hair.



    



    "This isn't my fault!"



    



    Touko swatted her hand away in annoyance.



    



    "It's my body's age—always sleep-deprived. It's a natural part of keeping my magic circuits..."



    



    Mid-sentence, Touko paused, suddenly aware of something. She began examining her magic circuits using magecraft.



    



    Moments later, she burst into laughter.



    



    "Ha! Aoko, you didn't expect this, did you? You punished me with that old man's elixir, but it triggered a second development in my magic circuits!"



    



    "Oh?"



    



    Aoko replied with interest.



    



    "Your original circuits didn't regress after your de-aging?"



    



    "Magic circuits are semi-simulated neural organs," Alice calmly remarked as she sipped her tea.



    



    "They grow alongside the body, but if the body de-ages, the circuits don't regress. Instead, they strain the body because the magic circuits' performance no longer matches its physical state."



    



    "Could her excessive sleepiness be due to the burden her magic circuits place on her body?"



    



    Aoko asked, concerned.



    



    "Don't worry about it," Touko declared confidently.



    



    "I originally had only magic 20 circuits. After my check just now, I've developed a 21st one! It's not fully mature yet, but as my body grows, I'm sure my circuits will continue to increase!"



    



    "Yawn~"



    



    Right after excitedly sharing her discovery, Touko yawned. She grabbed a few scones, shuffled back to her room, and presumably went back to sleep.

  
     



    



     



    



    "I found a girl with jewel-level Mystic Eyes recently," Aoko said suddenly, looking at her sister, who was gulping down food at the dining table.



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Touko let out a confused sound after swallowing her food.



    



    "You don't need something like that, do you? Or are you planning to dig out her eyes?"



    



    "Of course not! What are you talking about?"



    



    Aoko replied.



    



    "What I mean is, the girl with the jewel-level Mystic Eyes comes from an ordinary family. Would you like to take her as your apprentice?"



    



    "Hmm…"



    



    Touko frowned, her eating pace slowing.



    



    "But in my current condition, I'm not fit for it... How about letting me activate an adult clone body?"



    



    "No way," Aoko decisively refused.



    



    "That backup body of yours should stay asleep forever. I don't want to waste more time re-educating one of your clones!"



    



    "Then forget it," Touko said with a shrug.



    



    "Let's just hope the girl with the Mystic Eyes survives long enough for my body to grow up properly."



    



    "That's all we can do," Aoko sighed, feeling at her wit's end. She wasn't in the mood to find more young girls to populate the Kuonji residence, especially since Alice's patience was already wearing thin. "We can have Stark check on her occasionally."



    



    "Caw?"



    



    Stark, the raven eating in his designated spot, suddenly found himself assigned a task and looked puzzled.



    



    "By the way, who exactly is this girl? Is it someone we know?"



    



    Touko asked curiously.



    



    "Have you heard of Asakami?"



    



    Aoko asked in return.



    



    "The exorcist family?"



    



    Touko replied.



    



    "Is she one of their descendants?"



    



    "Yes," Aoko nodded. "Her name is Asakami Fujino. Her mother married into a branch family, the Asagami family after the main family declined, so she now goes by Asagami Fujino."



    



    "Oh, you mean the head of that Asagamii Group, the one tied to Asagami Private Girls Academy you attended in middle school?"



    



    Touko suddenly remembered.



    



    "She's a proper rich young lady. Hearing this makes me want to take her as a disciple even more."



    



    "You're always spending money on odd things," Aoko said helplessly. "The money I give you disappears in no time. But if Asagami Fujino became your apprentice, you could gain some financial support from the Asagami Group."



    



    "In that case, I should probably start getting myself into shape," Touko said seriously.



    



    "At the very least, I can't keep lazing around like this, eating and sleeping all the time. Yawn…"



    



    Even as she spoke, a full and sleepy Touko began to drift off again. Her second magic circuits development phase had been draining her energy and nutrients.



    



    "No need to rush," Aoko reassured her.



    



    "Fujino's stepfather recently passed away, and the Asagami family is probably in turmoil. Even if you approach them now, they won't have the bandwidth to consider anything else."



    



    "Fine… let's go with your plan…"



    



    Touko muttered, swaying unsteadily as she left the dining room. Halfway up the stairs, she randomly chose a spot, curled up like a sleepy kitten, and dozed off on the carpet.



    



    Seeing Touko's dazed state, Aoko sighed. She had been worrying about her older sister her whole life, but ever since Touko had regressed to her child-like form, the responsibility had only grown.



    



    Aoko walked over, scooped up the sleeping Touko from the carpet, and carried her to her bedroom. The little girl in her arms was so soft and fragile, a far cry from the ruthless and bloodless magus she once was.



    



    ...



    



    By March, Aoko was in Tokyo, preparing to take the entrance exams for the University of Tokyo.



    



    The weather was still cold. She wore a white cashmere coat over a light white down jacket, paired with a short skirt and warm tights, exuding both style and youthful energy.



    



    The University of Tokyo, located in Bunkyo Ward, spans an impressive 40.27 hectares. For ordinary families in Japan, getting into the University of Tokyo was the best way to achieve social mobility. Especially in the early 1990s, admission meant a secure future among the elite.



    



    However, Aoko came from a privileged background. Her goal was driven by personal research interests and a stubborn desire not to be intellectually ignorant.



    



    She had applied to the Faculty of Science, majoring in mathematics. With a campus map in hand, she strolled through the grounds toward the examination building.



    



    Though the campus trees were still bare, here and there, green buds could be seen stubbornly sprouting in the cold wind. Most of the people around were students—either current ones or exam takers like Aoko—all bearing the weight of their ambitions.



    



    The University of Tokyo's entrance exams included both foundational subjects and specialized questions slightly beyond the high school curriculum, designed to test aptitude without being impossibly hard. However, as Japan's top institution, the exams were undoubtedly among the toughest.



    



    After a series of identity verifications, Aoko found herself seated in a large lecture hall of the science faculty. The room could hold 300–400 people, and candidates were spaced out with a seat or two between them.



    



    About ten minutes before the exam started, Aoko absentmindedly spun her mechanical pencil while observing the room. The test-takers fell into two categories: relaxed individuals like her, who brought only the essentials, and textbook-toting, anxious nerds in frumpy clothes, reciting formulas under their breath.



    



    Noting the contrast, Aoko smiled to herself, planning to share her observations with Touko and Alice later. However, as the teaching assistants began distributing test papers, she shifted her focus. The first exam was about to begin.

  
     



    



     



    



    The entrance exam system at the University of Tokyo is divided into two major categories: humanities and sciences.



    



    Based on Aoko's chosen major, she participated in the first type of science exam. The subjects included mathematics, physics, chemistry, and a comprehensive section covering fundamental topics in mathematical science, physical science, life science, and more.



    



    Today marked the so-called first selection exam. Aoko had mailed her application form to the University of Tokyo as early as last November. After returning to Misaki Town from her trip to Europe, she also sent her selection materials—including transcripts, proof of graduation or pending graduation, and a letter of recommendation from the principal—to the relevant department at the university.



    



    The reason for the tense atmosphere among the examinees was clear: the first selection was a massive screening phase, with a typical pass rate of less than 30%. In other words, more than 70% of the examinees present today would be eliminated. Some would give up on applying to the University of Tokyo altogether, while others would repeat a year and try again next year.



    



    To Aoko, the content of the first selection exam wasn't particularly challenging. She even had the leisure to daydream and relax after finishing some parts of the test. Thanks to her high-level spellcasting intelligence bonus, she could easily break down even the most complex problems and solve them effortlessly.



    



    However, unlike high school exams, Aoko decided against submitting her test early to avoid drawing attention to herself. Tokyo wasn't like Misaki Town, where the Aozaki family held influence.



    



    If a conflict arose due to an unexpected incident, it would be difficult to resolve.



    



    After several hours, the exam was almost over. Stretching lazily and packing up her stationery and ID, Aoko handed her test paper and answer sheet to the proctor before leaving the examination hall with a yawn.



    



    Among the examinees, some were joyful, others distressed, and a few even hid in corners of the campus, wiping away tears.



    



    Aoko didn't feel inclined to comment on these reactions; she was hungry. She decided to grab something to eat on campus, hoping the food wouldn't disappoint her. After some consideration, she chose a ramen stall and ordered a bowl of tonkotsu ramen.



    



    The steaming broth and fragrant aroma instantly whetted her appetite. Satisfied, she picked up her chopsticks and enjoyed her meal alone in a corner of the cafeteria.



    



    The second stage of the University of Tokyo's entrance exam is relatively more complex. Besides reviewing the students' scores and background materials from the Center Exam, it places significant emphasis on their performance in the first selection exam, which Aoko had just taken.



    



    ...



    



    One week after this test, Aoko would face the second selection exam, often referred to as the essay exam. In this stage, examinees must write two short essays within 150 minutes, with topics depending on their chosen fields of study.



    



    ...



    



    Another week after the essay exam, Aoko's third and final challenge would be the interview. Typically conducted by three interviewers—two specialized professors and one administrative officer—the interview delves into the contents of the student's application statement. Aside from their reasons for applying to the University of Tokyo, students might also be asked bizarre questions about current social issues and their perspectives.



    



    The entire process spans over two weeks. If all went well, Aoko would receive her acceptance notice from the University of Tokyo in late March.



    



    After finishing what could be considered either lunch or dinner, Aoko left the campus and headed to her nearby residence. Since the exam process is lengthy, Aoko rented a luxury apartment near the university's main campus for convenience.



    



    However, she occasionally used teleportation magic to visit the Kuonji residence, as Leysritt's cooking skills were lacking, and Sella hadn't yet adapted to everyone's dietary preferences.



    



    This frequent travel had significantly drained Aoko's spell slots, leaving her with no energy to craft additional teleportation scrolls for backup. But with three 5th-level spell slots at her disposal daily, this lifestyle wasn't too taxing.



    



    Aside from her exams, Aoko received a letter from the head of the Edelfelt family.



    



    The letter stated that he was preparing to visit Fuyuki City in Japan personally to discuss the adoption of the second daughter with Tohsaka Tokiomi, the head of the Tohsaka family.



    



    Aoko took this matter seriously and wrote two magically authenticated letters: one as a reply to the Edelfelt family head and the other addressed to Tohsaka Tokiomi.



    



    In her letter to Tohsaka Tokiomi, Aoko introduced herself as a Magician and provided detailed information about Zouken Makiri's current state.



    



    She suggested that if Tohsaka planned to adopt out one of his daughters, he should choose the Edelfelt family rather than the Matou family.



    



    When Tokiomi questioned how she knew about his two exceptionally gifted daughters, Aoko intended to use her Magician status as a cover. In her letter, Aoko wrote (or fabricated) that she "foresaw" the tragic fate of Tohsaka Sakura in the Matou household.



    



    The decision, however, was left to Tohsaka's judgment.



    



    To make her point more impactful, Aoko used magic to embed an illusion of Sakura's suffering into the memory of any Magus who touched the letter. This would likely leave a lasting impression on Tokiomi.



    



    Since achieving this effect required enchanting the paper, and Aoko wasn't about to sacrifice her life force for it, she enlisted the help of Touko. In exchange for three specially made desserts, Touko used her versatile Rune magic to enchant the letter.



    



    ...



    



    With Sakura's matter settled, the day of the second selection exam arrived.



    



    This time, Aoko was well-prepared. Writing academic articles was a breeze for someone with the memory of having earned a master's degree in her past life. She managed her time meticulously during the 150-minute exam, crafting two essays with a clear structure and well-organized arguments.



    



    When she handed in her papers, she noticed the teacher collecting the tests glance briefly at her essays and nod slightly, suggesting she had performed quite well.

  
     



    



    Credits: Korasakof



    



    About three days after completing the essay exam, Aoko received an interview invitation from the Faculty of Science at the University of Tokyo. In other words, she had successfully passed the initial screening, which had a 30% acceptance rate, as well as the essay review stage, which had a pass rate of around 60%. Now, she faced the final hurdle to gaining admission to the University of Tokyo: the interview phase.



    



    Every year, a massive number of students in Japan apply to the University of Tokyo. However, only a select few make it past the initial screening. After two rounds of exams, just 18% of these elite applicants remain. From this group, over half will be eliminated in the interview stage, leaving only the crème de la crème to enter the prestigious university.



    



    Aoko wasn't surprised by her success in the first two rounds. After confirming the interview date, she set the invitation aside.



    



    With four days until the interview, Aoko called Alice to inform her that she wouldn't return home until after it was over. Alice replied with a simple "Hmm" before hanging up, which Aoko interpreted as a sign of irritation. Deciding to make amends, Aoko resolved to buy her a gift over the next few days and present it upon her return.



    



    Of course, she couldn't forget gifts for Touko and the others either, which only made things more troublesome.



    



    In her previous life memories, she wouldn't have had the emotional intelligence to think of such things. But now, Aoko's heightened perception allowed her to sense emotions through subtle tones and reactions—a gift of this lifetime.



    



    Wasting no time, Aoko changed her clothes and headed out to shop for presents for Alice and the others. Taking the subway, she arrived in Ginza, a district known for its wide, clean streets lined with luxury stores.



    



    The stylish men and women bustling about were a stark contrast to the simpler atmosphere of Misaki Town.



    



    Unlike Shibuya, a hub for youth trends, or Shimokitazawa, known for its street culture, Ginza exuded international sophistication. Most shoppers here were affluent members of the upper class. Knowing that Alice and the others weren't particularly interested in subcultures, Aoko decided to pick up some local specialty gifts from Tokyo instead.



    



    After browsing Central Street for a while, she selected an elegant high-end perfume for Alice, fashionable and cute dresses for the younger ones (including Touko), and three necklaces with similar styles but distinct designs for Irisviel's clone, Sella, and Leysritt. Her wallet suffered significantly from the outing.



    



    By the time her shopping spree ended, it was already evening.



    



    The sky had darkened, and Aoko, despite her superhuman endurance, felt mentally fatigued from walking around Ginza for so long. She couldn't fathom how some women could shop all day and remain energetic.



    



    With her hands full of shopping bags, Aoko decided to teleport back to her apartment. She began looking for a secluded spot in the bustling district to cast her spell. However, Ginza's vibrancy made it difficult to find a completely deserted alley. Even the smaller streets were filled with tourists and unique shops.



    



    Perhaps a restroom in a restaurant would suffice?



    



    As she pondered this option, Aoko noticed a narrow, dimly lit alley between two buildings. Calling it an alley was generous—it was more like a gap between structures. Frowning at the sight of garbage bins haphazardly stacked and dim lights casting heavy shadows on the ground, Aoko figured this deserted spot was perfect for avoiding prying eyes. She stepped into the dark passage without hesitation.



    



    Contrary to her initial impression, the alley stretched on further than expected, with twists and forks appearing the deeper she went. Aoko raised an eyebrow at this unexpected complexity.



    



    Initially intending to teleport right away, she found herself intrigued by the alley's mysterious depth and decided to explore further.



    



    The passage was eerily quiet and devoid of the usual troublemakers one might expect in such a place. It felt unnervingly out of place in Ginza's lively setting.



    



    The bustling sounds of Central Street faded completely. All that remained was the echo of Aoko's boots clicking against the ground. Just as her curiosity began to wane and she prepared to teleport back, an ominous atmosphere emerged at the end of a dead-end fork.



    



    The faint scent of blood hung in the air. A flickering yellow light revealed a figure crouched on the ground, making grotesque chewing sounds.



    



    Aoko furrowed her brow and cast Protection from Evil and Mage Armor on herself before cautiously approaching the figure. Her deliberate footsteps caught the figure's attention. It turned its head sharply, fixing blood-red eyes on Aoko.



    



    The man wore a flamboyant, high-end suit and had short, pale golden hair, marking him as unmistakably a Westerner. Blood and bits of flesh clung to the corners of his mouth, and his chest and face were smeared with crimson. It was clear he was no ordinary person.



    



    "Well, I was planning to eat just one tonight, but what luck—such a fine meal delivered to me!" the blond man smirked, eyeing Aoko with a disturbing mix of hunger and lust.



    



    "Gluttony may be a sin, but who lets prey like this escape?"



    



    Aoko's cold gaze shifted to the ground beside him, where the mutilated body of a young woman lay. Her neck and face were mangled beyond recognition, her clothes torn to shreds.



    



    The horrors she endured in her final moments were evident.



    



    "The local Magus families are truly incompetent," Aoko said icily, her crimson hair glowing faintly as her azure eyes burned with quiet fury. "To let a mongrel like you run amok here—it's disgusting."

  
     



    



     



    



    "Huh?"



    



    The blond man seemed to have entered a frenzy, unable to fully grasp what Aoko was saying.



    



    His crimson eyes were filled only with boiling desire.



    



    "What are you babbling about, woman? Stand right there and don't move!"



    



    As he barked out the final command, a mechanism akin to a charm spell activated, centered on his eyes.



    



    If the girl before him—like the victim lying on the ground—were an ordinary human, she would have undoubtedly been rendered immobile by this command.



    



    Unfortunately for him, Aoko's level as either an Archmage or Magician far exceeded this half-supernatural, half-magical ability. Even without casting Protection from Evil, her magic circuits and engraved spells alone allowed her to easily ignore such powers.



    



    "Pathetic mystic eyes, huh?"



    



    Aoko carefully placed the package she was holding to the side, then stood with one hand on her hip, leisurely regarding the blond man. "For a zombie, your strength isn't bad. Where's your superior, the Dead Apostle? Spill the truth, and I might give you a quick death."



    



    "Zombie? I am a vampire! A superior race that transcends humanity! You stupid woman, prepare to become my food!"



    



    The blond man's veins bulged with rage, his face twisting into a feral snarl. His skin grayed, resembling that of a long-dead corpse, while his beast-like fangs glinted menacingly in the dim light.



    



    With a roar, he lunged at Aoko. But rather than charging directly, he leaped and bounced off the alley walls like a wild animal, moving with an agility no human could replicate.



    



    "Strike preemptively."



    



    Aoko's hands moved at blinding speed, creating afterimages as she performed intricate gestures. This was her rapid-casting technique, developed through reinforcement magic—a specialty almost unique to her.



    



    In less than half a second, Aoko had completed the casting of a 1st-circle divination spell.



    



    "Treme!"



    



    Without pause, she locked her gaze on the zombie leaping between the alley walls, chanting a spell and forming three hand seals. A frosty spear of ice, crystal clear and exuding a bone-chilling aura, materialized in her hand.



    



    When the zombie came within five meters, Aoko assumed a textbook javelin-throwing stance and hurled the ice spear with all her might.



    



    The reanimated corpse, still reveling in his supposed superiority, suddenly heard the sound of sharp steel piercing flesh mid-air.



    



    Then came a dizzying spin.



    



    The next second, with a resounding thud, he was pinned to the wall by the icy lance.



    



    3rd-circle Transmutation Spell: Ice Spear.



    



    First live combat test: Excellent.



    



    The zombie trembled violently, his body wracked by the bitter cold emanating from the spear. His feeble mind finally comprehended that the red-haired girl before him was neither an ordinary human nor prey he could hunt.



    



    Yet the piercing, frigid weapon in his chest inflicted such agony and shock that he could no longer think straight, let alone free himself from his dire predicament.



    



    One effect of the Ice Spear spell was to stun its target for 1d4 rounds if it failed a Fortitude save.



    



    Judging by the zombie's state, he was certainly no genius. To extract information, Aoko realized she'd have to do it herself.



    



    After some thought, she cast a divination spell: Detect Thoughts.



    



    The result was predictable—nothing useful. All she saw in his mind were scenes of fear and his various assaults on innocent women.



    



    Despite his ability to speak and hunt, this creature operated purely on base desires, making effective communication impossible.



    



    Disgusted, Aoko abandoned the idea of digging deeper into his mind. Instead, she incinerated the zombie with a Scorching Burial Shroud, reducing him to ashes.



    



    This wasn't Aoko's territory, after all. As long as she didn't encounter them directly, the Dead Apostles, ghouls, and zombies were problems for the local Church and Magus families to handle.



    



    Working for free wasn't her style.



    



    Aoko had once studied the relationship between Dead Apostles, zombies, and ghouls using fragmented knowledge from her previous life memories and the Aosaki family's magical archives.



    



    Certain corpses bitten or devoured by Dead Apostles could be revived under specific conditions. These incomplete, soulless undead were driven solely by the urge to complete themselves—the so-called ghouls.



    



    After consuming enough human corpses or living flesh, ghouls would develop a core, a pseudo-brain or soul fragment, which granted them intelligence. At this stage, they evolved into zombies.



    



    If a zombie wished to become a Dead Apostle like the one who created them, they needed to devour enough humans, drink sufficient blood, and finally defeat their master—claiming their power to ascend as a new Dead Apostle.



    



    Aside from this parasitic path, some rare individuals with exceptional adaptability could transform into complete Dead Apostles shortly after being attacked. These cases were notoriously powerful and bizarre.



    



    The most famous example was an unfortunate high school girl, Satsuki Yumizuka.



    



    If such a person existed in Aoko's world, she would likely be just a ten-year-old girl at this time.



    



    Having dealt with this unnecessary nuisance, Aoko sighed. She glanced at the girl's corpse at the end of the alley. After a moment of hesitation, she decided not to intervene.



    



    Aoko didn't know the girl. Killing the zombie had been coincidence enough. Since she had already avenged her, there was no need to get further involved.



    



    The body would eventually be discovered, and her family would grieve, but none of that was Aoko's responsibility.



    



    She had the power to perform miracles, even resurrection, but saw no reason to waste it here.

  
     



    



    Credits: Surge1301



    



    Aoko hesitated no further, picked up her package, and used a teleportation spell to return to her apartment near the University of Tokyo.



    



    Since she had set the package on the ground earlier, it was now slightly dusty. Aoko used a small cleaning spell to tidy it up. She discarded the unnecessary wrapping, took out the pristine wrapping paper and ribbons she had prepared, and carefully rewrapped each item. She tied the ribbons into elegant bows, giving the gifts a polished look.



    



    Once all the presents were neatly arranged in the storage cabinet, Aoko considered her tasks for the day complete.



    



    As for vampires and undead creatures, they weren't part of her concerns. She had no intention of acting as a vigilante for free, unlike the friendly neighborhood Spider-Man, who spent his nights fighting crime in a tight suit.



    



    The underworld of Tokyo in this world of the Typemoon World had its fair share of issues. Beyond the scheming magus, it was suspicious that in a city with a known Holy Church presence, creatures like undead and vampires could still hunt civilians unchecked. Aoko couldn't believe there wasn't some underlying conflict of interest at play.



    



    After relaxing for a while, she took out her spellbook to study and refine her magic.



    



    In this era, smartphones didn't exist yet, and the internet was still in its infancy. Compared to modern video games, Aoko found researching arcane theories about the woven fragment far more intriguing and engaging.



    



    ...



    



    Thus, time passed, and the day of her entrance interview at the University of Tokyo arrived.



    



    Aoko had inquired beforehand about the necessary etiquette for the interview. Knowing that proper attire was required, she took some time to prepare. She tied her long hair into a high ponytail and opted for a sleek black women's suit paired with a white shirt, striking a balance between a student and a young professional.



    



    The interview took place in a small classroom that could comfortably seat about 20 people.



    



    The process included a range of sections: professional knowledge questions (covering high school material and slightly beyond), a self-introduction and personal information segment, a demonstration of her academic plan, and a Q&A session.



    



    Aoko answered questions like, "Why did you choose the University of Tokyo?" "Did you apply to other schools?" "Why this particular major?" and "How do you feel about your written exam performance?" with ease. Judging by the interviewers' reactions, they seemed quite satisfied with her responses.



    



    The entire interview lasted about an hour and a half. Factoring in the rigorous selection process, Aoko had a rough idea of the number of new students in her major, confirming that the University of Tokyo was committed to elite education.



    



    After finishing the interview, Aoko left the science department building and let out a sigh of relief, undoing her ponytail.



    



    It wasn't that she had felt nervous during the interview, but she disliked overly formal settings. To maintain a serious appearance, she had tied her ponytail tighter than usual, which was mildly uncomfortable.



    



    The good news was that the entrance exam was finally over. She could return to Kuonji Manor in Misaki Town to await her acceptance letter.



    



    ...



    



    Once back at Kuonji Manor via teleportation, Aoko distributed the gifts she had prepared. Even Alice, who rarely showed much emotion, seemed pleased with her gift.



    



    Only Touko appeared a bit sulky. Receiving the same type of dress as Kohaku and HIsui, the twin maids, meant she had to endure their enthusiastic excitement as they shared their joy. This led to Touko being metaphorically seated at the kid's table." Aoko added to her woes by mischievously forcing her to try on the new dress on the spot.



    



    Touko's eyes dulled with resignation as she faced an onslaught of "So cute!" praises, adopting a "just get it over with" attitude.



    



    ...



    



    By March 20th, Aoko found a large envelope in the Kuonji Manor mailbox.



    



    Inside was her acceptance letter from the University of Tokyo, along with informational materials and a photo ID student card bearing her name.



    



    As expected, Aoko had been successfully admitted to the mathematics program in the Faculty of Science. Classes would begin on April 10th.



    



    Though she didn't feel the need for a grand celebration, she prepared an extra-special dinner that night for everyone at Kuonji Manor.



    



    She had recently learned a few European dishes that catered to Asian tastes, such as French red wine-braised beef ribs, French carrot beef stew, and Spanish seafood paella. The feast left everyone happy and satisfied.



    



    Even the usually stoic Sella surprised Aoko by joining her in the kitchen to learn the recipes. Compared to her time at the Einzbern workshop, she seemed more human now.



    



    Meanwhile, Leysritt, another homunculus maid from Einzbern, exhibited a childlike demeanor. When eating her favorite foods, her puffed cheeks made her resemble a hamster, endearing her to the younger residents more than Sella's stricter demeanor.



    



    ...



    



    By late March, Aoko received a letter from the head of the Edelfelt family.



    



    The letter detailed their successful adoption of Tohsaka Tokiomi's eldest daughter, Tohsaka Rin, who had officially changed her surname to Edelfelt and become Luvia's younger sister.



    



    The Edelfelts expressed satisfaction with Rin's talents. Both the Tohsaka and Edelfelt families specialized in jewel magecraft, and Rin's aptitude for it far exceeded her father's. As the eldest daughter of the Tohsaka family, Rin's future seemed free of financial worries.



    



    Aoko was puzzled by this development. Wasn't Tohsaka Sakura supposed to be the one sent away? Why had things reversed?



    



    Still, it wasn't a bad outcome. Aoko was curious about how Sakura would grow up remaining in the Tohsaka family. Would she turn into a little devil like BB?



    



    The letter also mentioned recent conflicts between Tokiomi and another local magus family, the Matous. Tokiomi had personally confronted the Matou family, leading to a tense fallout between the two families.



    



    Aoko wasn't surprised. It seemed her earlier request to Touko to add some extras to the letter she'd sent had been very effective. At the very least, it ensured that the honest man Tokiomi wouldn't be tricked into giving Sakura away to the Matous.
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    On April 10, 1990, Aozaki Aoko arrived at Tokyo University's Komaba Campus, holding her admission letter and student ID.



    



    Unlike universities in Western countries, new students at Tokyo University spend their first two years at the Komaba Campus for general education courses. Only in their third and fourth years do they move to other campuses for specialized studies, depending on their chosen major.



    



    The general education curriculum includes standard public courses as well as specialized classes tailored to either the sciences or humanities.



    



    As a freshman, Aoko had two years to decide her major, but she had already made up her mind. Her elective courses were all aligned with her plan to major in mathematics, saving her the trouble of deliberating over options.



    



    After registering at the new student reception, Aoko used some less-than-legitimate methods (hint: magic) to secure special permission to live off-campus during her first year. This way, she wouldn't have to stay in the dorms with other students, allowing her greater flexibility for her magical research and spell practice.



    



    Tokyo University strongly recommends that first-year students live in dorms, though it's not mandatory—students just need to provide a reasonable justification. However, the dorms aren't located on campus; they're school-managed apartments near the campus. From the second year onward, students are free to live wherever they choose.



    



    If Aoko weren't a magician or arcane researcher, she wouldn't have minded living in the dorms, as the Komaba dorms offered excellent living conditions at a reasonable price. But given her circumstances, she greatly valued the freedom and solitude of living on her own, though she still frequently returned to the Kuonji estate to cook for the others.



    



    The first day of classes didn't involve any formal lessons, just a campus orientation lecture for new students. Aoko attended briefly before growing bored and sneaking out. Rather than listening to easily accessible information from the student handbook, she found the campus scenery far more engaging.



    



    The Komaba Campus was beautifully landscaped, with well-maintained greenery and various old, majestic trees scattered throughout. Aoko strolled to the campus's most iconic building, the Mountain complex, where she snapped a photo of herself. Then she wandered further, taking photos of the campus gardens and landscapes. She looked more like a tourist visiting Tokyo University than a new student, even drawing the attention of staff who asked if she needed assistance. A quick flash of her student ID resolved the misunderstanding, though one diligent security guard did question her absence from the orientation. Aoko had to use her magic to subtly steer the guard away.



    



    Since she'd already visited the Faculty of Science Building No. 1 before, she skipped it this time, instead taking in the rest of the campus's beauty. She mused that the architects who designed these spaces must have been incredibly skilled. If Touko ever struggled to make ends meet as a magus (given her penchant for impulsive shopping), Aoko joked she could turn to architectural design to pay off her debts.



    



    After exploring to her heart's content, Aoko discreetly slipped back into the lecture hall, where the orientation was still ongoing. She noticed that the bright-eyed, energetic expressions her peers had worn earlier had faded into exhaustion and drowsiness. The professor continued to drone on about campus regulations, making Aoko liken him to a history professor from a certain children's novel about a magical school—both were equally soporific.



    



    After enduring another half-hour of this monotony, Aoko finally made it to the end of the lecture. At the professor's dismissal, the new students practically leaped out of their seats, relieved to leave the hall. Most headed straight to the dorms, but Aoko made her way to the parking lot, where she retrieved her motorcycle and rode back to her apartment.



    



    That evening, after dinner, Aoko reviewed her semester schedule and carefully planned her first year of university life. She marked which classes could be skipped using special methods and which ones were essential to attend. The time saved would be dedicated to her magical research.



    



    Although this reduced the time she could spend on magic compared to high school, Aoko believed her well-rounded schedule was far superior to those of mages who only pursued magical studies. Moreover, given her current power level in the Type-Moon world, she wasn't overly concerned about threats to her safety—unless she actively sought trouble. For now, enjoying her university life was her top priority.



    



    Even her memories of university in her past life were distant and detached. Experiencing university in a different world, country, and institution promised a fresh and unique experience worth savoring.



    



    ...



    



    Time flew by, and Aoko completed two semesters at Tokyo University. By late January 1991, she had established herself as a top-performing student. Despite her frequent absences, her academic excellence earned her admiration from both professors and peers, who speculated that her success stemmed from exceptional time management skills.



    



    In addition to her mandatory general education courses, Aoko took challenging mathematics electives like computational number theory and linear algebra. Although achieving high marks was easy for her, she thoroughly enjoyed these classes, finding unique perspectives and insights from each professor. These courses even subtly enhanced her magical abilities.



    



    After finishing her final exams for the semester, Aoko began her winter break. Upon returning to the Kuonji estate, she received a letter from Acht of the Einzbern family.



    



    The letter contained two key pieces of information: first, confirmation that the Greater Grail had indeed been corrupted by Avenger, and second, news that the Fourth Holy Grail War was imminent. Acht invited Aoko and Touko to the Einzbern castle in Fuyuki City for a discussion.

  
     



    



     



    



    It's been almost a year since Aoko Aozaki and her little sister, Touko, caused a ruckus at the Clock Tower.



    



    Since then, Misaki Town has been eerily peaceful. Even Ritsuka Suzuse, a spy for the Mage's Association, quietly left the area without explanation.



    



    Ritsuka once served as Aoko's tutor when she was a child, though their lessons often ended in disaster. Aoko, being no ordinary child, frequently stumped her tutor with tricky questions, leaving Ritsuka speechless and eventually fleeing in frustration. However, the real reason for Ritsuka's departure wasn't her lack of knowledge—it was because Aoko exposed her as a woman disguised as a man.



    



    Sharp-eyed Aoko noticed something off about her tutor's physique and tattled to her father, leading to a trust crisis between the family and their deceptive tutor. After all, who cross-dresses just to tutor kids? In any case, Aoko didn't need a tutor; it was just her father's way of trying to give her a head start over other children.



    



    Before Aoko's outburst at the Clock Tower, Ritsuka still loitered around Misaki Town, mainly to keep an eye on her sister, a nun at the local Aida Church. But when Aoko's ruthless side and combat prowess became widely known in the magus community, many dubious individuals, including Ritsuka, vanished from Misaki Town altogether.



    



    Aoko didn't bother inquiring with Ritsuka's sister, Yuika, about her whereabouts. To Aoko, Ritsuka was a minor character not worth her attention, and their mutual indifference suited both parties.



    



    Ironically, this made Misaki Town—with its distorted leylines—a calm eye in the storm of supernatural chaos. While Dead Apostles, vampires, and rogue magus stirred trouble elsewhere, Misaki Town became a tranquil sanctuary in the magical world.



    



    ...



    



    "Five more centimeters taller!"



    



    Touko beamed as she admired herself in her bedroom mirror, proud of her recent growth spurt.



    



    "At this rate, I'll be back to my original height soon!"



    



    The Grand Puppeteer's optimism wasn't just about height. Her second growth spurt had increased her number of magic circuits to an impressive 22—two more than before! For Touko, this was easily the best news she'd had after years of setbacks.



    



    As she daydreamed about her bright future, her door suddenly slammed open.



    



    "Can't you knock first?!"



    



    Touko snapped, glaring at her sister, Aoko. Internally, she fumed at her sibling's lack of manners.



    



    "Don't sweat the small stuff, Touko," Aoko said casually, sauntering in. She plopped into a chair and tossed a letter onto her sister's desk.



    



    "What do you mean, 'small stuff'? And whose letter is this?"



    



    Touko asked indignantly as she snatched it.



    



    "It's from the Einzberns," Aoko replied.



    



    "You remember the Holy Grail ritual I mentioned? It's about to start. Take a look."



    



    Touko quickly opened the letter and began reading. The matter was too significant to ignore—it involved the Heaven's Feel ritual and her potential acquisition of the Third Magic. For any mageus, the allure was irresistible.



    



    "Hmm… they've confirmed a curse?"



    



    Touko murmured, scanning the contents.



    



    "Before activating the Heaven's Feel, they need to purify the Greater Grail…"



    



    "Well? Any ideas?"



    



    Aoko asked, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.



    



    "Even my magic can't separate Avenger's soul from the Greater Grail—that's the domain of the Third Magic."



    



    "No problem!"



    



    Touko declared confidently.



    



    "I might not have focused on soul transfer technology before, but it's not beyond me. Besides, the Einzbern data has already helped me analyze the Greater and Lesser Grails. As long as we beat the other participants, the Grail's fruit is ours for the taking!"



    



    "Soul transfer is conceptually similar to the soul duplication work I've done," she continued.



    



    "They're like different facets of the same prism—similar construction, different effects."



    



    "How long will it take?"



    



    Aoko pressed.



    



    "According to Acht's intel, the Grail War is about to start."



    



    "I'm ready anytime," Touko assured her.



    



    "But first, I need to locate the Greater Grail in Fuyuki. How should we proceed?"



    



    "The Greater Grail is buried in the cavern beneath Ryuudou Temple on Mount Enzou," Aoko explained.



    



    "It's a critical leyline nexus. I plan to rendezvous with the Einzberns and establish our base at the temple—it'll make future operations easier."



    



    "Won't others know about such a prime location?"



    



    Touko questioned.



    



    "Leyline nodes are always contested."



    



    "Fuyuki's significance has been deliberately obscured," Aoko replied. "Very few in the Mage's Association are aware of the Grail War's specifics. They'll likely send just one or two representatives. Our participation, coordinated with the Einzberns, is confidential."



    



    "What about that magus killer?"



    



    Touko asked.



    



    "I wouldn't trust him as an ally."



    



    "Kiritsugu Emiya is untrustworthy," Aoko agreed.



    



    "But he's a small fry, easily dealt with. It's also why I don't want to use the Einzbern castle in Fuyuki as our base."



    



    "We'll pose as two separate teams during the ritual," Aoko continued. "This way, we can opportunistically eliminate other participants when needed."



    



    "Isn't that cheating?"



    



    Touko teased, though her tone betrayed little disapproval.



    



    "Cheating is a proud tradition of the Grail War. Don't like it? Don't play."

  
     



    



    Credits: Nitorxs



    



    Once the general goal and plan were established, Aoko and Touko decided to head to Fuyuki City as soon as possible. The two sisters explained the situation to Alice, who listened silently for a moment before sharing her thoughts.



    



    "If you're fine with your combat strength, then I won't be coming along," Alice said calmly, sipping her tea.



    



    "?!"



    



    Aoko looked puzzled.



    



    "Why?"



    



    "...Because of the leyline in Misaki Town, you idiot," Alice shot Aoko a reproachful glance.



    



    "The leyline and sacred land here require at least one of us to stay behind and guard it, or someone will come and try to seize it."



    



    "Ah, that's a problem," Aoko admitted, suddenly understanding. "Though I don't often need the leyline, I guess it's pretty important for a magus family…"



    



    "You just rely on being a Magician and don't worry about such things," Touko sighed from the side.



    



    "If a magus family loses its leyline environment for too long, their magic circuits will degrade over time. Eventually, they might even disappear, turning into ordinary people."



    



    "Is that so?"



    



    Aoko shrugged, unconcerned.



    



    "I didn't know about that… Or maybe I just didn't care? I always thought controlling the leyline was just about managing magical resources."



    



    "Listen carefully," Touko raised a finger, her tone turning serious.



    



    "All leylines and sacred grounds are gifts of the world that can only form naturally. For magus, leylines and sacred grounds represent a river connecting the inner and outer sides of the world."



    



    "...After the Age of Gods, most mysteries returned to the 'Inner Sea of Stars,' deep within the planet," she continued.



    



    "But since some mysteries remain on the surface, it means the separation and return were not complete. The great source of magic still leaks from the Inner Sea of Stars, and these leaking paths are called leylines."



    



    "Hmm, so the leyline might be the biggest reason why magus still have magic circuits—this mysterious organ?"



    



    Aoko murmured.



    



    "No wonder Makiri Zolgen's descendants keep getting weaker—the leyline in Fuyuki doesn't match his origin."



    



    "Very likely," Touko nodded.



    



    "I've seen his information in the Einzbern records. He was once friends with the famous alchemist Hoenheim. For someone like Makiri, falling to the point of relying on parasitic worms to extend the lives of his descendants… time wasn't his only enemy."



    



    "That guy's soul and seals have rotted away," Alice added.



    



    "If Tohsaka were still a man, the Matou family would've been wiped out by now. Although the old bug might not have died."



    



    "You have a twisted sense of humor..."



    



    Touko glanced at Aoko with a strange expression.



    



    "Even most typical magus wouldn't tolerate that kind of manipulation."



    



    "Respect your older sister, Touko-chan," Aoko teased, flicking Touko's forehead, causing her to yelp in protest.



    



    "But you can't call me an idiot!"



    



    "One day, I'll get back at you for this!"



    



    Touko rubbed her forehead, stubborn tears welling up in her eyes. "Just you wait!"



    



    ...



    



    Considering how weak the combat capabilities of Irisviel's duplicate were, Aoko and Touko decided to leave her behind at the Kuonji Manor after removing her Lesser Grail function.



    



    Irisviel's duplicate had mixed feelings upon hearing that the Aozaki sisters were heading to Fuyuki City for the Holy Grail War. She knew that although she was essentially identical to the original Irisviel, she was not the original Irisviel herself, nor the mother of Illyasviel. However, she couldn't help but feel a lingering attachment to Kiritsugu Emiya and Illya. This attachment was buried deep within her, surfacing only in occasional moments when she gazed out the window, lost in thought.



    



    This behavior was the result of nearly a year of teachings (and subtle manipulation) from Aoko and Touko. Over time, Irisviel had also come to like the cute little girl Caren, which helped ease some of the longing she felt for Illya.



    



    To ensure their participation in the Holy Grail War didn't leak prematurely, Aoko repeatedly used teleportation magic to take Touko to the Einzbern Castle located on the southwestern outskirts of Fuyuki City. Before entering the castle, they cast invisibility spells to ensure their presence went undetected, no matter how alert their opponents might be.



    



    Upon arriving at the Einzbern Castle, Touko shared her plan to purify the Greater Grail by transferring the Avenger's soul with Acht. After hearing the plan, Acht agreed there was no better solution and offered additional details to aid in handling the Greater Grail.



    



    During this time, neither Kiritsugu Emiya nor anyone else was allowed to overhear. Touko personally sealed off the exchange of information with runic symbols to ensure absolute privacy.



    



    According to the plan, Kiritsugu Emiya would act as the official master of the Einzbern family, while Aoko and Touko would enter the Holy Grail War as independent participants. This arrangement had been decided a year ago.



    



    Acht's reasoning for this was twofold: he didn't want to waste the already-hired magus-killer, and he wanted to avoid putting all their eggs in one basket. Even if Aoko and Touko failed to purify the Greater Grail, sometimes you never know the outcome until you try. After all, the basic function of the Greater Grail hadn't changed—it would still open a portal to the outer world. And the Third Magic, designed for the salvation of humanity, was still the Third Magic, wasn't it?



    



    Once the meeting concluded, Acht handed Avalon, the Holy Relic, to Aoko and Touko.



    



    This top-tier treasure from the Type-Moon world was entirely golden, adorned with intricate blue patterns embedded in its surface. It bore no signs of human craftsmanship as if it had been born of nature itself. Even though Aoko wasn't its true owner, she could still feel the immense power of healing and protection emanating from the relic.



    



    It was a power that surpassed even the Five Great Magics, connected to the eternal land of the Inner Sea of Stars. Yet, even Avalon—would eventually fade away when the great source of the planet was exhausted. Eternal was, in the end, more metaphorical than literal.



    



    In this universe, the only true eternity was the origin of all things—the ultimate dream of magus, the whirlpool at the root of the world, beyond the outer realms.

  
     



    



     



    



    Saying farewell to Acht, Aoko and Touko concealed themselves as they made their way to Ryudou Temple, located midway up Mount Enzou.



    



    At present, the temple was home to only the head priest and his two sons—a trio of father and sons. The head priest's name was unknown, but his elder son was called Ryuudou Reikan, while his younger son, still very small, was named Ryuudou Issei.



    



    On the surface, Ryudou Temple appeared to be a place of historical significance, akin to a cultural heritage site. However, beneath this façade, the temple was built on a leyline node and thus considered a highly valuable spiritual site, especially for magi.



    



    The head priest himself was somewhat of a practitioner, possessing spiritual power akin to that of a monk with magical abilities by industry standards. However, his two sons did not seem to have inherited his aptitude. The elder son displayed marginal ability, while the younger, Ryuudou Issei, had almost no spiritual power, comparable to an ordinary person. Neither Issei nor the priest seemed to mind this fact.



    



    Thus, while the head priest possessed some special abilities, these powers were trivial in the eyes of individuals at Aoko and Touko's level, making him no different from a regular person.



    



    The two entered Ryudou Temple through the main gate as if it were unguarded. They then used suggestion magic and Runes to modify the memories of the family, convincing them to move out of Fuyuki City for a month.



    



    The head priest obediently handed over the keys to all critical facilities within the temple before packing up with his sons and departing for an impromptu vacation.



    



    Once unrelated individuals were cleared, the sisters immediately began their work.



    



    The first task was to transform Ryudou Temple, located on the leyline node of Mount Enzou, into a magical workshop. Aoko's skill in workshop creation was average at best. However, Aozaki Touko, the Grand Magus who revived the Rune system, was a true master in this field. Following Touko's instructions, Aoko inscribed numerous Runes at critical points of the leyline, establishing a large-scale bounded field that covered the entire temple.



    



    Once the setup was complete, Aoko released her familiar, Stark, to scout the surroundings.



    



    "Finally done," Touko said, wiping the sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief. She complained, "Being in a child's body is so inconvenient. A little work like this and I'm exhausted—I can't even tap into my full strength!"



    



    "It's not just because you're a child," Aoko replied, handing Touko a bottle of water.



    



    "The leyline at Ryudou Temple is massive in scale. And with the Greater Grail right beneath us, using a bounded field for concealment consumes an enormous amount of energy. Even if you hadn't reverted to a child, you'd still feel fatigued."



    



    "When do we start summoning Servants?"



    



    Touko asked after taking a sip of water.



    



    "Is there a chance someone might interfere before the ritual begins?"



    



    "Hmm, I think we should first inspect the Greater Grail ourselves in the cavern," Aoko replied.



    



    "Once we've confirmed its state, we can proceed with the summoning. Have you figured out the ritual?"



    



    "I've long since mastered it," Touko waved dismissively.



    



    "But what about Avalon? Will it stay with me, or should it go to the summoned Servant?"



    



    "If the summoned Servant turns out to be King Arthur," Aoko said, "then it must be given to her. We can't fully harness Avalon's true power, but if it's in King Arthur's hands, her power will transform significantly. There's no reason to hesitate about this."



    



    "Is it that legend?"



    



    Touko asked.



    



    "King Arthur, invincible while wielding Avalon?"



    



    "Exactly," Aoko nodded.



    



    "According to Einzbern's data, a Servant's abilities and Noble Phantasms are heavily influenced by their legend and historical recognition. King Arthur and her scabbard are so renowned that Avalon's powers are likely authentic."



    



    Touko nodded, understanding Aoko's reasoning. However, she couldn't help but notice a subtle peculiarity in Aoko's phrasing—why did she refer to King Arthur as "her"? Could King Arthur possibly be a woman?



    



    With the workshop at Ryudou Temple mostly completed, Aoko and Touko followed a map provided by Acht to a hidden path on Mount Enzou. At the end of this path, they found the entrance to the underground cavern.



    



    At first glance, it appeared to be an ordinary cave. However, after walking for a while, traces of magical modifications became evident. Using the unlocking magic described by Acht, they activated a hidden mechanism, revealing a door disguised as a rock wall. Beyond it lay a vast, dome-shaped space.



    



    The two were immediately struck by the extraordinary magical energy within the cavern. The density of mana was so intense it could suffocate an ordinary magus. The young Touko clutched her chest, forcing her magic circuits to adapt to the oppressive environment.



    



    "Relax," Aoko said, placing a hand on Touko's back to share some of the burden with her circuits.



    



    "We'll be working here for a while, so you can take your time adjusting."



    



    "Is that the Greater Grail?"



    



    Touko asked, her gaze fixed on the dark, ominous tower at the cavern's center.



    



    "No wonder Acht doubted whether I could purify it. This thing is completely corrupted."



    



    "Think you can handle it, Grand Magus?"



    



    Aoko teased.



    



    "If not, we can just go home. I have no real need for the Grail, anyway."



    



    "Don't underestimate me!"



    



    Touko snapped.



    



    "It's just a rogue Anti-Hero. I'll pull it out!"



    



    "How long will it take?"



    



    Aoko asked, her tone turning serious at Touko's confident response.



    



    "I'll need to create a vessel to contain Avenger's spirit and transfer its essence into it," Touko mused, stroking her chin.



    



    "Given how long this thing has been fused with the Grail, the ritual will take about ten days."



    



    "What about the Command Seals?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    "They've already appeared," Touko replied, revealing the back of her right hand, where a vivid crimson sigil had formed.



    



    "They appeared the moment we entered the cavern, just as Acht planned."



    



    "Good. Then we'll head back to Ryudou Temple and prepare. We'll begin summoning the Servant tonight," Aoko said with a nod.



    



    "I'll disguise myself as a Master and participate in the battles while you handle the Greater Grail."



    



    "Got it," Touko replied, her determination evident.

  
     



    



     



    



    Touko set up a rudimentary Rune bounded field in the Great Cavern where the Greater Grail was located. Its primary purpose was to prevent the growing malice brewing within the Grail from leaking out. This wasn't because Aoko and Touko were altruists; rather, they didn't want any other Masters—besides Touko—to become aware of the situation with the Greater Grail.



    



    While this method might not fool other members of the Three Families, like the Matou or Tohsaka, Aoko wasn't too concerned. Considering Tokiomi Tohsaka's knack for overlooking critical details, he likely wouldn't realize something was amiss with the Greater Grail, even after withdrawing from the Holy Grail War.



    



    Matou Zouken, however, was a different matter. Since the old worm had been directly involved in designing the Command Seal system and parts of the Greater Grail's magic, he undoubtedly knew about the Einzbern's irregular summoning of Avenger in the last war. Aoko realized she would need to find a way to deal with Zouken and the Matou family to prevent future trouble.



    



    She'd heard that Tokiomi once confronted Zouken, but she doubted Tokiomi could kill the old monster.



    



    Before leaving the Great Cavern, Aoko cast Hatory Terrain, a spell from her specialized school of magic, transforming the appearance of the cavern's entrance. This illusion incorporated auditory and olfactory effects. Even if someone threw a rock at the entrance, they'd perceive it as hitting a solid "wall" and bouncing back.



    



    The base duration of the spell was two hours, but Aoko amplified it to a sixth-level variation, ensuring that for the next six hours, no magus could detect the cavern from the outside. Though the spell's duration wasn't perfect, once Touko summoned her Servant, guarding the cavern would no longer be an issue.



    



    Additionally, Touko deployed numerous spider-shaped dolls at the entrance. These were the same models she had used during her assassination of Cornelius Alba. Aoko watched as Touko opened a compact suitcase containing dozens of neatly folded spider drones, resembling miniature unmanned aerial vehicles.



    



    Given the strength of the Grail War participants compared to Alba, Touko upgraded these dolls with steel pellets to enhance their explosive power.



    



    Aoko eyed Touko with a peculiar expression.



    



    "Are these magical dolls or terror-inducing robots? Are you sure they're not just autonomous landmines?"



    



    "What? This is Grand-class design!"



    



    Touko shot Aoko a glare while activating one of the drones.



    



    "Once someone triggers my spider bombs, you'll see how 'adorable' they are! Heehee!"



    



    "Uh... I was going to say, you're pretty modern, huh?"



    



    Aoko remarked awkwardly.



    



    "Better than those relics of the past, that's for sure."



    



    "Of course! I'm Lord Valualeta's apprentice!"



    



    Touko declared proudly. But then, recalling her role in her mentor's demise, she fell silent.



    



    "That old woman did have her merits," Aoko said, attempting to comfort her.



    



    "To teach a Grand like you—that's quite an honor."



    



    Though Touko said nothing, Aoko noticed the faintest smile tugging at her lips.



    



    Back at Ryuudou Temple, Touko meticulously prepared a summoning circle at the leyline's core using blood, mercury, and liquefied gemstones.



    



    Though summoning compatibility often trumped material quality, Touko's pride as a Grand magus demanded excellence. She had borrowed a significant sum from Aoko to procure high-quality gems, which explained why she could never save money.



    



    While Touko worked on the circle, Aoko borrowed the temple's kitchen to prepare dinner for the two of them, using her magic to sterilize the cookware and tableware she had brought herself. However, upon checking the fridge, she found no meat at all—typical for a temple household. Fortunately, a fresh market was located at the base of Mount Enzou. Aoko had to invisibly dash there and back, which consumed over half an hour.



    



    Returning to the temple, she found Touko still focused on her work, her forehead slick with sweat. Aoko discreetly used a cleaning spell to dry Touko's clothes and wipe her brow before retreating to the kitchen.



    



    By the time dinner was ready, Touko had finished the summoning circle. She stood up, admiring her work with a smug expression.



    



    "Aoko! Bring the relic! It's summoning time!"



    



    Touko called out.



    



    Aoko set the food on the table, removed her apron, and picked up Avalon, which had been resting nearby. Its pristine, board-like surface had served admirably as a cutting board thanks to its unparalleled durability and self-cleaning properties.



    



    Touko frowned as she accepted Avalon, sniffing it.



    



    "Is there a weird smell? You didn't use this for anything strange, right?"



    



    "Just your imagination!"



    



    Aoko replied, feigning indignation.



    



    "Hurry up and summon, or the food will get cold!"



    



    Touko gave her a skeptical look but dropped the matter. She carefully positioned Avalon in the designated spot, adjusted its angle, and stepped into the summoner's position.



    



    "Ready?"



    



    Aoko checked her watch.



    



    "The Hour of the Omen is approaching—it's the perfect time for a summoning ritual."



    



    Touko took a deep breath, nodded, and raised her right hand. Her 22 finely-tuned magic circuits activated at full capacity, channeling her mana into the summoning circle, which lit up with a brilliant blue glow.

  
     



    



     



    



    "Proclamation.'



    



    "Silver and iron, the contract of earth and stone. I am the scion of the Fifth."



    



    "The water is drained, the path is cut off, and the blessings of the stars have perished."



    



    "O final king, respond to the call of the Holy Grail. Answer my will!"



    



    "I am the one who achieves all the good in this world; I am the embodiment of all the evils in this world."



    



    "By binding you with three great words for seven days, manifest before me through the wheel of suppression, Guardian of the Scales!"



    



    As Touko finished her chant, a sudden whirlwind materialized from nowhere. Aoko and Touko stood at its center, their garments rustling violently in the gust. Yet, neither was fazed; instead, they both focused intently on the unfolding scene.



    



    A sharp crackling of magical energy erupted from the summoning circle, followed by the appearance of a figure bathed in radiant golden light at its core.



    



    With a slight wave of her hand, Aokosummoned a breeze that dispersed the dust veiling the figure.



    



    From the summoning circle emerged a female heroic spirit. She wore a suit of pale silver armor etched with mysterious faerie script, a lion-shaped helmet adorned with golden fur, and a magnificent blood-red cape. At her waist hung a massive two-handed sword.



    



    The heroic spirit's height was similar to Aoko's—over 170 centimeters.



    



    "Servant Saber, Artoria Pendragon, has responded to the call!" the female heroic spirit announced in a clear voice.



    



    "I ask you, are you my Master?"



    



    Touko did not reply but instead glared at the heroic spirit she had summoned, puffing her cheeks in frustration. The servant's gaze wasn't fixed on Touko but on Aoko, who stood behind her.



    



    "Ah, well," Aoko scratched her cheek awkwardly, "sorry, but I'm not the one who summoned you. My little sister is."



    



    As she spoke, Aoko patted the smaller Touko on the shoulder, signaling to Saber that this was her Master.



    



    "Has the world fallen so far that children must participate in brutal wars?"



    



    Saber asked solemnly. Even through her helmet, her gaze carried an imposing pressure.



    



    "You misunderstand," Aoko hurriedly clarified before Touko's mounting indignation could erupt.



    



    "Due to certain circumstances, Touko has temporarily regressed in age. She's a top-tier Grand Magus!"



    



    "I see," Saber said seriously.



    



    "I apologize for my offense, Master."



    



    Saber's voice was deeper and more mature than Aoko expected, with a slight huskiness that made one curious about her appearance beneath the helmet.



    



    "So, where is our enemy?"



    



    Artoria inquired.



    



    "When do we strike?"



    



    "The Holy Grail War hasn't officially started yet," Touko replied in a somewhat stiff tone.



    



    "For now, we need to hold this territory—our workshop."



    



    "Understood."



    



    Saber nodded solemnly, taking her place beside Touko, ready to follow her orders.



    



    Aoko noticed Touko growing visibly unhappier. The positioning—Saber and Aoko flanking Touko—cast shadows over her due to their towering presence.



    



    "Alright, alright," Aoko said, ruffling Touko's hair.



    



    "Let's not stand here like fools. Dinner's ready, so let's eat!"



    



    "Hunger is the greatest enemy! A full belly ensures victory!"



    



    Artoria declared earnestly.



    



    "I'll be in your care, elder sister of my Master."



    



    Hearing Saber's words, Touko's expression darkened further.



    



    ...



    



    The meal was delicious, just like Aoko's previous cooking, but Touko was dumbstruck as she watched her Servant.



    



    "Please serve me another bowl," Saber Artoria said with a stern expression, holding out her empty bowl, a grain of rice still stuck to her lips.



    



    By now, Saber had removed her armor and helmet, donning a deep blue knightly dress that revealed her true form.



    



    She had golden hair carefully tied into a bun, adorned with a golden crown resembling a constellation of stars.



    



    Artoria's face was breathtakingly beautiful. She had emerald-green eyes, fair skin, and an oval face paired with a mature, voluptuous figure. Her physique was lean and well-toned without being overly muscular, embodying the epitome of a healthy warrior's grace.



    



    Aoko raised her eyebrows and snapped her fingers. A Ploy servant swiftly took Saber's bowl and refilled it.



    



    "A remarkable magic," Saber commented.



    



    "Far more practical than Merlin's spells."



    



    "I won't ask why you think her magic surpasses Merlin's," Touko sighed.



    



    "Are you really King Arthur?"



    



    "Knights never lie," Artoria replied righteously.



    



    "Merlin bites his tongue when he chants spells. If you doubt my identity due to my gender, I understand."



    



    "Why so?"



    



    Touko's interest in the hidden history of Britain was piqued.



    



    "I was born a woman, but Merlin disguised me as a man through illusion to secure my ascension," Saber explained.



    



    "Wait," Aoko interrupted, "if you drew the Sword in the Stone as a youth, your appearance should be frozen at fifteen. Why do you look like this now?"



    



    "I used Rhongomyniad during the Battle of Camlann and emerged victorious," Artoria replied calmly.



    



    "Afterward, I spent seven years crushing all rebellion, uniting Britain once more. This is how I appeared at the end of that campaign."



    



    "But that contradicts legend!"



    



    Touko exclaimed.



    



    "Didn't King Arthur die at Camlann, slain by Mordred?"



    



    "Perhaps this is a parallel history," Aoko speculated.



    



    "The Throne of Heroes transcends time, so summoning different facets of the same figure isn't unusual."



    



    "The fall of ancient Britain marked the end of the Age of Gods!"



    



    Touko said seriously.



    



    "If King Arthur succeeded, what happened to her kingdom?"



    



    "There wasn't enough food," Artoria said evenly.



    



    "My people all starved to death. In the end, I prayed to the gods to feed them, which is why I answered this summons."
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    "Although I don't want to discourage your enthusiasm, I also don't want to deceive you, Saber," Touko said seriously.



    



    "There's something I need to tell you about the Holy Grail."



    



    "..."



    



    Artoria pondered for a moment before nodding.



    



    "Please, speak, Master."



    



    Touko explained in detail the Third Magic, the Einzbern family's wish, her objectives, and the operational mechanism of the Greater Holy Grail.



    



    Saber appeared calm as she absorbed everything, though the light in her eyes dimmed slightly. However, she quickly regained her composure and spirit.



    



    "Master, I don't fully understand magic or such concepts," Artoria admitted, "but to use the Holy Grail to achieve a wish, wouldn't we need to understand how to realize it?"



    



    "Exactly," Touko affirmed.



    



    "The magical energy accumulated in the Greater Holy Grail is purely raw power. Achieving soul materialization through it won't alter the past."



    



    "...I see," Artoria said with determination.



    



    "I'll keep thinking and working to find a way to use this power to ensure my people are fed."



    



    "Even though it's nearly impossible?"



    



    Aoko questioned.



    



    "You must realize that neither the Third Magic nor the Holy Grail can change history or save your people."



    



    "You misunderstand, Master's sister," Artoria said, shaking her head. "My wish is not to save Britain but to ensure the people of Britain have enough to eat, even if the kingdom ultimately perishes."



    



    "I understand," Touko sighed.



    



    "Let's hope we can collaborate effectively."



    



    With that, Artoria smiled and took her Master's hand, her emerald green eyes meeting Touko's, making the latter blush slightly.



    



    "Oh, here's this for you," Aoko said, handing over Avalon, which she had retrieved from nearby.



    



    "It's yours to reclaim."



    



    "This is..."



    



    Artoria reverently caressed the golden scabbard.



    



    "I never thought I'd see Avalon again."



    



    "Dug it up in Cornwall," Aoko said.



    



    "Probably hidden by your sister, don't you think?"



    



    "My elder sister..."



    



    Artoria sighed before continuing.



    



    "Avalon could also be worn by my Master, allowing her to heal rapidly if injured."



    



    "I don't need it," Touko decisively declined Artoria's suggestion.



    



    "A Noble Phantasm is most effective in its original owner's hands. Besides, I'm not the one fighting openly—it's her."



    



    She gestured toward Aoko, who was watching with amusement.



    



    "I see," Artoria mused.



    



    "It's a sound strategy. Have the older, more mature sister engage in combat while the younger sibling handles support work from behind the scenes. I envy the bond you two share as sisters."



    



    Ah, this.



    



    At that, both Touko and Aoko felt a bit awkward. While they had their differences over who was the "elder," the comparison of their relationship to Artoria and Morgan's was... uncanny.



    



    The moment seemed to mirror another in history.



    



    With no further comments, the Aozaki sisters simply focused on finishing their meal.



    



    To foster mutual understanding, the Aozaki sisters chatted with Artoria, whose personality diverged somewhat from Aoko's memory of the legendary King.



    



    "...and so, this loli Touko, wasn't satisfied and brought a dog back, wanting to fight me for the family inheritance," Aoko recounted in a lively tone.



    



    "Of course, I thrashed her, and now she's stuck like this."



    



    "Tch!"



    



    Touko glared at her but said nothing.



    



    "You two do have a wonderful relationship," Artoria remarked with a smile.



    



    "Fighting between siblings sometimes helps foster mutual understanding. Just like my brother Kay and me."



    



    "Huh? You've fought with Sir Kay?"



    



    Aoko asked, surprised.



    



    "I always thought you were the serious and dignified type."



    



    "Well, calling it a fight wouldn't be accurate. It was more that I sparred with him when he slacked off in his duties," Artoria said, her expression turning nostalgic.



    



    At this point, even Touko's face shifted. Poor Sir Kay seemed to have had it rough.



    



    Before they realized it, Aoko's Ploy servants had started preparing the third pot of rice.



    



    Though engaged in conversation, Artoria hadn't slowed her eating pace one bit. For the sake of food, she'd even temporarily set Avalon aside. Truly a King of Food, as expected.



    



    Even though Aoko had mentally prepared for Artoria's legendary appetite, witnessing someone calmly consume three rice cookers' worth of food left her astounded.



    



    If not for their considerable resources, feeding Artoria alone might have bankrupted the sisters.



    



    ...



    



    Unexpectedly, the Matou family residence had been destroyed.



    



    Stark crouched beneath the eaves of a nearby building, stealthily observing the ruins of what was once the Matou mansion. As a magician's familiar, it possessed not only remarkable intelligence but also observational skills surpassing those of ordinary humans.



    



    A magus's familiar is undoubtedly loyal, so Aoko trusted that Stark would never disclose any secrets without her explicit permission.



    



    She had entrusted Stark with several crucial pieces of information to facilitate its tasks.



    



    In some ways, Stark was more reliable than Touko herself.



    



    Given its thorough understanding of Zolgen Makiri's character and danger, Stark carefully examined the state of the mansion.



    



    From local conversations, it seemed the "current head" of the Matou family, Matou Byakuya, and his son, Matou Shinji, had perished in the blaze, while the elder Matou Zouken had been "burned to ash."



    



    The deaths of Byakuya and Shinji seemed plausible to Stark, though it deemed them unimportant. The key issue was Zouken's whereabouts.



    



    The fire had triggered a significant explosion, officially attributed to a gas leak.



    



    However, Stark suspected the explosion was more likely the result of Tohsaka Tokiomi's magecraft.



    



    With the underground sections of the mansion destroyed, investigating its depths was now impossible. After completing its inspection, Stark took to the air, heading for its next target.



    



    As for Zouken's fate, that decision would rest with its master.
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    "Keep up, Waver!"



    



    Kayneth El-Melloi Archibald impatiently urged his student trailing behind him, dragging a large suitcase.



    



    "Don't tell me you can't even handle this much?"



    



    "Professor, what on earth is in here? It's way too heavy!"



    



    Waver Velvet complained, beads of sweat rolling down his face as he struggled with the suitcase, its weight vastly disproportionate to its size.



    



    "Hmph. That's none of your concern," Kayneth replied coldly.



    



    "I hadn't planned on bringing you to this magical ritual in the first place. You should be grateful just to participate as my assistant!"



    



    "As if I wanted to come..."



    



    Waver muttered under his breath. Unfortunately for him, Kayneth had a sharp hearing and immediately turned to glare at him.



    



    "What did you say?"



    



    Kayneth's tone grew icier.



    



    "Do you think a third-generation magus like you could become the assistant of a Lord if not for the Second Magician personally instructing me to bring you?"



    



    Waver bit his lip in humiliation, lowering his head without responding. He despised the Clock Tower's obsession with bloodlines and family heritage but lacked the resources to prove himself against it.



    



    Just days ago, the legendary Second Magician, Zelretch himself, unexpectedly sought out Kayneth, instructing him to participate in a magical ritual called the Holy Grail War in a far-off land and to bring Waver along as his assistant.



    



    Kayneth initially planned to bring his fiancée, Sola, as his assistant. However, Zelretch's order left no room for debate. Though he hesitated briefly, Kayneth quickly summoned Waver to his office and informed him of the decision in Zelretch's presence.



    



    Waver had been stunned. Could this mean his talent had finally been recognized? That he now had a chance to prove himself? But after some thought, his initial excitement gave way to doubt. Why would the Second Magician specifically request his involvement? What could he possibly offer that warranted such attention?



    



    And so, with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation, Waver Velvet boarded an international flight to Fuyuki City alongside his professor.



    



    Kayneth, meanwhile, used the journey to lecture Waver on the intricacies of assisting in the Holy Grail War, though his explanations were laced with his characteristic arrogance and condescension. Waver, though bristling inside, swallowed his pride, knowing this was a rare opportunity for someone of his standing.



    



    "The trick to sustained reinforcement magecraft," Kayneth remarked as he scrutinized the exhausted Waver, "is to maintain the output just at the level necessary. That way, you can conserve a significant amount of magical energy. Surely you're not incapable of dynamic output adjustment?"



    



    Waver was momentarily at a loss for words, as he had indeed overlooked this technique. Kayneth had briefly covered it in an earlier lesson, but Waver had forgotten. Embarrassed, he quietly adjusted his magic in line with his professor's instructions, finding that while his body remained fatigued, his magical output stabilized, allowing him to continue longer.



    



    "The car will pick us up shortly," Kayneth informed him.



    



    "But no one else must touch the luggage you're responsible for. Is that clear?"



    



    "Yes, Professor Kayneth," Waver replied, though he couldn't help but ask, "What's in it?"



    



    "Something far more valuable than your miserable life!"



    



    Kayneth snapped, refusing to elaborate.



    



    Despite his disdain for a magical ritual in what he considered a backwater like the East, Kayneth had reconsidered his stance after his private conversation with Zelretch. The revelation that this ritual was closely tied to the Third Magic left Kayneth sweating.



    



    Why hadn't the Association paid more attention to this high-stakes ritual? Why had Zelretch come to him personally?



    



    "You must do everything possible to prevent interference beyond the established rules, Lord El-Melloi," Zelretch had said cryptically.



    



    "If necessary, I will intervene myself."



    



    Suspecting the Counter Force might have directed Zelretch to involve him, Kayneth grew increasingly wary of the Holy Grail War's perilous depths. He even reconsidered his initial plan to summon Iskandar using the cloak fragment he had acquired, deciding the King of Conquerors might not be suitable for the dangers at hand.



    



    Instead, after much deliberation, Kayneth borrowed a large sum of money from his future father-in-law and procured a mysterious golden fragment, resembling armor, from India. This relic, he believed, would summon a more obedient and manageable Servant.



    



    Watching Waver laboriously load the oversized suitcase into the car, Kayneth resolved to survive this treacherous ordeal. He had too many research projects awaiting him, too much at stake for the El-Melloi family to leave unfinished. Death in this remote corner of the world was not an option.



    



    As the car set off, Kayneth's thoughts drifted to Sola's beautiful face, and a rare gentle smile crossed his lips.



    



    "Wait for me, Sola. I'll come back to you alive!"

  
     



    



     



    



    A refined young man with white hair styled in a braid and dressed in slightly unusual attire stepped off a yacht that had traveled across the ocean. In his hand, he carried a briefcase bearing an emblem: a stylized "C" surrounded by olive branches.



    



    Following behind him was a handsome young boy with golden hair, dressed in an elegant white suit. Though the boy appeared to be only in his early teens, his eyes carried a determination and maturity that belied his age.



    



    "Teacher," the boy addressed the white-haired man, "can the Holy Grail in Fuyuki City truly grant our wish?"



    



    "It cannot," the young man replied decisively. However, noticing the expression on his student's face, he softened his tone with a gentle smile.



    



    "But we are participating in this Holy Grail War for money, nothing more."



    



    "I understand, Teacher," the golden-haired boy nodded thoughtfully. "Is it because of the prototype?"



    



    "Sigh, yes," the man, whom the boy referred to as Teacher, said with a heavy breath.



    



    "The cost of activating the Chaldeas prototype even once is astronomically high. Even if we sold off every asset the Animusphere family owns, it wouldn't be enough."



    



    "But, Teacher, didn't the investigation you commissioned from Dr. Heartless reveal that the Greater Grail in Fuyuki City is a corrupted failure?" the boy asked.



    



    "Can something like that even fulfill a wish for money?"



    



    "That's true," the young man's smile faded.



    



    "But the Animusphere family has been driven to the brink of ruin, and I'm no different. Even corrupted mana can be converted into usable resources."



    



    "If I can't complete the construction of Chaldea in my generation, it will be impossible afterward," the man said flatly.



    



    "You know what Olga Marie is like."



    



    "She wouldn't be able to handle it."



    



    "…So, are you planning to use that relic?" the boy asked.



    



    "That ring?"



    



    "Indeed," the man's smile returned.



    



    "One of the Ten Rings. With this ring, the Servant summoned has the potential to purify the contents of the Greater Grail."



    



    "King Solomon, huh…" the boy mused.



    



    "It's hard to imagine any opponent capable of defeating the King of Magecraft."



    



    "As long as it's within the rules, no magus can defeat him," the man said.



    



    "Even magi from the Age of Gods wouldn't stand a chance. King Solomon himself was the greatest magus of the Age of Gods."



    



    "Alright, let's head to our designated location," the man said, noticing the hesitation in his student's eyes. He patted the boy's shoulder reassuringly.



    



    "This Holy Grail War is just a means to fund Chaldea. Don't stress about it. Even if we fail, there's still time ahead."



    



    "I understand, Teacher," the golden-haired boy nodded firmly.



    



    ...



    



    After many years, Matou Kariya returned to Fuyuki City—a place he both loved and hated, a city that haunted his thoughts.



    



    He had left Fuyuki City long ago, unable to endure the Matou family's twisted lineage and his father, Matou Zouken. He chose to live an ordinary life, far away from his family.



    



    In his youth, Kariya had secretly harbored feelings for his childhood friend, Zenjou Aoi. However, Aoi, three years his senior, had never noticed his feelings, treating him kindly as though he were a younger brother, always considerate of his needs.



    



    By chance, Kariya discovered that his connection to Aoi and their relationship as childhood friends had been orchestrated by his father, Matou Zouken. Zouken had recognized the exceptional genetics of the Zenjou family long before anyone else.



    



    Realizing this, Kariya chose to withdraw from his rivalry with Tohsaka Tokiomi, who also admired Aoi. By doing so, he thwarted Zouken's ambitions to claim Aoi as an exceptional mother.



    



    This act of defiance was Kariya's rebellion against his father and his way of protecting the woman he loved.



    



    But now, Kariya had received shocking news: his family—including his elder brother Matou Byakuya, his nephew Matou Shinji, and his father Matou Zouken—had all perished in a massive explosion.



    



    And so, Kariya found himself returning to the hometown he loved and loathed, determined to uncover the truth behind the Matou family's demise.



    



    Dressed in a simple black jacket, Kariya stepped out of a taxi at the address of the Matou family estate.



    



    The once-grand Matou mansion was now a pile of ruins. Crossing the perimeter cordon, Kariya slowly made his way toward the wreckage.



    



    His emotions were conflicted. On one hand, Kariya felt a twisted satisfaction at the destruction of his home and the deaths of his family. On the other hand, he was overwhelmed by memories of the place, few of which were happy.



    



    The death of his elder brother, Byakuya, evoked no sorrow in Kariya. The two had been opposites in personality and had never gotten along, their only shared sentiment being mutual hatred for their father.



    



    The death of his nephew, Shinji, however, was another matter. Although Shinji was Byakuya's son, Kariya did not dislike the boy.



    



    Whenever Kariya visited the Matou household, Shinji would gaze at him with eager eyes, knowing his uncle always brought fascinating gifts—cool robot models, belts from tokusatsu shows, and other items that most adults dismissed as frivolous or harmful.



    



    To Shinji, Kariya was a beacon of hope and joy in the oppressive, twisted environment of the Matou family. Every time Kariya left, Shinji would be heartbroken, secretly counting the days until his uncle's return.



    



    But this time, Shinji would never see his uncle return with gifts and stories of the world beyond Fuyuki.



    



    As Kariya wandered through the ruins, he searched for traces that Matou Zouken might have survived. He did not believe that the old monster could be killed by an explosion of this magnitude.



    



    The incident was suspicious. Kariya suspected it was the work of a magus with a grudge against Zouken.



    



    No one knew the extent of Zouken's tenacity and obsession with survival better than Kariya.



    



    While searching for the entrance to the underground workshop—the old monster's magecraft laboratory—something unexpected occurred.



    



    Kariya stepped onto a patch of ground in the rubble, and suddenly, the black liquid began seeping out from all directions, binding him in place and immobilizing him.
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    Bound by the ominous black liquid, Matou Kariya was desperately struggling.



    



    He refrained from shouting for help, knowing full well that the once-grand Matou mansion was situated in a secluded area with no nearby neighbors. Even if he screamed, no one would come to his rescue, and it would only waste his remaining strength—a futile effort.



    



    "This must be that old monster's sorcery!"



    



    Kariya's mind reached a grim conclusion. He deeply regretted his decision to return to the Matou residence, driven by sentimentality. If only he had the chance to make that choice again...



    



    "Indeed, one's progeny is always the best fit... hehehehe…"



    



    Kariya froze. That voice—the one he despised most in the world—belonged to his father, Matou Zouken.



    



    However, the voice didn't emanate from any particular direction. It seemed to come from all around him.



    



    Kariya strained to locate the old monster, but what he saw next rendered him speechless.



    



    The black liquid had already reached his abdomen, and there, on the part of his body consumed by the liquid, an inverted human face began to take form.



    



    He would never forget that face—it was none other than Matou Zouken's.



    



    "Kariya, I was slightly irritated when you ran away back then," the face said mockingly, "but now, I must say, your escape was a masterstroke."



    



    "Go to hell, you old monster!"



    



    Kariya roared, pouring every ounce of energy into cursing the grotesque face on his abdomen.



    



    "I won't help you with anything!"



    



    "That doesn't matter, that doesn't matter," Zouken's face rambled on. His words were no longer in Japanese, and Kariya's fading consciousness could only pick out that detail.



    



    "Your return, Kariya, is all that matters. It seems the safeguards I left behind worked after all."



    



    "What... what are you saying?"



    



    Kariya asked, his voice trembling with disbelief.



    



    "Do you think you came back to Fuyuki out of sentimentality? Of your own free will?"



    



    Zouken's malicious voice slithered into Kariya's ears.



    



    "Of course not. It was the suggestion spell I planted in you long ago."



    



    "'Activate when all the Matou heirs of this generation are deceased'—that was the condition for the spell to take effect," the face smirked. "You thought you came back out of nostalgia and free will?"



    



    "This… this can't be…"



    



    Kariya felt his mind spiral into despair. All his life, he had rebelled against this twisted family and the monster that led it. To learn that even his free will had been manipulated—that it was all a farce—was devastating.



    



    "My spell gave you a little push in your mind, and your imagination filled in the rest," Zouken explained.



    



    "You crafted your reasons to return to Fuyuki and the Matou household."



    



    "Damn Tohsaka Tokiomi..."



    



    Zouken's tone shifted, tinged with irritation for the first time.



    



    "That fool unleashed all the gemstone magecraft he had stored over the years in a desperate bid to kill me... but it wasn't enough. He thought he'd succeeded and left. Such arrogance..."



    



    Kariya, even in his fading state, managed to feel a twisted sense of satisfaction. For once, he silently cheered for the man who had stolen his childhood love, Aoi Zenjou. But, predictably, Tokiomi had failed at the critical moment, and that fact left Kariya bitterly disappointed.



    



    "Well, no matter," Zouken's face concluded, sinking back into the black liquid.



    



    The liquid continued its relentless advance, now reaching Kariya's neck. His consciousness was nearly gone. His final memory was of Aoi's gentle smile under the sunlight.



    



    The figure within the ruins was now entirely engulfed in the black liquid.



    



    The substance churned and rippled, reflecting faint glimmers of light like thick, viscous oil.



    



    At one pivotal moment, the chest of the figure swathed in darkness cracked open, revealing a blood-red eye with a black cross-shaped pupil.



    



    The eye darted around, swiftly scanning the surroundings. With its awakening, other identical eyes began to open across the surface of the shadowy figure's body, one after another.



    



    The crimson eyes synchronized, emitting an intense, dazzling light. A storm of magical energy erupted, scattering debris in all directions.



    



    The dark figure began to transform.



    



    Emerging first was the head previously shrouded in black liquid—a face that bore no resemblance to Matou Kariya.



    



    The man had short, slightly wavy dark-blue hair and a sharp, chiseled visage, exuding strength and confidence. His features were rugged yet refined, giving him an air of charm and danger.



    



    As the black liquid receded, crimson eyes shut one by one, revealing a powerful physique. His body was lean yet muscular, like that of a predator poised to strike.



    



    The man flexed his hands, a smile playing at his lips as if savoring the long-forgotten sensation of existence.



    



    With a casual wave of his hand, the lingering black liquid coalesced into a swirling mist that encircled him, eventually dissipating to reveal a tailored outfit.



    



    He now donned sharply creased black trousers and polished leather shoes. A pristine white dress shirt with an ornate lapel complemented a sleek black vest. As he clenched his right hand, a Victorian-style black overcoat materialized, which he carefully draped over himself.



    



    Surveying his surroundings, he murmured to himself, "This spot will do nicely."



    



    Walking to a chosen clearing, he tapped his foot lightly. A complex summoning circle materialized instantly, glowing with energy.



    



    Extending his right hand, a slit opened in his palm, releasing dark blood that splashed onto the summoning circle.



    



    He then unbuttoned his shirt, revealing Matou Kariya's face embedded over his heart.



    



    Unlike before, Kariya's face now bore no expression or will. Controlled entirely by the man, Kariya began chanting a summoning incantation mechanically:



    



    "... From the Wheel of Restraint, I call upon thee, Guardian of the Scales!"



    



    Crackling magical energy surged, and from the summoning circle emerged a Servant—a figure clad in intricate black armor, shrouded in a mysterious mist.



    



    The man—Makiri Zolgen—smiled confidently. The Command Spells etched into his hand glowed with an ominous light.
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    "Victory!"



    



    Tokiomi Tohsaka couldn't help but clench his right fist tightly in a heartfelt exclamation of triumph as the golden figure emerged from the summoning circle.



    



    "This war is undoubtedly ours to win!"



    



    Seeing Tokiomi's excitement, his ally, Father Risei Kotomine, also expressed genuine joy.



    



    "It seems we are one step closer to success, Tokiomi," Risei remarked.



    



    "It's unfortunate, though, that Kirei has not manifested Command Seals."



    



    "It doesn't matter," Tokiomi responded magnanimously with a wave of his hand.



    



    "Even without being chosen by the Grail, Kirei is an excellent Executor and will be an invaluable assistant behind the scenes."



    



    Meanwhile, Kotomine Kirei, Tokiomi's disciple, stood in stunned silence, staring at the golden figure in the summoning circle.



    



    The figure's arrival banished the surrounding darkness. A tall, regal presence stood clad in gleaming golden armor, his golden hair flowing upward like blazing flames. His strikingly handsome face radiated a proud and commanding aura.



    



    Crimson eyes, aglow with mysterious light, scanned the room with piercing judgment. Those caught in his gaze couldn't help but feel a deep sense of awe and intimidation. Even someone as numb and hollow as Kirei found himself momentarily moved by the sight.



    



    "Hmph."



    



    The golden figure spoke, his arrogance evident in every syllable.



    



    "So, you are the one who summoned this king?"



    



    "I pledge my unwavering loyalty to you," Tokiomi declared, kneeling on one knee with perfect formality.



    



    "O King of Heroes."



    



    Beside him, Kirei and Risei followed suit, bowing deeply in respect to the figure addressed as the King of Heroes, awaiting his reply.



    



    "...Though you seem like a dull person, there is a flame within your heart," the Heroic Spirit remarked, his cold gaze softening slightly with a hint of amusement.



    



    "Rise. I accept your fealty."



    



    "Thank you for your grace, King of Kings," Tokiomi replied, standing with a deferential bow.



    



    "O King, would you like me to brief you on the current situation?"



    



    "Speak."



    



    The golden king granted permission.



    



    "As of now, three factions have summoned Servants," Tokiomi began. "An unknown foreign magus has summoned Saber. The Matou family's Master has summoned Berserker. And the Einzbern family has summoned Assassin."



    



    "Only that many?"



    



    The King of Heroes nodded, seemingly satisfied with Tokiomi's work. "Though they are mere beasts, it is your duty as my subject to investigate the quarry before the king's hunt begins."



    



    "Your wisdom shall guide me," Tokiomi responded.



    



    "My ally, Father Risei, wields a relic known as the Spirit Board. With it, we can identify Servant classes as soon as they are summoned."



    



    "Oh?"



    



    The King glanced at Risei with mild interest.



    



    "Mortals may be dull creatures, but their creations often have value."



    



    Just as Tokiomi prepared to flatter the King further, an overwhelming presence shook the room.



    



    It was as though something immense had stepped into the world's surface—a herald of divine power made manifest.



    



    Even the proud King of Heroes widened his eyes, his lips curling into an exhilarated smile.



    



    "Hohahahaha!"



    



    He burst into laughter.



    



    Tokiomi, confused and now sweating, could sense that something unexpected had occurred in this Holy Grail War—but he had no idea what.



    



    "Caster has materialized!"



    



    Risei exclaimed after checking the Spirit Board.



    



    "Just now, summoned by a Master!"



    



    "That guy, huh?"



    



    The King of Heroes seemed elated.



    



    "I thought this summoning might have been a wasted trip. But whether intentional or not, you have achieved something noteworthy... and deserve a reward!"



    



    Tokiomi, though clueless about what had transpired, wisely knelt before the King again, awaiting his decree.



    



    Golden ripples appeared beside the King of Heroes, and from them, a golden vial floated forth.



    



    Gilgamesh caught the vial and carelessly tossed it to Tokiomi, who hastily caught it and began examining the treasure with awe.



    



    "My King, forgive my ignorance, but... what is this?"



    



    Tokiomi asked, unable to hide his curiosity.



    



    "It is the Elixir of Time Reversal," Gilgamesh replied nonchalantly. "Drink it in time, and no matter how grave the injury, your body will swiftly return to its original state."



    



    "!!!"



    



    Tokiomi's eyes widened, his hands trembling as he held the vial. This elixir was a treasure beyond imagination for any magus, akin to a second life.



    



    "Thank you for your gracious reward! I swear to serve you with unwavering devotion!"



    



    "Leave me now," Gilgamesh ordered.



    



    "This king has business to attend to. I must go greet an... 'old acquaintance.' I never thought they would respond to a summoning... This is too entertaining!"



    



    With that, Gilgamesh dissolved into golden light, shifting into his spirit form as he left Tokiomi's underground workshop.



    



    Tokiomi had initially wanted to advise the King not to reveal his presence so early. But as he held the weighty treasure in his hands, he swallowed the words and chose silence.



    



    Initially, Tokiomi had thought that Servants were no more than shadows of historical heroes, akin to finely crafted portraits.



    



    But now, having seen this portrait casually hand out a miraculous treasure, Tokiomi realized he needed to reassess how he approached these beings.



    



    After a brief moment of thought, Tokiomi turned to his student.



    



    "Kirei, I leave the intelligence gathering to you. You must confirm the Einzbern Servant's identity and the Master's details."



    



    "Yes, Teacher," Kirei replied.



    



    "Based on prior information, the Einzberns seem to have hired a mercenary with the title of Magus Killer—one Emiya Kiritsugu."



    



    "Hm... So, the Einzberns have abandoned their homunculi and turned to hire magi instead?"



    



    Tokiomi pondered.



    



    "And as for the Matou family, while I've destroyed their workshop, a Servant has appeared at their manor..."



    



    "Either Zouken Matou is still alive, or another bloodline member has returned to Fuyuki," Tokiomi speculated.



    



    "Surely it cannot be that useless Matou Kariya?"



    



    "I can arrange for the Holy Church to summon the Masters," Risei suggested.



    



    "While experienced magi might not appear in person, familiars or outsiders might expose themselves, providing us with clues."



    



    "Thank you, Father Risei." Tokiomi nodded.



    



    "I'll deal with this treasure first. The two of you can begin your tasks."

  
     



    



     



    



    Japan, Fuyuki City.



    



    Somewhere underground near the Mion River.



    



    In an air-raid shelter, hidden from even the most advanced detection magic, stood Marisbury Animusphere and his most promising disciple, Kirschtaria Wodime.



    



    "Teacher, the summoning circle is ready!"



    



    Wodime announced, placing the tools he had used to inscribe the summoning circle aside before standing up from the floor.



    



    "Perfect, Kirschtaria."



    



    Marisbury inspected his student's work and nodded approvingly.



    



    Marisbury Animusphere, the Lord of the Astromancy Department, retrieved a smooth, ancient golden ring from a securely locked briefcase.



    



    Wearing gloves, he carefully placed the ring in his palm, examined it intently for a moment, and then walked to the center of the summoning circle. He carefully positioned the ring before stepping back to the summoner's designated position.



    



    "Proclamation."



    



    Marisbury began chanting the summoning spell in a calm, unhurried tone.



    



    Kirschtaria stepped aside, watching as the intricate magic circle on the floor began to gather an immense amount of mana. Excitement welled up within him.



    



    Though he had previously heard his teacher discuss theories about the Throne Heroes and Heroic Spirit Summoning, witnessing the summoning ritual of such a transcendent familiar for the first time was an unparalleled experience.



    



    And this wasn't just any Heroic Spirit being summoned—it was the King of Magecraft himself, the one who had ended the Age of Gods and brought humanity the gift of magecraft.



    



    Normally, such a king would not respond to an ordinary magus's summons. But Marisbury Animusphere was no ordinary magus.



    



    Not only did he possess the final of the Ten Rings, but rumors also suggested that the Lord of the Astromancy Department might be a descendant of King Solomon himself.



    



    As Kirschtaria, Marisbury's most gifted disciple, understood, his teacher had never truly sought out the Ten Rings. This particular ring had always been part of the Animusphere family's treasury, lending some credence to the legend.



    



    "…Cross the Wheel of Suppression and manifest before me, Guardian of Scales!"



    



    As the chant concluded, the concentration of mana within the workshop reached its zenith. Even a prodigy like Kirschtaria found the oppressive pressure nearly unbearable.



    



    This overwhelming phenomenon was a direct result of summoning that man.



    



    King Solomon was the last to form a covenant with the gods, who maintained the Fifth Imaginary Factor—the True Ether.



    



    After his death, True Ether began vanishing rapidly from the surface of the Earth. By the year 1 AD, the Age of Gods had ended across the globe, leaving only remnants in isolated archipelagos.



    



    Now, Marisbury had summoned King Solomon, signaling a fleeting restoration of the Age of Gods by bringing True Ether back into the world.



    



    Despite all their protective measures and concealment efforts, they had underestimated the ripples caused by summoning King Solomon.



    



    As the summoning circle completed its work, a man with braided white hair, adorned in a magnificent robe of red, white, black, and gold, appeared.



    



    Kirschtaria found himself overwhelmed with mixed feelings. In some inexplicable way, the King of Magecraft standing before him gave off an impression reminiscent of his teacher, Marisbury.



    



    King Solomon gazed at the ring he had been summoned with, lost in thought. Marisbury refrained from interrupting his contemplation.



    



    The brown-skinned king knelt, picking up the golden ring from the ground. With a look of both nostalgia and conflict, he examined it closely.



    



    Kirschtaria noticed something remarkable: one of the ten rings on King Solomon's fingers had vanished.



    



    The king naturally slid the golden ring—the one used to summon him—onto his finger, filling the vacant spot.



    



    "So, you are my Master this time?"



    



    Solomon asked Marisbury in a warm yet emotionless tone.



    



    "Indeed, King Solomon. I am Marisbury Animusphere, the one who summoned you," the Lord of the Astromancy Department replied with a hand over his chest and a polite smile.



    



    After confirming the Command Seals on Marisbury, Solomon nodded.



    



    "Then, our contract is now established. I shall assist you in securing victory in this Holy Grail War."



    



    It was as if he were merely stating a fact, devoid of grandeur.



    



    "O King, I have a request," Marisbury began.



    



    "Please use your Clairvoyance to locate all our opponents and gather detailed information on them. With this, we can secure victory swiftly."



    



    Solomon nodded but then shook his head, leaving Marisbury and Kirschtaria perplexed.



    



    "I can discern some of the Servants and their Masters," Solomon explained.



    



    "However, a few among them possess resistance against abilities that influence fate and time."



    



    "This Spirit Origin is not potent enough for me to overcome their defenses," he continued, pausing briefly as if observing something.



    



    "At least two participants in this war elude my Clairvoyance entirely."



    



    What kind of magus could resist the gaze of King Solomon's Clairvoyance?



    



    Marisbury frowned, lost in thought.



    



    King Solomon's Clairvoyance was undoubtedly of the highest caliber, capable of perceiving nearly all events of the past and future. The only beings beyond its reach came from the Outside...



    



    But why would they participate? Could a Magician, like Zelretch, truly be driven by greed to join this Holy Grail War?



    



    ...



    



    "Someone is spying on us!"



    



    Aoko suddenly opened her sharp eyes, interrupting her meditation. She alerted both Touko and Artoria.



    



    "Impossible," Touko replied, frowning.



    



    "We've maximized the concealment spells by leveraging the leyline nodes of Mount Enzou. How could anyone see through them?"



    



    Aoko said nothing more. She stood, spreading her arms like the Christ the Redeemer statue in Rio, and activated the Mystic Circuit engraved upon her body.



    



    The activation of the Fifth Magic enveloped Artoria and Touko in its radiance, cutting off the faint sensation of being observed.
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    Aoko's magic circuits were extraordinary even before she became a Magician.



    



    This uniqueness wasn't merely due to her fusion with certain existences' souls, which caused a mutation—it was also because the magic circuits of Aoko Aozaki, in both the original and current timelines, were essentially created to validate the Fifth Magic.



    



    In a sense, even if Aoko had done nothing and hadn't inherited the Fifth Magic Crest from her grandfather, she was destined to one day prove the significance of the Fifth Magic.



    



    This was fate.



    



    Realizing this truth, Aoko named her Magic circuits: Rotation, highlighting their inherent characteristic of inexhaustible mana. When Aoko reached the Root and fully validated the Fifth Magic, her magic circuits evolved further, transforming into circuits capable of generating immense quantities of mana infinitely—an exceptional feat.



    



    These unique circuits, perfectly complementing the Magic Crest, were renamed by Aoko as Orbital, symbolizing her metaphorical identity as a new star. Operating under the continuous activation of magic, she became the cosmic center of a heliocentric worldview. This concept mirrored the state she entered when deploying the Fifth Magic to converge all her temporal lines.



    



    If the Aoko of the original timeline could temporarily manifest something akin to the Retrogalaxy - Redshift through an incomplete Fifth Magic, the current Aoko—having validated the complete Fifth Magic—maintained that state perpetually.



    



    When increasing output power or evading incoming damage, Aoko utilized an ability she dubbed Searching Galaxy—a high-frequency, short-range temporal jump technique. Though it resembled the workings of the Second Magic, it was achieved by accelerating entropy.



    



    Regardless of the specific techniques involved in the Fifth Magic, their core premise was borrowing from the universe itself. To some self-righteous individuals, this was an unforgivable act of rebellion, as it hastened the universe's heat death.



    



    But Aoko didn't consider herself a saint. The universe's lifespan spanned billions of years, so what harm was there in borrowing a tiny fragment for her use? After all, as the sole known user of the Fifth Magic, Aoko's borrowing for a lifetime would barely scratch the surface of the cosmos' lifespan. Surely, only those two meddlesome Counter Forces might complain.



    



    At present, Aoko had enveloped her sister, Touko, and her Servant, Artoria Pendragon, within the cosmic created by the Fifth Magic. This granted them temporary resistance to fate's observation, safeguarding their information from being leaked.



    



    "Are we facing a strong opponent?"



    



    Touko asked seriously.



    



    "It seems unlikely that this is the work of a Magus. Could it be a Counter Force?"



    



    "I'm guessing it's a Servant," Aoko replied, frowning.



    



    "The ability to observe us is probably Clairvoyance."



    



    "The highest level of future sight?"



    



    Touko exclaimed. "Truly fitting for legendary heroes and great figures from history to wield such peculiar abilities…"



    



    "I know about Clairvoyance," Artoria said calmly.



    



    "Merlin had that ability. He even used it to spy on women bathing in Camelot."



    



    Wait, was that something I was supposed to know?



    



    "You mean that Merlin?"



    



    Touko raised an eyebrow.



    



    "Didn't expect him to be such a creep. (What a degenerate!)"



    



    "Merlin is scum," Artoria declared firmly.



    



    "That half-incubus got into so much trouble with women that the Lady of the Lake locked him in Avalon's tower, where he remains trapped. Still, he might be alive and could use Clairvoyance to observe us."



    



    "Not anymore," Aoko said.



    



    "I've just used the Fifth Magic to block his sight. Unless they can defeat me personally, neither of you will have your fate trajectories observed."



    



    "Squawk! Gimme fries! Gimme fries!"



    



    Stark suddenly flew in from outside the Ryuudou Temple barrier, perching on Aoko's shoulder and squawking for food.



    



    "No fries, but I've got snacks. Want one?"



    



    Aoko offered a piece of Japanese confectionery she'd bought earlier.



    



    Without hesitation, Stark grabbed it and started eating, devouring half in two bites—clearly famished.



    



    Artoria watched Stark closely, so Aoko handed her a snack too, just in case.



    



    "How's the intel?"



    



    Aoko asked, stroking Stark's feathers.



    



    "The old worm isn't dead, isn't dead!"



    



    Stark squawked.



    



    "It's taken over one of its descendants' bodies and summoned a pitch-black Servant!"



    



    Hearing Aoko refer to Zouken Matou as "the old worm" so often, Stark had picked up the habit, showing how quickly it adapted.



    



    "Just as I suspected," Aoko mused.



    



    "Tokiomi Tohsaka will probably falter at the critical moment."



    



    "Possession?"



    



    Touko frowned.



    



    "If we face him, we'll need to figure out where his true body is hiding."



    



    "If it's possession, likely the heart," Aoko speculated, drawing from her past life memories.



    



    "He's fond of using Crest Worms, so his soul is probably hidden in one of them."



    



    "What about the pitch-black Servant?"



    



    Touko pressed.



    



    "Probably a knight related to Artoria," Aoko guessed.



    



    "But it doesn't matter. As long as Avalon is with her, no knight can defeat Saber."



    



    "Rest assured, Master," Artoria said with confidence.



    



    "No matter the opponent, I will prevail!"



    



    "Let's hope so," Touko said, scrutinizing her Servant.



    



    "What about the other Servants?"



    



    "Squawk, Tohsaka summoned a flashy gold guy," Stark reported. "That guy summoned a shining gold ship and flew off not long after."



    



    "Did you see where he went?"



    



    Aoko asked.



    



    "He was too fast! Couldn't keep up!"



    



    Stark replied proudly.



    



    "What kind of Servant is this?"



    



    Touko asked, puzzled by the strange information.



    



    "Squawk, Tohsaka kept saying stuff like 'my liege' and 'your orders.' He called him King of Heroes!"



    



    Stark added.
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    "He was too fast! Couldn't keep up!"



    



    Stark replied proudly.



    



    "What kind of Servant is this?"



    



    Touko asked, puzzled by the strange information.
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    "You can hear all that?"



    



    Touko glanced at Stark, the magical pet, with surprise. Her gaze brimmed with curiosity, causing Stark to tremble in fear and burrow into Aoko's hair.



    



    "You could think of it as me casting a spell to enhance Stark's hearing before we left," Aoko said, patting Stark to comfort him.



    



    "I think I know who Tokiomi Tohsaka summoned. The title 'King of Heroes'—throughout history, there's likely only one person fits that description."



    



    "Hmm... The Epic of Gilgamesh?"



    



    Touko was momentarily surprised, then frowned with a trace of concern.



    



    "If that's the case, this won't be easy. He's a major figure from the Age of Gods."



    



    "So Gilgamesh has run off to wander around, and Tokiomi didn't stop him?"



    



    Aoko said, her eyes narrowing with doubt.



    



    "That doesn't seem like something he would do."



    



    "Are you familiar with the Tohsaka family head?"



    



    Touko asked curiously.



    



    "Not familiar, but I've studied his personality," Aoko replied.



    



    "He's an overly self-confident magus who places far too much trust in his judgment."



    



    "If he's letting Gilgamesh roam free at this point, it means something's happened that I'm unaware of."



    



    Aoko stroked her chin in thought.



    



    "Quack! Oh, and—and that man named Kirei Kotomine seems to have not received a Command Seal!"



    



    Stark suddenly remembered another detail and blurted it out.



    



    "Huh?"



    



    Aoko's shock at this revelation surpassed her surprise at Tokiomi summoning Gilgamesh or even Zouken Matou personally summoning a Berserker.



    



    This change meant the Holy Grail War's events had already deviated significantly from the history she knew. Aside from Touko forcefully using Einzbern's technology to cheat her way in, someone had replaced Kirei Kotomine!



    



    "Stark, I need you to confirm something," Aoko said seriously.



    



    "Quack, right now?"



    



    Stark tilted his head.



    



    "Right now. First, drink some water. I'll describe the general appearance of the person you're looking for," Aoko replied after a moment's thought.



    



    She needed Stark to confirm whether Ryuunosuke Uryuu, who had originally intruded as an outsider, was still Caster's Master. If he wasn't, she planned to have Starl deal with him.



    



    "Go. Once the task is done, I'll prepare a feast for you," Aoko instructed before sending her magical pet off again.



    



    "Is something wrong?"



    



    Touko asked from the side.



    



    "I'm trying to confirm it now. It's not certain yet," Aoko replied, still deep in thought.



    



    ....



    



    "Professor! Professor Kayneth!"



    



    Waver's panicked voice echoed as he stumbled into the workshop, where his mentor, Kayneth Archibald El-Melloi, was setting up defensive wards.



    



    "How many times have I told you, Waver, not to disturb me while I'm working!"



    



    Kayneth scolded irritably.



    



    "And how many times have I taught you to remain calm in the face of anything? Running around like this is a disgrace to the Department of Mineralogy!"



    



    "S-sorry, Professor Kayneth!"



    



    Waver quickly apologized, but he remembered why he'd come and held up his right hand.



    



    "Professor, look at this!"



    



    "A Command Seal!?" Kayneth exclaimed, grabbing Waver's wrist to inspect it closely.



    



    After confirming that it was indeed a genuine Command Seal, Kayneth scrutinized Waver from head to toe, as if reevaluating him as a student. Waver found the intense stare deeply unsettling.



    



    "Professor?"



    



    Waver asked tentatively, unsure why Kayneth was looking at him like that.



    



    "Well, well… I didn't expect this... No wonder I received that warning," Kayneth muttered, stroking his chin as he paced back and forth, lost in thought.



    



    "Waver, go to the storage room immediately and retrieve a set of summoning materials," Kayneth ordered after a moment.



    



    "Also, take out Relic No. 1 and perform the summoning ritual."



    



    "Professor Kayneth, are you asking me to participate in the Holy Grail War?!"



    



    Waver's eyes widened in shock. Before they'd boarded the plane to Fuyuki, Kayneth had informed him that he'd be assisting in the war—not participating in it.



    



    "Isn't that obvious?"



    



    Kayneth shot him a sharp look.



    



    "We've obtained a second Command Seal. This is a tremendous advantage."



    



    "But Professor, doesn't this mean I'll become your..."



    



    Waver trailed off, glancing nervously at the golden-armored, white-haired warrior standing behind Kayneth. The warrior had loyally guarded Kayneth since his summoning.



    



    "Hmph, worried about becoming my opponent?"



    



    Kayneth snorted.



    



    "That's unnecessary. We'll face each other only after eliminating all the others. And I'll spare your life, so don't worry, Waver."



    



    "We can even establish a self-enforced contract for this," Kayneth added after a pause.



    



    Hearing this, Waver felt a flicker of relief, but he remained hesitant about participating in the Holy Grail War. After all, at this point, Waver Velvet hadn't yet written his infamous thesis, been reprimanded by his professor, or stolen the relic out of desperation.



    



    "What are you hesitating for?!"



    



    Kayneth snapped.



    



    "Don't tell me you're afraid!"



    



    "Of course not!"



    



    Waver's pride flared, and he retorted loudly.



    



    "Then get to work!"



    



    ...



    



    Due to his contract with Aokoi, Stark had been entrusted with secrets that even his master's sister didn't know.



    



    Among these secrets was part of the original history of this world: Ryuunosuke Uryuu, a serial killer, would receive a Command Seal and, by chance, summon the heretical Anti-Hero Caster, Gilles de Rais.



    



    However, it was still uncertain whether this had already happened in the current timeline. Stark could only search within a vague range, and if luck was on his side, he might locate the target.



    



    Sometimes, though, coincidence works in mysterious ways.



    



    A stylish young man with orange hair, good looks, and a fashionable outfit was walking through an alley. His arm was draped around a high school girl still in her uniform.



    



    Stark's eyes sharpened as he compared the man's features to his mental profile. Within moments, he was 99% certain—this was Ryuunosuke Uryuu.



    



    The girl, tricked by Ryuunosuke's sweet words and charming appearance, blushed shyly. Unaware of the danger, she had agreed to follow him back to his home.



    



    Stark's gaze didn't waver. He checked the magical items on his legs, calculating his odds of success if he acted now. His conclusion was clear—he would proceed.



    



    He decided to use the newly crafted Sleep Spell Anklets provided by Aoko.



    



    This simple, low-level enchantment could put all living creatures within a 10-foot radius of the caster into a temporary magical sleep. With it, Stark would have plenty of time to deal with Ryuunosuke without alerting anyone else.
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    Ryuunosuke Uryuu is dead.



    



    In a narrow alley, Stark cast a sleep spell on the two individuals from behind. Once he found the perfect angle, he unleashed Melf's Acid Arrow directly at Ryuunosuke Uryuu.



    



    The spell struck him squarely in the head. In an instant, the acid dissolved the brain of the self-proclaimed artistic serial killer, reducing it to a puddle of sludge. His death was as thorough as it was sudden.



    



    Ignoring the young girl nearby, Stark landed on the ground and used his claws and beak to rummage through Ryuunosuke Uryuu's pockets.



    



    Upon finding the name on the ID in the man's wallet, Stark nodded in satisfaction. After a careful inspection of the backs of Ryuunosuke Uryuu's hands to ensure there were no Command Seals, he contentedly left the alley.



    



    The acidic liquid produced by Melf's Acid Arrow was, in truth, a magical construct. Once its effect expired, it vanished without leaving any trace in the physical world.



    



    Doing good without leaving a name, guarding the peace of the city from the shadows—this is how excellent I, Stark, am. Caw caw!



    



    Moments later, the piercing scream of a high school girl echoed through the alley. Before long, nearby citizens rushed to the scene and called the police.



    



    The Fuyuki City police quickly cordoned off the area, and the high school girl was detained as a witness. However, she was so panicked that she couldn't clearly explain what had happened. A female officer had to console and care for her, waiting for her to calm down before attempting an interrogation.



    



    The officers investigating the body found that the victim's head appeared to have been dissolved by some kind of highly acidic liquid. However, they were unable to locate any residual traces of the substance, leaving the detectives utterly baffled.



    



    This case would later become one of Fuyuki City's infamous unresolved mysteries, eventually archived in police records and rarely mentioned again.



    



    As for the high school girl, she continued to have nightmares for a long time, haunted by the image of the handsome man inexplicably dying right next to her.



    



    ...



    



    "Rider, Iskandar, has responded to the summoning!"



    



    A thunderous voice echoed from the center of the summoning circle, and a towering figure emerged.



    



    "I ask you, are you my Master?"



    



    The red-haired giant, who stood like a living fortress of iron, gazed down at the small-framed magus before him.



    



    Waver Velvet was stunned by the sheer presence of the man. This aura was entirely different from the Servant of his professor, Kayneth.



    



    The two-meter-tall giant had bulging muscles and wore light armor that clung to his body. Draped over his shoulders was a luxurious crimson cape, his entire being radiating the commanding presence of a king.



    



    "Hey, kid," the booming voice asked again, now with a hint of doubt.



    



    "I asked you a question—are you my Master?"



    



    "Huh? Y-yes! Yes!"



    



    Waver finally snapped back to reality, hastily answering. He quickly tried to compose himself.



    



    "I am your Master!"



    



    "Hahaha! Now, that's more like it!"



    



    The red-haired man laughed heartily.



    



    "That's the kind of answer I'd expect from someone capable of summoning me, the King of Conquerors, Iskandar!"



    



    He raised his massive hand and gave Waver a hearty pat on the back. The impact nearly knocked Waver off his feet, causing him to stumble forward.



    



    "What kind of behavior is this, Waver?!"



    



    A sharp voice rang out as Kayneth approached, his expression serious.



    



    "How many times have I told you? A magus must always remain calm and composed. A clear mind is more valuable than any advanced spell!"



    



    "Hey, I can't just ignore that," Iskandar interjected, locking his gaze on Kayneth.



    



    "While my young Master may still be immature, he already displays the ambition necessary to achieve greatness. You shouldn't belittle him like that."



    



    "Hmph. Waver Velvet is my student—Kayneth Archibald El-Melloi's student, no less. It's not your place, as a mere Servant, to tell me how to teach him," Kayneth retorted, his voice laced with arrogance.



    



    "Stop, stop!"



    



    Waver quickly stepped between his professor and Servant, trying to diffuse the rising tension.



    



    "Rider, this is my professor. We're allies!"



    



    "Alright, alright, don't panic," Iskandar said, brushing Waver aside like a child.



    



    "But as for this so-called ally, I think it's only fair for me to personally assess his worth."



    



    "Assess my worth?"



    



    Kayneth froze, unaccustomed to being challenged. As the Lord of the Department of Mineralogy and a prominent magus, he wasn't used to anyone questioning his credentials.



    



    Just as Kayneth was about to reply, a golden figure stepped forward, positioning himself between Kayneth and Iskandar. The golden hero faced Iskandar head-on, his stance unwavering.



    



    "I cannot allow anyone to insult my Master," the golden Servant said, his voice calm but resolute. Gripping his spear, he made his intent clear.



    



    "Oh?"



    



    Iskandar's interest was piqued.



    



    "Such unwavering resolve and overwhelming charisma... You truly are a hero among heroes!"



    



    "Say, why not abandon your current Master and join me instead?" Iskandar's suggestion left everyone stunned.



    



    "Wha—what the hell are you saying?!"



    



    Waver panicked, rushing to pull Iskandar back. But no matter how much he pushed, the giant didn't budge an inch.



    



    "Hey, the compensation is negotiable," the King of Conquerors added, rubbing his fingers together in a gesture that meant "I'll pay you well."



    



    "Are you questioning my loyalty, King of Conquerors?"



    



    The golden Servant raised his spear, pointing it at Iskandar. His voice grew colder.



    



    "That is an insult I cannot overlook."



    



    "Enough!"



    



    Kayneth's voice cut through the tension. He stepped forward, placing a hand on his Servant's shoulder.



    



    "Do not act rashly, Karna."



    



    The Servant named Karna obeyed his Master's order, lowering his spear. Without a word, he retreated to Kayneth's side, still maintaining a ready stance in case of further provocation.



    



    "First of all, Waver is my student," Kayneth said, his gaze fixed on Iskandar.



    



    "Second, the alliance agreement is between me and my student—not his Servant. It's not your place to interfere."



    



    Iskandar paused, scrutinizing Kayneth for a moment before suddenly bursting into a booming fit of laughter.



    



    "Hahahahaha!"



    



    "I underestimated you, Professor of my Master!"



    



    Iskandar declared boldly.



    



    "Since you're allying with my Master, I, as the King of Conquerors, have my conditions to add to the agreement!"



    



    Iskandar's eyes gleamed with determination as he stared down Kayneth, his aura growing more intense with each passing moment as if testing Kayneth's resolve.



    



    "Your request seems reasonable. Speak," Kayneth said after a moment of thought, conceding to hear the King's terms.



    



    "My condition is this: if we both make it to the end and my Master and I defeat you and your Servant, you must swear loyalty and serve under me!"



    



    Iskandar grinned mischievously.



    



    "So, do you dare accept?"



    



    PS: Whoho, My king is back!
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    "Kiritsugu," said Irisviel as she walked in from another room of the Einzbern castle in Fuyuki. She sat down beside her husband.



    



    "Acht says all the materials have been delivered to Fuyuki."



    



    "...Good," Kiritsugu Emiya replied, momentarily pulling his mind away from his deep thoughts to acknowledge his wife.



    



    "Let's go meet with Assassin. There are still some things I need to confirm with her."



    



    Irisviel nodded and followed him closely as they made their way to the castle's Throne Room.



    



    When Kiritsugu pushed open the doors, they were met with the sight of a strikingly beautiful woman with flowing black hair, dressed in an elegant black-and-gold gown. Her pointed, elf-like ears gave her an otherworldly presence.



    



    At that moment, Assassin was inspecting several objects inside a box. A closer look revealed the contents to be fragments of weathered earth and stone.



    



    "Assassin, how are the preparations coming along?"



    



    Kiritsugu asked.



    



    Assassin carefully placed the stones back into the box, then channeled a small burst of magical energy through her hands, disintegrating the dust and soil clinging to them.



    



    "Even I'm a bit surprised. That family behind you managed to transport such a large quantity of materials to this distant land so quickly."



    



    "...Acht spent half of the Einzbern family's fortune to make it happen," Kiritsugu replied, his voice devoid of emotion.



    



    "It took nearly a year to move those materials from the Middle East to Fuyuki City."



    



    "Impressive," Assassin remarked, her eyes narrowing with interest.



    



    "I hope your so-called Noble Phantasm is as powerful as you claim. From the intelligence I've gathered, your competition in this Holy Grail War won't be so easily overcome."



    



    "Are you counting our allies among those competitors?"



    



    Assassin asked, a faint grin tugging at her lips. She swirled a glass of crimson liquid that resembled blood and leaned back against the throne.



    



    "I can already smell the stench of betrayal."



    



    "We have no intention of betraying Miss Aozaki," Irisviel interjected, her voice firm.



    



    "All these preparations — including the relic used to summon you — were arranged by Acht to ensure our victory in this Holy Grail War. Whether it's Kiritsugu or Miss Aozaki who claims the Grail, the Third Magic will be realized."



    



    "Say whatever you like, homunculus girl," Assassin smirked. To her, withholding crucial information from an ally was no different from betrayal.



    



    "I don't care if you betray your allies or not. If anything, I'm curious to see if you can succeed."



    



    "Acht has adhered to the terms of the contract," Kiritsugu said, his tone unyielding.



    



    "Your job is to fulfill your duties. Focus on that and leave the rest to us."



    



    "Spare me the righteous facade," Assassin scoffed.



    



    "I've seen too many of your type before. Just because Acht follows the letter of the contract doesn't mean you will. After all, you're the kind of man who'd sacrifice his wife without a second thought. What about you could be trusted?"



    



    Kiritsugu's hand tensed into a fist, but he didn't argue. Assassin's words struck closer to the truth than he cared to admit.



    



    "Kiritsugu..."



    



    Irisviel took his hand in hers, her soft voice filled with compassion. "It's not your fault. I chose this path willingly. Everything we do is for Illya — so that she can live in a better world."



    



    Hearing Irisviel's words, Assassin smirked with thinly veiled derision.



    



    This homunculus girl doesn't understand the true nature of Kiritsugu Emiya, Assassin thought. She's still clinging to the noble lie that he's doing all of this for his daughter's sake. Pathetic.



    



    Still, she couldn't deny her interest. Regardless of how this Holy Grail War ended, she wanted to see for herself what fate awaited this man obsessed with saving humanity.



    



    "Have you prepared the item I requested?"



    



    Kiritsugu asked, ignoring the mockery and Irisviel's attempts to console him. His voice was cold and pragmatic.



    



    "Of course," Assassin replied, flicking her wrist. A small, ornate vial materialized in her palm. Its contents were a swirling, sinister green liquid that gave off an aura of corruption and poison.



    



    "Unlike some people, I honor my agreements," she said with a smirk. "If I promise to do something, I do it."



    



    Kiritsugu reached out, and the vial floated into his hand as if pulled by an invisible thread. He inspected it carefully, his eyes sharp with scrutiny, before tucking it into the inner pocket of his coat.



    



    "...How much longer until your Noble Phantasm is ready?"



    



    "If you're urgent, I'll need three days to conduct the ritual," Assassin replied nonchalantly.



    



    "So? Are we doing this or not?"



    



    "Wait for my signal," Kiritsugu instructed.



    



    "Once the Holy Grail War reaches the appropriate stage, I'll let you know."



    



    Assassin raised an eyebrow but gave no further argument. She waved them off like she was dismissing servants from her presence.



    



    With nothing more to discuss, Kiritsugu turned and walked out of the Throne Room, Irisviel following close behind.



    



    Once they were alone in the hallway, Kiritsugu headed toward the massive underground chamber beneath the Einzbern castle.



    



    This vast space had been excavated as part of the larger operation Acht had initiated to transport materials from the Middle East. Countless homunculi had been expended to complete it in just one year.



    



    The chamber was cavernous, lined with bricks, stones, and sand — all arranged in exact configurations according to Assassin's precise instructions.



    



    Even the structure of the Einzbern castle itself had been integrated into this massive project, transforming it into a single cog in a much larger, hidden plan.



    



    Acht and the Aozaki sisters had reached an agreement to conduct this joint effort, but the Einzberns kept the sisters deliberately uninformed about certain backup measures.



    



    The reason was simple: Acht didn't trust anyone fully.



    



    The Aozaki sisters had come close to achieving the materialization of the soul, a feat worthy of reverence, but trusting them completely? Unthinkable.



    



    If the Aozaki sisters succeeded, then everything would go as planned. The Einzberns would achieve the Third Magic, and Acht would have no qualms handing over what little wealth remained to them.



    



    But if the Aozakis failed, there would be a backup plan. This was that backup plan.



    



    It was why Assassin had been summoned and why these materials had been transported halfway across the world.



    



    Acht's plan was foolproof. Or so he believed.



    



    But there was one flaw in his logic.



    



    The Magus Killer named Kiritsugu Emiya had a plan of his own.



    



    Kiritsugu's plan didn't align with the wishes of the Einzbern family or the ambitions of the Aozaki sisters.



    



    He gazed at the small vial of Hydra venom in his hand. Its eerie green glow reflected in his eyes as he fell into silent contemplation.

  
     



    



     



    



    "Master, a Servant is approaching us," King Solomon said, pausing his ceremony of constructing the base. He turned to Marisbury Animusphere, who stood beside him.



    



    "What's going on?"



    



    Marisbury asked, a hint of confusion in his voice.



    



    "Were we discovered?"



    



    "No," Solomon shook his head.



    



    "He likely detected me. When I manifest in this world, the accompanying True Ether makes my presence visible to him."



    



    "Should we relocate the base, Teacher?"



    



    The blond youth, Kirschtaria, asked, his expression serious.



    



    "Not for now," Marisbury said after a moment of thought, stroking his chin.



    



    "We've already invested too many resources into this workshop. Abandoning it now would be too costly. Besides, the enemy has likely only pinpointed our general location. They probably don't know the exact position or how to enter."



    



    "So, should we prepare for a defensive battle using the workshop's strategic advantages?"



    



    Kirschtaria asked.



    



    "Leveraging the True Ether brought by King Solomon to enhance Celestial Magecraft?"



    



    "No. We need to take the initiative," Marisbury decided.



    



    "Since the enemy likely hasn't found our workshop yet, we can intercept them halfway and take control of the battle's tempo."



    



    "Engage them in a deliberate skirmish?"



    



    Kirschtaria mulled over the idea.



    



    "That's certainly a valid strategy."



    



    "Kirschtaria, you'll stay behind to guard the workshop and prevent any sneak attacks from enemy magus," Marisbury ordered.



    



    "I'll go with King Solomon to test the enemy's strength."



    



    "Understood, Teacher."



    



    Kirschtaria nodded solemnly.



    



    "Let's go."



    



    Marisbury turned to Solomon.



    



    Without a word, Solomon raised his arm and swept his cloak toward Marisbury. With that motion, the two were swallowed by a vortex, vanishing into the distorted space.



    



    Moments later, King Solomon and Marisbury Animusphere appeared above a park near the Mion River in Fuyuki City.



    



    A golden light approached from the distance, moving steadily through the air. Marisbury frowned. He hadn't expected the opposing Servants to include one capable of aerial movement besides Solomon.



    



    Still, it didn't matter, Marisbury thought. No Servant could rival Solomon. As long as Solomon completed the construction of the Grand Temple, victory would be assured.



    



    As these thoughts consumed him, an unfamiliar Servant appeared. Seated atop a strange flying vessel, the figure looked down at them from above.



    



    The craft was peculiar in design—part bird, part fish—made of gold and jade, gliding effortlessly through the air. At its center, on a resplendent throne, sat a golden king.



    



    "I was under the impression that a puppet of the gods like you would never respond to a summons," the golden king—Gilgamesh, the Hero King—said, his tone mocking.



    



    "...I fulfilled my contract with God," Solomon replied calmly.



    



    "Such is the nature of a covenant: dissatisfaction may arise during its term, but by its conclusion, solace and reward are guaranteed."



    



    "My appearance here is entirely of my own volition," Solomon added after a pause, his voice carrying an emotion difficult to discern.



    



    "It is not by the will of God."



    



    "Hmph. What a pitiful creature," Gilgamesh scoffed, his displeasure clear. The king before him stood as a stark contrast to his ideals. "Let me see if you're capable of anything beyond groveling at the feet of the gods!"



    



    Raising his hand, Gilgamesh summoned countless golden portals into the air. From these, dozens of weapons emerged, their tips aimed at Solomon and Marisbury.



    



    Marisbury's expression grew grim. He recognized the nature of these weapons: each was a Noble Phantasm.



    



    This was no ordinary feat. A Noble Phantasm embodied the essence of a Heroic Spirit's legend. For a Servant to wield even two was extraordinary, but the golden king had summoned an entire arsenal.



    



    Solomon, however, remained unshaken. He raised his right hand, one of the Ten Rings on his fingers beginning to shine.



    



    From the ground below, a massive pillar of flesh erupted, spiraling with intricate patterns. Its surface was white, relief-like, and studded with countless diamond-shaped eyes. At its base, red crystals gleamed.



    



    "Manifestation of [Halphas] complete," an inorganic voice declared as the many eyes of the demon god fixed on the golden king.



    



    "What tasteless abomination is this?"



    



    Gilgamesh sneered.



    



    "Gaze upon the light of the true king, and perish!"



    



    With his command, countless Noble Phantasms rained down like a deadly storm.



    



    "Weapon Subsystem: Supplemental Mode," the voice of Halphas intoned. The crimson eyes pulsed, drawing magical energy from the ley lines.



    



    "Commence combat: [Burning Mode—Halphas]."



    



    The ensuing torrent of magical flames rose like a towering inferno, incinerating the onslaught of weapons. The Hero King's flying vessel shielded itself with numerous barriers, but the attack had not left him unaffected.



    



    "Not bad!"



    



    Gilgamesh said, his voice tinged with excitement. Rising from his throne, he smirked.



    



    "Now, let's see if you can withstand this next attack!"



    



    The sky filled with even more portals, their numbers multiplying exponentially, as countless Noble Phantasms emerged, blotting out the heavens.

  
     



    



     



    



    Faced with a torrential downpour of Noble Phantasms, even Marisbury, the esteemed Lord of the Clock Tower, couldn't help but feel a chill run down his spine.



    



    Unlike his Master's unsettled demeanor, however, King Solomon, as the Servant, remained unfazed. Calmly and methodically, he countered the onslaught of the King of Heroes.



    



    Once again, the power of the Ten Rings in Solomon's hands was unleashed, activating the legendary summoning magecraft for which the King of Magecraft was most renowned in history.



    



    Confronted with the ferocious assault of the fully armed King of Heroes, Solomon summoned the 38th demon pillar, Halphas, as the foundation to chain-summon Vual, Marax, Stolas, Phoenix, Malthus, Raum, Focalor, and Vepar. Together, they formed an army of nine demon pillars. United as the Arsenal of Nine Pillars, these demons embodied the fire of sorrow and the reverence of destruction.



    



    The moment these nine demon pillars materialized in the world, they synchronized their intrinsic magical formulas, instantly elevating the surrounding magical environment to the level of the Age of Gods.



    



    Had any ordinary modern humans been nearby, they would have perished immediately from the sheer toxicity of the divine ether; modern humanity is incapable of breathing the air of the Age of Gods.



    



    Under Solomon's precise control, the Arsenal of Nine Pillars united their power, activating a unique spell to amplify their destructive capabilities. Together, they proclaimed to heaven and earth: "The time of conquest has arrived." Their compound eyes radiated a blinding light.



    



    The strange magic, known as the Burn Formula, was unleashed once more. If any Servant was capable of countering the King of Heroes' overwhelming rain of Noble Phantasms with magic alone, it could only be the King of Magecraft, Solomon.



    



    A roar rose from the earth to the heavens as a torrent of magic clashed head-on with the King of Heroes' downpour of treasures. The explosion from their collision illuminated the entire sky, turning night into day.



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, in the underground workshop beneath the Tohsaka mansion, Tohsaka Tokiomi had already crushed half a box of precious gemstones, yet his condition remained precarious. Sweat poured from his forehead like rain. The tremendous mana consumption from the fierce battle between the King of Heroes and his opponent was proving too much for even this powerful magus to handle.



    



    He began to ponder whether he should use a Command Spell to force the King of Heroes to retreat.



    



    How could it come to this? Tokiomi's thoughts were filled with turmoil. He had summoned the most powerful Servant—the oldest King of Heroes. These accomplishments should have brought him double the joy. Yet, why had they encountered such a fearsome opponent?



    



    As he hesitantly raised his right hand, debating whether to use a Command Spell, someone firmly grabbed his arm and resolutely shook their head.



    



    "Tokiomi, think carefully!" Kotomine Risei, his long-time friend, looked at him seriously. "That King of Heroes is not someone who would tolerate you interfering in his battle at a moment like this. If you act now, it will bring irreversible consequences!"



    



    Forcing himself to calm down, Tokiomi thought for a moment, then reluctantly nodded, deciding to heed his friend's advice.



    



    The time-reversal elixir gifted to him by the King of Heroes earlier was certainly not a treasure to be obtained without cost.



    



    The notion that everything is secretly marked with a price by fate had never been more vividly demonstrated.



    



    If Tokiomi could support the King of Heroes to victory in this critical battle, it was highly likely that even greater treasures awaited him—rewards surpassing the elixir. Such treasures could secure the Tohsaka family's legacy far beyond the reach of other magical families.



    



    After all, while the King of Heroes would eventually return to the Throne of Heroes after the war, the divine treasures he bestowed would not disappear.



    



    Drenched in sweat, Tokiomi continued supplying mana to the King of Heroes with all his might, mentally cheering himself on, determined not to collapse from the strain.



    



    Above the park near Mion River, the battle between these two unparalleled powerhouses had escalated to a critical point.



    



    Faced with Solomon's powerful counterattack, the King of Heroes decided to draw even more powerful Noble Phantasms.



    



    Several massive golden ripples—far larger than the usual Gates of Babylon—appeared in the air. Among them, the most prominent was a colossal, twin-edged broadsword.



    



    If any Servant from Sumerian mythology had been present, they would have immediately recognized this weapon: Igalima, the divine weapon of Zababa, the war god and guardian deity of Kish. Known as the Ig-Alima, it was one of his two legendary weapons.



    



    This enormous, seamless sword was not simply designed to cut with its blade or crush with its weight. It combined both properties, capable of cleaving mountains, hence earning the title "Green Field Cutting Through the Thousand Mountains."



    



    Within this divine blade resided the concept of the horizon—the separation of heaven and earth—bearing countless ties to the King of Heroes' strongest Noble Phantasm, Ea.



    



    The fact that the King of Heroes had chosen this weapon meant that he was now fighting with absolute seriousness.



    



    If the current tempo continued, the King of Heroes would undoubtedly reveal the most radiant treasures in his treasury. When that happened, the very survival of Fuyuki City might be at stake.



    



    Seeing the King of Heroes so committed, how could the King of Magecraft—the embodiment of wisdom and intellect—not respond in kind?



    



    Solomon raised his right hand, successively activating the powers of the 8th, 9th, and 10th rings, granting himself and the Arsenal of Nine Pillars defensive, purification, and output-enhancing unbreakable buffs.



    



    The aura of the Nine Demon Pillars, led by Halphas, surged to unprecedented heights. The collective gaze of their myriad eyes focused intently on the divine weapons, led by Igalima.



    



    Fuyuki's leylines were once again violently drained. Even the Aozaki sisters, stationed at the leyline node in Ryudou Temple, sensed the disturbance and dispatched a familiar to investigate.



    



    All the eyes of the Arsenal of Nine Pillars glowed simultaneously, concentrating their combined mana into a single beam aimed at Igalima.



    



    As the beam of light clashed with the divine weapon, the two forces entered a temporary stalemate in the air, neither advancing nor retreating.



    



    However, the streams of magic scattered from their intense conflict caused massive collateral damage to the surrounding environment.



    



    The once-picturesque riverside park had been reduced to blackened, scorched earth, and many nearby buildings were already leveled.



    



    The scale of destruction caused on the very first night of the Holy Grail War far exceeded anything that could be explained away as a gas explosion.



    



    Still, since the local Holy Church and the Clock Tower were not entirely aligned, Kotomine Risei and Tohsaka Tokiomi might manage to cover it up later as a terrorist attack—as long as no further unexpected incidents occurred.

  
     



    



     



    



    Through the smoke and dust caused by the explosion, several silver-white chains shot toward King Solomon.



    



    If Miss Aoko were present, she would have immediately recognized which Noble Phantasm this was.



    



    After the fierce clash with King Solomon, Gilgamesh, the King of Heroes, realized that without resorting to his trump cards, it would be impossible to defeat the Magecraft King. Thus, he summoned the Chains of Heaven, named after his close friend Enkidu, aiming to capture Solomon in one decisive move.



    



    However, while Solomon was a king chosen by God and ruler of humanity, he did not possess the Divinity trait. This was a secret even Gilgamesh, a demigod with clairvoyance, did not know.



    



    The Chains of Heaven, designed to bind those with Divinity, flailed about wildly, unable to target Solomon. Yet, with a simple spatial transfer spell, Solomon effortlessly neutralized Gilgamesh's attack, pulling his Master along as they vanished from harm's way.



    



    Though briefly startled, Gilgamesh quickly adapted. He redirected the chains, which could not restrain Solomon, to control the unwieldy Sword of Mountain-Cutting he had thrown earlier. With his immense magical power, he transformed the blade into an extension of the Chains of Heaven, preparing for another clash with Solomon.



    



    The battle had reached a stalemate, with no clear victor in sight.



    



    While Tohsaka Tokiomi's condition worsened from the strain of providing magical energy, his supply of precious mana-infused gems was substantial. He could, if he gritted his teeth, endure for a long while yet.



    



    On the other hand, Marisbury Animusphere remained calm. Thanks to Solomon's pre-built magical workshop, which he had upgraded for continuous mana supply, Marisbury did not need to contribute any magical energy. Furthermore, the Demonic Pillars extended their reach into the ley lines, drawing mana directly from the land. Their endurance was unparalleled.



    



    If Gilgamesh were pushed to his limit, there was a real chance he might abandon his pride and summon the Uruk Holy Grail, prolonging the battle indefinitely.



    



    Both Masters doubted they could hold out for that long, and Fuyuki City itself would likely not survive such prolonged destruction.



    



    Worse yet, should this Holy Grail War lead to the obliteration of a modern human city in such a mystically blatant fashion, the principle of magecraft secrecy would be shattered beyond repair.



    



    Just as the two kings were about to continue their battle, a loud, booming, and recklessly bold voice suddenly interrupted them.



    



    "Wuahaha! Both of you, put down your weapons and cease this battle! You stand before a King!"



    



    The unexpected roar halted the clash momentarily. Both combatants turned toward the source of the interruption.



    



    Two Servants and their respective Masters had entered the fray.



    



    One Servant was unmistakably Rider, riding a chariot drawn by two thunderous, lightning-clad divine bulls. On the chariot stood the colossal Servant alongside two modern individuals, both clearly magi.



    



    Hovering near the chariot was another Servant, clad in golden armor and wielding a long, sun-like spear, clearly capable of flight on his own.



    



    Rider's bold interruption not only puzzled the two kings but also left his Master deeply embarrassed.



    



    Waver Velvet slapped his forehead, unable to believe the reckless behavior of his Servant.



    



    "You idiot! You absolute fool!" Waver yelled, weakly pounding his fists against Rider's massive frame. "What are you thinking? Now both of them will target us!"



    



    Nearby, Kayneth Archibald El-Melloi was similarly struck by a sense of despair.



    



    Initially, Kayneth had considered pretending that he and Waver were unconnected, acting independently to avoid unnecessary scrutiny. But since their arrival in Japan had not been secretive, it was inevitable their teacher-student relationship would be exposed. Kayneth had therefore abandoned the pretense, openly acknowledging their alliance.



    



    Now, however, he regretted everything. Waver's incompetence was mortifying enough, but Rider's personality was beyond anything he had anticipated. Kayneth was on the verge of abandoning the Holy Grail War altogether and retreating to the Clock Tower.



    



    But even retreat was no longer an option. Standing alongside King Solomon, watching the unfolding scene with an amused smile, was his old colleague—Marisbury Animusphere.



    



    Kayneth sighed in defeat, mentally resigning himself to the chaos.



    



    "Mongrel! What are you doing here?"



    



    The King of Heroes, Gilgamesh, was furious. His battle with Solomon had reached its peak, only for this absurd interruption to ruin his momentum. It was intolerable.



    



    "To interrupt my battle is an affront to me! And you, some random mongrel, dare to proclaim yourself a king? Such insolence deserves death!"



    



    The Heroic Spirit's crimson eyes burned with anger, his gaze fixed on Rider with murderous intent.



    



    Beside him, Waver Velvet was paralyzed with fear, unable to speak under the oppressive aura emanating from Gilgamesh.



    



    Kayneth fared better, though he too could feel the immense pressure radiating from the golden Servant. Fortunately, Karna stepped in, positioning himself in front of Kayneth to shield him from Gilgamesh's wrath.



    



    Solomon and Marisbury, meanwhile, looked entirely unconcerned, watching the scene unfold as though it were a theatrical performance.



    



    "Behold, I am Iskandar, King of Conquerors! I manifest in this Holy Grail War as Rider," declared Rider grandly.



    



    Even as the golden Heroic Spirit glared daggers at him, and the seemingly unmoved Solomon observed in silence, Rider carried on without hesitation.



    



    "We are all here to vie for the Holy Grail, yet before we fight, I have a proposition!" Rider's booming voice rang out, filling the battlefield with his charisma.



    



    "Submit to me! Surrender the Grail, and I shall treat you as dear comrades. Together, we will share in the glory of conquering the world!"



    



    The audacity of his words left everyone momentarily speechless, even Gilgamesh, who regarded him with utter disdain.



    



    "Pahahahaha!" Gilgamesh finally broke the silence with a laugh. "Foolish clown, you truly excel at amusing me!"



    



    "Very well, as a reward for entertaining this king, I shall grant you a swift and painless death!"



    



    PS: Classic Iskandar

  
     



    



     



    



    "Huh? Can't we negotiate the treatment?" Rider scratched his head, looking troubled. "I had no intention of insulting you heroes."



    



    "Hmph!" The Hero King was no longer interested in entertaining this inexplicable fool. With a casual wave of his hand, dozens of divine weapons materialized from his golden portals and shot toward Rider, who was driving the chariot.



    



    In the original timeline, the reason the King of Conquerors on horseback couldn't evade the Hero King's rain of Noble Phantasms was primarily due to his iconic Gordius Wheel being destroyed early on by Saber.



    



    Now, however, Rider opened his eyes wide, gripping the Cyprus Sword in his right hand while tightly holding the reins of the thunderous Divine Bulls in his left. With the two Masters aboard, he accelerated the chariot in place, narrowly dodging the barrage of Noble Phantasms.



    



    Still, since many of Gilgamesh's projected weapons possessed tracking capabilities, Iskandar had to drift his chariot while striking away the incoming weapons with the Cyprus Sword.



    



    Although the rank of the Cyprus Sword was not particularly high, Iskandar's natural magical energy supply and divine blessings allowed him to contend with the barrage of Noble Phantasms effectively.



    



    Meanwhile, on the chariot, Waver had nearly curled up under the seat, lying flat and refusing to look up. By contrast, Kayneth remained relatively calm, having prepared his Volumen Hydrargyrum the moment Gilgamesh began his attack.



    



    Still, given that Volumen Hydrargyrum was a modern magecraft artifact, whether it could withstand the Hero King's barrage of weapons remained questionable. However, it was better to be prepared than not, and Kayneth's current mindset was simply to "do his best and leave the rest to fate."



    



    Before the battle, Kayneth had allocated the output from the three magic furnaces he had brought to Fuyuki. Knowing his Servant, Karna, was "extremely powerful but also extremely costly," he had assigned two furnaces to Karna. The remaining furnace's output was given to Waver's Servant, Rider Iskandar.



    



    Although Waver was panicking, as usual, Rider displayed his true prowess. Supported by the magic furnace, the fully equipped Iskandar raced his thunderous, bull-drawn chariot around the battlefield, dispelling Gilgamesh's Noble Phantasm barrage.



    



    Meanwhile, after confirming his Master's safety, Lancer Karna effortlessly neutralized Gilgamesh's Gate of Babylon with his superior martial skill and his divine Spear.



    



    Gilgamesh was furious with the racing fool, but even in his anger, he immediately recognized the power and extraordinary nature of the golden-armored Servant standing before him.



    



    Taking advantage of the Hero King's pause, Rider charged back into the fray.



    



    "Impressive skill, Lancer!" Rider praised Karna sincerely, noting that he remained unharmed.



    



    Karna, however, paid no attention to Rider's flattery. Instead, he looked toward his Master, Kayneth, and gave a small nod to indicate that everything was under control.



    



    Kayneth steadied himself and glanced toward Marisbury Animusphere, who remained floating in the air with a smug, detached look as if enjoying a good show. Kayneth couldn't help but feel irritated. What is this guy doing? That golden idiot is such a huge threat. Shouldn't we team up to take him down first?



    



    In reality, Marisbury was more than happy to see Kayneth, with his two Servants, wear down Gilgamesh. After all, aside from Gilgamesh, no other Servants or magus could locate him or Solomon's workshop.



    



    As long as Gilgamesh refrained from stirring up trouble, Marisbury could bide his time until Solomon completed his grand temple. At that point, defeating the remaining enemies would become trivial.



    



    "Hey, you flashy golden guy over there," Rider called out. "You look like an extraordinary king. Surely, you're not so cowardly as to withhold your name?"



    



    Though Rider often appeared to be a muscle-headed brute, Iskandar was a brilliant strategist. He had already deduced the golden king's arrogance and decided to provoke him into revealing his identity.



    



    "You mongrel are unworthy of knowing my name!" Gilgamesh said haughtily. "Across the heavens and earth, from ancient times to the present, I alone am the rightful King! That is all you need to know!"



    



    "Oh?" Rider stroked his beard thoughtfully. Being a lover of books and a scholar of history, he immediately picked up on the implications of Gilgamesh's words.



    



    In this world (the Fate universe), if there were a single king who was utterly unique and unmatched, one would have to look back to the Age of Gods. In that era, the most renowned figure would undoubtedly be the one who served as a "wedge between humans and gods" yet rejected the mission bestowed upon him by the divine.



    



    "Wait a minute… Could it be that you're the Hero King described in the Epic of Gilgamesh?" Rider boldly voiced his guess, causing everyone present to light up with recognition. The shrewd King of Conquerors was attempting to leverage this revelation to rally others against the golden king.



    



    "Hmph. Though you're a mongrel pretending to be a king, your eyes are sharp." Gilgamesh was unfazed by the exposure of his identity. In his mind, revealing his name mattered little—after all, he considered himself invincible.



    



    The reason Rider had pressed Gilgamesh for information was that he'd sensed another presence observing their battle.



    



    At that moment, three separate groups were covertly watching the fight unfold.



    



    The first group, which Rider had noticed, consisted of the "ordinary humans" Emiya Kiritsugu and Maiya Hisau. Their concealment was easily the weakest of all the forces involved.



    



    Upon overhearing the battlefield conversation via his familiar's listening device, Emiya Kiritsugu immediately became alert. Yet, with the situation unclear, he couldn't rule out the possibility that Rider was merely bluffing to draw out hidden observers.



    



    "Maiya, fall back," Kiritsugu whispered into the communicator. "Our position may be compromised. I'll stay behind to observe."



    



    Lying atop a high building near the battle, Maiya was already drenched in cold sweat. Watching the earlier clash between Solomon and Gilgamesh had felt like brushing past death itself, and now Kiritsugu was ordering her to retreat under these conditions...



    



    "Kiritsugu, if I move now, I'll expose our position." Maiya tried her best to remain calm and report quietly, but Kiritsugu immediately sensed her distress. Reluctantly, he abandoned his order.



    



    "Just stay alert..."

  
     



    



     



    



    Since Kiritsugu Emiya and his assistant decided to play dead, the pressure shifted to the next group of bystanders.



    



    Just kidding.



    



    At this moment, Aoko and Artoria, floating in the sky, didn't feel any pressure at all. After receiving intel from their informant, the two briefly discussed the situation and immediately decided to head to the scene and join the excitement.



    



    Upon arrival, Aoko exclaimed in surprise. The Ax King of Uruk versus the Boxing Champion of Israel?! Had this Holy Grail War already escalated to such an explosive level? She decided to remain on the battlefield's perimeter to observe the fight and test Solomon's abilities.



    



    However, since the Conqueror King had already called them out, there was no point in lingering in the sky. After all, neither Aoko nor Artoria had made any effort to hide their presence earlier.



    



    If the others hadn't noticed them, it was entirely due to their lack of perception.



    



    "Let's go, Saber. It's time to see what these people are capable of."



    



    Aoko's tone was calm, but Artoria, with her heightened intuition, could sense that her Master's sister was eager to make an entrance—likely waiting for this opportunity for quite some time.



    



    Artoria gripped her holy sword with one hand, nodded to Aoko, and lightly spurred her steed, Dun Stallion, forward, charging through the winds.



    



    Aoko briefly closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her bright crimson hair emitted a faint glow. Her presence as a Magician now radiated unmistakably.



    



    The unusual scene in the sky caught everyone's attention on the battlefield. Both Masters and Servants instinctively looked upward.



    



    There, a woman riding a majestic white horse appeared. She was clad in silver armor, wearing a crown, and holding a gleaming holy sword. Her golden hair flowed behind her in the wind.



    



    When she reached a distance roughly equal to the other Servants, the knight tugged on the reins, and the white steed hovered mid-air.



    



    The female knight made no effort to hide her refined appearance, but her emerald eyes were cold and impartial as they scanned everyone present. Her cloak flapped in the night wind, and the holy sword in her hand glowed with an awe-inspiring, chilling light.



    



    Though she was a woman, no one dared to underestimate her—not even the arrogant Heroic King, Gilgamesh.



    



    Gilgamesh silently elevated his Vimana to a position slightly above the female knight, scrutinizing her with calculating eyes, as if plotting his next move.



    



    "Hey, Knight! You've been watching for quite some time. Why not announce your name?"



    



    The one to break the silence was, unsurprisingly, the boisterous Conqueror King, Iskandar. His eyes sparkled as he looked at this extraordinary newcomer, eagerly inquiring about her identity.



    



    "I am the Eternal King of Britain," the female knight declared. Her voice wasn't loud, yet somehow everyone present could hear her. "Artoria Pendragon."



    



    "Oh? Did you say you're the King of Britain? You mean that King Arthur?"



    



    Iskandar raised his eyebrows exaggeratedly, clearly intrigued by Artoria's claim.



    



    "I'm astonished! I never imagined the legendary King of Knights would turn out to be such a beautiful woman. That's completely different from the stories!"



    



    Artoria looked at Iskandar. Though she didn't immediately rebut his casual remarks, her gaze grew colder and more severe.



    



    Poor Waver Velvet, who had finally begun to recover, once again found himself embarrassed by his Servant.



    



    "R-Rider! Why are you always spouting nonsense? Aren't you just making more enemies for yourself?! And what's with all your talk about conquering the world earlier? Now you're provoking that new Servant?!"



    



    Waver weakly protested, his voice tinged with helplessness. His forehead now sported a swollen lump from earlier, making his already frazzled appearance look comical.



    



    "Haha! Hahahahaha!"



    



    Iskandar burst into hearty laughter, ignoring his Master's complaints. Instead, he clapped Waver on the back, nearly knocking him out.



    



    "I don't think I'm provoking her," Iskandar said cheerfully. "Besides, you should learn from your professor. Look at him—he's keeping his composure perfectly. That's what you'd expect from a monarch of the Clock Tower, no?"



    



    Iskandar was partially mistaken. The only reason Kayneth Archibald didn't appear flustered wasn't because of composure or grace. It was because he didn't want to embarrass himself in front of his old colleague, Marisbury Animusphere.



    



    More importantly, Kayneth had just spotted a familiar face.



    



    At that moment, Aoko Aozaki descended from the sky, landing beside Artoria. The Command Seals on her hand were strikingly vivid—she made no effort to conceal them, openly declaring herself as the Master of the knight beside her.



    



    Aoko wore a white blouse similar to a formal shirt, paired with a black pleated skirt and a ribbon tie. Her long, slender legs were wrapped in matte black stockings, and she wore slim short-heeled boots.



    



    A modern observer might have noticed that Aoko's outfit closely resembled the one worn by Akiha Tohno in Tsukihime R, except Aoko's figure was far superior, and her skirt was shorter, accentuating her graceful form.



    



    Her skirt billowed in the wind, but no matter how hard anyone tried, they couldn't see beneath it—Aoko had preemptively concealed it with an illusion spell, so all anyone could see was pitch blackness.



    



    "Long time no see, Lord El-Melloi," Aoko greeted calmly. Then, turning toward Marisbury Animusphere, she added, "And greetings to you, Lord Animusphere. I've long admired the fame of the Department of Astromancy."



    



    Kayneth wasn't particularly surprised that Aoko had joined the Holy Grail War. After all, her domain was already in Japan—why wouldn't a Magician like her show up when a large-scale event like this was occurring?



    



    "Well, well, this is…"



    



    Feigning astonishment, Aoko widened her eyes dramatically and looked toward Marisbury and his Caster. "Should I say, as expected of the famed Department of Astromancy? To summon the King of Magecraft Solomon himself... truly impressive!"



    



    Now it was Marisbury's turn to break into a cold sweat.



    



    No matter how he analyzed it, he couldn't comprehend why the Newest Magician, who had supposedly achieved the feat of reaching the Root, would show up to compete with lower-ranked Magi for the Holy Grail. It made no sense!



    



    And yet, not only had Aoko immediately recognized Solomon, but she had also exposed his identity publicly, which would undoubtedly complicate the construction of his Grand Temple.
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    "Well, I don't know what to say," Marisbury said with a smile filled with helplessness. "I never expected the renowned Miss Blue would participate in this Holy Grail War as a Master."



    



    "May I boldly ask your reason for joining this war?" Marisbury's expression grew a little more serious.



    



    "Of course, it's for money," Aozaki Aoko replied matter-of-factly. "It's impossible to continue researching new magical breakthroughs without funding."



    



    "I heard that the winner of the Holy Grail War can have one wish granted, so I decided to join. If I win, I'll wish for an endless supply of money!"



    



    Aoko's honesty truly shocked the other participants. At the very least, it was enough to challenge the worldview of Waver and Kayneth, both of whom valued magical honor and victory above all else.



    



    From afar, Emiya Kiritsugu, who was eavesdropping, fell silent. Is this what my ally is like? (The details of Aoko's earlier conversation with Acht had not been shared with him.)



    



    To compare his ideal of saving humanity with such a vulgar desire for wealth… placing them on the same scale was an insult to his beliefs. It was an insult to the sacrifice of Irisviel's life!



    



    Kiritsugu's heart swelled with resentment. No matter the outcome of this Holy Grail War, Aozaki Aoko must not win. Her wish would mock his ideals, dishonoring everything he had sacrificed.



    



    Stay calm… stay calm… Kiritsugu noticed his heartbeat quickening. But, through years of experience and training, he forced himself to steady his breathing and calm his emotions.



    



    He wasn't sure what a Magician could truly achieve, but in his eyes, a Magician was still human. And as long as they were human, they had weaknesses. They could be killed.



    



    Over the years, Kiritsugu had killed countless arrogant magi, earning himself the title of Magus Killer. This Holy Grail War would be no exception.



    



    As long as his plan was thorough enough, whether it was a Lord of the Clock Tower or one of the world's few true Magicians, he could kill them all.



    



    Because Kiritsugu Emiya would never reject any method that could bring him closer to his goal. He would kill them in ways unimaginable to any magus.



    



    For now, however, Aozaki Aoko was still his ally. Even if he intended to betray her, he would wait for the perfect moment to strike a guaranteed fatal blow.



    



    On the other hand, Marisbury's expression was far more intriguing—it wasn't shocking, nor was it anger.



    



    It was something closer to, "How could someone share the same goal as me in this Holy Grail War?"—a complex emotion.



    



    "Truly unexpected. As expected of a Magician," Marisbury said with heartfelt admiration. "In that case, I believe we must talk."



    



    "Oh? How so?" Aoko seemed intrigued by Marisbury's words. "Does the Department of Astromancy have some special insights about this war?"



    



    "Perhaps we could become allies," Marisbury said seriously. "At the very least, I see no reason to oppose Miss Blue in this battle."



    



    "That does sound good," Aoko shrugged. "Since Lord El-Melloi has set the example, there's no need for me to fight alone."



    



    Having said this, Aoko glanced at Artoria, who stood beside her.



    



    The Knight King nodded, and Dun Stallion obediently carried her to the vicinity of the Magecraft King.



    



    Aoko, without any hesitation, used her Arbitrary Door to disappear and reappear at Artoria's side in the blink of an eye.



    



    She didn't consider the Arbitrary Door wasted—on this battlefield of seasoned magi and clairvoyant schemers, the more inexplicable and unpredictable her methods, the more fear and caution they would inspire.



    



    Seeing Marisbury inexplicably ally with Aozaki Aoko, Kayneth couldn't help but twitch at the corners of his mouth.



    



    Their alliance is a union of strength. And me? I'm only here because of an accident, and I'm stuck with a student. Can that even compare?



    



    Am I here to do charity work?



    



    At that moment, Lord El-Melloi was already entertaining thoughts of withdrawal. Initially, when he heard about the Holy Grail War, he had only intended to gild his impressive resume. Instead, unexpected events continued to occur one after another.



    



    Perhaps Lord Zelretch foresaw this before I ever came here, he thought bitterly.



    



    ...



    



    At a location farther from the Miyama River Park, Matou Zouken and his Servant, Berserker, hid in a shelter concealed by a unique magical technique.



    



    Through his specialized concealment, Zouken ensured he wouldn't be discovered by the Magecraft King or his Master.



    



    His eyes burned as he gazed at the emotionless king in the sky, feelings of nostalgia and hatred stirring within him.



    



    Now isn't the time to act, Zouken calculated. He would wait until the war reached its final stage and strike all at once to eliminate the remaining Masters and Servants.



    



    He was confident in his concealment.



    



    Under his control, the ordinarily mindless Berserker behaved as calmly and obediently as a regular Servant.



    



    No, under his manipulation, Berserker was even more compliant than ordinary Heroic Spirits.



    



    However, as with all things in life, the unexpected still happens.



    



    The Berserker Zouken so firmly controlled suddenly erupted into uncontrollable madness after seeing a certain king's figure through Zouken's surveillance magic.



    



    Berserker let out a bestial roar, shattering the restraining spells suppressing his rage one by one. Like a frenzied beast, the dark knight burst through the walls of their hiding place.



    



    In moments, Berserker had leaped an incredible distance. Powered by Zouken's vast magical energy, the dark knight reached the limits of physical ability—almost flying through the concrete jungle as if he were the Hulk from a comic book.



    



    However, due to earlier combat, nearby U.S. military forces had already noticed something unusual. Two F-16 fighter jets had bypassed Japan's government and taken off, heading toward the Miyama River area.



    



    The noise of their jet engines drew Berserker's attention. He looked up, growled ferociously, and leaped toward one of the F-16s with inhuman strength, just as the Hulk might.



    



    By the time the pilot detected something approaching on radar, it was already too late. Berserker's monstrous power tore apart the first jet, using its wreckage as a springboard to leap onto the second.



    



    With claw-like hands, Berserker dug into the aircraft's frame. His unique Noble Phantasm—dark, infectious magic—poured into the fighter jet like a rampant plague.



    



    In mere moments, the pilot was dead, and the jet had fallen under Berserker's control.



    



    The fighter jet turned pitch black, becoming—quite literally—Berserker's Noble Phantasm.



    



    PS: ARTHUUUUURR!
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    How does the King of Heroes, Gilgamesh, view Magic and Magician?



    



    The answer: outsiders destroying his garden.



    



    In the eyes of this ancient king, everything in the world—treasures, the Earth itself—belongs to him, and that claim holds until the end of time.



    



    But Magic and Magician are different. Magic, drawn from the Root outside of the world, is not something of Earth. Therefore, even someone as arrogant as the Hero King cannot claim that magic is part of his treasure or that magicians are his subjects.



    



    Thus, with the omniscience granted by the Star of All-Knowing, Mr. Gold instantly recognized what this woman standing before him was.



    



    And yet, this woman dared to ally with his opponent right before his eyes? Did she not even see Gilgamesh, the King of Heroes?



    



    If she disrespects him today, who knows what insolence she might commit tomorrow? Such impudence must be punished!



    



    As Gilgamesh fumed and prepared to teach both Aoko and Artoria a lesson, a new participant entered the battle.



    



    "Arrrrrrrrrrthurrrrrrr!!!"



    



    A black-clad figure, perched atop a jet fighter, roared incomprehensibly as he charged toward Artoria.



    



    All eyes turned to the bizarre sight—a medieval knight piloting a modern jet. The image was too absurd to ignore.



    



    "Oh? Judging by his lack of sanity, is that a Berserker?" The King of Conquerors, Iskandar, stroked his beard with interest. "Little Master, can you see his stats?"



    



    "...I can't. I can't see anything at all," said Waver Velvet in confusion.



    



    "Oi, aren't you a Master? Shouldn't you at least see his strengths and weaknesses?"



    



    Masters, after forging a contract with a Servant, are granted the ability to read their stats via the Holy Grail. Of all the Servants present, the strongest in raw stats was undoubtedly Saber, who sat proudly astride her horse. But the black Berserker remained unreadable.



    



    "This must be a special ability or Noble Phantasm," said a grim Kayneth. "Because even I can't see Berserker's stats. This is a deliberate concealment."



    



    Hearing Kayneth's assessment, Iskandar quickly grasped the situation. For now, though, he was content to watch and assess Artoria's strength. If her prowess proved formidable, he would respect her. But if she turned out to be overrated, he and Lancer would not hesitate to eliminate her.



    



    Iskandar's strategies often seemed simple, but he always had a method. For instance, when he earlier provoked Gilgamesh and Solomon, it wasn't thoughtless—it was calculated. He knew that the King of Magecraft, Solomon, would likely ignore his provocations, while the arrogant, golden Hero King would be infuriated.



    



    In Iskandar's eyes, even if Gilgamesh were strong, he wouldn't withstand the combined might of Iskandar and Karna, his ally. Solomon, already fighting Gilgamesh, would not interfere, as his energy would also be heavily depleted.



    



    Divide and conquer—that was Iskandar's strategy. Take down Gilgamesh first, then deal with Solomon. A clear and logical plan.



    



    But Iskandar hadn't anticipated that he wasn't the only one with near-unlimited reserves of energy.



    



    While Iskandar schemed, Berserker and Saber's battle erupted.



    



    Berserker, piloting the F-16 jet, unleashed a barrage from its Vulcan cannon. The magical reinforcement of the weapon created a storm of 20mm shells aimed directly at Artoria and Aoko.



    



    However, Aoko, already deep in her Redshift state, had predicted the attack. She quickly conjured a semi-transparent forcefield—a perfectly square magical barrier—that blocked the assault effortlessly.



    



    The display left the observing magi stunned.



    



    This is what a Magician can do? What kind of method is this? Is it even Fifth Magic? Blocking a Servant's attack so casually... how is this possible?



    



    But to Aoko, this was barely an inconvenience. If she were alone, she wouldn't even need the barrier. Her Redshift ability allowed her to shift along the time axis, instantly avoiding any attack and creating an impenetrable shield-like effect.



    



    Berserker, though, didn't care about the spectacle he had caused. He roared, firing all six of his AIM-7 Sparrow missiles. The missiles, corrupted by his dark magic, trailed black-red flames as they smashed into the forcefield.



    



    What the others didn't know was that Aoko's barrier was immune to all damage except for disintegration. Even the Black Barrel, held by a certain someone, couldn't breach it.



    



    Aoko blocked the attack not because she needed to, but to spare Artoria from damage that might compromise her pride. While Artoria's Avalon could regenerate her quickly, it didn't completely nullify damage unless activated as a Noble Phantasm.



    



    Seeing Aoko deflect the attack, Artoria knew it was her turn to prove herself.



    



    She tugged the reins of her horse. Dyn Stallion leaped high into the air, placing Artoria above Berserker.



    



    The King of Knights raised Excalibur high, the radiant light of the stars shining from her sword and illuminating the battlefield.



    



    "Ex... calibur!"
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    The starlight of the Holy Sword fell like a waterfall, crashing from the heavens to the earth.



    



    The surrounding air trembled as Excalibur's attack descended like a meteor strike—unstoppable, engulfing Berserker and his fighter jet. Even in his madness, Berserker relied on his unparalleled martial skill and astonishing combat instincts, drawing his sword in a desperate attempt to resist the overwhelming power. However, the torrent of light did not waver in the slightest against the black knight.



    



    As the attack struck the ground, a trench hundreds of meters long was carved into the earth. The force ruptured underground water pipes, causing vast amounts of water to evaporate instantly and creating a dense, sprawling mist. Berserker and the fighter jet under his control seemed to have been vaporized entirely by the Knight King's Holy Sword, leaving not so much as a trace of debris behind.



    



    The sheer power of Artoria's strike was undeniable, yet as far as Noble Phantasms go, this still did not represent its true form.



    



    From his chariot, the King of Conquerors, Iskandar, watched the scene intently, evaluating whether he could withstand such an attack were he the target. Judging by the sheer intensity of the strike, his Gordius Wheel would certainly not survive. However, that did not mean he was without means to counter Saber's Holy Sword.



    



    For now, Iskandar assessed the Knight King as exceptionally powerful, though her capabilities beyond this devastating sword strike—her close combat skills and other abilities—remained a mystery. Further probing would be necessary.



    



    What he did not know, however, was that Artoria's previous attack was not the full release of her Noble Phantasm but merely a charged heavy strike, powered by the energy supply system Aoko Aozaki had established through the leyline at Ryuudou Temple.



    



    This version of Artoria was far removed from the youthful form of the original timeline. She now wielded the true Holy Sword of the Stars, bound by thirteen seals. If these restraints were fully released through specific rituals, a single strike could erase an entire nation from the face of the Earth.



    



    Of course, such immense power came with limitations. The number of seals that could be released depended on the nature of the enemy. Only against "enemies of the stars" or "threats to humanity" would the sword reveal its full, terrifying form.



    



    Interestingly, if Aoko herself were to become such an "enemy," it could very well trigger the release of all thirteen seals. After all, when it comes to magic, those who understand… understand.



    



    "Hmm, this mad dog has ruined my evening's entertainment," said Gilgamesh, watching from the sky. "You mongrels got lucky tonight. I'll let you live a few more days."



    



    Without waiting for a response, the King of Heroes departed, flying off in his Vimana.



    



    "We should retreat as well, Lancer. Rider!"



    



    After careful consideration, Kayneth concluded that now was not the time to clash with Marisbury and Aoko Aozaki. A more detailed strategy would be required.



    



    Karna flew back to his Master's side and nodded in acknowledgment.



    



    Iskandar, too, saw little point in remaining on a battlefield already devastated by the residual energy of Artoria's attack. To risk exposing his Master to further danger would be foolish.



    



    After everything that had occurred tonight, Waver Velvet could not wait to retreat to his room, where he could hide and rest, hoping to forget the trauma his soul had endured.



    



    With unanimous agreement, there was no reason to linger. Iskandar tugged on the reins of his divine bulls, turning his Gordius Wheel away from the battlefield.



    



    "Well then, Knight King, King Solomon, it seems our battle will have to wait until next time," Iskandar called out. "Farewell!"



    



    With that, the divine bulls roared, pulling the chariot away from the ruined field.



    



    King Solomon, seeing all his opponents retreat, activated an anti-summoning ritual and recalled his Nine Pillars into his body.



    



    "It seems tonight's incident ends here," Aoko said, taking in the devastation around her. She turned to Marisbury and added, "I'm afraid the overseers of Fuyuki City and the Holy Church are going to have their hands full tomorrow."



    



    "Ah, you're right," Marisbury sighed. "With things escalating this far, I expect both the Mage's Association and the Holy Church will send investigators."



    



    "Hmm?" Aoko raised an eyebrow. "You and El-Melloi came here, and the Association doesn't know?"



    



    "Well, they know," Marisbury replied, spreading his hands helplessly, "but not all the details. It seems some within the Association's leadership have sealed off intelligence regarding the Holy Grail War."



    



    "Alright, then. So, what's next? Do we talk business?" Aoko asked casually. Artoria, having returned her Holy Sword to Avalon, stood silently by her side. "I've always been open to collaborations."



    



    "That's excellent," Marisbury said with a genuine smile. "Allow me to introduce the Astronomical Department's current research project—Chaldeas, a pseudo-Earth environmental model."



    



    "Let's find another place to discuss this in detail, Ms. Aoko Aozaki."



    



    ...



    



    After Aoko and Artoria left the battlefield with Marisbury and King Solomon, in the basement of a certain residence, Zouken Matou scowled at the sight before him. Berserker's body was tattered, his helmet destroyed.



    



    The fool had inexplicably been enraged by Aoko Aozaki's Saber and had broken free of his control spells. Zouken had intended to exploit the chaos to eliminate one or two Servants, but Berserker had been soundly defeated in less than a single round. Worthless.



    



    Still, it was of no major consequence. As long as he had not yet been exposed to that King, tonight's events were not a complete failure.



    



    With this thought, Zouken smiled. Casually waving his hand, he summoned a black liquid that seeped in from all directions, enveloping Berserker and slowly pulling him underground.



    



    Repairing Berserker would take time, but Zouken began to ponder his next move. To solidify his position, he would need the Holy Grail's magical energy. With the Grail in his possession, he could summon the rest of the Demon Pillars into this timeline.



    



    The greatest obstacles in his path were that King and Aoko Aozaki, the Magician of the Fifth.



    



    If he could seize control of the Hero King's Command Seals, he might just gain the power to challenge them.



    



    As for the King of Conquerors, the Lancer, and the elusive Assassin? They were mere trifles.
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    Kiritsugu Emiya returned to the Einzbern Castle in Fuyuki with a heavy heart.



    



    The combat strength of the participating Servants in this Holy Grail War far exceeded his expectations, and even their Masters were proving to be formidable opponents, not ones that could be easily dealt with.



    



    Tokiomi Tohsaka, holed up in his residence surrounded by numerous Bounded Fields, had turned his home into an impenetrable magical fortress. Breaking through such defenses would likely require an enormous amount of explosives.



    



    The Master of Berserker remained unknown. Kiritsugu believed the Servant's raw strength itself wasn't as overwhelming as others, but Berserker's ability to manipulate modern weapons was noteworthy. However, the complete lack of information about his Master seemed highly suspicious.



    



    Initially, Kiritsugu suspected Berserker's Master might be connected to the Matou family. But considering the Matou family had already been eliminated by Tohsaka before the war began, Berserker's Master was most likely an unknown outsider magus.



    



    Aoko Aozaki—a Magician—was both incredibly powerful and deeply mysterious. Neither Aoko nor her sister had revealed their hiding place, not even to Kiritsugu, their so-called ally. Maiya Hisau had been actively investigating their whereabouts, but no trace of them could be found. (Even mundane tasks like grocery shopping seemed to be handled via teleportation or flight spells.)



    



    Among the two Lords of the Clock Tower, Kiritsugu initially thought Kayneth Archibald was the easiest to target because the man had chosen the top floor of a luxury hotel as his workshop—a move that practically invited attacks.



    



    However, after tonight's battle, Kiritsugu realized Kayneth had brought his student along and summoned two Servants. This significantly complicated matters; a diversion to lure both Servants away would likely fail. Any rational Master would never leave their stronghold undefended.



    



    If Kiritsugu wanted to deal with Kayneth or his student, he would need a more covert and meticulous approach. Blowing up their base alone wouldn't suffice; he needed a more effective strategy.



    



    Marisburyl Animusphere, who had summoned King Solomon, was an entirely unexpected participant. The head of the Astromancy Department had always maintained a low profile within the Clock Tower, presenting himself as a dedicated scholar. Information on him was scarce.



    



    Typically, such a figure would lower others' guards, but for Kiritsugu, this was a massive threat. He knew nothing about Marisbury.



    



    To make matters worse, the Lord of Astromancy had openly allied himself with Aoko Aozaki, the Magician. This was a disaster among disasters. Neither of their bases in Fuyuki City had been revealed yet.



    



    Kiritsugu knew he needed to intensify his intelligence-gathering efforts. He came to this conclusion as he picked up the phone.



    



    "Iri, tell Semiramis that the ritual can begin," Kiritsugu instructed his wife over the phone.



    



    ["Understood, Kiri. Be careful out there,"] Irisviel said. ["Illya is waiting for you."]



    



    "Yeah, I know." Kiritsugu's cold expression softened slightly. "Take care of yourself, too."



    



    After ending the call, Kiritsugu returned to his cold, professional demeanor as a magus killer. He dialed another number. This time, the other end of the line remained silent.



    



    "It's me, Maiya," Kiritsugu said. "Any movements at the Hyatt Hotel?"



    



    ["Nothing,"] Maiya replied, staring through her binoculars. ["I haven't seen the carriage return to the hotel, and the surveillance devices haven't detected any abnormalities."]



    



    Kiritsugu frowned. Rider's fast mobility and aerial tactics were particularly troublesome. Originally, he thought keeping an eye on the Hyatt Hotel would be enough to confirm Kayneth's movements, but clearly, it wasn't that simple. The enemy must be using concealment magic.



    



    "Keep watching," Kiritsugu ordered. "If you spot any trace of Kayneth or his student, notify me immediately."



    



    ...



    



    "Another surveillance camera…" Waver Velvet muttered as he combed through the Hyatt Hotel with his homemade electronic detection mystic code. He meticulously searched for suspicious surveillance devices, disrupting their signals using his magecraft.



    



    He'd started this task after, shortly upon checking in with Kayneth, he accidentally discovered a tiny surveillance camera hidden in one of the hotel's busiest corridors.



    



    The camera was discreetly placed—not something set up by the hotel staff.



    



    When Waver looked up the price of the camera, he found it astonishingly expensive, something an ordinary voyeur couldn't afford. After deliberating, he decided to report it to Kayneth.



    



    "You're saying this device can transmit images remotely and is quite costly?" Kayneth asked, pausing his work on adjusting his magic furnace.



    



    "Yes, professor," Waver replied. "That's why I'm worried it might have been installed by a magus participating in the Holy Grail War."



    



    Kayneth didn't respond immediately. He paced the room, deep in thought. Normally, reputable magi avoided using technological devices because doing so could diminish their mystique. Kayneth himself adhered to this principle.



    



    But what if the culprit wasn't a traditional magus?



    



    Before arriving in Fuyuki, Kayneth had studied the hidden history of the Holy Grail War. The Matou, Tohsaka, and Einzbern families—known as the Three Founding Families—were at its center.



    



    With the Matou family eliminated early, and the Tohsakas being purist disciples of the magical arts, it was unlikely they would resort to such dishonorable tactics. That left the Einzberns.



    



    Kayneth recalled rumors of the Einzbern family hiring outside magi due to their lack of combatants. Could these loathsome little devices have been planted by the Einzberns' mercenary?



    



    At least Waver wasn't entirely useless. Kayneth conceded that, among all his students, Waver Velvet had the sharpest observational skills.



    



    "Waver, I have a task for you," Kayneth said seriously. "I need you to locate all suspicious devices in this hotel as soon as possible. Can you do that?"



    



    "I'll do my best, professor," Waver responded eagerly, though with some hesitation. "But this hotel is massive. I can't guarantee I'll find them all."



    



    "Prioritize your search," Kayneth commanded sternly. "Start with the areas where we spend the most time. Do I need to teach you even that?"

  
     



    



     



    



    Aoko and Artoria entered Marisbury's workshop via spatial transfer.



    



    The reason Aoko dared to accept the potential enemy's assistance with spatial transfer was because she truly had confidence in her Fifth Magic's invulnerability.



    



    No matter if you're the divinely appointed King of Jerusalem, you still couldn't pierce through the Redshift temporal defense with something as basic as spatial transfer.



    



    As for Artoria, with Avalon in her possession, her defensive capabilities were even stronger and more comprehensive than Aoko's, despite Aoko being a Magician.



    



    After all, while the outcome of a battle between Aoko and the Jewel Wizard was uncertain, if Artoria Avalon faced Zelretch, at worst, she could guarantee she wouldn't lose.



    



    Although King Solomon and Marisbury hadn't said anything explicitly, Aoko already sensed that she and Artoria were now in an underground area somewhere near the Mion River.



    



    The main reason Aoko knew this was because she had already studied various spatial transfer magics (such as Maze Step, Dimensional Door, and Teleportation) to a deep degree. When King Solomon activated the transfer spell, she had already discerned the spatial coordinates of the destination.



    



    "Impressive as expected of King Solomon," Aoko raised her eyebrows and said, "Is this place built to mimic the First Temple?"



    



    "I wouldn't call it a mimic," Marisbury replied. "After all, it was built by me. Perhaps calling it the Second Temple would be more fitting?"



    



    Neither of the Servants reacted to the Magus's attempt at a joke. Aoko found herself looking at Marisbury curiously. He alone seemed pleased with his humor.



    



    To think that the mastermind behind Chaldeas would be someone so fond of bad jokes—it was almost ironic.



    



    Aoko surveyed the workshop battlefield, modified and reconstructed by King Solomon. It resembled the Temple of Time from her memories quite a bit. It seemed Goetia had indeed inherited Solomon's architectural aesthetics.



    



    Or to put it more bluntly, when Solomon first built the First Temple, the 72 Demon Gods were likely his engineers.



    



    "This is my apprentice," Marisbury gestured to a handsome young man with golden hair walking over. "Kirschtaria Wodime. He's assisting me in this Holy Grail War."



    



    "It's an honor to meet you, Miss Blue," Kirschtaria said politely. "To see a Magician with my own eyes—it's truly a once-in-a-lifetime experience."



    



    "You're exaggerating," Aoko waved him off. "You make it sound like I'm something completely inhuman. I'm not that jewel geezer."



    



    Hearing this, Kirschtaria looked slightly flustered and turned to Marisbury for guidance.



    



    "Kirschtaria is still young," Marisbury stepped in smoothly. "If he's offended you in any way, Miss Blue, I apologize on his behalf."



    



    "It's nothing serious," Aoko replied casually, sitting down at a round table. "I wasn't bothered at all. I was just speaking offhandedly."



    



    "What an enviable attitude toward life," Marisbury sighed. "Magicians are truly graduates of humanity, transcendent beings. Unlike us, who are trapped in the cages of our aspirations."



    



    "Save the poetic musings for later, Lord Marisbury," Aoko cut him off bluntly. "Let's talk about our cooperation, shall we?"



    



    "It seems Miss Blue is as straightforward as the rumors say," Marisbury smiled. "Let's begin then. Where should we start?"



    



    After a brief pause, Marisbury continued.



    



    "Let's start with our objective," Marisbury's gaze grew deeper. "Do you know what the Human Order is?"



    



    "Are you referring to the integrated concept of humanity's origin, existence, and development?" Aoko rubbed her chin thoughtfully. "Is this what Astromancy Magecraft studies?"



    



    "Exactly!" Marisbury answered decisively. "Rather than saying it's Astromancy Magecraft's research field, you could call it the Animusphere family's lifelong wish."



    



    "What we do has some similarities to the Astronomical Observatory Carillon's work," Marisbury explained passionately. "The Bureau of Sealing Designation observes the surface from deep underground, but the Animusphere family aims to overlook Earth from the void, ensuring human civilization—the Human Order—still exists a hundred years into the future."



    



    "To achieve this, we built an extremely small-scale model of Earth, replicating the soul of the planet. Thus, Chaldeas was born."



    



    Marisbury fixed Aoko with an intense gaze.



    



    "So far, it sounds pretty admirable," Aoko nodded, evaluating his words. "The Animusphere family's ambition sounds quite noble. So what does this have to do with you participating in the Holy Grail War?"



    



    "This brings us back to Chaldeas," Marisbury said with a pained expression. "Despite the Animusphere family going all-in, bankrupting ourselves, we only managed to complete the prototype of Chaldeas last year."



    



    "But human effort has its limits," Marisbury continued sorrowfully. "Just as we were about to activate Chaldeas, we discovered a harsh reality: we had no money left."



    



    "Activating Chaldeas requires an astounding amount of resources, and acquiring those resources demands astronomical wealth," Marisbury added. "And our subsequent plans—for instance, the Near-Future Observation Lens: Sheba and the Spiritron Calculators still in development—will also need massive financial support."



    



    "So, with no other choice, I decided to enter the Holy Grail War."



    



    "I see," Aoko nodded. "I understand your reasoning now. So, what's your proposal?"



    



    "I will relinquish the right to make a wish upon the Holy Grail to you, Miss Blue," Marisbury said straightforwardly. "Because our goals align. We both need to wish upon the Grail for wealth, so there's no need for conflict."



    



    Hearing this, King Solomon, who had been expressionless until now, glanced over as if he wanted to say something but remained silent in the end.



    



    "Astromancy Magecraft can fully assist you in achieving victory," Marisbury said, clasping his hands together. "All I ask is that you agree to invest in the Chaldeas project."



    



    It was an incredibly tempting proposal, and Aoko weighed the pros and cons carefully.



    



    There was no doubt that Marisbury was a schemer with unclear motives, but because Aoko's past life memories of FGO had never reached completion, she still couldn't determine what this man truly intended.



    



    For now, however, Aoko's goal of obtaining wealth via the Grail to help Touko achieve the Third Magic—Materialization of the Soul—had no conflicts with Marisbury's goals.



    



    After all, when money reaches an absurd level, even splitting it in half makes little difference to its owners.



    



    Considering the concept of Spiritron Record Fixed Bands in magecraft, since the Chaldeas prototype already existed, it was likely that a Grand Order-like event in this world's future had become inevitable. Whether Aoko destroyed Chaldea or killed Marisbury, it would already be too late.



    



    Since key events were certain to occur, Aoko decided it was better to play along, investing in Chaldea early to secure a way for her loved ones to survive even in the event of a Human Order Incineration or Surface Bleaching.



    



    As for future schemes, Aoko would deal with them head-on. And if necessary, she wouldn't hesitate to annihilate Marisbury. As someone who had graduated from fate, she was confident she could turn the tides.



    



    "I accept," Aoko said decisively under Marisbury's gaze. "But I have some conditions regarding the investment in Chaldeas. If you agree to my terms, then we have a deal."
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    In fact, after learning that the prototype of Chaldeas had come into existence, Aoko once doubted the sustainability of this worldline and even considered planning to escape to another world with her family and friends via interdimensional transport.



    



    However, after thinking it through, she felt that running away in such a manner would be deeply unsatisfying. A Magician, by definition, is someone who makes the impossible possible—how could she give up so easily?



    



    Thus, Aoko ultimately decided to take the initiative and join the Human Order Protection Plan, becoming a major shareholder in Chaldea through this Holy Grail War.



    



    Aoko and Marisbury reached a series of agreements, with key provisions that included the Aozaki sisters' shareholding ratio in the soon-to-be-established Chaldea Security Organization and their corresponding authority within the organization.



    



    The agreement stipulated that if Marisbury, the director, were to become absent (die) during the Human Order Protection Plan, Aozaki Aoko would succeed him as the next director of Chaldea Security Organization.



    



    Furthermore, all Chaldea technology must be shared with the Aozaki sisters, who, in turn, must provide necessary technical support for Chaldea's operations.



    



    This self-binding contractual agreement involved multiple parties, which made it necessary for Aoko to return briefly to Ryuudou Temple to pull her sister, Touko, away from her work of diligently crafting an Avenger transfer vessel so that she could co-sign the agreement.



    



    Before returning to Marisbury's temporary workshop, Aoko disclosed part of the truth about Chaldeas and the Human Order Protection Plan to Touko, seeking her evaluation.



    



    "This sounds pretty interesting, doesn't it?" Touko replied with a mischievous smile. "The first step to solving a conspiracy is to become part of the conspiracy's inner circle. Besides, there's still plenty of time before Chaldea's official establishment."



    



    Thus, Touko readily agreed to Aoko's vision for the Chaldea Security Organization.



    



    In addition to the Aozaki sisters and Marisbury, the Servants involved in the Holy Grail War also participated in the contract signing to ensure the plan proceeded smoothly.



    



    What surprised Touko slightly was that one of the Servants—a man with braided hair—made a request the moment he saw her.



    



    "After the Holy Grail War ends, please allow me to become human," King Solomon said. "I don't need to retain any powers—just an ordinary, mundane human will suffice."



    



    Aoko wasn't surprised, but both Marisbury, Aozaki Touko and Artoria were momentarily puzzled by this powerful King of Jerusalem making such a request.



    



    Helping a Servant regain a physical body and become human was a completely new magical challenge for the Grand Puppeteer Aozaki Touko, one she had no reason to refuse. She readily agreed.



    



    Marisbury, upon hearing this, had a subtle and unreadable expression, as if calculating something in his mind.



    



    Aoko also privately asked Artoria if she wished to remain in this era and live her life anew.



    



    Artoria fell into silence. Since her summoning, both Aoko and Touko had occasionally revealed to her certain truths about the Holy Grail and Earth's history.



    



    These included the original purpose of the Heaven Feels and the principles by which the Greater Grail fulfilled wishes.



    



    The victor of the Holy Grail War could realize their wish using its immense magical energy. However, in essence, if the victor didn't know how to achieve their wish, the Greater Grail wouldn't be able to implement it through conventional means.



    



    The destruction of Age of Gods Britain was a fixed event imprinted upon the records of the Human Order, a so-called "inevitable occurrence in all parallel worlds."



    



    If Artoria wished to use the Holy Grail's power to ensure her people never went hungry, then after the wish was realized, Britain would still face other catastrophes that would lead to its destruction. Her people might even suffer more greatly as a result.



    



    Furthermore, if the humans of Age of Gods Britain were to succeed in resisting the decline of the gods, Britain might become a Lostbelt and face pruning.



    



    Pruning is the process by which the Human Order itself burns away pages deemed unnecessary by the collective will of humanity. In other words, the continued existence of that Age of Gods Britain was a fact denied by the Human Order.



    



    After learning the truth, Artoria experienced a brief moment of confusion. However, the Knight King didn't remain in that state for long. She quickly regained her composure.



    



    "It can't be helped," Artoria said calmly. "My people and I have endured unimaginable hardships. Even if we ultimately failed, we have no regrets."



    



    "I will fight for my Master and win this Holy Grail War," Artoria continued. "A knight's vow must be upheld."



    



    Aoko didn't press further about whether Artoria would stay in the modern world after the war. However, based on Touko's analysis of the Greater Grail's summoning system and the concept of Saint Graph, Aoko was confident she could use Avalon, the uniquely designated holy relic, to summon an Artoria who retained her current memories.



    



    With the contract signed, the collaboration officially began.



    



    Marisbury and King Solomon, under the guidance of Aoko and Touko, descended into the hollow space beneath Ryuudou Temple where the Greater Grail was stored.



    



    "As expected... this is the same situation Dr. Heartless described, isn't it?" Marisbury murmured as he gazed at the Greater Grail, surrounded by a massive curse. "Resolving this won't be an easy task."



    



    "We already have a plan in place," Touko said, crossing her arms with a slightly proud tone. "Ultimately, the source of the curse within the Greater Grail is the Avenger improperly summoned into it. All I need to do is extract his soul from the Grail and transfer it into the prepared vessel to contain him."



    



    "So, what's the difficulty in this plan?" Marisbury, ever the astute Lord of Astromancy, immediately discerned that the matter wasn't as simple as Touko made it sound.



    



    "The difficulty lies in locating that soul," Aoko said with a helpless shrug. "Avenger seems to have noticed our movements and has been hiding within the imaginary space inside the Grail, making it hard for us to pinpoint him."



    



    "I can handle that," King Solomon said, staring into the black mud churning within the Greater Grail. "Though, it will take some time."



    



    Aoko wasn't surprised by this outcome. Solomon's mastery of magecraft was undoubtedly unparalleled.



    



    Even a top-tier magical construct like the Greater Grail—one that bordered on the Third Magic—likely posed little challenge to the King of Magecraft.



    



    With both sides having reached a complete consensus on the Holy Grail War's conclusion, Aoko and Marisbury believed their ultimate victory was inevitable. What remained were only minor details to address.
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    The battle of the first night of the Holy Grail War had come to an end, and the second day arrived.



    



    Tokiomi Tohsaka and Risei Kotomine were both incredibly busy, as they had received inquiries simultaneously from the Mage's Association and the Holy Church.



    



    As the overseer of the magical side of Fuyuki City, Tokiomi even received a call from the Japanese Prime Minister himself. This was due to the fact that two U.S. military fighter jets had gone missing over Fuyuki City last night, and now the Japanese government was being pressured to provide an explanation.



    



    Sweating profusely, Tokiomi didn't even have the energy to worry about the fact that his Servant, Gilgamesh, had once again wandered off on his own to roam the streets.



    



    The Servant battleground near the river was explained away to the public as a "meteor strike that caused a natural gas pipeline explosion, triggering a chain reaction." That area was now completely sealed off, with civilians prohibited from entering.



    



    On top of external pressures, Tokiomi felt deeply aggrieved upon learning that one of his opponents was a Magician—a being who had already achieved the ultimate goal of magus.



    



    When the Tohsaka family, together with the Matou and Einzbern families, established the Holy Grail system, the Tohsaka family's great elder, the Wizard Marshall Zelretch, had personally witnessed the creation of the ritual and promised to prevent other Magicians from interfering. But now that "other Magicians" had entered the fray, where was Zelretch? Why hadn't he shown up yet?



    



    Complaints aside, Tokiomi understood that he had to handle things one step at a time. He was a pragmatic man who wouldn't give up just because his opponent was strong.



    



    Meanwhile, Father Risei Kotomine, after discussions with the Holy Church, decided to issue a bounty on Berserker.



    



    Berserker had recklessly destroyed and hijacked the U.S. fighter jets, causing significant disruption in the magical world and risking exposure of the Holy Grail War's secrets to the general public. The Japanese government was already under intense interrogation from the United States, and someone had to take the blame for the incident. With Berserker and their Master still unidentified, they became the perfect scapegoats.



    



    Thus, leveraging his position as the overseer of the Holy Grail War, Risei issued a summons to all Masters, planning to explain the situation that night.



    



    To incentivize cooperation, the Fuyuki Church would offer a Command Seal from the leftover stock of previous Holy Grail Wars as a prize for anyone who managed to eliminate Berserker or capture their Master.



    



    For Tokiomi and Risei, this strategy was a win-win. It allowed them to handle external pressure while also using the other Masters to eliminate one of their competitors.



    



    However, with two other pairs of Masters already having formed alliances, Tokiomi had to consider forming one of his own.



    



    Tokiomi had no doubts about the overwhelming strength of his Servant, the King of Heroes, Gilgamesh. However, if someone like King Solomon—who had once fought Gilgamesh to a standstill—teamed up with a Servant like King Arthur, Tokiomi couldn't help but feel uncertain.



    



    What's more, the Master of King Arthur, the Magician Aoko Aozaki, made him particularly uneasy. In a way, she was even an indirect benefactor to his daughter, which left Tokiomi in a conflicted position.



    



    After much thought, Tokiomi decided to seek an opportunity to plead with Gilgamesh. If they were victorious, he hoped the King of Heroes would spare Aoko Aozaki's life, thus repaying the favor.



    



    Considering that the Lord of the Mineralogy Department's ally was his student and that Marisbury was Tokiomi's greatest competitor, the only viable choice for an alliance—aside from the wanted Berserker—was the elusive Master of Assassin, the Einzbern representative.



    



    Normally, an alliance between the Tohsaka and Einzbern families, as two members of the founding families, would be unthinkable. But Tokiomi was now backed into a corner and had no choice but to swallow his pride and seek allies.



    



    "Kirei, come here. I have something important to ask of you."



    



    Tokiomi picked up his communicator and contacted his student. After a day of running around handling the various parties investigating the events in Fuyuki, Tokiomi now had an even more pressing task for him.



    



    About half an hour later, a travel-worn and expressionless Kirei Kotomine returned to the Tohsaka estate and stood before his teacher.



    



    "Have a seat, Kirei. You've been working so hard lately," Tokiomi said with a sigh of gratitude, pouring his student a cup of tea.



    



    "This is what I should do, Teacher," Kirei replied as he took the tea. After taking a sip, he asked, "Did something urgent happen for you to call me back so suddenly?"



    



    "Yes, there is an important matter," Tokiomi said as he sat back in his chair. "We need an ally."



    



    "An ally?" Kirei asked with a puzzled expression. "But isn't there only one winner in the Holy Grail War...?"



    



    "That's true," Tokiomi nodded. "But before that happens, I need to make sure I'm not the next to be eliminated once Berserker is dealt with."



    



    "Hmm," Kirei murmured thoughtfully. "So, you want me to contact the Einzbern family?"



    



    "Exactly!" Tokiomi said, pleased with his student's understanding. "I need you to personally deliver a letter I've written to the Einzbern representative in Fuyuki. I'll include a self-geis scroll as a gesture of sincerity."



    



    "...I understand, Teacher," Kirei said, showing an unusual flicker of emotion. "I'll make sure the letter is delivered."



    



    Kirei's unusual enthusiasm for delivering the letter wasn't due to any alignment with Tokiomi's hopes for an alliance.



    



    Deep down, Kirei knew he was an empty, hollow person, devoid of emotion or purpose. He had always been searching for something that could stir his stagnant heart.



    



    During the previous night's battle, Kirei had shot down a magus's familiar while monitoring the conflict. To his surprise, the familiar had been carrying a miniature camera.



    



    This discovery piqued Kirei's curiosity. What kind of person would abandon the pride of a magus to participate in this brutal, meat-grinder of a war?



    



    After an efficient investigation, Kirei learned that the familiar likely belonged to a mercenary hired by the Einzbern family—the man known as the Magus Killer.



    



    For some reason, Kirei found himself uncommonly intrigued by this mysterious man. What kind of life had this mercenary led? What goals drove him to participate in the Holy Grail War? What wishes did he hope to fulfill?



    



    Now, with his teacher's request, Kirei saw the perfect opportunity to meet this man face-to-face. If possible, he wanted to talk to him and uncover the answers to his questions.

  
     



    



    A blond youth, dressed in an expensive, stylish jacket and adorned with vintage-looking gold jewelry, strolled through the commercial streets of Fuyuki City.



    



    His handsome and well-proportioned features undoubtedly attracted the attention of many women on the street. However, upon noticing the proud and icy expression on his face, they found themselves hesitating, unable to muster the courage to approach him.



    



    This unknown citizen, whom we'll call Mr. Gold, wandered leisurely past various shops, mentally critiquing the prosperity that modern humans had built. His evaluations ranged from disdain to deeply considered conclusions.



    



    After wandering and feeling slightly bored, Mr. Gold found himself at a game center.



    



    Possessing the Omniscient and Omnipotent Star, he naturally understood what kind of place this was and how the facilities were meant to be played.



    



    After casually throwing a large sum of money to the staff at the exchange counter, Mr. Gold received a substantial amount of game tokens. He then chose a machine that caught his interest and took a seat.



    



    What happened next shocked all the players around him. No matter which gambling-style game he played, Mr. Gold won easily, racking up massive winnings.



    



    Thanks to his unique skill, Golden Rule EX, even if he blindly tossed a token, he could effortlessly rake in money. Regardless of whether the store had secretly adjusted the odds of winning, Mr. Gold could grasp the one winning possibility in a sea of randomness, achieving overwhelming victories.



    



    It didn't take long for him to go from a single basket of tokens to having so many winnings that he couldn't even store them all. He began handing out free tokens to the other players around him.



    



    In his own words: "This king is in a good mood today, so take them!"



    



    However, games like these can lose their appeal after consecutive wins. As Mr. Gold continued playing, his brow furrowed deeper and deeper, and he eventually lost interest in the machine in front of him.



    



    Standing up, he casually grabbed a handful of tokens from his overflowing basket and distributed the rest to the surrounding players before searching for his next challenge. He had absolute confidence in his ability to turn any situation in his favor.



    



    After surveying the game center, Mr. Gold set his sights on a well-made fighting game machine.



    



    The game featured two modes: PvE against AI opponents and local PvP against other players in the game center. Mr. Gold first tried a few rounds against the AI, easily defeating the highest-difficulty COM opponents with his exceptional reflexes and sharp intuition.



    



    Since the machine couldn't satisfy the king's demands, human opponents were the only option left.



    



    Without hesitation, Mr. Gold entered the PvP lobby and randomly matched with another player in the game center for a match.



    



    After both players selected their characters, the battle began.



    



    At first, Mr. Gold approached his opponent with a judgmental and somewhat dismissive attitude. However, when his own character's health was reduced by half while his opponent had only lost one-fifth of theirs, he realized he had to take things seriously.



    



    "Hmm, not bad," the King of Heroes remarked with a smirk. His interest was piqued—after all, for him, any game only became enjoyable when his opponent was strong enough to provide a challenge.



    



    The battle was intense. Mr. Gold relied on his incredible reflexes and skillful maneuvers to hold his ground against his opponent. Yet, his opponent often turned the tide with techniques that caught Mr. Gold off guard, putting him in a tight spot.



    



    After several fierce rounds, the two were evenly matched, though Mr. Gold's opponent ultimately secured more victories overall.



    



    At one point, when Mr. Gold ran out of tokens, he even called a staff member to bring him another basket so he could continue the match.



    



    Although Mr. Gold was thoroughly enjoying himself, he seemed dissatisfied with his win rate. Determined, he demanded another match, fully confident that he could surpass his opponent's victories.



    



    But just as he was about to continue, his opponent abruptly exited the game room, bringing their intense rivalry to an end.



    



    Mr. Gold was furious. How dare someone walk away from a match with the king? Such insolence!



    



    Lifting his head high, he scanned the game center, intent on identifying the mongrel who had so brazenly disrespected him.



    



    After searching for a while, he finally spotted a red-haired boy on the opposite side of his machine, smiling and waving at him.



    



    For some inexplicable reason, as Mr. Gold locked eyes with the boy, he felt a faint, dull ache in his elbow...



    



    "You there, brat. Was it you who dared to flee after defeating this king?" Mr. Gold asked arrogantly.



    



    "My mom says I have to go home," the boy replied. "But, mister, you're good at this game! I hope we can play again next time!"



    



    "You think you can just walk away after defeating this king?!" Mr. Gold glared at the boy. "I'll pay for your tokens, so come and fight me for another three hundred rounds!"



    



    "That won't work," the boy said seriously, shaking his head. "I promised my mom I'd only play until this time. When it's time, I have to go home."



    



    Mr. Gold fell silent, a rare occurrence for him.



    



    For a moment, he studied the boy intently, seemingly realizing something. Then, he gave a meaningful smile.



    



    "Keeping promises is an admirable quality, boy," Mr. Gold said.



    



    After a brief moment of thought, he flipped his hand, producing a short sword of exquisite craftsmanship and undeniable quality. Its hilt was adorned with a gemstone.



    



    "Take it, boy," Mr. Gold said, tossing the short sword to the red-haired youth. "Consider it this king's reward for defeating him."



    



    The boy fumbled to catch the absurdly prestigious-looking item. Just as he was about to refuse—his mother had warned him never to accept gifts from strangers—he looked up and realized that the blond man across from him had already disappeared without a trace.



    



    The boy stared at the short sword in his hands, scratching his head in confusion as he pondered what to do with it.



    



    After thinking for a moment, he decided to unsheathe the sword and take a closer look.



    



    Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, he carefully slid the blade out of its scabbard.



    



    The moment the boy caught sight of the blade, he was captivated by its radiant brilliance.



    



    The short sword was immaculate, flawless, and seemingly born perfect, with no evidence of forging. It was as if the sword had existed in this form since the beginning.



    



    In the center of the blade, mysterious inscriptions—written in a language the boy couldn't recognize—seemed to whisper ancient tales of the weapon's storied past.



    



    Something deep within the boy stirred. In his short life, he had never felt so aware of his true self as he did at this moment.



    



    The short sword felt as though it had always been a part of him, fitting perfectly in his grasp.



    



    Just then, the clock struck the hour. Jolted from his reverie, the boy glanced at the clock on the wall and hurriedly sheathed the sword, hiding it under his jacket before rushing out of the game center.



    



    Ps: Hero of Justice first appearance.
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    The Second Day of the Holy Grail War: Late Afternoon



    



    All Masters had received a notification from the overseer, the Fuyuki Church. They were required to attend a meeting at the church at 8:00 PM that evening.



    



    After some discussion, Aoko and Touko decided to personally attend the meeting. With Ryuunosuke Uryuu already dealt with in advance, Aoko wanted to see what tricks the church's overseer might still have up his sleeve.



    



    Marisbury Animusphere, deeming himself an ordinary magus, decided not to take the risk of attending in person. Instead, he sent a familiar to handle the matter on his behalf.



    



    The Fuyuki Church was located in the southeastern part of the city, near the edge of a forest in the suburbs. Aoko departed from Ryuudou Temple on the westernmost side of the city. She used a teleportation spell to bypass most of the urban area, arriving in the skies above the suburbs before descending slowly via flight magic.



    



    Upon her arrival near the church, Aoko immediately sensed at least four or five familiars monitoring her. She didn't pay much attention to them. After all, she was intentionally coming alone to see if she could bait anyone into making a move, potentially eliminating one or two competitors in the process.



    



    However, even as she landed and entered through the church's main gate, no one dared to attack her. It seemed that her combination of teleportation and flight magic was too intimidating for the gathered magi.



    



    Without hesitation, Aoko extended her hands and pushed open the church doors. Inside the chapel, there was only an elderly priest present. Apart from several silent, oddly shaped familiars lurking in the corners, the place was empty.



    



    "Miss Blue, gracing us with your presence is truly an honor," the elderly priest greeted her with a slight bow. "Please wait a moment. Once all the Masters have arrived, I will begin explaining the reason for this summons."



    



    Aoko scrutinized the priest. His refined demeanor and spirited presence left an impression. As the representative of the Holy Church in Fuyuki, Risei Kotomine was undoubtedly competent. He managed the church's affairs effectively and maintained a close relationship with the Tohsaka family, the overseers of Fuyuki's leylines. He was adept at navigating such complex relationships.



    



    Aoko didn't bother exchanging pleasantries with him. Instead, she chose a long bench she liked, sat down, and casually crossed her legs, her black tights accentuating her elegant posture.



    



    Risei Kotomine remained facing the central crucifix of the chapel, silently praying. Aoko, indifferent to religion, didn't care much for this display. She rarely even visited her local churches, let alone the Holy Church.



    



    As a Magician, even knowing that deities existed in this world didn't inspire any particular reverence in her. Whether divine beings were grand or insignificant, her attitude remained the same.



    



    About ten minutes later, the church doors were pushed open once more.



    



    The first to enter was a burly man with bright red hair. His peculiar modern attire and boisterous demeanor made him stand out. Following behind him, timidly hiding, was Waver Velvet. The young magus peeked out cautiously from behind the immense figure of the red-haired man. When Waver noticed Aoko glancing at him, he immediately ducked back in fear.



    



    "Oh? Isn't this the so-called Magician?" the red-haired man—Iskandar, the King of Conquerors—remarked boldly. He grabbed Waver and pulled him out from behind. "Quite the daring one, coming here alone without even bringing your Servant."



    



    "I don't have the patience to explain the difference between magicians and magi to you," Aoko sighed. "By your logic, doesn't that make your ally, Lord El-Melloi, a coward for not attending in person?"



    



    "That's not how it is," Iskandar replied, stroking his stubbly chin. "My Master's teacher is a proud man. He likely stayed behind to protect his base from potential attacks."



    



    "Hmm, that's indeed a possibility," Aoko said with faint smile. "Just look at the people who only sent familiars—they're even worse."



    



    This remark included Marisbury Animusphere, but as a pragmatic man, he didn't take offense. Aoko's real targets were Kiritsugu Emiya and the Master of Berserker.



    



    Speaking of Berserker, Aoko initially suspected Matou Kariya to be his Master. However, considering that the Matou family had already been obliterated by Tokiomi Tohsaka, it was likely that Zouken Matou himself had taken the field. Unfortunately, Aoko didn't have enough evidence yet to confirm this suspicion.



    



    "Now that everyone has arrived, as the overseer of this Holy Grail War, I will explain why I summoned all of you here," Risei Kotomine said, turning to face the gathered Masters.



    



    The number of attendees was higher than expected, a fact that Risei noted with some irony. Among the Masters present, only two had come in person.



    



    One was the powerful and infamous magician, Miss Blue. The other was a young, inexperienced magus who had brought his Servant along—likely a student of the Clock Tower's Department of Mineralogy. Their reasons for attending in person were the opposite.



    



    "It seems that, aside from the magician and the apprentice of a Lord, no one here values etiquette," Risei said. Though his words were cutting, his tone remained calm. "Very well. Allow me to get straight to the point."



    



    "In this Holy Grail War, which is meant to be a pursuit of one's deepest wishes, a significant crisis has arisen," Risei said gravely.



    



    "A Master, unwilling to follow the rules, nearly caused a massive breach of secrecy," he continued. "This is something neither the Holy Church nor the Mage's Association can tolerate. The Holy Grail War must adhere to the principle of secrecy. Yet this Master flagrantly abused the power granted by the Grail, allowing their Servant to violate this principle."



    



    "Berserker's Master permitted their Servant to hijack and destroy a U.S. military aircraft stationed in Japan. This irresponsible act greatly increased the likelihood of the Holy Grail War being exposed to the mundane world. The local church had to expend a huge amount of resources to cover up this incident."



    



    "This Master and their Servant are not just enemies of everyone here. They are a threat to the Holy Church, the Mage's Association, and the integrity of the Holy Grail War itself."



    



    As he spoke, Risei rolled up his sleeve, revealing his muscular forearm. It was covered in intricate red Command Seals—an unmistakable resource vital to all Masters.



    



    "These are the Command Seals recovered from previous Holy Grail Wars. As the overseer, I hold the authority to redistribute them as I see fit. I trust you all understand their value."



    



    Aoko casually rested her arm on the bench's backrest, intentionally revealing her own Command Seals. The design, resembling the Eye of Horus with its three strokes, was displayed clearly. What others didn't know was that Aoko and Touko had transferred one real Command Seal to Aoko's arm while creating two fake ones to complete the design.



    



    "I hereby issue a decree as the overseer," Risei declared. "All Masters are to cease hostilities and focus solely on eliminating Berserker and capturing—or killing—his Master."



    



    "Anyone who accomplishes this task alone will receive an additional Command Seal. If the task is completed through cooperation, each participant will be awarded one Command Seal."



    



    "The Holy Grail War will resume only after Berserker and his Master have been dealt with."
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    "Who would've thought an Overseer would meddle in my affairs!" Makiri Zolgen grumbled angrily. He had just learned through his insect familiars that the Overseer of Fuyuki had issued a wanted notice for him.



    



    "Probably Father Risei Kotomine, colluding with Tokiomi Tohsaka to use me as a scapegoat!"



    



    After thinking it over for a moment, Makiri Zolgen quickly understood the situation.



    



    During the previous battle, the destruction caused by several Servants had been far too severe. The Church and the Tohsaka family had likely expended significant effort to cover up the traces and erase the memories of ordinary people.



    



    So, who would take responsibility for all this? Naturally, it would fall on the Master of Berserker, who had yet to reveal himself—Makiri Zolgen.



    



    "It seems I'll have to employ some unconventional methods…"



    



    Makiri Zolgen muttered to himself as part of his clothing transformed into a black liquid. The liquid writhed and churned as if chewing on and expelling something.



    



    Moments later, a golden, radiant chalice floated out from within and landed in his hand.



    



    "I hadn't wanted to draw Chaldea's attention…" Makiri Zolgen said, "But now there's no other choice. The Greater Grail of Fuyuki is essential for both the Clock Tower and our undertaking…"



    



    As if making a great sacrifice, Makiri Zolgen let the "Holy Grail" slide from his hand and sink slowly into the ground.



    



    Then, eight massive, ominous summoning circles appeared on the ground.



    



    From these circles, one after another, strange humanoid figures began to emerge. They stood silently, staring at Makiri Zolgen as if waiting for him to provide an explanation.



    



    "Barbatos, what is the reason for summoning us in this era…? They reminded us not to casually use the Holy Grail in this timeline…" said one of the humanoid figures, a being with a halo composed of numerous diamond-shaped eyes.



    



    "Paimon, do you think my memory is that poor?" Makiri Zolgen replied irritably. "If it weren't for the fact that my operations in this era were on the verge of failure, why would I ever use the Holy Grail to summon you all?"



    



    "What happened?" asked another humanoid figure. "Even if that person has been summoned in this era, as a member of the Three Families, surely you had the opportunity to claim the Greater Grail in advance? With this Greater Grail, the starting point of Chaldea would disappear!"



    



    "It's not as simple as you think, Gusion," Makiri Zolgen said gravely. "I just discovered that in the 'original' history, Caster Gilles de Rais and Ryuunosuke Uryuu, who were supposed to be eliminated, were killed prematurely. And the one who has now taken their place on the Church's wanted list… is me and Berserker!"



    



    "So what?" said a third humanoid figure. "You're not saying you'd lose to a few Servants without even Grand, are you?"



    



    "What do you understand?" Makiri Zolgen retorted. "One of the participants replacing Ryuunosuke Uryuu in the Holy Grail War is a Magician! Do you think you can defeat a Magician alone, Buer?"



    



    "Enough, Barbatos, Buer, stop arguing!" a more composed humanoid figure intervened. "Since there's been an unforeseen occurrence at this point in time, summoning all eight Pillars of the Control Tower here was a prudent move, Barbatos. We need more information!"



    



    "All nine Pillars of the Control Tower are now gathered here. We shall aid you in suppressing the Greater Grail, Barbatos," said the humanoid figure named Gusion. "Which Magician are you referring to? The Second or the Fourth?"



    



    "The Fourth, Aoko Aozaki," Makiri Zolgen replied with a frown. "Logically, both the Observatory and the Star-Gazer should have detected this possibility, but they didn't."



    



    "Aoko Aozaki didn't appear in the observation results of any timeline, yet here she is, participating in the Holy Grail War."



    



    "Well, there's no point in overthinking it," said another humanoid figure, named Beleth. "Right now, our priority is to take control of the Greater Grail as quickly as possible. Otherwise, forget about Magicians—we won't even be able to handle someone with an ordinary foundation."



    



    "You're right," Barbatos—Makiri Zolgen—took a deep breath and said. "Once Berserker is repaired, we'll head to the cavern beneath Mount Enzou and bring the Greater Grail under our control!"



    



    ...



    



    "Spiritron Transfer, complete!" said a young girl with lilac hair, wearing slightly revealing armor. "So this is Fuyuki City before it was burned?"



    



    "Fou! Fou!" A small white creature with long ears, resembling both a fox and a dog, leaped out of the girl's enormous shield and onto her head, looking curiously around.



    



    "Wow? It looks so peaceful," exclaimed another girl with orange hair, dressed in a white blouse with a restraint-like design, a pleated skirt, and tights.



    



    "It looks like such a lively and peaceful place, Senpai!" the lilac-haired girl smiled. "For some reason, it feels very comforting."



    



    "But when I think about how, ten years from now, this place might become Singularity F…"



    



    "There's no need to dwell on that, Mash," said a mature man with black hair and a red coat. "Because starting from Singularity F, it's not just Fuyuki City that burns—it's all of human history."



    



    "Even so… it's still hard to accept, Mr. Second," the orange-haired girl said sadly.



    



    "Appreciating peaceful days is fine, but don't let such thoughts weigh you down," the man, referred to as "Second," said. "If we fear battle and tragedy too much, we'll lose the courage to move forward."



    



    "You always say such philosophical things, Lord Second," the orange-haired girl said with a playful smile. "Is it because you're a teacher?"



    



    "My apologies, my bad habit of lecturing has come out again," the man said. "But I must say, while everything around us appears silent and peaceful, with no sense of danger…"



    



    "Hmm!" the lilac-haired girl said cheerfully. "I like this peaceful atmosphere!"



    



    "…It's nothing more than an illusion masking the underlying crisis, Mash," Second's expression suddenly turned serious. "Among the battles of the Magi, you must always question what you see. For instance…"



    



    "Eight Gates Golden Lock Formation!"



    



    As Second spoke, golden lightning and a strange magical array appeared. However, to his surprise, his sudden attack yielded no results.



    



    "Huh, Lord Second, did you find an enemy?" Mash quickly raised her shield, positioning herself to protect the orange-haired girl, her eyes scanning the surroundings warily.



    



    ["An enemy appeared?!"] A voice came from the orange-haired girl's communication device, sounding anxious. ["I didn't detect any Servant signals. Could it be an Assassin with Presence Concealment?!"]



    



    "No, it seems I was mistaken," Second said awkwardly. "But it's strange. This shouldn't be the case."



    



    "What do you mean?" the orange-haired girl asked curiously. "Was there supposed to be an enemy ambushing us here?"



    



    "Our Spiritron Transfer would've been very obvious to Servants," Second said, frowning. "I originally thought that this Holy Grail War's Assassin would have arrived immediately to monitor us, but that doesn't seem to be the case."



    



    "Something feels off," Second paused, his expression growing serious. "This Holy Grail War seems different from what I remember. Could it be that our Spiritron Transfer happened at the wrong point in time?"



    



    "Mash, Ritsuka, we'll need to pick up the pace," Second said firmly. "We'll move as we talk, and I'll explain the priorities as we go."



    



    PS: Oh! The Grand Beast and the beloved eggplant is here! Nice!

  
     



    



     



    



    Kirei Kotomine drove his car to the outskirts of Fuyuki City, to the forest surrounding the Einzbern Castle.



    



    He parked the church's car by the roadside, stepped out, adjusted his priest's attire, and looked up at the forest.



    



    Occasionally, the sounds of insects could be heard, but there were no paths for humans to walk on or traces of human habitation.



    



    However, Kirei Kotomine could feel an immense magical aura within the forest.



    



    His teacher, Tokiomi Tohsaka, had once taught him that a so-called bounded field was a magecraft that used webs densely woven across the ground and space, between planes and three-dimensional spaces, to transform ordinary places into otherworldly realms.



    



    The usual function of a bounded field was either to prevent outsiders from entering or to establish otherworldly rules within the bounded field to restrict the entities inside.



    



    What Kirei Kotomine sensed from the bounded field of the Einzbern forest was the first type—a bounded field of concealment and repulsion.



    



    As one of the Three Great Families, the Einzbern family was undoubtedly a reclusive and powerful household in Fuyuki City. It was normal for them to set up a bounded field to hide their secrets. However, Kirei Kotomine had a peculiar intuition that the Einzbern family was preparing for something special this time.



    



    Kotomine did not retreat because of the strength of the Einzbern bounded field. His numb face showed no expression as he walked into the forest without hesitation.



    



    ...



    



    "Madam, an intruder has been detected within the forest's bounded field," Maiya Hisau suddenly reported to Irisviel von Einzbern, who was seated in the Einzbern Castle. "The intruder is now approximately twenty minutes away from the castle."



    



    "Eh? Who could it be?" Irisviel asked, slightly flustered. Her husband, Kiritsugu, was not here at the moment, leaving her with only Maiya to rely on. Assassin, Semiramis, was still occupied with her work in the underground chambers.



    



    "Based on the hidden familiars' surveillance, the intruder is Kirei Kotomine, the priest from the Fuyuki Church," Maiya replied. "However, this man is the apprentice of Tohsaka Tokiomi, the head of the Tohsaka family. He's likely an enemy."



    



    "Then what should we do? Should we activate the defense familiars to drive him away?" Irisviel asked nervously. "Or should we notify Assassin?"



    



    "...Please allow me to handle this first, madam," Maiya said calmly. "I believe that since Kirei Kotomine has not come with Tokiomi's Servant, it's highly possible that he's only here to deliver a message."



    



    "But... it could still be dangerous, Maiya!" Irisviel worriedly took Maiya's hand. She could feel that this hand, unlike the youthful appearance of the woman before her, was rough and covered with calluses and scars. "How about I go with you?"



    



    "Kiritsugu entrusted me with the task of protecting you, madam," Maiya said seriously. "If something happens to me, please proceed immediately to Assassin's side. She will surely be able to protect you."



    



    After saying this, Maiya gently withdrew her hand from Irisviel's grasp. She gave a slight bow, picked up her equipment, and exited the Einzbern Castle through a side door, heading in the direction of Kirei Kotomine.



    



    Kirei Kotomine had been walking in the forest for nearly half an hour. During this time, he noticed many familiars observing him.



    



    Most of these familiars, however, were only for surveillance purposes. They were equipped with custom-designed miniature cameras and did not attempt to attack him. Thus, Kirei did not retaliate against them.



    



    He maintained a steady pace, ignoring the strong repulsion signals emitted by the bounded field. This was a special ability of the Church's magical system, which gave him an advantage over ordinary magi when dealing with bounded fields.



    



    When Kirei Kotomine reached a clearing in the forest, he saw someone approaching him.



    



    The Einzbern Castle was now quite close; by looking up, one could see the pointed spires of the castle towers.



    



    Kirei Kotomine stopped where he was, watching as a short-haired woman in a sharp business suit, armed with modern weaponry, stepped into the clearing on the opposite side.



    



    "On behalf of my teacher, Tohsaka Tokiomi, the head of the Tohsaka family, I have come to deliver a letter to the Master of the Einzbern family," Kirei said emotionlessly as he slowly pulled a letter from inside his priest's robe. "I hope to meet with the Einzbern Master to discuss an important matter."



    



    "Leave the letter, and you may go," Maiya Hisau replied calmly, maintaining a stance ready to draw her weapon at any moment. "The Einzbern Master does not have time to meet you right now."



    



    Maiya could not see through this man. From head to toe, he exuded a dangerous aura, yet at the same time gave off a sense of purposelessness—like an instrument missing a string, unable to produce sound.



    



    She could not risk allowing Irisviel to meet him as the representative of the Einzbern family. Maiya was certain that if this man decided to act here, she would likely be killed.



    



    The seemingly plain and simple priest's robe was made of Kevlar fibers and imbued with magical elements. Kirei Kotomine was not an ordinary church member but an Executor of the Holy Church.



    



    Kirei did not argue. After hesitating briefly, he placed the letter on the ground and turned to leave.



    



    Before leaving, he glanced back at the Einzbern Castle. The woman who had come to meet him remained standing in place, watching him warily.



    



    Kirei Kotomine walked away in the direction of the forest exit. On the surface, he appeared calm, but even he did not realize that his fists were clenched tightly, his nails digging into the flesh of his palms.



    



    Once the familiars signaled that the intruder had left the bounded field, Maiya Hisau let out a sigh of relief.



    



    She put on a pair of gloves, carefully picked up the letter from the ground, and, after confirming there were no traps, placed it away and returned to the Einzbern Castle.



    



    ...



    



    Irisviel placed the letter on the table and meticulously checked it with Einzbern magic to ensure it contained no curses. Only then did she cautiously open it using a familiar.



    



    Relieved to find nothing unusual about the letter, Irisviel picked it up and read it carefully. She discovered that it was an invitation to form an alliance.



    



    The letter was written in German, with a style that exuded classical elegance—a reflection of some shared traits between the Tohsaka and Einzbern families as members of the Three Great Families.



    



    "Maiya, please contact Kiritsugu," Irisviel said. "The contents of this letter are likely beyond what the two of us can decide."

  
     



    



     



    



    Emiya Kiritsugu immediately rushed back to the Einzbern Castle upon receiving the news.



    



    After receiving the alliance letter from his wife, Emiya Kiritsugu fell into deep thought.



    



    As the Master of the Einzbern family, Kiritsugu found himself in a very delicate situation. With the Einzberns secretly allied with the Aozaki sisters, and now the Tohsaka family extending an olive branch to him, he faced a complex dilemma.



    



    If he accepted the alliance with the Tohsakas, it would, in a sense, constitute a betrayal of the Aozaki sisters. Although Kiritsugu had no intention of handing the final victory to that magician, he didn't think it was the right time to turn his back on them now.



    



    On the other hand, if he rejected the alliance, Tohsaka Tokiomi and Archer might identify the Einzberns—whose Servant's identity was still concealed—as their primary enemy. This would be a dangerous situation for Kiritsugu, who currently couldn't use Semiramis' combat capabilities. He also doubted the Aozaki sisters would come to his rescue.



    



    Thus, the only option was to play both sides. Kiritsugu made his decision: he would accept Tohsaka Tokiomi's proposal for an alliance, but he would hide this fact as much as possible to avoid the Aozaki sisters finding out.



    



    Since the Fuyuki Church, as the overseer, had already issued a bounty on Berserker and their Master, Kiritsugu felt he didn't need to worry about himself and Semiramis becoming the center of attention until that unknown Master was eliminated. For the time being, he could breathe easily.



    



    ...



    



    "It's done," Aozaki Touko said, wiping nonexistent sweat from her forehead with her arm. "Next, we just need to transfer Angra Mainyu's soul into this vessel, and the purification of the Greater Grail will be complete."



    



    Lying on the operating table before them was a body without distinguishing features.



    



    In other words, it was a special vessel—neither male nor female, devoid of any discernible appearance, yet considered human in the context of mysticism. This vessel was specifically designed by Touko based on the Lesser Grail's principles to serve as a container for imprisoning a Servant's soul.



    



    Once Angra Mainyu was placed into this vessel, he would no longer have any chance to return to the Greater Grail, regardless of whether it was activated. He would be forced to watch the victor use the Grail to fulfill their wish.



    



    "Ahahaha, absolutely flawless, Touko-chan," Aozaki Aoko said with a satisfied nod. She then ruffled Touko's proud, triumphant hair into a mess. "So, can we move on to the next step?"



    



    "What incredible technology!" Marisbury Animusphere exclaimed as he inspected the vessel. "As expected of Aozaki Touko, the holder of the title of Grand Puppeteer. I believe your skills will have tremendous applications—perhaps even in Chaldea."



    



    "All right, stop wasting time," Aoko urged. "The sooner we purify the Greater Grail, the sooner we eliminate the possibility of unforeseen incidents."



    



    At Aoko's words, King Solomon, who stood beside the Greater Grail, looked toward Marisbury. After receiving his Master's approval, Solomon raised his hands, adorned with the Ten Rings.



    



    The ten rings shone simultaneously. As the King of Magecraft, Solomon wielded absolute control over all forms of magecraft when he possessed the Ten Rings.



    



    Although the core of the Greater Grail was the Third Magic, its augmentation circuits, designed by Justeaze Lizrich von Einzbern, still fell within the domain of magecraft. And as long as it involved magecraft, it was within Solomon's control.



    



    Under Solomon's actions, the previously stable Greater Grail—filled with black mud and dense magical fluid—began to boil violently. Something within it seemed to be struggling, trying to resist Solomon's interference.



    



    But all resistance was futile before the King of Magecraft. The authority of the Ten Rings firmly suppressed the soul-containing mechanisms of the Greater Grail, gradually cornering Angra Mainyu.



    



    Following a sound that was unclear whether it was crying or the wailing of a suffering human, a torrent of black mud erupted from the hole at the top of the Greater Grail.



    



    Touko immediately activated the pre-prepared secret ritual for soul transference, capturing Angra Mainyu's soul hidden within the black mud and sealing it into the vessel.



    



    The previously lifeless vessel suddenly opened its eyes after receiving the transferred soul. Its eyes darted around frantically, trying to discern its surroundings.



    



    But Touko's creation was Angra Mainyu's new prison. No matter how much he struggled or raged, he could not move a single muscle within his body.



    



    Aoko waved her hand, moving the vessel from the operating table into a specially designed rectangular container, which was then locked securely. (It resembled a coffin.)



    



    With Angra Mainyu, the core, removed, the hole above the Greater Grail began to tremble unstably.



    



    At first, the hole expanded violently, resembling a black hole from science fiction, swallowing the tower-like structure beneath it. Then, it rapidly contracted, becoming a smaller spherical object than the original hole.



    



    Gradually, the black mud flowing on the surface of the sphere solidified, cracked, and fell away, revealing a pure white, flawless sphere radiating a faint glow. It gave the impression that something was gestating within it.



    



    "So this is the original form of the Greater Grail," Aoko remarked with awe. "I have to say, the three founding families of Fuyuki were either blind or foolish. How could none of them notice such a drastic change in the Greater Grail?"



    



    "Hmph, it seems the curse of the Rheingold just got stronger," Touko quipped as she observed the Greater Grail. "Justeaze Lizrich von Einzbern bears undeniable responsibility for this."



    



    "Truly a creation of the Third Magic," Marisbury commented. "I imagine most magi would fall for it the moment they laid eyes on it."



    



    "Aren't you the one who looks completely uninterested in the Greater Grail?" Aoko silently observed Marisbury in her mind. Ever since arriving at the Holy Grail War, this man had been single-mindedly focused on making money, showing no interest whatsoever in the Third Magic or anything related. In a way, that made him quite a dedicated person.



    



    While Aoko and her group admired the Greater Grail, a large bird descended from the outer edge of the void and landed on Aoko's shoulder, quietly reporting something to her.



    



    "…What?" Aoko said in mild surprise. "The enemy has approached Mount Enzou?"



    



    Hearing this, Artoria, who had been silently standing guard, immediately gripped the hilt of her sword, her vigilance rising.



    



    "What's going on?" Marisbury asked calmly. "Do you need our assistance?"



    



    "An unexpected enemy," Aoko murmured thoughtfully as she looked at Solomon. "Are your Demon Pillars still intact?"

  
     



    



    Credits: Nicholas Berenguer



    



     



    



    Aoko transported herself and Artoria instantly through teleportation to the skies above the highway leading to Mount Enzou.



    



    Considering it would be best not to let more magi, alerted by the news, discover the truth about the Greater Grail beneath, Aoko took the initiative and moved to intercept the incoming enemies.



    



    "This is truly unexpected," Aoko said, her eyes fixed on the approaching enemy, her smile eerily unsettling. "I didn't think the bug lord, Makiri Zolgen, would turn out to be Berserker's Master. I thought you were killed by Tohsaka Tokiomi."



    



    "A child like that could never kill me," the man scoffed in response.



    



    "Did you come here to claim my head on behalf of the Church's overseer's bounty, Lady Magician?"



    



    "I never thought the first opponent in this hunt would be you."



    



    "No, isn't it precisely because of Miss Blue that we were found so quickly?" Makiri Zolgen shook his head and continued nonchalantly. "Enough useless chatter. Berserker, kill them!"



    



    Following Makiri Zolgen's command, the pitch-black knight standing beside him unsheathed his sword and roared as he charged toward Aoko and Artoria.



    



    Aoko glanced at Artoria beside her, and the Knight King understood her intent: A servant should fight a Servant, and a Master should face a Master.



    



    Artoria unsheathed her holy sword, gazing coldly from above at her former subordinate. The only emotion left in her gaze was icy resolve. The moment Berserker drew his sword, Arondight, Artoria immediately recognized his identity.



    



    But as the perfected, eternal king, she bore no psychological burden in punishing this knight burdened by sin.



    



    Under her direction, Dun Stallion galloped downward fearlessly towards the approaching enemy.



    



    Raising her holy sword high, Artoria used the momentum of her steed's charge to strike heavily against the maddened black knight.



    



    Lancelot, of course, didn't just stand idly by. Screaming Artoria's name in incoherent rage, he swung his corrupted, now-cursed sword at his former liege, as the black miasma swirling around him surged violently.



    



    At the moment their blades collided, the shockwave was so intense that it displaced the surrounding air, briefly creating a vacuum zone.



    



    Though Lancelot was immensely powerful, bolstered by Makiri Zolgen's overwhelming magical energy, the Artoria before him had already been strengthened with multiple layers of transmutation and protective buffs from Aoko before the battle began. She was unyielding, like an immovable wall.



    



    With the added momentum from her Mana Burst, the Knight King needed only one strike to send her former subordinate flying. The black knight hurtled towards the ground like a meteor.



    



    "Lancelot, I sentence you to death. Do you acknowledge your guilt?" Artoria pointed her holy sword at the spot where Berserker had fallen, her tone icy. But the black knight, consumed by madness, was in no state to answer her.



    



    While Artoria and Lancelot clashed, Aoko wasn't idle either. She was deeply curious about how this youthful version of the old worm Zouken Matou, now Makiri Zolgen had appeared, so she decided to test his abilities.



    



    Aoko began by pulling out her spellbook and tearing a Transmutation Scroll to reapply buffs to herself. In the blink of an eye, she vanished into a cloud of blue smoke (Misty Step).



    



    A split second later, Aoko reappeared behind the blue-haired man, her entire body glowing with the markings of magic circuits. Layers upon layers of magic circles spun and nested over her right arm.



    



    She assumed a textbook-perfect modern combat stance, channeling an immense amount of compressed and accelerated magical bullets into her punch. This devastating strike was aimed directly at the back of Makiri Zolgen's head.



    



    If Touko were watching, she'd surely mock her as a destructive gorilla who couldn't even pass for a proper magus. But fortunately, Touko wasn't present.



    



    The blue-haired man seemed utterly incapable of resisting Aoko's unconventional and overwhelming attack. With her reinforced magic circuits operating at full capacity, Aoko's punch unleashed a close-range miniaturized beam cannon. The blow obliterated Makiri Zolgen's head so thoroughly that he couldn't even let out a scream.



    



    But Aoko didn't let her guard down despite the apparent success of her attack. She immediately withdrew her right hand and opened her palm. With a series of rapidly expanding, high-speed magic circles, she unleashed a barrage of blue-white magic bullets with the rate of a heavy machine gun, reducing what was left of the old worm's body into a shredded mess.



    



    Yet, even with his body in such a state, the headless corpse didn't collapse but instead knelt and staggered backward.



    



    Aoko noticed that there was no blood flowing from Makiri Zolgen's wounds. His injuries revealed no normal flesh or blood at all.



    



    She had initially assumed his body might be a mimicry created by a swarm of crest worms or blade-winged insects, but that didn't seem to be the case.



    



    Instead, a reflective, black oil-like liquid surged within Makiri Zolgen's body.



    



    Ordinarily, anyone subjected to Aoko's level of magical bombardment would've been reduced to tiny fragments, but Makiri Zolgen's body seemed to absorb the shock damage from the explosions.



    



    "Absorption magecraft?" Aoko muttered to herself. "It seems five centuries haven't completely eroded all of your magical techniques."



    



    Makiri Zolgen, once an ancient magus who had conversed with the likes of Da Vinci and Van Hohenheim, was not only skilled in the manipulation of familiars but also specialized in absorption-based magecraft developed from his water attribute.



    



    This magecraft not only neutralized energy-based attacks but also had the characteristic of returning the absorbed energy to its origin, effectively creating restraints against its opponent.



    



    For most magi, if their magical energy were absorbed by Makiri Zolgen, his absorption magecraft could generate a curse specifically tailored to bind the original owner of that magical energy.



    



    But Aoko's magic was utterly incompatible with such techniques. Her energy was like the scorching core of a star—intense and searing. Even if the force of her attacks was neutralized or absorbed, there was no way the old worm could use it to harm her in any way.



    



    Still, the cunning old worm wasn't going to be defeated so easily.



    



    From the remains of Makiri Zolgen's body—his wounds and even his internal organs—emerged a multitude of blood-red, cross-shaped pupils. They resembled clusters of grapes, and Aoko felt an almost irresistible urge to crush them.



    



    As these eyes manifested, Makiri Zolgen's magical energy surged exponentially. His mangled body morphed completely, dissolving into a pool of black sludge.



    



    The eyes embedded within the sludge all moved in unison, staring directly at Aoko.



    



    "What are you looking at?!"



    



    Annoyed by what she interpreted as a perverted old man's gaze from creepy eyes, Aoko hurled a fireball at the black sludge, ruthlessly burning and blasting it.



    



    However, as the smoke cleared, the result was not total vaporization. Instead, the ground trembled, and a massive white, jagged, fleshy pillar erupted skyward.



    



    With it came eight humanoid demon gods of varying appearances. They floated above Aoko, silently watching her from the skies.



    



    "Finally showing yourselves?" Aoko taunted them. "I have to say, King Solomon had a terrible taste—no wonder his demon pillars are so repulsive to look at!"



    



    Aoko had already deduced from the information provided by Stark that this group was Solomon's 72 Demon Pillars. However, since Solomon summoned by Marisbury was still in control of them, the appearance of these nine entities raised a troubling question: where had these demon pillars come from?



    



    ...



    



    Meanwhile, elsewhere...



    



    ["There's a Demon Pillar reaction in the singularity!"] the voice of a certain orange-haired, overworked Chaldea staff member came through the communicator, throwing the Chaldea team into a state of tension.



    



    "What?! Here?!" El Melloi II exclaimed, the wrinkles on his forehead deepening. "It seems we'll need to change plans immediately. Ritsuka, Mash!"



    



    "We haven't even done anything yet—how did the Demon Pillars show up already?" Ritsuka Fujimaru asked in confusion. "Usually, we solve the mystery first, and then these guys show up as endgame bosses, right?"



    



    "They were likely triggered by a conflict with one of the Servants in this Holy Grail War," El Melloi II calmly analyzed. "It could be an accident, or perhaps they're trying to accelerate the Grail War's progress to sacrifice some of the Servants prematurely."



    



    "Senpai, Lord El-Melloi II, now's not the time to discuss this!" Mash Kyrielight interrupted urgently. "If Demon Pillars are appearing in the city, it'll cause massive casualties and destruction! We need to reach the scene immediately!"

  
     



    



    Credits: Khenom



    



     



    



    The sound of clashing blades echoed through the night as Artoria clashed furiously with one of her former Knights of the Round Table—Lancelot, the Knight of the Lake.



    



    Artoria had already dismounted her steed, gripping her sword with both hands as she struck blow after blow at her opponent, each swing of the holy sword unleashing a tempestuous gale.



    



    Her adversary, Berserker Lancelot, though still ferocious in his demeanor, was undoubtedly battered and broken in appearance.



    



    The once beautiful, intricately crafted armor was now shattered, his body covered in horrifying wounds. Blood gushed from the simulated flesh of his servant vessel, and one of his arms hung limply at his side, rendered completely immobile.



    



    His full-faced helmet was gone, revealing the countenance of the perfect knight who had once been handsome enough to steal away Queen Guinevere. Yet now, his face was twisted into a ghastly expression, his eyes glowing red with madness, and his mouth filled with jagged, shark-like teeth.



    



    "How disgraceful, Lancelot," Artoria said calmly as she parried his attacks, her voice laced with scorn. "You once swore your loyalty to your king, and now you show me such an ugly form. Why?"



    



    But the Berserker's immense madness had robbed him of reason. Bound by the highest degree of Mad Enhancement, Lancelot couldn't comprehend Artoria's words, let alone respond to them. All that remained in his heart was regret and rage, driving him to attack and kill with unrelenting ferocity.



    



    Even though the power provided by the Demon Pillar Barbatos flowed endlessly into him, the difference in power output between Lancelot and Artoria was stark.



    



    In terms of regeneration and magical output per unit of time, they were simply not on the same level. Artoria's storm-like onslaught overwhelmed Lancelot's recovery rate, granting her an absolute advantage.



    



    The power of the Red Dragon of Britain, amplified by the blessings of Magician and Grand-ranked Magus, shone through in her every move. Even the smallest gestures were elevated to a peak far beyond what a mere servant could normally achieve.



    



    Despite the intensity of the battle, Artoria's mind was calm. Her powerful intuition allowed her to seize a fleeting opening, and with one decisive strike, she severed Lancelot's sword arm. Both Arondight and his arm flew high into the air, landing far away.



    



    Artoria showed no mercy, following up with a swift, powerful kick to Lancelot's chest. The unyielding knight was sent flying, carving a deep trench into the ground as he landed.



    



    The King of Knights crouched slightly, then leaped into the air, tracing a graceful arc before landing heavily upon the ground. The impact utterly crushed Lancelot's legs, and even his spiritual core could not withstand the damage, shattering under the tremendous force.



    



    The contract and binding curse between Barbatos and Lancelot dissolved as his spiritual core disintegrated. The once-mindless Berserker's eyes cleared, and reason returned to them at last.



    



    "To... die by my king's sword... is... an honor..." The broken knight lay on the ground, his voice faltering as he spoke his final words. His gaze, filled with guilt and relief, fell upon the cold and dignified figure of Artoria before him.



    



    "These words are meaningless, Lancelot," Artoria said, gripping her holy sword in one hand and pointing it at the fallen knight. "If you truly regretted your actions, you wouldn't have committed them in the first place."



    



    "I understand... my king... I... am but an unworthy sinner..." Lancelot replied painfully, golden particles of light beginning to emanate from his body—a sign that his spirit was returning to the Throne of Heroes. "Please... grant a sinner... the punishment... he deserves..."



    



    Artoria did not reply. Instead, she shifted her grip, holding the holy sword with both hands. She raised Excalibur high, gazing coldly at the broken knight lying before her, and delivered the harshest judgment of a king.



    



    "Lancelot, the sinner! You betrayed your king, defiled the queen, and killed your comrades. Your sins are unforgivable! Today, I shall grant you death!"



    



    Golden light radiated from the holy sword, blazing with an intensity that was both dazzling and warm. Yet the voice of the one holding it was cold and authoritative.



    



    "What I grant you is yours. What I do not grant, you shall not take."



    



    As the sword descended, a torrent of golden light surged forth like a merciless flood, obliterating everything in its path. The remnants of the Knight of the Lake, along with the trees and rocks in the area, were reduced to dust, leaving behind a deep scar upon the earth.



    



    Artoria exhaled softly, casting one final glance at the site of Lancelot's demise before summoning her steed, Dun Stallion. Mounting her horse, she departed without looking back, heading toward the battlefield where Aoko Aozaki and Makiri Zolgen were locked in combat.



    



    ...



    



    "Ah!"



    



    Inside Einzbern Castle, Irisviel suddenly let out a cry of pain, clutching her abdomen and doubling over. Beside her, Kiritsugu Emiya immediately dropped what he was doing and supported her worriedly.



    



    "What's wrong, Iri? Did something happen?" Kiritsugu asked anxiously.



    



    "A Servant... has been killed..." Irisviel said weakly. "Just now, their soul was absorbed into the Lesser Grail..."



    



    "Was it Berserker?" Kiritsugu frowned.



    



    "Iri, you should rest," Kiritsugu said with concern. "The pressure from absorbing a Servant's soul is too much for you. You need time to recover."



    



    "I'm fine, Kiritsugu," Irisviel replied with a gentle smile. "One Servant's soul isn't too much. My condition hasn't worsened significantly."



    



    "But..." Kiritsugu hesitated, his expression filled with pain and worry.



    



    "Everything we're doing is for Illya, Kiri," Irisviel said softly, her voice full of love. "Whether it's Miss Aozaki or you who wins this Holy Grail War, Illya will no longer have to endure my fate, isn't that right?"



    



    "Yes," Kiritsugu replied quietly.



    



    Hearing her husband's answer, Irisviel, though still enduring physical pain, felt a sense of peace in her heart. She trusted in her husband's love for her and their daughter and believed that they would succeed in fulfilling the Einzbern family's long-held wish.



    



    What Irisviel didn't know, however, was that deep in Kiritsugu's heart, if he were forced to weigh her and Illya's lives against his dream of saving the world, he would abandon them without hesitation.



    



    Kiritsugu was a man who had severed his emotions from his ultimate goal. If, amid his tragic life, he had ever sought the counsel of a psychologist, they would undoubtedly diagnose him with severe obsessive-compulsive personality disorder or even split-path psychopathy.



    



    But, tragically, Kiritsugu was oblivious to this truth about himself.
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